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Part 1: Circle of Friends

"So how do we get in?" Ariciel pointed at the
drawbridge. "They closed the door."

"We ask nicely," said Bannog. "It's meant to keep
people out!"

"I do not think that the persons by the campfires will
let us pass. They will feel that they have been waiting
longer than we have, and they should be first to enter."
Mareva surveyed the campfires. "There are about two
hundred fighters. Too many for the three of us."

"I think I could probably sneak past them. How deep
is that moat?"

"Very. I helped dig it out. My head is under the water
in the middle. Can cats swim?"

"Provided there's a cosy fire at the other end."

Bannog grinned. "And a bowl of milk?"

"Wouldn't hurt."

"I thought all castles had a secret entrance for just
such an occasion," said Mareva.

"If it has, nobody told me about it. I could have visited 
more harvest fairs if they had. Anyway, even if you do



sneak past the fighters and get into the moat, there's a
sheer wall on the other side."

"It would help if we could send a message to the
people inside. Before we invented wireless
communications, we used to signal with lights."

"I should have asked Infantryman Kent. He could
have taught me. Shame I broke his filthy neck."

Ariciel pointed at Bannog's quiver. "You could attach
a note to an arrow and shoot it over the wall."

"Not from here, I couldn't. It's several hundred yards
away. I don't think they'll let me walk down there and
shoot. Mareva, Don't you have a clever Draenei device
that'll let me talk to someone inside?"

"I am afraid not. Even if I had, we would still need to
bring one into the castle and tell them how to use it."

Bannog stared at the dark shape of Caer Bannog,
lying just a few hundred yards away. So close! Still, he
couldn't get a message inside, or walk in. Maddening!
Drawbridge was up. Moat was deep. Enemies were all
round it. Nobody was expecting him. In fact, nobody
inside might know that he was still alive. Captain
Swann had told him he would send an official letter to
his father, and everywhere else he could think of.



Gerrig the Ancient had known what he was doing
when laying out the plans for Caer Bannog. At least it
seemed none of the undesirables outside had found a
way in. A worried look passed over Bannog's face, and
he rubbed his head. He hoped that everyone inside
was alright.

 

"Ssht!" Bannog looked at Ariciel, who had closed her
eyes and was listening intently. Unkind souls might say
that she, with her long ears, was the girl for the job, but
then they might suddenly be staring at the end of the
Night-elf's quarterstaff, up close. She pointed to their
right. "Incoming. About five men. Hide!"

Ariciel didn't move, and simply vanished on the spot, 
using an Elf-trick to make herself inconspicuous if not 
invisible. Bannog and Mareva ducked behind some 
boulders and pretended to be rocks themselves. Ariciel 
stood absolutely still. Her stealth technique didn't work 
if she moved. Soon, the group came into view. Moving 
nothing except her eyes, she gazed at them. They were 
human, average build except the leader, who was 
larger. All were carrying bows and arrows, enough of 
them to turn her into a hedgehog if they'd notice her. 
She held her breath. Hidden as she was, she knew



they wouldn't see her unless they blundered straight
into her. If they kept going in the direction they were,
she'd almost be able to touch them. Ariciel thought
invisible thoughts, and her eyes narrowed.

"Halt! In the name of Caer Bannog!" Bannog's deep
voice rang out.

Ariciel had to suppress a yelp, and she turned her
head round to her friend, lover, rescuer, love of her life,
dearest to her in all of Azeroth, and wanted to shoot
firebolts at him. That stupid Human had actually come
out of hiding and was walking forward, while at least
five arrows were aimed at him. The leader of the men
slowly turned round, facing Bannog. Mareva was still
hidden. Slowly, he stepped over to Bannog. Then,
moving fast for a Human his size, he punched him in
the stomach.

"Oof," said Bannog, taking a step back.

The big man grinned. "You're not a ghost!"

Bannog frowned at him. "Did you have to hit me to
find that out?"

"No, but I like hitting you!" He held out a gauntleted
hand to Bannog. Bannog took it, then pulled the other
to him in a big hug.



"Gerrig! Good to see you, big brother!" Bannog
turned round to Ariciel, then to Mareva. "Come on out,
ladies. Good people."

Ariciel broke her stealth, and became visible, noting
with something approaching smugness the startled
looks on some of the bowmen's faces. Then, Mareva
appeared from behind the rocks, and jaws actually
dropped. Obviously, a staff-wielding, blue-skinned,
horned, hooved woman with pale blue luminous eyes
was not an everyday experience. When first she arrived
on this planet, the stares she got from these
pink-skinned creatures had annoyed her, but these
days, secretly, she enjoyed the attention. She knew
she was beautiful, but not uncommonly so among her
own people. Here, she could impress.

"Dyonis A'ka. My name is Mareva. Long life, good
health."

Gerrig was the first to recover. He stepped forward,
took Mareva's hand and bent over it.

"Good evening, Lady Mareva. Welcome to Caer
Bannog, or at least its vicinity." He turned round to
Ariciel. "And you, Lady. It is not often that we see one
of the Kel'dorei in these parts."



"Thank you. You must be Bannog's brother. He told
me about you, but it's good finally to meet you in
person."

Gerrig smiled at Ariciel. Night-elves were rare in
Redridge, but Night-elves who spoke with a Northshire
accent? Unheard of! Little Brother had some explaining
to do. He turned to his brother and his ladies.

"I would invite you all to the castle, but we're on a
mission. We're culling the uninvited guests a bit. If you
would like to wait here, then we can pick you up on the
way back."

Bannog shook his head. "I'm a military man now,
Brother. I can pull my weight. I'd like to see you in
action."

"What about the women?"

"They're not exactly weak and feeble. They can
help." Gerrig looked from Ariciel to Mareva and back.
Well, if Little Brother thought so, that was fine by him.

"Right. Move out, ladies and gentlemen."

 

They walked through the dark, looking for likely 
targets, until Gerrig stopped by the small stream that 
fed the moat. A group of fighters was sitting on the



bank, filling water bottles. Bannog sidled up to him.

"Who are these guys anyway? They don't look like
Defias."

Gerrig shook his head. "Defias Brotherhood has left
these shores for a while. Busy elsewhere. These are
Blackrock Orcs. Proper Hordies if you'll believe it.
We've killed maybe a dozen of them, but it doesn't
seem to scare them off."

"It wouldn't. Warrior cults. They'll fight to the last.
How long have they been here?"

"About two weeks. They can't get in, we can't get out.
All they can do is try to starve us, but we've got
supplies that'll last till Winter. Oh damn!"

"What?"

Gerrig pointed. "That's a mage. Shoots nasty dark
firebolts. I lost a man to them."

Bannog looked, counted. Five big Orc warriors, one
mage. Nine of us. What was the problem? If Joran and
Ramoc had been there, they'd just have rushed them,
especially with Mareva there as well. Only problem
was, he hadn't replaced his armour yet. That, at least,
was a problem with a solution.

"Ariciel?"



"Yes?"

"Could you do me some armour?"

"Sure. Wait." She concentrated, and green light
flowed from her to surround Bannog. "You're going to
show off, aren't you?"

"Oh, when have I ever done that?"

"Never, Bannog of Caer Bannog."

Bannog laughed. "Gerrig? Could you tell your
bowmen the difference between your brother and an
Orc?"

"Certainly. I am already the heir to the castle."

"Good. Now what do we do with mages?"

"I don't know."

"Rush them!" Bannog leapt forward, sprinting straight 
at the Orc-mage while bows twanged. Behind him was 
the familiar "pop" of Mareva's fire totem, and firebolts 
started to zoom past him as he slashed at the 
Orc-mage with Joran's sword. The mage bellowed, one 
arm hanging limp, until Bannog finished him off with 
another stroke. Left and right, Orcs were falling over, hit 
by arrows, green fire, red fire, lightning bolts and 
Bannog's sword. It was all over in a matter of minutes. 
Bannog took stock of his body. Not even a scratch.



Either Ariciel's magic armour was excellent, or he was
too good a swordfighter for words, or the orcs weren't
as tough as they looked. Or any and all of the above, of
course. He pulled out a bit of cloth, and cleaned his
sword before sheathing it.

"That could have been harder. Any more?"

Quartermaster nodded at Sergeant Smitty, holding
his club at the ready. Smitty pulled the chain, and the
stone hatch of the tunnel opened. He lowered his club,
recognising the shaggy head of his master's first son.

"Evening Quartermaster. The guy who's following me
is very dangerous. Give him a good wallop as soon as
he sticks his big bald head up."

Quartermaster stared. Surely... A big grin appeared
on his weathered face as he recognised the second
son of the house. He put down his club, and reached
down. Bannog grabbed his hand and was pulled up into
the small room.

"Welcome home, lad! How's life treating you?"

"Couldn't be better Quartermaster, except by adding
drink."



The next to come up was Mareva. Quartermaster
blinked twice, then held his hand out to her.

"Arquenon Porous, Lady. Welcome to Caer Bannog."

Mareva gaped. "You speak Draenei?"

"I get by. They still laugh at me when I try." He
helped Mareva up, then opened the door into the
castle. "Keep moving, people. Who's next?"

Next was Ariciel. Quartermaster looked her up and
down. So this was the new girlfriend, then. Very pretty.
Bit more delicate than any of his other flames. He gave
her a big smile.

"Lady Ariciel, I assume? Welcome!"

"Thank you." She walked over to Bannog and drew
close to him as the rest of the soldiers filed in.
Quartermaster looked back into the tunnel, checking for
any stragglers, Orcs or other scum, then gave Smitty
the sign to lower the hatch. With a rattle of chains, the
heavy stone lid was lowered onto the exit.

Quartermaster pushed them all out of the small
room, and into the corridor. Bannog stared at the door.
He'd seen it before, of course, but stupidly, he'd always
assumed that it was a storage cupboard or something
like that. Gerrig grinned at him and slapped his back as
they filed up the winding stairs.



"Yes, so now you know. We do have a secret exit.
Don't feel bad, he only told me a week ago, after the
attack on the farmstead."

"Your farmstead was attacked? Damn! Everybody
get out?"

Gerrig gave him a sad look. "Two of the farmhands
were slain, but everybody else got out safely. They
burned the place down, but they didn't touch any of the
crops. Not ripe yet. I hope we can kick the bastards out
before it is. We haven't planted all that grain for the
Horde."

"Marcia alright?"

"Yeah. She's here, too. Broken up about the farm,
but alive. We can always build another farm."

"Kids take it well?"

"Hah! They love it here. Long stay with Grandfather
Bannog. What can be wrong?"

"How's Father?"

Gerrig pointed. "Why don't you ask him yourself?"

Old Bannog was standing in the door to his study, his
arm in a sling. As he saw Bannog the Younger, he
walked out, and put his left hand on his shoulder.



"Welcome home, Son. I'm sorry you had to come in
through the sewers, but our friends outside get pushy if
we lower the drawbridge." He saw Bannog staring at
his arm. "Don't worry. This'll be healed in a week or so.
When the fun started, I ordered everyone off the walls,
and then I made a last round myself. Some Orcish
bastard took a pot shot and got lucky."

Ariciel moved up. "Would you allow me to take a
look?"

Old Bannog's gaze moved to the young Elf, looking
her up and down, then settling on her eyes.

"And you would be?"

Ariciel gazed at Old Bannog's face. He couldn't be
more than about sixty years, given Bannog's age, but
he looked much older to her. Elves with that many
wrinkles were usually more than eight hundred years
old. Still, his eyes glinted in a way that she recognised.

"I'm the unsuitable girlfriend," she said. There was a
pause, then Old Bannog threw his head back and
laughed.

"Lady Ariciel. If you would be so kind, I would be
most obliged."

Old Bannog lifted his arm out of the sling, and 
presented it to the Night-elf, who held his wrist gingerly.



Carefully, Ariciel undid the knot that held the bandage
and unwound it. The arrow-wound had been cleaned
and bandaged properly. It was mostly closed, though a
little blood still clung to the bandage. No infection. In
time it would heal by itself. Not much to do, really. Still,
no need for the old man to suffer longer than
necessary. Ariciel cast Healing Touch. The household
looked on in awe as Ariciel's magic did its work. A few
moments later, Old Bannog raised his sword arm and
flexed his muscles. In his military career, he had been
healed before, by priests and paladins, but never by an
Elf. He recognised the rush of activity in his wounded
arm, but this was somehow more gentle than the
Human battle healers. Perhaps she was deliberately
going easy on the Lord of the Manor. He took off the
sling, rolled it up and dropped it on a chair.

"Thank you, Lady. It's been a long time since I was
last healed with magic. I was hoping that it wouldn't be
necessary again, but we can only influence our fate so
much."

"Glad to help. I owe my life to your son's skills. And
those of others." She glanced at Mareva, smiled.

Old Bannog opened his mouth to say something, but 
was interrupted by a high-pitched squeal: "Bannog!



You're back!" Bannog hardly had the time to turn round,
before his sister head-butted his chest, arms round
him. Bannog smiled, stroking his little sister's back. He
suddenly realised. He was home. All he had to do was
get rid of those bloody orcs outside, and then all would
be well again.

Old Bannog sat in his chair, in his workroom.
Opposite him sat his sons. It was good to have them
both back. Maybe together, they could do some of the
things that he was most definitely getting too old for.

"So, what do you think of our siege-layers, Bannog?"

"So far, they haven't brought in any heavy equipment
or battle-mages. I'm sure the Horde has heavy balistas
or catapults, but none here. I've also seen tougher
fighters, to be honest. I shudder to think what'll happen
if they stop pissing about."

"They don't need to. The cheapest way to bring down
any castle is to sit round it and wait for those inside to
starve or surrender. That's what they're doing."

Gerrig stirred. "They were tough enough to kill two of 
my bowmen. Also, they do have mages. Don't 
underestimate them, Brother. They may not be the



strongest individuals, but there's lots of them."

"The mage I killed tonight was an overseer. At
Refuge Pointe, we faced fire-mages who could blast
their way through walls. These ones are only good for
killing people."

Old Bannog snorted, a disapproving look in his eyes.
"So we're only getting second-rate Orcs here? I don't
know whether I should be happy or insulted. Still, they
keep us from going out and sending aid to some that
need it. We may be safe here, but the farms aren't as
heavily defended."

Gerrig nodded, a painful look on his face. "So far, I
haven't heard of any attacks on the other farms. They'll
think twice before attacking sir Roland's farm with this
lot. He's got half the garrison there to fatten up. Mind
you, if he were to send enough to clear up this lot, he'd
be in trouble. I'm more worried about Sir Arthur's. He's
only got fruit trees, cattle and horses. We can't do a
damned thing with these Orcs on our doorstep."

Old Bannog smiled grimly. "So what they've found, is
a pretty cheap way to keep us out of action. Any word
from Westbrook?"

"They say they have problems of their own, and good
luck."



"Hah. They may be right. Stormwind?"

"No word back yet. Problems ignored are problems
solved."

Young Bannog stirred. "I don't understand. There's
maybe two hundred troops crawling about the place. If
we use hit-and-run tactics, we should be able to get rid
of them. Only a matter of time."

Old Bannog and Gerrig exchanged looks. Then Old
Bannog smiled.

"Son, my troops aren't up to that. We tried making
sorties when first they appeared, but as soon as we
show our faces outside the drawbridge, they swarm us.
Up to now, we've lost five men, one wounded. We're
not tough enough to resist these Orcs in great
numbers. Don't blame them, neither were you when
you left for Goldshire. You've grown a bit since last I
saw you!"

Bannog stared. Had he really gained that much since 
he left about a half year ago? He'd mainly been fighting 
Murlocs. A few gnolls, dwarves. He had, of course, had 
proper army training, but surely that couldn't make such 
a big difference? He thought back. When his father 
sent him out to the Fifth in Goldshire, the prospect of 
having to fight Orcs had frightened him. Having fought



Ogres in Searing Gorge, everything back here looked
easy by comparison.

"What we need, is a proper trainer. There's thirty
people in here. If they were all up to my standards, then
we could mop up this lot bit by bit." He smiled. "I am, of
course, exceptionally capable, but the difference can't
be that much."

Old Bannog laughed. "It's a wonder you are still as
humble as you are. However did you fit that head of
yours through the tunnel?"

Gerrig shook his head. "We don't have the time to
train up our men till they can face the orcs outside. It'd
take months. We need someone to rid us of them now,
before more farms are lost."

Bannog rubbed his bald head. "Well, if they're up for
it, I can make a start start together with Ariciel and
Mareva. Maybe take a few men with us to show them
the orcs aren't as scary as they think they are."

"You mean that you'd take those girls out to face
Orcs? Come on, Brother! Stop making fun of our
troops. They may not be the strongest yet, but there's
no need for this!"

"I'm not joking, Gerrig. You've seen them in action 
tonight, and I assure you, with your bowmen there, we



could've taken a group twice the size." Bannog looked
at the table. "Admittedly, I would have liked a bit more
armour first, and Ariciel would have fought with me, but
still."

"You've gone mad! Ariciel is a tiny thing! I'll grant you
those fireballs are powerful, and she's probably a good
staff-fighter, but her against a bunch of Orcs?"

Bannog grinned. "You haven't seen what she can do
yet. But you will." Suddenly, Bannog's face fell.
"Though she's had a rough time recently. Shouldn't
offer up her services without asking her."

Old Bannog nodded grimly. "Well, we'll see about
that in the morning. The ladies can sleep in Selena's
room. Your room is still available. I think we'll all feel
better after a night's sleep."

"Hold on. Ariciel can sleep in my room, can't she?"

Old Bannog gave him a fatherly look. "What? You're
married? You might have told me!"

"No, but..."

"There, then. Good night!" Old Bannog walked out of
the room.

Gerrig laughed quietly to himself, admiring the gold 
ring on his finger. "Get two of these, Brother. Then, you



can do what you want. Until then..."

"I don't like you."

"Welcome home!"

"I do not understand. Until marriage, are only women
allowed to sleep together?"

Selena looked at Mareva in the mirror, turned round
and pointed her hairbrush at her.

"Hey! How young do you think I am? I know what
you're talking about! No grubby remarks to the lady of
the house, please!"

Ariciel sat on the edge of her camp bed, a little smile 
on her face. Bannog had broken the news to her about 
the sleeping arrangements. The look on his face! Oh 
well. She'd have to sneak in, then. Eventually. Let him 
suffer a bit first. She looked through her pack. It was a 
new one, bought in Lakeshire. She'd come out of 
Searing Gorge with nothing but some clothes borrowed 
from Mareva. The shirt had been too large for her, and 
the trousers were... interesting, but beggars can't be 
choosers. Lakeshire was too small to have many 
shops, but she'd got some servicable second-hand 
leather armour (carefully checked for disturbing signs of



previous use), a few red shirts, under-things and pale
blue robes. She'd travelled here in the armour, and it
would be nice to slip into something a bit more feminine
for a while. She reached round and undid the straps.
The leather chest piece fell to the ground, followed by
the reinforced leather trousers. She unbuttoned her
shirt and added it to the heap. As she turned round,
she heard a gasp from Selena. She turned round, to
see Selena staring at her with big, horrified eyes.

"What happened to you?"

Ariciel looked down at herself. The bruises were
starting to go down a bit, but it would take some time
for them to disappear completely. Healing magic did
little for that. It did nothing for her mind at all.

"I was beaten up by Ogres."

Selena said nothing, drew her eyes away from
Ariciel's body and looked at her eyes. Ariciel sighed.

"I was lucky. I had friends who rescued me, before
they did worse. Mareva. Bannog. My mother wasn't as
lucky. She died there, under torture. They..."

"Ariciel." Mareva looked at the Elf, then at Selena.
She put her finger on her lips. Ariciel's eyes closed for
a moment. Mareva was right. Sharing her nightmares
with a young girl wouldn't help anything.



"Anyway, I got them, the Ogres. I changed into my
bear shape and dealt with them."

Selena's head tilted to one side. "Bear shape?"

"Bear shape. I'm a feral Druid. I can turn into a bear,
a sea lion or a cat. Two different cats, counting my
travel shape."

"What, here? Now?"

"Well, I do need a bit of room, but yes."

"Can you show me?"

Ariciel looked round. "Sea Lion only works under
water, and Bear is a bit large for this room." Ariciel got
up and took a few steps. There was a sound like a rush
of wind, and a moment later, a large black panther sat
on Selena's rug. Yellow feline eyes looked back at
Selena, and her coat shone. Ariciel had loved this
shape since first she learnt how to use it. It wasn't as
strong as her Bear shape, but much more sensitive to
its surroundings. Using it, she could slip unseen
through any forest, and sense the presence of all
creatures round her. Also, its fur didn't show the result
of events she was trying to forget. She smiled at
Selena, baring large fangs. It didn't disturb Bannog's
young sister at all.

"It's beautiful!"



Ariciel looked at the floor, and put a paw over her
face. At that moment, there was a knock. One of the
chamber maids stuck her head round the door, to ask if
Lady Selena or her guests might need anything. The
words never left her mouth. She stared, white-faced, at
the wild animal in the room with her Master's daughter.
Before she could scream, Mareva jumped up and put
her hands on the chamber-maid's shoulders.

"Do not be frightened. There is no danger. Ariciel!"

Ariciel blinked, then turned back to her bruised and
battered Elf shape. The maid's lips trembled, and she
screamed after all. Then, she turned on her heels and
ran. Mareva stared after her, then turned round to
Ariciel.

"You are a disaster waiting to happen."

Ariciel looked round at Selena, pointing at Mareva.

"She can turn into a wolf."

 

Old Bannog knocked on the door, waited as long as
propriety required, then opened the door.

"Good evening, ladies. What is this I hear about wild
animals and wizardry in my daughter's bedroom?"



Ariciel smiled shyly at Old Bannog. "Apologies, Sir
Bannog, for frighening the maid. I was demonstrating
my shape-shifting abilities to Selena and she surprised
us. I hope she is alright. She ran off before we could
put her mind at rest, and I thought it best not to pursue
her."

"Hmph. The maid is in the kitchen. Quartermaster is
calming her nerves with one of his special mixtures. Go
and see her if you wish to apologise in person.
Meanwhile, do I need to warn you against doing this
again? No? Good. Good night."

Old Bannog stomped off down the corridor. It was
good to have his son back home, and these girls
seemed nice enough in their own foreign way, but he
had more important things to worry about than chamber
maids startled out of their wits by Elf-magic. He climbed
back into bed, put out the candle and fell asleep.

Ariciel sighed, pulling her robes tighter round her. "I
think I'd better go to the kitchen, and put that poor
woman's mind to rest. Otherwise, she'll be hiding
whenever I walk by."

"I think you are right," said Mareva, climbing into her
bed. "Be quiet when you return."



Ariciel walked along the corridors of the castle,
looking for the kitchen. It was dark, but not so dark that
she couldn't make out her way. Caer Bannog was only
a small castle. Tapestries were on the walls, and there
were wall-sconces for torches, though none were lit at
the moment. People walked carrying candles or a lamp.
Being blessed with the eyes of the Night-elves, Ariciel
did not need any. She found the kitchen easily enough,
knocked and entered. The chamber maid was sitting in
a chair, clutching a hot drink, being talked to by
Quartermaster.

"Ah, there she is. Evening Lady, meet Leona. Leona,
meet Lady Ariciel."

"Ishnu-alah. Please forgive me for startling you. I
meant no harm."

"I thought that beast was going to kill Selena!" Leona
swallowed with difficulty. "I mean you. Begging your
pardon."

Ariciel sat down next to Leona, and put her hand on
her arm.

"I'm sorry. I was explaining to Selena what a feral
Druid was, and decided to show her my cat form. I
shouldn't have. My apologies."



Leona stared at the strange woman in front of her.
Those eyes! Shining from within with an eerie light.
Obviously something unseelie. And those strange
markings on her face, like the wild men of
Stranglethorn Vale. She looked at Ariciel's hand on her
arm. Her sleeve had moved up a bit. But just look at the
poor girl's arm! From what she remembered, her whole
body was covered with bruises like that. Did that
happen every time she... changed, or had something
dreadful happened to her? Who would do that to a
young girl? Leona looked again at Ariciel's face. She
did have a nice smile, outlandish though it was. At any
rate, it didn't look as if she was about to slaughter her
master's daughter, or herself.

"Pardon me, Lady. I hadn't seen anything like you
before in my life."

"Please stop calling me 'Lady'. Before I knew
Bannog, I used to be a chamber maid myself, in
Auberdine." She grinned. "I know that 'Lady' is not
always a compliment."

Leona said nothing for a few moments. Then, a glint
appeared in her eyes. "Why, of course Elf Nobles
would have chamber maids as well. I just imagined
they'd be Gnomes or something."



"Goodness, no! None of my masters would let a
Gnome go anywhere near them! I never even met one
till I came to Ironforge." Her smile faded. "Some of
them are alright, but to think of them as servants to the
High-borne..."

Quartermaster sat back in his chair. His amicable
smile did not fade in the slightest. "I don't think many of
them would want to. They don't tend to go where
they're not wanted. I don't blame them. People look at
them, and think they're children. I'm ashamed to say,
but so did I, until I saw a Gnome Warrior take down an
Orc. That was an eye-opener, that was."

"A gnome defeating an Orc? Really? How?"

Quartermaster reached in his pocket for his tobacco
pouch, and started to fill his pipe. "Well, all creatures go
all the way down, no matter how far they go up. Once
you cut up their legs enough, they don't stay up." He
reached back to the fireplace, lit a splinter of wood and
held the flame to his pipe. Clouds of smoke surrounded
him. "Personally, I'd rather be cut down in one blow by
an Ogre than inch by inch by a Gnome. Taught me
some respect, that did."

"But surely, that Orc could have swatted him with
one blow?"



"Aye. But have you ever tried killing a fly with that
quarterstaff of yours? These warriors know exactly
where their strengths lie, and they don't hang about if
someone tries to hit them."

Ariciel thought about Interalia. In their fight against
the Dark Iron Dwarfs, she'd defeated one of them, but
the next one had got her. She'd been hurt quite badly.
Poor Aquaregis had been cut down by an Ogre. Ariciel
decided to reserve judgement till she saw it.

"Well, I think it's time for bed. Good night Leona.
Apologies again for scaring you. Quartermaster." She
got up.

"Good night, lass." He smiled. The girl was a product
of her people. He had yet to meet a Night-elf who didn't
look down on Gnomes. She'd learn. One way or
another.

"Oh Damn!"

Ariciel woke up, and took stock of her surroundings. 
Small but comfortable camp bed, unfamiliar stone 
ceiling, strange smells. Someone had just given a 
shout. She sat up in her bed. Mareva was slowly 
stirring in her sleep, about to wake up. Selena was



sitting up in bed, staring down. Her bedcovers were
pulled back. Ariciel's jaw dropped. There was blood on
them! In the blink of an eye, she was on her feet. Had
some freak arrow come sailing in through the window?
Impossible! She prepared healing magic, looking where
Selena's wounds might be.

"Easy. Let me take a look. Where does it hurt?"

"Where do you think it hurts? Sod off!"

Ariciel stared, not understanding. Selena glared at
her.

"Time of the month?"

"What time? What does that mean?"

Selena growled. "Means I'm not expecting."

"Expecting wh... Oh."

Mareva turned over. "She is a Night-elf. She has no
periods. They also do not get pregnant unless they
want to. Lucky nactba."

Ariciel turned towards Mareva. "Not you too?"

Mareva stretched, swinging her hooves out of bed.
"Not at this time. Same thing, longer cycle. Each day is
a blessing."

"Well, we live longer. If we'd just get pregnant at any
time, we'd crowd each other off Azeroth."



Selena turned to Mareva. "Shall we gang up on her
and kill her?"

"That would make your brother sad, and the maid
would have to clean it all up."

Ariciel smiled sweetly. "Anything I can do for you,
then? If you've finished plotting my death?"

"Hand me the bandages from the top drawer, and
leave the room for a bit. I'll be fine."

Ariciel and Mareva quickly pulled on some clothes, 
then made their way down the winding stairs, across 
the court yard, to the dining hall. They entered the hall 
to find Old Bannog, Gerrig, Young Bannog and Gerrig's 
wife, Marcia, sitting at the main table at one end of the 
room. Two seats were left on Bannog's left and he 
waved them over. Ariciel saw he'd had a change of 
clothes. Instead of the leather shirt and trousers he'd 
been wearing on his way here, he now had a chainmail 
vest, chain leggings and chain gauntlets, which he had 
taken off and put down next to his plate. Gerrig was 
wearing similar armour. Ariciel could plainly see the 
family resemblance, even though Gerrig had a full head 
of blonde hair. She studied their faces. Old Bannog 
was staring at his empty plate, a dark expression on his 
face. Every now and then, he would run a hand through



his grey beard, glance out into the hall, then resume his
staring. Gerrig was talking to his wife, who had his
youngest son, Little Bannog, on her knee. Ariciel vowed
silently that no son of hers would ever bear that name
no matter who by. His eldest son, Icebrand, had his
own chair at the table, though he needed a few pillows
to raise him.

"Morning ladies. Have a seat. Breakfast is about to
be served. Not the usual quality, but then again, there's
a siege on." Bannog smiled grimly. "But not for much
longer if I have anything to say about it. We've had
some bad news. Father will tell all, when the soldiers
are in. Where's Selena, by the way?"

Before Ariciel could, Mareva whispered: "She will be
late. Problems of a feminine nature." Bannog asked no
more.

Selena joined them a bit later, still in a bad mood.
She sat down next to Old Bannog. A worried look flitted
over her face as she saw her father's expression.

"Good morning, Father." Old Bannog gave her a sad
smile.

"It's not, Daughter, but thank you."

 



Seeing that all the soldiers not on guard duty were
now in, and that large cauldrons of porridge were being
carried in, he stood up and hammered on the table for
silence.

"Ladies, Gentlemen, Soldiers of Caer Bannog.
Grievous news has reached us. The Orcs now laying
siege to the castle have broken into the cemetery, and
desecrated some of the graves. Those of you who have
relatives buried there, I have already spoken to, which
is why they are not here. Please rest assured that no
dark magic will be able to touch the souls of our
departed. They have rejoined the Light and need not
fear anything in Azeroth again. Neither do we need to
worry about dark uses the bones of our ancestors could
be put to."

Old Bannog's eyes surveyed the occupants of the
dining hall, sitting at the long trestle tables.

"What then, is the purpose of our enemies? Their
main purpose, as always, is to eliminate Caer Bannog
as a threat. They have so far been successful by laying
a ring round our castle, cutting us off from the rest of
the world by sheer weight of numbers. We did not dare
venture out for fear of being overwhelmed."



Old Bannog paused. Thirty soldiers looked back at
him, expectantly. The castle lord took a deep breath.
One hand was in his belt, the other on the hilt of his
sword.

"The purpose of the enemy in defiling the memories
of our ancestors is twofold. First, to frighten us. They
think we were born yesterday! We know that the proper
rites and rituals have been performed over those who
lie buried there. Their bones and those graves serve no
purpose other than to remind us, the living, of their
valour when they walked the lands of Azeroth. If they
think to frighten us in this manner, they have failed."

"Their second purpose is to anger us." Old Bannog 
paused, glaring at his men. Then his fist hit the table. 
"In this, soldiers of Caer Bannog, they have succeeded! 
But these Blackrock Orcs will find out soon that we do 
not lose our common sense when we grow angry. Up 
till now, we have simply repelled the attackers. Fifteen 
orcs lie dead by the arrows of our archers and the 
swords of Gerrig and his men. But things have 
changed. To my left, you will have noticed already that 
my second son, Bannog the Younger, has returned 
from the wars in the Arathi Highlands, after great 
deeds. Now, his sword will serve to rid us of these orcs



once and for all! Even before entering the walls, he has
slain several of these foul creatures. Many more will
follow, until we can once more enter and leave our
castle as we please."

"My son did not return alone, and I welcome to Caer
Bannog the Lady Ariciel, Druid of the Cenarion Circle,
and Lady Mareva, Shaman of Exodar. Of their reason
for being here, I cannot speak as yet. They are our
guests. Though the situation is difficult, show them the
hospitality of the castle."

Old Bannog raised himself to his full height, crossing
his arms in front of him.

"We have tolerated this affront long enough now.
Today, we strike back! Today is the turning of the tide!
Now eat well. There is much work to do."

Old Bannog sat down and gave the sign for breakfast
to be put on the tables. Mareva glanced at Bannog,
then turned to Ariciel and whispered in her ear.

"He will be impossible to live with now. If it becomes
too bad, hit him."

"The reason, ladies, I couldn't speak of your reasons
for being here, is that I don't know myself."



In Ariciel's honour, Old Bannog was pouring cups of
Darnassian green from Quartermaster's dwindling
stock. He put down the bottle and sat down.

"As you can see, the situation is difficult. My younger
son assures me that these Orcs are practically begging
for the privilege to hurl themselves at his blade, but
nonetheless, I lost five good men to them since they
first came to trouble us. We need help to get rid of
them."

Ariciel gave Old Bannog a serious look. "Sir, I am in
your son's debt for saving my life in Goldshire, Elwynn
and many other places. As I wrote to you in Stormwind,
I am at your service. I will do what I can."

Old Bannog smiled. "I hadn't forgotten that, but my
son told me you were still recovering from your ordeal
in Searing Gorge. Still, I thank you for the offer."

"Sir, I managed to heal my body well enough. The
memories will fade, as will the marks. I will be glad to
help."

"Thank you, Ariciel. Rest assured, I will make use of
that."

Mareva looked from Ariciel to Old Bannog. "My 
friend, she needs looking after at times. I also offer my 
help, though I have toiled long and hard under masters



of variable competence. At this time, I have no master.
I prefer it like that. I will make myself useful in return for
your much appreciated hospitality."

Bannog laughed. "Thank you, Lady Mareva, though
the hospitality of Caer Bannog may have suffered
somewhat from recent events."

 

Mareva sat back in her chair, smiled and steepled
her fingers.

"All the more reason to solve the problem. You have
about two hundred Blackrock Orcs to deal with. Your
son Bannog would survive a fight with three of them at
the same time, even without our help. In addition, you
have Orcish mages. I have not encountered them
before, but they are akin to dark priests. Their main
weapon seems to be the Shadow Bolt. If the
proportions are congruent with what we found in our
encounter last night, then there will be about
twenty-five of them. I do not know if they receive
reinforcements. You have thirty fighting men in the
castle. Ten of those are archers, and twenty are
pikemen, though some have swords as well."

"From what I have seen, your men are quite capable 
fighters. However, they have not yet been shown that



they can defeat the Orcs while taking no casualties in
return. I suggest that we take out a small force
consisting of your son Bannog, three more fighters, two
bowmen and Ariciel for support. The second group
would be your son Gerrig, also with three fighters and
two bowmen, and myself as support for emergency
healing and additional firepower. If we specifically
target groups of no more than ten orcs and perhaps
two mages, we can destroy them piece by piece."

"But first, we need to find the management units of
the Orcs. The bosses. These are likely to be more
powerful and defended by a more powerful entourage.
However, if we manage to kill them, the remaining orcs
will be leaderless, and hence more vulnerable. I
suggest that Bannog, Ariciel and myself find these
bosses first and eliminate them. Using these tactics, I
predict that we can destroy the forces currently at the
castle in no more than a week, unless reinforcements
show up. In which case, we need to re-evaluate the
situation."

Mareva reached out a long, slender hand, picked up
her cup of wine and took a sip, while Old Bannog,
Young Bannog, Gerrig and Ariciel stared at her.

"This wine is excellent," she said.



Part 2: Fish and guests begin to

smell.

Bannog followed his favourite Night-elf through
Mareva's long-view. Her shape was perfectly hidden in
the undergrowth, and he could only determine where
she was by the slight movement of the branches. She
was looking for the Orc leaders. They had spent all of
the morning and the start of the afternoon looking for
camp sites. The camp sites were surprisingly orderly,
though the Orcs in them looked bored. Apart from the
times Gerrig ventured out on harassing attacks, none of
them had seen any action since the last Caer Bannog
sortie about two weeks ago. In one of the camps, as
they watched, a fight had broken out between two
Orcs, over the Light knew what. An Orc-mage had dealt
with it ruthlessly. The Orcs would probably recover,
eventually. The excitement over, Bannog had surmised
that High Management was not here and moved on
with the girls. They had made half a circuit of the castle.
This was the third camp, in front of the castle gates and
the drawbridge. It looked hopeful, as there was a
somewhat larger tent in the middle.



"Gah. Lost her."

Bannog gave Mareva back her long-view. Nothing to
do but wait. Bannog knew Ariciel was good at this, so
she wouldn't get caught. She'd sneaked all the way out
of Grimsteel Manor, which was a much worse place
than this. She'd be fine. Bannog bit his thumb, and
stared at the place where he'd last seen her. For an
eternity, nothing much happened. The Orcs were
waiting for the castle to crumble into dust. The people
inside the castle were waiting for the Orcs to bugger
off. Neither was likely to happen in the near future. It
was probably an easy job for the Orcs. Bannog smiled
grimly. Not for much longer, lads.

Within the ring of siege-layers, the castle Caer 
Bannog lay to the South. He could see the gates, the 
drawbridge and the North and East towers. The walls 
were good and thick, built to withstand balista bolts or 
catapult shot. The first night of the siege, the Orcs had 
shot many burning arrows at the wall. Few had actually 
made it over, and those that had, fell on the stone roof 
of the main hall. They hadn't even bothered putting 
them out. Then, mages had come and shot shadow 
bolts at anyone stupid enough to show their faces 
above the parapet. Not many were, and the return fire



from the arrow-slits in the keep and towers had been
deadly accurate. When five mages lay dead, that
strategy had been abandoned as well. After that, a
stalemate had developed. The Humans couldn't go out.
Expeditions through the gates had proven to be
suicidal. Before the drawbridge could be lowered
completely, a large group of screaming orcs had
gathered before it, waiting for them. They had pulled
the drawbridge back up before it was even down.
Arrows and shadow bolts had flown, killing one of the
men inside by an unlucky hit.

That had been the situation a few weeks back. It was
still the same now. The Orcs couldn't get in, and the
Humans couldn't go out, apart from a few expeditions
through the secret exit: A tunnel to a secluded spot in a
small cave nearby. They couldn't risk going out too
many times and being spotted, or the Orcs would set a
trap there. So far, the secret entrance was still secret.

This was the largest camp of all, holding almost half 
the enemy soldiers. One big tent had drawn their 
attention specially, and Ariciel was presumably making 
for it now. Bannog fretted, tapping the hilt of his sword. 
So far, there had been no outcry. No rush of activity. 
No sign of her getting caught. He knew full well that if



there was, there was nothing he or anyone in the castle
could do about it. His fingers kept tapping on his sword.
Mareva put her hand over his. He looked aside at her.

"Please be nervous in private. You are making me
nervous as well. She will be fine."

"I know. It's just that if she gets caught, she'll be just
as badly off as back in Searing Gorge. Or worse. No
others with stealth capability for miles round."

"She knows that. She has no intention of letting
herself be caught."

"Nobody has."

There was a small cough behind them. Ariciel turned
back into her Elf shape.

"I'm impressed by your faith in my abilities. Do you
think that I'd let those lumps blunder into me or
something?"

Bannog grinned at her, too happy she was back to
argue. "Never doubted you for a moment. Find
anything useful?"

"I'd say that. I think I've found our bosses. Two big 
nasty orcs and another one of the glowy hands types. 
And to finish the set, an honest-to-goodness 
two-headed ogre. So now we know where the leaders



are. Home?"

Bannog nodded. "There's one more camp to the East
of the castle. If we search that as well, we'll have done
the lot. Also, we have to pass two camps if we go the
other way round."

They retreated enough to stand up, then made a
wide loop round the enemy's main camp. Then, they
made their way to the East side of the castle. It didn't
take them long to investigate that camp. Forty soldiers
with swords and one mage to command them. Good.
Time to report back. They made their way to the south
of the castle, and to the small cave that held the
entrance to the tunnel into the keep's basement. As
they approached, Mareva suddenly froze, held up her
hand and pointed ahead.

"There are three Orcs coming towards us. I believe
the phrase is 'target of opportunity'. Shall we attack
them?"

Bannog looked round for more. "If there's no others
about, sure. I play tank, and you shoot?"

"Sounds like a plan," said Ariciel. "Hold on a 
moment." She concentrated, drawing energy from her 
mana pool, and moulded it into a protective shield for 
her friends and herself. Her bite-back spell of Thorns



followed. Anyone who'd hit them, would be sorry they
did.

"There. All done. Mark of the Wild lasts half an hour,
Thorns ten minutes."

"Should be enough," said Bannog. The Orc patrol
came nearer. Bannog held up three fingers, then two,
then one. Without a noise, he rushed out at the Orcs,
while behind him, magic fireworks started. He caught
them by surprise, putting in the first few hits even
before they had drawn swords. Even without the girls'
help, Bannog could have defeated these orcs. With the
girls there, they hadn't a chance. Using large sweeping
strikes, Bannog hit the two Orcs nearest him, while
Mareva and Ariciel shot the third with fire and lightning.

Mareva stood still, hands raised in front of her, pale
blue eyes burning with a fierce light. As she opened her
mouth to say something, there was a hissing sound
behind her, and something hit her hard in the back. She
cried out, and spun round quickly. Her fire totem started
to spit more flames in the direction of their new
enemies.

Ariciel looked behind her, and saw about a half 
dozen Orcs. There were two archers and four, no, five 
sword fighters. She spun round, quickly glancing at



Mareva. She was still on her hooves. The arrow had
fallen to the ground after hitting her. Ariciel knew
Bannog would be rushing at the sword fighters, so she
concentrated on the shooters. Angry bolts of green fire
flew from her hands, hitting one of the archers in the
chest. It took her about five shots to bring him down,
and she started on the next, while Bannog ran between
her and Mareva towards the sword fighters. Mareva
launched lightning bolt after lightning bolt at the sword
fighters, swearing profusely in Draenei. The arrow that
had hit her, had mostly been kept out by her tough
leather jacket and Ariciel's magic. Still, a trickle of blood
ran down her back, drenching her shirt. It didn't hurt,
but she knew that was because of adrenalin. Best to
finish this fight before the rush wore off.

Bannog reached the sword fighters, and slashed out 
with his sword, shouting. As usual for Warriors, his 
main job was to keep the enemy fighters occupied 
while the girls laid down a barrage of fire. This strategy 
was known as "tanking" among warriors, while keeping 
the enemies' attention was called "pulling aggro". He 
didn't like to brag more than strictly necessary, but he 
was good at his job. There's something about a large 
muscle-bound individual bearing down on you, sword in



hand, shouting, that makes you forget about the small
girls shooting the pretty lights. Even if those pretty
lights are doing as much damage as the Warrior's
weapons.

Even so, five Orcs were a bit of a tall order for 
Bannog. He did have the tactical advantage that he 
could swing wildly, and whatever he hit would be an 
enemy. On the other hand, these Orcs were no fools, 
and had worked together before. They were slowly 
advancing towards Ariciel and Mareva. Ariciel had 
taken care of the archers, and now joined Mareva in 
shooting at the sword fighters, who were falling one by 
one to their combined attacks. One of the Orcs, a 
female, came to her senses, broke free from the group 
and charged at Ariciel, sword held high. Her sword 
slashed down at the Elf, who dodged to the side and 
struck out with her staff. The jewels on it hummed, 
adding their stored energy to her stroke, and she struck 
the Orc woman's temple. It wasn't enough to bring her 
down, though she shook her head once before 
swinging her sword again. aimed at Ariciel's midsection 
with enough force to cut her in two. Ariciel dropped to 
one knee, and used the copper shodding on her staff to 
divert the stroke over her head. With a swift stroke, she



swept the Orc woman's legs from under her, and she
landed on her back. Ariciel leapt back, took a deep
breath, and as the Orc looked up at her, she shot her
with a bolt of green fire. It hit between head and
shoulders, charring her green face till it was black. The
Orc woman made a choking sound, dropped her sword
and lay still. Just to be sure, Ariciel shot her with
another bolt, then another few. There was a hand on
her shoulder. Ariciel's head snapped round to see
Mareva's face. Her jaws were clenched, and her eyes
shone dimly.

"I think that you have her."

 

Ariciel's hands dropped to her side, shaking. She 
looked at the charred mess of the Orc woman's head. 
Suddenly, she turned round and threw up. Bannog 
came limping towards them. One of the orcs had hit his 
leg. Leg wounds were by far the most common injury 
on a battlefield. He also had suffered a blow to his head 
and blood was running into his eye. Without a word, he 
handed Mareva a healing potion, which she drank in 
one slow draught. Her eyes closed a moment, then she 
gave Bannog a wry smile. Bannog smiled back. Ariciel 
turned back round, wiping her mouth with the back of



her hand, tears trickling down her face.

"Sorry."

Bannog threw away his empty potion bottle, and put
his arm round Ariciel's shoulders.

"It's alright. Let's get inside."

"Scratch eight sword fighters and two archers."

Gerrig gave Bannog a look. "Impressive. Did you
want to leave us any or what?"

Bannog grinned, he was still glowing with leftover
adrenalin.

"Mareva and Ariciel did most of the actual work. I just
kept them from attacking the girls. Mostly. We got
jumped by another group after we finished the first
three. If they'd all have hit us together, it could have
gotten nasty. We were lucky." He held up his
chain-mailed arm. "Also, I like my new armour. Mail
instead of plate, but good."

"Hm. Did you find out anything?"

"Ariciel did. The bosses are in front of the gates, as 
we might have guessed. One two-headed ogre, two big 
orcs and a mage. Surrounded by at least seventy of our 
little green friends. There's also a few tents full of



mages. You were wise not to charge in. They'd have
made mincemeat of the lot of us."

"Let's go tell Father."

They walked up the stairs to Old Bannog's
workroom.

"That Elf of yours seems to be a very capable young
lady. But I can sense some great sadness about her."

"Hm. Yes. She spent the last few years looking for
her family, and a few days ago, we found her sister.
She'd gone over to the Horde." Bannog sighed. "Poor
lass. They made her witness all the tortures they put
her mother through. Told her it was all her fault for not
working hard enough. Then, her mother died by her
own hand. The sister attacked me, and I killed her.
Ariciel helped. I can't imagine what that did to her." He
shook his head. "Ariciel's spirit is... irrepressible, but
even she can't go through something like that
unscathed."

"What about her father? Was he killed, too?"

"No, but I don't think she even knows who he is."

"What? She's illegitimate?"

"She hasn't told me whether her parents were 
wedded or not, but I don't think that would make her



illegitimate by Elf laws. They do things differently."

"Hm. Apparently. A child needs a father, Bannog."
Gerrig smiled. "If only to rebel against. So far, Icebrand
still thinks I pour the Light over the lands, but how long
will that last?"

"You are the one with the children, Brother. You tell
me. For my part, I'm happy to let you produce the heirs.
I don't want to lose my woman to the perils of
childbirth."

"Nor would I, but what happened to Mother was a
cruel stroke of fate, no more. If nobody were to have
children, where would we be?" Gerrig paused in his
steps, looked back at Bannog, and smiled. "Your
woman, you say. Are you planning on marrying this
Elf?"

"I haven't thought that far yet. She's glorious, and I
am lucky to share her company, but Elves and Humans
are very much different creatures."

"That, Brother, is a true word." Gerrig knocked, then
opened the door to Old Bannog's workroom. They went
in to discuss the things that Ariciel had discovered.

 

Ariciel was sitting on the bed, leaning back against 
the headboard, eyes closed. At Old Bannog's



suggestion, they had moved from Selena's room to one
of the guest rooms, which now had fresh bed linen and
a small coal fire in a brazier to one side.

"Not that I don't enjoy your company," Selena had
said, "but that room at least has a big bed. Much nicer
than the camp beds if you don't mind sharing."

"I do not mind," said Mareva. "We have shared
sleeping space before."

"Me neither," added Ariciel, smiling. "We've had to
make do with much worse than a double bed." They
had gathered up their possessions and had been
shown to this guest room by Leona.

Mareva stepped out of her clothes to inspect her
injuries. She looked round at Ariciel, a wicked glint in
her eyes.

"Do you think we should have told someone about
Winterspring?"

Ariciel's eyes remained shut, but a smile played on
her lips. "Last time I told someone about that, I didn't
like the reaction."

"If you tell them, they may let you sleep in Bannog's
room."



"Or they may let us both sleep under the stars with
the nice Orcs. I'm not taking any chances till I know a
lot more about these people."

"That would seem wise." Mareva looked over her
shoulder, trying to see where the arrow had hit her.
"We will just have to be very quiet."

Ariciel laughed. "I like the way you're thinking, but it
would be a bit like dancing on the edge of a cliff. Fun,
but it could go horribly wrong."

"You do not know how to enjoy yourself properly."

Ariciel opened her eyes, and smiled at her friend.
"Time and place. Is your back alright?"

"I cannot see. It feels a bit sore, but not too bad."

Ariciel swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and
examined Mareva's back. The arrow point had
penetrated her protective magic, her leather armour,
and her blue skin. The potion had taken care of the
bleeding, but the wound had not yet closed completely.
Ariciel laid her hands on either side of the cut and let
her healing magic flow. With satisfaction, she saw the
cut close up and disappear, leaving no scar that she
could see in the dim light of the candles.

"There. Good as new. Smooth as ever." She ran her 
hand up Mareva's back, just because. Mareva put her



hand on Ariciel's.

"Joking aside, I think Bannog has forgiven us for our
bit of play in Winterspring. I do not know whether he
would forgive us if we would do it again without talking
to him first."

"I know." Ariciel grinned. "Maybe we should feed him
some of that Qrovna of yours. Makes people see
reason where they didn't see it before."

"That is one of its traditional uses." Mareva held up
her torn and bloodstained shirt to the candle light. "I
liked this shirt. I must see if I can wash it and repair it."

"I think I still have some fine thread somewhere. Let
me see."

"But not tonight." Mareva dropped the shirt onto her
pack, and pulled up the blanket. Woollen blankets.
Linen sheets. With a smile, she slipped in, and watched
Ariciel as she got ready. The marks on her pale skin
were rapidly fading. Soon, they would be gone. After
that, only the mind to worry about.

 

"You shot me!"

A large shape moved between them. A sword rose, 
then fell. There was a short cry from the woman in the



red dress, then... nothing. She did not want to look, but
she did anyway. The image of her sister's upturned
face, mouth wide open as if in a final cry, staring at
nothing with unshining eyes, was burned into her mind
for as long as she would live. Her vision failed, and she
fell to her knees.

She was sitting straight up in bed, staring, breathing
in fast, shallow breaths. Next to her lay Mareva, deep in
sleep, breathing regularly. The brazier in the corner
glowed orange. She closed her eyes a moment, and
rubbed her forehead. Despite the fire, despite the
woollen blankets, she felt cold. She needed warmth,
comfort.

She got out of bed, pulled on her pale blue robes. 
Then, she quietly left the room, and walked across the 
hall. Making doubly sure it was the right room, she 
opened the door, went in, and closed the door behind 
her quickly before anyone could see. Bannog lay with 
his back to her, bald head shining in the dim light of the 
moon, fast asleep. Ariciel smiled, and hissed softly 
between her teeth, but there was no response. Hmm. 
Last time she'd simply poked him, his trained reflexes 
had almost cost her her young life. The hiss was the 
signal for him to wake up, but it didn't seem to work



tonight. She hissed again, louder. No response. Making
ready to jump back, she reached out and gently
touched his shoulder, then shook him. He gave a few
snorts, then turned round, saw her and smiled.

"Hey! There's an Elf in my room. That's not
something that happens every day!"

"How about in your bed?"

Bannog yawned, and moved over. "I can safely say
that hasn't happened in my lifetime."

Ariciel's robes fell to the floor, and she slipped under
the covers with him. His arm felt nice round her.

"Mareva a noisy sleeper?"

"No. I had a bad dream and thought I'd wake you up
instead of her. I thought you were supposed to wake up
if I hissed."

"Not between ten foot thick walls, I don't. What kind
of bad dream?"

Ariciel said nothing for a moment. "Grimsteel manor.
Top floor."

"Ah." Bannog's big hand gently stroked Ariciel's hair. 
He tried to think of something to say. Nothing came to 
him. He looked at her smooth, platinum-blonde locks, 
imagining ghosts and raging storms inside her head.



She sighed.

"I still wake up and think I should go looking for them,
before I remember. But they're gone. I keep wondering
if there's something we could have done differently. But
there isn't. There really isn't."

"She would have killed me. And then you. Couldn't
let that happen."

"I know that." She shuddered. "Remember the fight
this evening? I threw up."

"Don't let it bother you. Seeing corpses can do that to
you. Happened to me a few times, quite recently."

"That's not why. I was fighting this Orc woman, and I
shot her. Almost turned her head to a cinder." She put
her hand on Bannog's arm and pulled it closer to her.
"Know what I felt?"

"Hm?"

"Nothing." Her head turned round to Bannog, an
indescribable expression on her face. "I can kill, and
feel nothing."

Bannog put his arm round her waist, and tried pulling
her even closer than she already was.

"I'm losing the difference between myself and those 
ogres that beat me up. They'd have killed me like you'd



throw away some leather scraps. I don't want to be like
that."

"You aren't." Bannog wrapped his arms round her,
deeply worried. He knew her now for how long? Half a
year? They'd been really together for a few weeks,
from Goldshire to Menethil and from the Arathi
Highlands finally to the Caer. For the rest of the time,
they'd written. He'd never seen her other than
determinedly optimistic, refusing to let the world beat
her. She had lost not only her family, but also her
reason to keep moving. There was nothing he could do
about that. Again, here was a lovely girl in his arms,
suffering, and he couldn't solve her problem, not even
help much. He was a Warrior. He hit things till they
stopped moving. Bloody useless now.

 

Ariciel closed her eyes, taking comfort in the 
reassuring mass of her large friend's body behind her, 
his strong arm round her, his hand lying still on her 
thigh. Her thoughts slowly backed away from her pain 
and fear. Just for now. Instead, she thought back. How 
many times had they been together like this? Hmm. 
Stormwind. That didn't count. Separate beds. Ironforge, 
then. Oh definitely Ironforge. After that, the Wetlands.



She thought about it. It probably counted, even though 
they had both kept their armour on for fear of biting 
things. Menethil. Then, nothing for a long while. 
Nothing while they travelled from Arathi to Southshore. 
Then Menethil again. She had mixed feelings about 
that one. She'd made love to him, Night-elf fashion, 
using her magic in bed with him for the first time, but 
then she'd told him about her and Mareva in passing, 
and she had almost lost him. Ariciel frowned. Only by 
almost dying had she won him back. Let's try not doing 
that again. Her mind gave the next few days a wide 
berth, until she came to dwell on Lakeshire, after they'd 
pulled her out of Searing Gorge. She thought about that 
and smiled. She'd come out of bed that morning still 
smelling of olive oil. Who'd have thought? So that 
made... she tapped her fingers on Bannog's arm... five 
times, not counting now. That was silly. When first she 
met Orin, stumbled over a tree root, fell over and slept 
with him, they had been in and out of each other's beds 
more times than she could remember. Then, they had 
met Lesta and that was even worse. It had eventually 
settled down to more... maintainable proportions, but 
still she could not remember actually sleeping during 
those first few weeks. Absent-mindedly, Ariciel ran her



fingers along Bannog's arm. Five times in almost six
months? She took Bannog's hand from her thigh and
placed it on her stomach. Behind her, she felt him
move as he raised his head to look at her.

"Is there anything I can do for you?"

Ariciel turned round till she lay on her back, looking
up at him.

"Well..."

"You will wipe that grin off your face, or everybody
will know what you have been doing."

Selena came out of her room, dressed in a red shirt
and a long brown skirt, straw blonde hair tied in a
ponytail.

"Doing what?"

Ariciel's cat-that-ate-the-canary smile vanished, and
was replaced with an innocently friendly one. "Oh, been
exploring the castle a bit this morning."

Selena giggled. "One room at a time?"

Old Bannog came walking down the stairs, papers in
hand, saving Ariciel the need to come up with a good
answer to that.



"Good morning ladies, or what's left of it. I trust
everybody slept well?"

"I slept well and long, Sir Bannog," said Mareva. "I
hope our laziness has not cost us breakfast."

"Not if you're quick. Soldiers had theirs at six this
morning. There may be some scraps left. After that, I'd
like a word with you and lady Ariciel in the library. And
those sons of mine as well. If you see them, please tell
them."

They walked down the winding stairs, then into the
dining hall, where they found Bannog and Gerrig at the
table, deep in talk over the rest of their breakfast.
Around them, bowls were cleared away by the chamber
maids. Ariciel saw them go about their business, and
recognised the practiced speed with which the hall was
prepared for the next event. She and Berciel had done
exactly the same thing for years. She closed her eyes
for a moment, then walked over to Bannog and put her
hand on his shoulder. He looked round.

"Any breakfast left?"

"I told the maid to save some for you. Ah. There she
is."

One of the maids came up with a tray. On it were 
plates of scrambled eggs, bacon and bread. Ariciel sat



down next to Bannog, with Mareva opposite her. The
maid gave Ariciel a look as she put the plate in front of
her. Apparently, word got round. She didn't dare stare
at Mareva. Selena sat down next to Mareva and
accepted her plate with a smile. The last big cauldrons
were taken away. Apparently, the soldiers had got
porridge for breakfast. Ariciel stared at her plate. She'd
got the good stuff. It didn't seem right somehow. Still,
she was hungry. She delved in.

"Your father wishes to speak with us, when we have
finished," said Mareva, cutting her bread. "In the library.
I did not realise the castle had one. I like libraries."

Gerrig grinned. "Uneducated boors as we are? Yes,
we do have a library. Though it's as much the war room
and meeting room as anything else. It's opposite
Father's workroom."

Mareva's face turned a darker shade of blue. "I beg
your pardon. I did not mean it like that."

"No offense taken. Quartermaster tells me that your
people can fit libraries in their pockets, using magical
devices."

"That is true," said Mareva, putting bacon and egg on 
her fork. "Though quantity is not always a sign of 
quality. Many of the texts in our libraries are a waste of



storage. I suppose if all your libraries are books made
of paper, you put only the most deserving texts in
them."

"Any that we can get our hands on. Gerrig the
Ancient started the tradition. We tend not to throw
anything away once it is in there. Some of the books
are his actual handwriting. Incredibly dull, unless you
have a great interest in accounts of the lands around
us."

"I made a very long journey once, by ship. The ship's
library is mostly what kept me sane. There is no such
thing as a dull book."

"I'll show you some books that will change your
mind."

 

After breakfast, Bannog, Gerrig and the girls went
upstairs, and into the library. Mareva looked round like
a child in a toy store. Book cases lined every wall,
except the one where the door was. She stomped over
to one of the cases, and pulled out a book at random.

"Green Hills of Stranglethorn," read the cover. She
opened it, and raised an eyebrow.

"Page four seems to be missing."



Gerrig smiled wryly. "We spent weeks gathering up
all the pages you see now, in Stranglethorn Vale. Trolls
stole a whole wagonload of them. Scattered the pages
all over the place. For some reason, page four is the
one that none of them kept. In the end, we just couldn't
be bothered and left. If you ever find yourself in
Stranglethorn Vale, and actually get your hands on
page four, guard it with your life! It's worth gold to
collectors."

Mareva carefully put the book back where she had
found it, then looked at the large table in the middle.
Her eyes lit up brighter as she saw that it contained a
highly detailed map of the castle and its surroundings.
Every path, hill, and stream was carefully drawn in.

"This is beautiful! Who drew this?"

Old Bannog came in just in time to hear that
question.

"I did. So did my father and his father before. It's a
family heirloom, that map. When I grow too old to see,
Gerrig will keep it up to date."

"You could put a sheet of glass on it. Then, you could
draw your plans on it with a grease pencil and erase
them afterwards."



Old Bannog smiled. "And where would we get a plate
of glass that large? It would be cheaper just to redraw
the map."

"Exodar. If I ask, I can have them send it here. The
table is about four yards by two. We can easily make a
pane that size."

"If our Orcish friends would be kind enough to let it
through, that is. Which brings me to the purpose of this
meeting. We need to get rid of them, but I don't think
we can do it with the men inside. We need help from
the outside."

Bannog stirred. "Half the garrison is over at Sir
Roland's. If we combine those with ours, then we can
wipe away these Orcs."

"We'd still be outnumbered more than two to one,
son. If we are overwhelmed, we could lose the castle. I
have another plan. Last time I looked, I was still
honored by the Stormwind Guard. They have been
ignoring our messages, but those were letters. Easily
lost, easily ignored. I intend to send them something
that they can't ignore."

Old Bannog looked from one son to the other. "You 
two. You will go to Stormwind and make enough noise 
there to get us some help getting rid of these Lightless



Orcs. I'll write letters of recommendation to everyone I
can think of, including the Boy King himself. Not that I
think that's where you should start, but needs must.
Organise for me some cavalry, to assist my own men."

Young Bannog looked doubtful. "Would they send us
that many men? There is a war on. Everybody's
resources are stretched. We're better off than many."

"They'll have to. So far, we have been patient, the
Orcs have been patient. I don't want them to wear out
their patience and start flinging diseased carcases over
the wall. All these years, I've been sending weapons to
the Stormwind Guards, food, horses. It's time that they
returned the favour. Once the Orcs here and now are
gone, we'll keep new ones from coming in. But now, we
need help. You will leave tomorrow evening, late."

Gerrig raised a hand. "Who is to go? Just us two, or
do we take some men with us?"

Ariciel looked at Old Bannog. "Where Bannog goes, I
go. I'll assist him when he needs it."

Mareva smiled. "I will also go. I cannot leave Ariciel
to go on her own. She would worry about me."

Old Bannog's eyes moved from Mareva to Ariciel,
then to his youngest son. "You have dedicated friends,
my son."



"I know."

"Well then. You, Gerrig and your two ladies. I have
letters to write."

He stood up, nodded at the assembled crowd and
walked over to his workroom on the other side of the
hall. Gerrig stood up as well, and went to tell his wife of
his new assignment. Bannog remained seated for a
while, staring at the map, deep in thought. There was a
noise at the door, and Bannog's little sister stuck her
head round the corner.

"Are you done in here already? I was expecting it to
take longer."

Bannog smiled at her. "Yeah, we're done. Just
brooding on it for a bit."

Selena came in, carrying a sack. Ariciel looked at it.
There seemed to be some disturbing brownish red
stains on it.

"What's in that bag?"

Selena raised it, noticing the bloodstains.

"Severed head of my ex-boyfriend. I'm free again!"

Mareva laughed. "Among my people, we simply tell 
unwanted lovers to go away. They do not always 
receive the message. Your way is much better in that



respect."

"Actually, it's food for Hugin. Oo!" She pointed at
Ariciel. "You're a nature lover. You'll like this! Come
look!"

Ariciel smiled, got up and followed Selena out.
Mareva pushed back her chair, but Bannog put a hand
on her arm and she sat back down.

"What do you think?"

The Draenei woman said nothing for a few moments,
studying Bannog's face.

"You will not repeat anything I say, no?"

"Not a word. I promise."

Mareva leaned forward, elbows on the table, staring
at nothing. A serious expression was on her delicate
features, as if she were looking for the right way to say
something difficult. Then she looked up at Bannog.

"I do not understand why your father does not attack
with the men inside. They are more than up to it. You
yourself are strong enough to defeat five of their
swordfighters with only a little help from us. I have seen
even larger men than you in the hall. If we create two
hunter-killer parties like I said, then we can remove all
the orcs in a week."



"You can see from one glance at meal time?"

Mareva scowled. "If you do not trust my judgement,
why ask?"

"Relax. I think you're right. There's guys there who
can arm-wrestle me and win. But put them opposite
even one of these Orcs, and they'll bolt."

"The problem is in the spirit. They have not yet been
shown that they can defeat the Orcs." Mareva paused.
Her pale blue luminous eyes stared straight at
Bannog's. "And neither has your father. Nor your
brother, though he is learning."

Bannog gave a slow nod. "My father was a military
man. He should have learnt to overcome his fear. I
know he did some amazingly courageous things in the
previous war."

"Perhaps not against Orcs, and when he was much
younger."

"Maybe." Bannog sighed. "I'd much rather lead our
own lot in a few attacks than get bloody stormtroopers
in from the outside. This is not going to do our
reputation any good. But I can't go against my father's
orders, so off to Stormwind we go." He smiled. "I
should still know the way."



Mareva grinned. "And this time you have not one, but
two beautiful women with you!"

"And one ugly brother, but if we run fast enough, we
can lose him."

 

Ariciel climbed up the ladder, following Selena to the 
roof of the keep. The guards there gave them one look, 
then went back to scanning the hills for signs of 
unwanted activity. Selena went to a large cage, opened 
the door and went in. Ariciel held her breath. She'd 
heard of people hunting with hawks. They'd bring 
rabbits back to their master's hand. This bird looked 
like she could bring back a small horse. She glanced at 
Selena. They were about the same height. Ariciel was 
sure she was more muscular than Selena. Still, Selena 
calmly took a long leather glove and put it on. She 
grabbed her staff and gave a bird-like cry. Ah, so that's 
how she did it. With her staff planted firmly on the 
ground, she was able to support Hugin's weight. Ariciel 
winced at the sight of her great claws around Selena's 
arm. The bird was probably quite capable of snapping 
her arm off, she just chose not to. Selena held one end 
of the bag between her teeth and worked it open. Then, 
she pulled out a bloody bit of animal and held it up to



Hugin's beak. The great bird took it, very carefully, and
swallowed it whole. Selena looked round at Ariciel,
eyes gleaming.

"So? What do you think of my little bird?"

"Bird? I thought it was a griffin!"

"Griffins are for wimps." She fed Hugin another piece
of meat.

Ariciel looked round her. The cage was very large.
Still, birds of this size could fly hundreds of miles every
day.

"Do you let her out often?"

Selena kept feeding her bird from the bag. "Used to,
but since the siege, I've had to keep her in. She was
hunting Orcs, believe it or not, and one of those mages
almost shot her down. So it's just short flights now."
She looked at the horizon, far away. "Don't like to keep
her in the cage. She likes to sleep here, but not all day
and all night."

Ariciel took a step forward so she could see better.
She started to raise her hand, but Selena stopped her.

"Better not. She's trained for attack. She'll have your
fingers off even if you wear mail gloves. She's used to
me."



"What do you hunt with this bird?"

"Anything up to a deer. Birds. Wild boar, once." A
grim look appeared on her face. "Humans. Orcs.
Though those are not for food."

"Hm. No Elves or Draenei then?"

"Naah. The ones I know are too nice." With another
bird call, she told Hugin to go back to her perch. She
took off her glove and hung it on the peg. She put her
staff next to it. Ariciel admired Hugin's healthy, glossy
brown feathers. Her yellow eyes stared back at Ariciel
with complete disdain.

"Soon, you will return to
[Free-room-above-where-food-runs]," she said, in
Wildspeech. Selena stared at her.

"You can talk to animals?"

"Wildspeech. It's used by those with fangs or beaks
instead of mouths like the Elves or Humans. I learnt it
when I was given my bear shape."

"I still want to see that! When Leona's not around."

"I'll probably be using it on my way to Stormwind,
with my luck."

"You're leaving?"



"Just for a bit. Your father asked us to get some help
from Stormwind. Shouldn't take more than a few days."

"Oh you lucky woman! I'd love to go to Stormwind!
Instead, I'm stuck here, with lots of bloody Orcs round
the place so I can't go out." She frowned. "I'll need to
have a word with Father."

 

"Ariciel? Have you seen my shirt? I would like to
repair it before I leave."

The Elf quickly searched the room.

"No. Do you think someone has thrown it away?"

"I hope not. I will be back in a moment."

Mareva walked out the door, down the stairs and to
the kitchen. She found Quartermaster at the kitchen
table, adding up numbers in a large book. Not wanting
to disturb his calculations, she waited in the doorway,
till he noticed her and looked up.

"Lady Mareva? What can I do you for?"

Mareva frowned. "Do me for? Is it not 'do for me'?"

"So it is. What can I do for you?"

"I am missing one of my shirts. It was torn and
bloodstained. I was going to repair it, but someone
must have taken it and thrown it away."



"Oh, none of our maids would do that. Where did you
have it last?"

Mareva's horned head tilted slightly to one side. "In
my room. On my pack. I clearly remember putting it
there."

"Ah. What colour?"

"Green, with yellow stripes." She gave Quartermaster
a look. "Greenish blue bloodstains."

"Just a moment." He wallked over to the storeroom,
and returned with the shirt, neatly folded and clean. He
shook it out, and handed it to Mareva.

"There you are, Lady. I hope the needlework meets
with your approval?"

Mareva held up the shirt and looked at the tiny
stitches where it had been torn. It smelt fresh and
clean. She looked up to Quartermaster.

"I must apologise. The needlework is excellent. I am
not used to being waited on. Please give my thanks to
the maids."

Night fell over the Redridge Mountains. A half moon 
was out, giving just enough light to walk by. Bannog 
ducked his head as a very large bird swooped by,



checking on the well-being of her mistress. Selena's
eyes gleamed under her dark blue hood.

"Doesn't she look happy? To be flying again after all
that time cooped up in that cage?"

"She's not about to start hunting Orcs is she?" asked
Gerrig.

"Of course not. She'll only attack if something attacks
me."

"Your bird, could she really carry back an Orc? It
would be most distressing to worry about a sudden rain
of Orcs."

"She's probably strong enough, but I didn't train her
to. What would be the point? I'd have a dead Orc."

"Loot the bodies, loot the bodies," sang Bannog,
grinning.

"My brother's muse is not fettered by any such
inhibiting factors as taste," said Gerrig. "I think Sir
Arthur's farm is up ahead. It'll be good to see them."

"I haven't been here since Arthur Halloran asked me
to leave after scrumping his apples. Bloody dogs."

Mareva looked uncertain. "What is scrumping?"

"Obtaining fruit without the permission of the owner," 
said Gerrig. "And preferrably without their knowledge.



That's where my younger brother went wrong."

"Hmm. Back on Draenor, we would call that 'thieving'.
Those found engaging in it would be given a good
kicking." Mareva stomped her hooves a few times. "We
are good at kicking."

"Well, Sir Arthur left that part to his dogs. Never knew
I could run that fast. Of course the heir to the castle
was still up the tree."

Gerrig chuckled. "Well, I shared, like good brothers
should."

Ariciel grinned. "Good to see that honesty is valued
among thieves."

Gerrig turned to her and whispered: "Ate half of them
on the way home. The rest wasn't ripe yet, so Bannog
was welcome to them."

"Yeah. Gerrig got away with things. I never did.
That's what taught me to be honest and virtuous at all
times, and turned Gerrig into the annoying git you see
before you." Bannog bowed his head in an attempt to
look pious. "In the end, the greater reward was mine.
Remember that, Selena."

"When scrumping apples, be the one up the tree, not
the one running away. I hear and learn, Brother."



"Lights," said Ariciel, pointing forward. "Want me to
go ahead and scout?"

"Race you," said Selena. She squatted down on the
ground and concentrated. Hugin came swooping down
over their heads with a cry, then flew to the farm.
Selena melded her mind with that of her bird, and was
able to see through the eyes of the beast. Almost as
good as flying herself. Ariciel changed to her black cat
form and ran after the bird, towards the farm. Bannog
and Gerrig looked at each other, then at Mareva. She
stared back.

"What?"

"Are you going to do something as well?"

Mareva shrugged, walked over to the nearest apple
tree, peered between the branches, then threw her staff
up, knocking an apple off the branch. She caught her
staff in one hand, the apple in the other. She walked
back and bit into it.

"Two girls are already on the job. I may as well stay
here and try this 'scrumping' you speak of."

 

Sir Arthur Halloran was tall and thin. His hair hung 
down to his shoulders, and was black, though starting 
to go grey at the temples. His expression was one of



permanent amusement, despite what must be
frightening and worrying times.

"Well, good evening ladies and gentlemen. It's been
a long time since I had as illustrious a bunch of
apple-thieves to visit me at my farm."

"They are delicious," said Mareva, without a trace of
shame.

Sir Arthur's eyes gleamed at her. "I know. There's
something about paying for them that quite spoils the
taste. Though a lady as lovely as you need only ask,
and I'd give her an orchard's worth."

Ariciel giggled. "Why Mareva, you're blushing!"

"It would be rude not to."

Gerrig shook his head. "Sir Arthur, we need to travel
to Stormwind, at speed. Could you lend us a few of
your swift horses?"

"Certainly. I'll ask the boy to get them ready for you.
Five, then?"

"I don't need one," said Ariciel. "I can travel in animal
shape."

"So can I. I would not wish to inconvenience you
further, Sir Arthur."



"As you wish." Sir Arthur left the room for a few
minutes, then returned.

Bannog turned to Sir Arthur. "Have you had any
unwelcome visitors, Sir Arthur?"

"None whatsoever, my lad, thanks be to the Light.
Long may it stay that way. I understand you were not
so lucky, Sir Gerrig?"

"Farm was attacked and burnt down, curse them.
Two farmhands slain. The rest of us got away more or
less unscathed."

"Of that, at least I am glad. Please give my regards
to your wife and children when next you see them."

"I will."

"Right. Where next?" Ariciel bounced up and down
on the spot, and Bannog watched her with interest. He
pointed to the North-west.

"Down the road, seven miles or so, and left at the
next crossing."

"Good. Coming, Mareva? See you there!"

The girls changed into their animal forms and dashed
off. Bannog watched them go, then nodded at his
brother and his sister.



"Let's go!" They spurred their horses into action, and
galloped after the cheetah and the ghost-wolf. They
passed them after a few hundred yards, and left them
in their tracks.

 

"See, Gerrig? We must tell Sir Arthur that his swift
horses can outrun even a Druid in Cheetah form. That
will drive up the price no end!"

They were waiting at the crossroads, as Mareva and
Ariciel came running up, breathing hard. Ariciel
changed back to her Elf form, and shot Bannog a filthy
look. Bannog laughed, and held his hand out to her. He
pulled her up behind him in the saddle. Ariciel put her
arms round Bannog's waist and laid her head on his
shoulder.

"Hmm. I could get used to this riding!"

Mareva stared at her. Selena laughed. "Mareva, my
brother is a married man. Let's not lead him into
temptation!"

Mareva grinned, and climbed onto the horse, behind
Selena.

They set off again, towards Stormwind.



Part 3: Small girl in the big city

Selena's horse neighed, as they rode up the road to
the small town of Goldshire, in Elwynn forest. Her great
bird, Hugin, sat on a fencepost a way off, watching her.
She had thrown back her hood, and her blonde hair
shone like gold in the morning sun. She turned her face
here and there, looking at the people passing by.
Guards, a bread merchant. A small noise distracted
her, and she looked to her right. She frowned. Two
people were standing behind some shrubs, wearing,
she noted, not very much at all. They were whispering
into each other's ears, though not actually touching.
Selena opened her mouth to ask something, when
Mareva's blue hand was on her cheek, gently pushing
her face forward.

"You are too young to be told."

"Oi! How old do you think I am? I was just wondering
what in Azeroth they were doing. Didn't look like they
were getting anywhere."

"They are sad characters with very little experience
in..." Mareva looked for a polite word to describe it.



"Sex? Stars and stones, Mareva, I'm supposed to
produce somebody's heirs at some point. They did give
me a few pointers on how to go about it. Hah! The
hardest thing is not to produce anything before you're
supposed to." She jerked her head at Ariciel, who was
sitting behind Bannog, arms round him, talking to him
with a happy expression on her face. "Those Elves
don't realise how lucky they are!"

Mareva looked at her friend. "Hm. She does realise. I
am glad for her. Fate has not been kind to her."

 

As they rode along, a man who had been standing by
the roadside suddenly stepped out into the middle. He
planted a flag in front of them and shouted at Selena.

"I, Grimlord, challenge you to a duel! For the honour
of the Little Death Guild!"

Selena's jaw dropped. She stared at her challenger,
not knowing quite what to say. As she watched, he
started walking round, flapping his elbows, making
clucking noises.

Bannog stared at Selena's challenger. He had half a 
mind to challenge him on his own account, but then, he 
would have pounded some lackwit into the ground. Not 
exactly a way to heap honour upon the proud name of



Caer Bannog.

Gerrig frowned. It had been a while since he had last
been in these parts, and he had almost forgotten the
bunch of raving madmen that frequented the place. He
turned round to his brother. His expression said it all:
Let's not waste any more time on this miserable clod.

Mareva whispered in Selena's ear: "Ignore the
zlotnik. He is also a very sad character, with no
experience in..."

"Sex?"

"Life."

They rode on. Behind them, Grimlord of the Little
Death kept shouting challenges at Selena, Mareva, and
Ariciel.

Bannog pointed forward. "Tavern! Anyone feel like
freshening up before we hit Stormwind?"

Ariciel whispered in Bannog's ear. "Don't forget to
check round the back if there's any Night-elves there
who need a boost to Menethil."

"Almost tempted to go and look. Remember those
stupid Defias thugs? You could take them on your own
now, I reckon. We've grown, my lady."

"Older but not much wiser."



"Speak for yourself." They grinned.

Gerrig dismounted, and tied his horse to a fencepost.
Mareva slid off Selena's horse and grimaced as she
tried to make her legs straighten again.

"I must go and find an elekk at some point. They are
much more comfortable to ride."

"What's an elekk?" asked Selena. "Don't tell me it's a
male Draenei!"

Mareva chuckled. "You have a depraved mind. My
work here is done. No, Elekks are large beasts with
great tusks. We ride them as you do horses. Draenei
males would look silly on a horse."

"Big sods, are they?"

"Yes," said Mareva happily.

 

They went into the tavern. Gerrig saw an empty table
and made for it, waving at a barmaid. They sat down
and put in orders for ale, cider, mead and one strong
tea.

"Hey! I'd like a cup of wine."

Gerrig turned round to Selena, putting a friendly hand 
on her arm. "Father ordered me to protect your virtue at 
all times, my sister. Be warned, should you look on the



wine that is red, be prepared for a fate worse than
death."

Selena glowered. "I've had wine before. I'm not about
to rip off my clothes and dance on the table after one
cup!"

Gerrig laughed. "True. You fell asleep. Not the thing
to do if you have to ride for another few hours."

Selena pointed at Ariciel and Mareva. "She's having
mead, and she's having cider. They have to ride!"

"I just hang on to Bannog. Do warn him if I fall off."

"And I have had much practice in handling strong
drink. Do not go into engineering. It will cost you a
fortune in liquid recovery."

"You're just doing this for your own fun."

"Damn," said Bannog. "She's on to us."

"Always knew she was a clever one," said Gerrig.

"I hate you and I'll get you for this."

 

The noon hour approached as Bannog finally pointed 
ahead to the gates of Stormwind, with its massive 
statues. Nobody had bothered them on the way. Hadn't 
even seen anyone. Nevertheless, with Selena there, 
they had stuck to the road, Selena in the middle with



her brothers on either side. Hugin flew over their heads,
flying ahead, then looping back in great arcs. They
were not taking any chances with Little Sister there.
Selena was riding along happily, her frustration about
the tea stowed away for later.

"I can't believe Father let me go, actually. I was all
set to talk at him for hours, but he immediately said he
thought it was a great idea and I should go."

Gerrig grunted. Father had had a word with him as
well. If for some reason he couldn't secure relief for
Caer Bannog, he was to leave Selena with family in
Stormwind. She was not going to like that at all, but it
was better to have a live but unhappy daughter than a
dead one somewhere in the rubble of Caer Bannog.

They rode into town, into the trade district. Here, they
dismounted and huddled round in a circle.

"Right," said Gerrig. "The first place we need to go is
the Stormwind Keep. That's where we can find the
people who can help us."

"I know where that is," said Bannog. "We must have
passed that a few times exploring this place, wandering
from the Cathedral to the trade district and back."

"Why?"



"We were bored," said Ariciel. "And we didn't know
each other well enough to do some of the other things
you do when you're bored."

Gerrig gave her a vague smile. "Thank you for that
wealth of information. Only a churl would ask for more."

"I aim to please."

"No, really."

Bannog grinned. "Gerrig, why don't we both make
our way there and leave the ladies to arrange sleeping
arrangements?"

"Sounds good. Where do we meet up afterwards?"

Bannog pointed a finger at Ariciel. "Remember where
we had dinner here?"

"The Deeprun Tram? Fried rat on a stick? No
thanks!"

"No, the place with the real food."

"Ah. The Blue Recluse, I think. In the Mage District."

"That's the place. Meet up for dinner? I think it'll take
even my brother with his diplomatic skills more than a
few hours to get them to cooperate."

Gerrig grinned. "The trick, brother, is not to punch
them in the face if they don't say 'Yes' immediately."

"Oh. So that's what I've been doing wrong, then."



Mareva studied the roof of one of the high buildings.
"I could say something about treating women, but I
think I will not."

"Thank you," said Gerrig.

Gerrig watched the girls disappear in the direction of
the Mage Quarter, his sister walking between Ariciel
and Mareva. They turned round and walked along the
street to Stormwind Keep.

"She seems to be recovering well from her ordeal,
your friend."

"It does seem that way," said Bannog, "But she's not
out of the woods yet. She doesn't dwell on it all the
time, but at times, something will remind her and she'll
go all to pieces."

"Being ill-treated can do that. I met a man once,
who'd been caught by the enemy and tortured for
information for two days before they pulled him out of
there. He was healed of his wounds, but even years
later, he'd suddenly snap and attack someone he
thought that he recognised."

"I don't think that's it. It's having to kill her own sister, 
and hearing about her mother. Even though," Bannog



looked at his feet, "I did the actual killing." Bannog
sighed. "If the lass hadn't attacked us, we'd have left
without her, and be done. But she did attack, and that
was the end of it. She could easily have killed me if I'd
been up against her on my own, she was that strong.
She was just toying with me, to hurt Ariciel. Ariciel shot
her, and distracted her. That gave me the chance to hit
her. It was not pretty."

They walked up to one of the many bridges over the
canals. Bannog checked. No swimmers today. He'd
had no reason to be especially attached to Berciel. She
was attacking him. He had responded in the way that
any Warrior would: with lethal force. For Ariciel, it had
been different. She'd had to abandon all hope of
redemption for her sister, even though it was clear that
the thing in front of them had no longer been the sister
she had loved.

"Oh well," said Gerrig. "At least she's on the mend.
It's only a matter of time. Take good care of her."

Bannog smiled. "Take good care of her. Now that
hadn't occurred to me. Thank you, Brother."

"Oh you know what I mean."

"Yes, I do. We're getting our own room tonight!"



"Do you remember what I told Ariciel about this
'wealth of information,' my brother?"

"Oh come on. You're a married man. Your cheeks
don't turn red at the first sight of a bare ankle, do they?"

"Would you like me to describe all the details of what
I saw the night I walked in on Father and Mother after a
bad dream? Significantly before Selena was born?"

Bannog grinned. "You have a point. Ah. The keep.
let's see if we can find someone in charge."

"Alright. Now can I have a cup of wine?"

Mareva looked at Ariciel, who shrugged. Mareva
smiled.

"Of course you can. Ariciel? Will you have your
usual?"

"Unless they have Qrovna."

"I severely doubt that, but I will ask." The
blue-skinned woman stomped off to the bar and
opened negotiations.

Ariciel looked round. They were in the Blue Recluse, 
the same place where she and Bannog had eaten, all 
that time ago. She'd met Lirael here, and Arador. They 
had taught Bannog to sing. It had been their first night



together in safety. Before Ironforge. Before she'd had
all her Druid training. Before she'd met Mira, or
Bearwalker. Before she'd found Berciel. She stared at
her hands lying on the table.

"Hey! What's up?"

Ariciel looked up. A worried look was on Selena's
freckled face. Ariciel made herself smile.

"Nothing. Memories."

Mareva walked up with their drinks. She plonked a
flagon of mead on the table in front of Ariciel, and put a
cup of red wine in front of Berciel. Selena. Ariciel
blinked as Selena reached out to the cup. Mareva's
hand was still on it. Selena looked up. Mareva's
magical, luminous eyes looked back at Selena, a smile
on her blue, perfectly symmetrical face.

"Your brothers are trusting us to keep you safe,
Selena. By the same token, we are trusting you to keep
yourself safe. If you get very drunk, run off with an
unsuitable gentleman, and your brothers and we have
to rescue you from a brothel, then this point is when we
say that you gave us the slip. Then, if your brother
wants to send you home tied up in a sack, I will gladly
advise him on the proper knots to use. Do you
understand this?"



Selena said nothing for a moment. Then, she nodded
her head.

"Fair enough."

"Skol!" Mareva raised her tankard of cider, and they
drank.

"So," said Ariciel. "Do we sleep here, or somewhere
else? I'd say stay here, but then, this is the first place
where Bannog and I had a proper meal, so I'm
prejudiced."

"I saw a tavern in the trade district," said Selena.

"That's where we slept together," said Ariciel.
Selena's jaw dropped, and Ariciel raised an eyebrow.
"In separate beds! Come on! I may be the most
attractive creature alive, but I'm not that fast!"

Mareva stared at the ceiling, and smiled, and said
nothing.

Selena twirled her wine in her cup, and took a small
sip. It was good wine, she told herself. She'd like it in
time.

"Someone told me that Elves can have more than
one boyfriend at the same time. Is that really true?"

"It is. When I was living in Darkshore, before I met 
Bannog, I had two... lovers," said Ariciel, not



mentioning that one of them had been a girl. Best to
dish out the weirdness in bite-size chunks.

"So Elves can just sleep with anyone?"

"Oh good grief, no!" Ariciel frowned. "That's just
wishful thinking by the guys who talk about it. You
wouldn't, would you?"

"Well, no, but..."

"You really have to like the guy before you sleep with
him, right?"

"Well, yeah. Sort of. You're supposed to be married
to him, actually. But some girls do, well, a trial run."

"Right, that's no different for us. It's just that you don't
have to chop the first one's head off if you happen to
find another one you like. Also, you can do different
things with different people."

"Uh..."

Mareva grinned broadly. "You have all that to
discover. We could tell you, but it is more enjoyable to
find out for yourself."

"Dammit. Do I have 'Virgin' written on my forehead or
something?"

"Yes. Ask your first boyfriend to wipe it off."



"Meh," said Ariciel. "First time I did it, I was a bunch
of nerves. He was worse. It's definitely better after you
find out that neither of you is going to explode or
something."

"They say it hurts."

"True. Not much, though. Being distracted helps."

Selena grinned. "Oo! A squirrel! Hey! Ow!"

"That's right. You can get the squirrels from the
squirrel merchant." Ariciel finished her drink. "Anyone
for a walk? There's more taverns to check."

"Good afternoon, Gentlemen," said Gerrig. "Could
you tell us where the captain of the guard is?"

The guard looked at the two armour-clad individuals
in front of him, then at his mate, who shrugged.

"Who wants to know?"

"We do. We have a message from Caer Bannog."

The other guard laughed. "Oh, I know of that place.
We get supplies from them. Every other son in that
place is called Bannog. Makes you wonder about their
family arrangements."

Bannog's trained mind sized up the guards. Oh yeah, 
they could take them no problem. Thing was, they



might have friends.

"Gerrig, I think someone here is in need of a
Lakeshire kiss."

"Do you remember what I told you about
diplomacy..." he turned his face back to the guard, a
friendly smile on his face.

"Bannog?"

As if by magic, the grin vanished from the guard's
face. He stared hard at Gerrig.

"What do you want?"

"We would like to have a little chat with your captain,
about some problems we're having getting the supplies
to you. Problems of a Hordish nature."

"Captain's not in. Get lost."

"Gladly. If your captain is not here, where can we find
him?"

"You can't."

Bannog watched his brother with admiration. If it had
been him, he'd have punched the stupid git's lights out,
friends or no friends. He rolled up the sleeve of his
chainmail and opened and closed his fist, observing the
effect this had on the muscles in his forearm. Gerrig's
face was a picture of politeness.



"Hmm. I think you may not be the people we need.
We're looking for people who can..." he looked away for
a second. "Bannog, help me here, what's the phrase
again? People who can..."

Bannog looked up. "Find their arses in the mirror?"

Gerrig smiled. "Find their arses in the mirror. That's
right. Good afternoon, gentlemen." He turned round to
leave.

"Hey! You better mind your words, before I decide on
something to charge you with." The guard's eyes
narrowed. "If I can be bothered to."

"Brother, could you please shake with fear? This
gentleman seems to expect it."

"You do it," said Bannog. "I shook with fear last time."

"So you did. Observe. I am shaking in my boots."

"If I call my mates, I can make you say sorry."

"And I'm sure that will be a great story to tell the
priestess while she's wondering whether to heal you
further, or whether your face always looked like that."
He waited a few moments, so the guard could get it.
Then, he turned on his heels and left. The guard's hand
moved to his club, until he saw that Bannog was
looking at him. His hand dropped to his side.



"Good boy," said Bannog, and followed his brother.

 

"Are they following?"

"Naah. They're still keeping the Keep safe from little
girls."

"So that's a 'No' then. Well, next is SI:7."

"Who are they?"

"Secret police. A mate of mine works there. Always
two ways round the barn."

"Darnassus. Hey Ariciel! Weren't you in Darnassus a
while back?"

"Yeah. Druid training. Why?"

"It says here on the poster. Darnassus Temple Choir.
Performing in the Cathedral tonight."

"Really?" Ariciel walked up and read. Who'd have
thought? They had been performing here for a week.
Today was the last before they'd return to Darnassus.
Ariciel felt a pang of guilt. She hadn't written to Lirael in
ages. Not that she could have, in all honesty, but still.

"Hey! Lirael may be here."

Mareva was reading over Ariciel's shoulder. "Who is
she?"



"She's lovely! I stayed at her place for months while I
was training in Darnassus. We have to go and listen to
her sing. She's good!"

Selena smiled. "We must bring the boys too. Beat
some culture into them. The Light knows they need it."

Mareva read down the poster. "Will we need tickets?
It does not say."

"Best go find out. Cathedral square is North of here.
Shortcut through the park."

"You said 'Mate', Gerrig. You didn't say she was a
gorgeous redhead! Does Marcia know of this?"

"She introduced us. Ilsa, meet my boor of a brother.
Bannog, meet Ilsa Corbin. Be careful what you say.
She's taken, and her boyfriend is standing behind you."

Ilsa Corbin's eyes gleamed. "I don't mind being called
a gorgeous redhead. Can't remember the last time
Shen did."

The dark-skinned Warrior trainer crossed his arms.
"If I call you a gorgeous redhead now, am I done for the
day?"

"Not by any stretch of the imagination. What can I do
for you, Gerrig?"



"We're having an attack of orcs at Caer Bannog. Too
many for us to handle at once. I'm here to get some
help."

"Hmm. How many?"

"Two hundred sword fighters and about twenty
mages."

"Uh huh. How big?"

Bannog spoke up. "I can hit three at the same time
without too much trouble."

"Is your training up to date?"

"Army training in Arathi. Should be."

"Hmm. Sounds like you'd need a raid group of ten or
so. They'll cut through those guys like a knife through
butter. Problem is, we haven't got any to spare. Bigger
trouble to think of."

"Damn. We really need the help. Our guys aren't
heavy enough to take on Blackrock Orcs."

"Well, get them up to spec. Better yet, send them
here and we'll train them up for you. And charge you an
outrageous sum."

"Hah. If only. You're not interested in a quick trip to
Redridge, are you?"



Ilsa grinned. "If I put it reasonably to the colonel, he'll
still have a fit. Sorry."

Wu Shen tapped Bannog's shoulder. "Mind if I take a
look at your talents? Professional interest."

"Go on."

Wu Shen closed his eyes, concentrating. "Oh my.
You've been training the hard way! I can teach you a
few extra tricks if you want."

"What, now?"

"Sure. Would you like to do lots of damage to a
bunch of Orcs?"

"Does a bear shit in the woods?"

Wu Shen grinned. He concentrated again, and
Bannog felt like a months' worth of information flowed
into his brain in a few heartbeats. He saluted. It
seemed the thing to do.

"There. That's Thunder Clap for you. Hurts the
bastards and slows them down for a bit. Please
consider us in your future training acquisitions."

"Oh, I will. Come on Gerrig! I want some orcs to try
this out on."

Ilsa and Wu Shen shook hands with them both.

"Sorry I couldn't be of more help."



"So am I, but can't be helped. Thanks anyway."

Ilsa Corbin watched them go. Then, she turned to her
friend.

"Why the hell doesn't he pull his finger out? Really. I
was fighting Blackrock orcs when I was just a kid!"

"My thoughts exactly, my gorgeous redhead."

"Keep it up."

 

Gerrig walked along the streets, nowhere in
partcular. Things were not going well. He'd expected a
bit of help from Ilsa at least. Meanwhile, his brother was
still moving his arms about in strange gestures. He
sighed.

"I'm fast running out of contacts, Bannog. We may
have to leave Selena with Aunt Flo after all."

"Oh hell. She'll disinherit you for that!"

"She'll get to. That's the point." He sighed again.
"There's only one thing left that I can try, but it's a long
shot. And it needs a trip to Ironforge."

"Ironforge? What did you have in mind?"

"Remember that Dwarf lady who came to train our
men a few years back?"



"Peterselie? Sure. Met her quite recently, in Dun
Algaz. Plays a mean game of poker."

"Do you think she could help?"

"Hmm. She's in the Dun Morogh regiment now.
Armies don't generally appreciate their Paladins
wandering off."

"Paladin? I didn't know that. Gone all religious, has
she?"

"Heavily into retribution. I'm not sure if she's in
Ironforge though. She travels to Dun Algaz a lot."

"Well, we won't know if we don't go and find out."

"Not today though. Dinner's coming up. I want to see
my Elf. This way."

"And there's the Recluse again. Time for dinner. Are
the boys in yet?"

"No. Do we order?" Mareva eyed the menu hungrily.
"I could do with a little food to prepare the way."

"You should be twice your size with what you're
eating," said Ariciel.

"Much healthy exercise in the woods," said Mareva.
She wandered over to the bar and ordered more drinks
and a plate of cheese.



Selena accepted her glass of white. So far, the red
had been so-so. The Darnassian Green had been
lovely, but a bit pricy. She tasted. Hm. Sweet. This
could work.

"Well, we don't need tickets for the singsong tonight.
That's good."

Ariciel pointed a finger at her. "If Lirael was here,
she'd spank you for that! Hopefully, tonight you'll hear
why."

"Lirael. She's one of the singers, right?"

"Yeah. I heard her practice lots of times. With
additional lyrics if she ran out of breath."

"Ran out of breath? You're not under water are you?
You can breathe in!"

"Ah. Breath control is the most important thing when
you're singing. You can't just breathe in whenever you
want. Some of the phrases are quite long. Do you sing,
Mareva?"

Mareva wasn't listening. Her eyes were fixed on the
bar. A faint smile was on her lips.

"Mareva?"

Selena followed Mareva's line of sight, and her jaw
dropped.



"Oh! He's gorgeous!"

"Hmm. I agree," said Mareva.

"He's got blue stripes!"

Mareva frowned, and gave Selena a look.

"What?"

"The cat! White with blue stripes!"

Mareva gave Selena a slow smile.

"You can have the cat. I will settle for its keeper."

Ariciel looked. A large Draenei male stood at the bar,
ordering a drink. He had put his cloak on a bar stool,
and his arms were bare. His skin was blue like
Mareva's, though he had no horns. Something in his
bearing spoke of raw power. Two swords were at his
belt and a heavy crossbow was on his back. Like
Mareva, he stood on hooves, his legs the size of
tree-trunks. His tail was much larger than Mareva's. For
Ariciel's tastes, he was a bit outlandish, but she could
definitely see what might attract her friend to this
specimen. She glanced at Mareva.

"Wipe your mouth, dear."

Selena observed the Draenei hunter.

"He looks a bit like you, Mareva, but different."



Mareva's eyes moved away long enough to give
Selena a look.

"That is because he is a boy. There is an important
difference."

Selena's blue, innocent eyes opened wide.

"Ooooh. Boys are different? I didn't know that! So
that's why Ariciel looked strange at me when I wanted
to kiss her!"

Ariciel made a strange choking noise and was
grateful that her flagon had been empty. She pointed at
Selena's glass. Selena grinned and nodded.

"Want anything from the bar, Mareva?"

"Yes."

Ariciel walked over, ordered more drinks, then turned
round. Her elbow hit the Draenei and made him spill his
drink. Ariciel shrunk, and started to talk very quickly,
ordering him a fresh one. Then, she pointed back at the
table.

Mareva beamed. "Oh, you clumsy Elf. I love you!"

Selena turned round. "What's she done?"

"She has earned herself a month worth of hugs in
one minute."

 



The Draenei hunter was gently nudged to their table
by Ariciel, who grinned at Mareva behind his back. He
gave Selena a polite nod, then let his eyes settle on the
Draenei woman sitting at the table. As far as Ariciel
could see, he had quite forgiven her for spilling his
drink.

"Good evening. My name is S'dezo'Houn. My Human
friends pronounce it Stetson. Long life, good health."

"Good evening, Hunter S'dezo'Houn. My name is
Mareva. Engineer Mareva of Exodar."

"Exodar? You were one of the Helmsmen of the
Apocalypse?"

Mareva scowled as charmingly as she could. "I
merely tended the engines. I had no influence on the
direction the ship was taking. The power was there for
the helmsmen to do as they pleased. It pleased them to
try to land some hundred yards below Azeroth's crust.
Results were disappointing."

"I can imagine that. My apologies for doubting your
abilities."

Selena had not heard any of this. She was
completely taken with the large cat. She almost held
out a hand, but stopped. Hunter Stetson saw, and
smiled.



"Morgan will allow you to touch him. At the moment,
he will not attack unless I tell him to. If you scratch him
between the ears, like so... Then he will only bite your
hand off if it looks like you are stopping."

Selena smiled, and started scratching Morgan
between the ears. The big cat made a happy noise and
gently head-butted Selena.

Mareva gave Stetson the full benefit of her attention.

"What brings a Draenei hunter to these parts, If I may
ask?"

"A Quest, what else? I have been digging round the
temples in the Hinterlands for," he cleared his throat,
"Atal'ai tablets. In the Atal'Hakkar Temple. Holy to the
Troll god Hakkar, the Soulflayer. Trolls must enjoy pain,
to worship someone like that."

"Perhaps, they expect him to flay other people's
souls."

"Good for them if he did, because they fell over like
pins. I could have sent Morgan out on his own, but
these tablets were not made of meat."

Stetson pulled one from his bag, and showed them.
They looked remarkably like clay squares with
scratches on them.



"Now all I need to do, is to bring these to someone
named Brohann Caskbelly, collect my reward and I am
free to let my tail chase me again."

Ariciel stared at the strange markings on the tablet.
The characters were like nothing she'd seen before, but
then again, what did she know?

"Are the Hinterlands far away?"

"Thankfully, yes. The inhabitants that are not trolls
are Dwarfs, and a self-righteous bunch of pompous
zlotniks they are. They almost expected me to pay
them for the privilege of running some stupid errands
for them." His eyes stared in the far distance. "There is
only one thing that made the whole journey worth the
effort." He turned to Mareva. "Wild griffins. Beautiful
creatures. I was almost tempted to try to tame one, but
I would have had to give up Morgan, or put him in
kennels with those Dwarfs. So I had to settle just for
seeing them."

 

Ariciel looked smugly from Stetson to Mareva and 
back as they spoke. Mareva had eyes only for Stetson, 
Selena only for Morgan. The door opened and Gerrig 
stepped in, followed by Bannog. Her face lit up. Oh 
good. Gerrig could be the odd one out now. She waved



at Bannog and he and Gerrig came to the table.
Bannog sat down next to Ariciel, and saw Stetson. My,
he was a big sucker! Bannog gave him a friendly look.

"Good evening! Let me introduce myself. I am
Bannog of Caer Bannog, and the man who is about to
buy us all more drinks is my elder brother Gerrig."

Stetson bowed his head, and shook Bannog's hand.
"Dyonis A'ka. My name is Stetson. May your days be
long, and your hardships few."

"And yours. Have my friends and family abducted
you?"

Ariciel smiled guiltily. "I jogged his arm at the bar and
spilt his drink all over him. The least I could do was get
him a new one."

Stetson raised his large hands in a gesture of
dismissal. "Say no more of it. I have had much worse
liquids spilled over me than mere ale. The company is
well worth the effort of washing my clothes. The year
draws to an end anyway."

Bannog laughed, turned to Ariciel. "So. Where are
we staying?"

"Here," said Ariciel. "We were lucky. We got the last 
two rooms. Second one only because someone else 
didn't show up. All the places are booked solid,



because of the concert."

"Concert? What concert?"

"Benefit concert for the Children of the War. Entrance
is free, but you're expected to donate something to the
cause." Enthusiasm radiated off Ariciel's face. "The
Darnassus Temple Choir is here! I stayed with one of
the singers in Darnassus when I did my studies.
Remember her, Bannog?" Ariciel grinned wickedly.
"We met her here. You felt her up!"

"Lirael? I protest! I had my hand on her stomach only
so I could feel her breathe! Yes, she's pretty, but I was
concentrating on her breath!"

"I bet you were. You weren't wearing a shirt, either!"

"Yes I was! I had my chain on!"

"Hmm. Yes! Very fetching." Ariciel grinned at Bannog
in that specific way that meant either fun or trouble, and
most likely both. He grinned back.

"Well, I hope she enjoyed the sight, if only as a
reward for explaining to me what your midriff is there
for."

"I know I did!"

"Good. Can I have dinner here with the last shreds of
my reputation intact?"



Gerrig slapped Bannog's back. "It was probably a
lousy reputation in the first place. I heartily concur with
the idea of dinner. Let's have some. Will you join us,
Mr. Stetson?"

"Gladly."

 

"No luck getting help then?"

Ariciel was walking next to Bannog, on their way to
Cathedral Square, where the concert was. They were
early, to get a good place. Probably a futile hope.

"None. We tried the guards, but they are at their best
right here and away from the Caer. Then Gerrig went to
see one of his secret police Warrior trainer friends, but
she couldn't do anything either. Oh. Except, I can now
do Thunder Claps. The trainer took pity on us and gave
me a free sample."

"That sounds vaguely grubby. What's the Thunder
Clap?"

"You have a sick and depraved mind, fuelled by
drink."

"That's why you love me."

Bannog grinned. "Yeah. But a Thunder Clap is a way 
for me to channel my rage to strike out at four enemies



at the same time. It's strange. I didn't know I could, but
now, it's like I've known it all my life."

"Hmm. Trainers do that. It's how I learnt most of my
spells from Bearwalker. Didn't know that also worked
for Warriors."

They walked on, following the shapes of Gerrig and
Selena in front of them. Ariciel drew closer to Bannog
and head-butted his shoulder.

"Hey. I spotted it, you know."

"Huh?"

"You just said you love me."

Bannog stared ahead of him, saying nothing. Then
he laughed quietly.

"You were joking, and I only said: Yeah. Not exactly
worth writing poems or songs for." His eyes turned
round to her, and he put his arm round her shoulders.
"But yes, I do."

Ariciel's arm didn't fit all the way round Bannog's
middle, so she just hooked her thumb in his belt.

"So do I."

They said nothing for a few steps. Then Ariciel
looked up at Bannog's face.



"You know, we've never told each other before now.
Mareva said not to worry, we'd know anyway."

"Mareva is an exceptionally wise woman."

Ariciel turned her head round to see the light in
Mareva's eyes as she walked behind her, talking to
Stetson in Draenei.

"I'm happy for her. If what she said is true, this
Stetson guy is the first she's had eyes for since they
killed her lover. Only girls since then, to avoid painful
memories. She's on the mend."

"Including one Night-elf."

Ariciel glanced up at Bannog's face. Bannog pulled
her a bit closer.

"Don't worry. I don't mind Mareva."

"I was stupid. I shouldn't have just dropped that on
you."

"I won't lie, I didn't like it at the time. Thought I'd lost
you. Or rather, never had you in the first place. But our
blue friend explained it to me. Loudly."

Ariciel laughed. "Mareva is very good at explaining
things."

"Packs a hell of a punch too."

"She hit you?" Ariciel almost stumbled, laughing.



"Aye. All in the cause of explaining."

"I love her, I really do." She closed her eyes a
moment. "Not like you, you understand. But still."

"Friend with extras?"

Ariciel touched Bannog's bearded cheek.

"I wouldn't. It hurts you."

"I don't know how I'd feel if I'd walk in on you and her.
Wouldn't leave you over it, but still I'd feel strange.
Anyway, the point seems moot."

"Want to bet on how long it takes her to get his
clothes off?"

"Hmm. Difficult. I'm only starting to learn about Elves.
Draenei, I have no idea how they work."

"I say we don't see her in the Recluse tonight."

"You're on. Loser has to sleep with the winner."

"Oo. Good bet!"

 

They arrived at the cathedral. Darnassus banners 
were waving in the evening breeze, for the occasion. A 
blue carpet covered the stairs up to the majestic 
entrance. Gerrig looked up at the large building. 
Whoever had designed it, had liked spires. There were 
three main towers, with numerous smaller ones



besides. Bright lights within shone through the stained 
glass windows. He fretted. He shouldn't be going to 
bloody concerts with the future of the castle hanging in 
the balance, but Bannog had said, reasonably, that 
they couldn't bother Peterselie in the middle of the 
night. So since they couldn't visit Ironforge anyway, 
they might as well take the opportunity. Anyway, the Elf 
had insisted they all go, and Selena could probably do 
with a bit of culture. All they had for music at Caer 
Bannog was the soldiers singing, which was not fit for a 
young girl at all, at all. If only he could have brought 
Marcia along. There was already a queue in front of the 
cathedral, and they joined. Though Gerrig would never 
willingly lead any woman into danger, he liked to have 
a few women in the place rather than just soldiers. 
Actually, there were a few female soldiers, but they 
weren't very feminine. They were soldiers who 
happened to be women, and treated the same as any 
soldier. Ladies like those Bannog had brought home 
with him added a bit of style to the place, even if one 
was an Elf, and the other almost demonic in 
appearance. He cast a quick glance at the creature, as 
she stood talking to the other... Dren... Draenei. She 
was smiling a lot at the big hunter. Gerrig grinned.



Strange they might be, but some things are the same
for all creatures.

They slowly moved up the stairs. Gerrig looked round
at the other people in the queue. Most of them were
Human, but he could see quite a few Elves as well.
Two old gnomes stood arm in arm behind a tall Elf,
pointing at various people and talking animatedly. A
rather pretty dark-haired Elf girl happened to look in his
direction as he saw her. She smiled at him. He smiled
back politely. Then, she frowned, and moved her head
slightly. He could see her take a breath and walk
towards him. What by the...? The Elf girl grinned, and
poked his brother's friend in the back.

"Of all the silly blondes that could be here, it just had
to be you didn't it?"

Ariciel jumped, then whirled round. She threw her
arms in the air.

"Mira! What are you doing here? There's no strong
drink here!"

"Oh you drank it all?"

"Not the stuff you like."

The girls kept this up surprisingly long, and just when 
it looked like fireballs at dawn, they grinned at each 
other, hugged and finally admitted they were glad to



see each other.

"So, really. What are you doing here?" asked Ariciel.

"I got volunteered to do some of the speeches for the
Children of the War, on behalf of the Cenarion Circle.
Did my last one yesterday, so I figured that I might as
well enjoy the concert once without nerves soaring
through me. And you?"

"I'm with Big Guy here," said Ariciel, indicating
Bannog.

"Ah. So this is your Human?"

Bannog grinned. "Every Elf should have one. We're
very useful."

"Pardon me. I didn't mean it like that."

"No offence taken. I sometimes call her 'My Elf' when
I'm not paying attention."

"We're also very useful," said Ariciel.

 

They moved slowly up the stairs, and into the 
cathedral. There were many rows of pews set up, and 
for the occasion, extra chairs in long rows. The place in 
front of the altar was brightly lit with candles, the rest of 
the hall was dark. Half the chairs were already taken. 
Ariciel immediately pushed towards the front, trailing



Bannog, Gerrig, Mira and Selena. Stetson put his hand
on Mareva's shoulder. She looked round and smiled at
him.

"If I sit at the front, then I'll block the view of many
people behind me, and spend the rest of the evening
being told to duck by zlotniks."

Mareva's eyes quickly scanned the room. Then, she
steered Stetson to the back, where there were two
seats left, beating a rather indignant Human to the spot.
He saw how big the one was, and how magical the
other, and walked on, grumbling about foreigners.

"There. Now we won't disturb anyone unless we want
to. How many people here do you think speak
Draenei?"

"Not many, I'd guess," said Stetson, shifting round on
the pew. "These benches are not made for our kind.
Nowhere to put my tail."

"Fishing for compliments, are we?"

Stetson laughed. "Would I need to?"

"Not with me. I did notice your tail. Only I didn't
comment on it because I'd have to explain what they
say about men with long tails."



"You mean they don't sit comfortably on Human
benches?"

"Precisely."

"Mind you, that's nothing that five minutes with a saw
won't fix. Also, putting a small shelf for your drink on
the back of the next bench is very well thought out."

Mareva laughed. "I like these Humans' attitude
towards religion."

"Exactly. Toast the priest after a good sermon."

 

Selena looked behind her.

"We seem to have lost some people."

"Not so much lost as left behind," said Ariciel,
shuffling into her seat. "This way, Stetson won't block
anyone's view like your brothers here, and they can
have a nice talk in Draenei, about Draenei things."

Mira giggled. "And if they want to sneak out, then
they can without too much fuss."

Selena coughed. "Am I the only one here who's
planning to wait till I'm sure I want to marry the boy?"

"It would seem so," said Ariciel. "I still don't
understand why."



"What if I get pregnant and the guy can just take off?
Then my child will grow up without a father!"

"Hold on," said Mira, You would invite someone's
spirit, and not have an idea of whether the father's
going to stay around?"

"Doesn't work like that," said Ariciel. "From what
Bannog tells me, Humans have sort of an open
invitation. They can get pregnant even from just
playing."

"Hmm. 'Playing' makes it sound cheap, somehow,"
said Selena. "It's what you do to make children. It's the
Light's way to make sure that Humans don't die out.
That's why it feels good to do it."

Ariciel thought about this. She'd seduced Bannog
because, well, she'd felt like it, really. Because she had
wanted to give him something she didn't give just
anyone. Producing children was quite a different matter
for a Night-elf. Granted, you did get naked with the
prospective father, but that was about the only thing
that was the same. She looked at Selena.

"Making children isn't cheap for us. Your body may 
be doing more or less the same thing, but the mind... 
it's like a forest fire compared to a candle. You don't do 
it lightly. Not often either. Maybe once or twice in a



hundred years."

Gerrig stared ahead at the stage, clearly intent on
gently changing the subject. "When are they going to
start?"

"Eight," said Mira. "First, we have the Stormwind
Male choir, then the speeches and collections, and
then the Darnassus lot. Then another few speakers,
and finally both choirs at the same time."

"Does anyone have a programme?"

Mira smiled sweetly at Gerrig and raised a finger.
"Been here all week. What would you like to know?"

"What are they going to sing?"

"I think the Stormwind lot are starting tonight with a
few arias from 'The Fishers of Hillsbrad'. They really
are very good... for Humans. Then, after the speeches,
the Darnassus Temple choir with a few Songs of
Sanctuary. Though they'll start with a piece by a
Human named Brooke, that's usually played by an
orchestra. Um... Some air or other. Beautiful. Then
more speeches, basically begging for gold, and finally,
both choirs together do a piece called 'O Fate' by a
Dwarf named Ornn. Very impressive."

Bannog stared at the stage area, an innocent look on 
his face. "No chance of them singing anything I know,



then?"

Gerrig shook his head. "Remember. It's for the
benefit of the children. They're hardly going to sing
those filthy soldier's songs you like."

"Oh," said Selena. "The one about the bishop and
the washerwoman?"

"Do you know that one?"

"Mostly. Though I don't know what an inclination is
and why a washerwoman should have a cuckoo's
nest."

Gerrig took a deep breath. "You're..."

"Too young to be told," said Selena, "I know."

 

The murmur of the crowd suddenly increased, then
settled down. The members of the Stormwind Male
Choir filed in, and took their places in front of the altar.
A string quartet moved into place behind them. Ariciel
had expected some introductions, but the conductor
raised his hands, and the music began. A tenor and a
baritone sang a duet, called, according to Mira, "Below
the sacred temple."

"Old story," said Mira. "Boy meets girl, girl meets 
other boy, boys lose girl, girl comes back, boy sets fire



to the village and hilarity ensues."

"Shut up dear," said Ariciel.

Between them, Selena sat on the edge of her chair,
watching the men sing, eyes shining. The piece
finished, and the men took their well-deserved
applause. Next was a piece for the whole
twenty-man-strong choir, creating the image of long
lines of slaves, escaping from exile. They finished with
a Dwarvish chorus from an opera called "The
Troubadour". Two Dwarves appeared specially, and
performed the percussion on honest-to-goodness
anvils.

The singers took their bows, to roaring applause, and 
cleared the area, to sit in a row of pews specially 
reserved for them. The string quarted played an 
intermezzo while the Darnassus Temple choir entered 
the hall from behind the altar. Ariciel almost didn't 
recognise Lirael, but there she was, dressed like the 
others in a simple but elegant white dress, long black 
hair tied up in a demure ponytail. Though Ariciel knew 
that once she was on stage, nothing could distract 
Lirael, she didn't wave. A tall dark-haired Elf stepped 
forward. Ariciel recognised him immediately: Arador! 
She nudged Bannog and pointed. Bannog nodded,



though he seemed to be more interested in the altos
and sopranos. Arador inclined his head towards the
audience, and started to speak.

 

"Good evening Ladies, Gentlemen. I hope that you
have enjoyed, as we have, the efforts of the Stormwind
Male Choir. Before we attempt to entertain you with our
modest talents, please allow me to spend a few words
on the cause that we support: The Foundation of the
Children of the War. As war rages on in Azeroth,
Kalimdor, and the ravaged lands of Draenor, it is the
children of our valiant heroes who suffer most. This is
no different whether these children be Elvish, Human,
Dwarf, Gnome, Draenei..."

Arador paused, casting an eye over the audience.

"Orcish, Tauren, or Sin'dorei. That battle rages
between our peoples is no fault of theirs, but still, the
children are the victim of war. It has been said that the
first casualty of war is innocence, and yet, if the
orphans of Tauren or Orcs are placed beside those of
Humans or Elves, they will play together as though
there were no war."

The audience started to murmur. Had Human
children been placed next to Orcs? Arador continued.



"There will be a day, when the last battles are fought,
and silence and tranquility return to the lands of
Azeroth. Unless all Alliance, or all Horde races, or both,
have been erased from the world, we will have to learn
how to live together with those who we have hated.
We, the warriors, priests, druids and other fighters will
have served our purpose, and the children of today will
become the diplomats and builders of tomorrow. That
is, if they survive, and are not polluted with the hatred
that plagues us. It is for this purpose that we implore
your generosity. Please donate what you can to the
Foundation for the Children of the War. Until then,
please enjoy our performance. Thank you."

Arador joined the rest of the choir, and Lirael stepped 
to the front. For a moment, the entire cathedral was 
silent. Then, Lirael's voice filled the hall, with only a 
minimum of accompaniment from the string quartet 
behind her. Ariciel watched her friend in awe. She'd 
heard her practice many times at her home, of course, 
as the first stumbling attempts at a new piece turned 
into perfection. Somehow, Ariciel had never got round 
to going to the Temple of the Moon, and watching her 
as she was now, in her element. Confidence radiated 
off her like an aura. Her voice rang out, clear as a bell,



without words. It was a beautiful piece, deceptively
simple, without ornamentation. Ariciel looked at Mira,
sitting back in her seat, smiling. Selena stared at the
stage, elbows resting on the pew in front of them, lips
slightly apart, with moist, shining eyes. The piece
ended, and there were a few moments of silence.
Then, the entire audience stood up and gave Lirael a
roaring applause. She smiled, inclined her head, and
took her place among her fellow choir members.

Arador and another Elf-woman Ariciel didn't know,
stepped forward. This piece was quite different from
Lirael's solo. Arador and the other Elf sang in unison,
with the rest of the choir providing support on the
chorus. The bass player was not using his bow, but
plucked the strings. There was a specific term for that,
but Ariciel couldn't remember.

For their third piece, one of the smaller of the 
cathedral's bells was struck, followed by the strings, 
slowly building up to a crescendo, then falling away to 
almost nothing. Lirael and another Elf named Adea 
sang in a language that Ariciel had never heard before, 
short syllables, until two of the dwarves who had played 
the anvil earlier started playing a relaxed, steady 
rhythm on drums. The whole choir joined, with



harmonies so flawless that it was impossible to
distinguish one voice from the other.

After this piece ended, Arador stepped forward once
more to introduce one of the next speakers, who turned
out to be a young Human who, after his parents were
killed in the war, had been taken care of by one of the
orphanages supported by the Foundation. His story
was simple, straightforward, and utterly
heart-wrenching. Orphanages were barely capable of
sustaining their charges. Nobody starved, but there
was no such thing as a fat orphan. The main problem
was people to run them. There were several
orphanages where there was only one person in
charge of the whole operation. Older children helped, of
course, but some jobs required adults. The Foundation
tried to help by employing wardens, but resources were
stretched. He left the speaking stand to polite applause.

To end the evening, both choirs took the stage 
together, with the string quartet and the percussionist 
Dwarves, who were rolling out the big drums. The 
string players straighened their shoulders, as if for hard 
work. The Stormwind Male conductor looked over all 
the faces, then raised his hand, and the music burst 
loose. Ariciel could not understand the words, though



she recognised them as Ancient Speech. She
borrowed the programme from a Human lady sitting
two places further on and studied the lyrics, which
some helpful person had translated into Common
Speech. "Hateful life, now oppresses, then soothes, as
fancy takes it." Hm. Cheerful stuff. The combined choir
were singing short, sharp syllables. Ariciel had the
feeling of water, slowly gathering behind a dam,
building, building. She held her breath. She saw the
conductor raise his hand, make a fist, then punch
down. All singers burst forth together, as if they wanted
to blow the roof off the cathedral. The Dwarves stopped
dampening their drums, and thundered. The strings
made a valiant effort, but were drowned in the sea of
sound. This last piece was quite short, in spite of its
sheer power. All rose, and the musicians bowed to their
audience. The applause went on for minutes, until the
conductor turned round, thanked the audience for their
attention, reminded them of the collection dishes at the
exit and bade them fare well.

 

Selena sat down, catching her breath, working 
through the experience. This was her first concert of 
this kind, and it was rather overwhelming. She saw



Ariciel catch the eye of the first singer and wave. There
was no response she could see.

"Do you think she saw you?"

"Oh yes, she saw me, but they don't wave at their
friends in the audience. That's very amateurish. If we
stand guard by the exit, then she'll find us."

"How long?"

"Hopefully before I die of thirst," said Mira.

They slowly made their way to the exit, to find
Stetson sitting rather uncomfortably on the pew farthest
to the back. His large arm lay on the back of the pew,
definitely not touching Mareva, who was slumped
against him, eyes closed, a faint smile on her lips.
Ariciel's eyes softened, and she gave Stetson a look.

"Poor girl. She's been working hard all week, and last
night, she rode through the night to get here. No
wonder even that last piece didn't wake her up."

Stetson looked down on Mareva's quiet face, lying
against his broad chest, then back up at Ariciel and
Bannog.

"In that case, I will wait here till she wakes up by
herself. Will you be returning to the Blue Recluse
Tavern?"



Bannog nodded. "Yeah. We're sleeping there, so if it
takes too long, just carry her there. We're in room...
which room?"

Ariciel smiled. "Girls in ten, boys in twelve." She
smiled ruefully at Bannog. "Sorry. No more room at the
inn."

"All shed a tear with me," said Bannog. "Room ten,
then. Do you have a place to stay?"

"I do. It is near the bank."

"Ah. I know the place. They do a good fried
breakfast."

"Were the Naaru to require physical food, that is
what they would eat," said Stetson.

 

Stetson waited a while. Then, he looked down again
on the dark-haired beauty leaning against him. Each
day is a blessing.

"Your friends have left, and I don't think you fooled
any of them."

"I like my friends." Mareva opened her eyes, and
looked up at Stetson.

"My tail is going to sleep," said Stetson.



"Oh we can't have that!" Mareva sat up straight, got
up on her hooves and stretched. "What would you like
to do?"

"I can't answer that honestly without you slapping
me, and deservedly so," said Stetson. "But I'll settle for
a walk."

"I know a tavern here. It's called the Slaughtered
Lamb. It's very disreputable, but they have plum
brandy. Also, the seats have open backs."

Stetson grinned. "Ah. The Warlock place. If you'll
protect me from the evil Succubi, I'll buy the first
round."

Selena stamped her feet and rubbed her hands. 
They were standing behind the cathedral, waiting for 
the artists to come out. So far, all they had seen was 
the string quartet, who were making a beeline for the 
nearest tavern with the Dwarves. Finally, actual singers 
started to make their appearance. Three Humans came 
out, with three of the Elf singers. They grinned 
sheepishly, and disappeared into the night. The door 
opened again, and out stepped Arador, who walked 
straight at Ariciel, arms open. They embraced. Arador



looked carefully at Ariciel's face.

"It's good to see you. Lirael will be along in a
moment. How are you?"

"Trying to get used to castle living. Castles here
come with Orcs all round them."

"Ornamental Orcs? That's... novel."

Bannog made a growling noise. "I'm tired of them.
Time to redecorate. Have any Warriors handy?"

"Sadly, no. We are but simple entertainers. Granted,
entertainers who can do Holy Fire, but entertainers
nonetheless."

Gerrig frowned. "We could do with some Holy Fire at
Caer Bannog, but let's not spoil the evening."

At that moment, Lirael appeared behind Ariciel as if
from nowhere and hugged her.

"Hi roommate! You still have a stack of leather at my
place. What should I do with it?"

"I'd say keep it. That'll serve the little bitch. She never
writes!"

"Hah. She doesn't, but she does show up at
concerts. How are you?"

"Coping." Ariciel turned round. Lirael saw her face,
and stopped asking questions.



"Right. Party's all here. Blue Recluse?"

"Why does she do that? It must hurt!" Stetson picked
up his plum brandy and tossed it down in one gulp.

"Perhaps she enjoys pain," said Mareva.

"Then she's sick in the head. I can endure pain, but I
don't like it. It hurts."

"A sign of sanity. Nice outfit, though."

"Bah. Shows off her assets, but doesn't leave much
to the imagination. Give me a nice blouse with the top
few buttons open any time."

"Ah, thank you for noticing," said Mareva. She
winced as the Succubus cracked her whip against her
own milky-white thigh, then gave a happy sigh. The red
welt healed up almost instantly. "Hmm. I have it. The
reason she does it, is because it feels so good when
she stops doing it."

"That could be it." Stetson reached over, picked up
the bottle, refilled first Mareva's cup, then his own. "I
still think she's sick in the head though."

"Me too." She drank her brandy in one gulp, and 
stared at the empty cup. She realised she was in a 
dangerous mood. One that could lead to her seducing



Night-elves, or if no Night-elf was available, perhaps a
big Draenei hunter. "I'm bored with this place. Let's go
somewhere else."

Stetson looked at her face, and smiled. "I know just
the place. Walkies, Morgan!"

"So how's your singing coming along then, Bannog?"
Lirael smiled at him over her glass of very expensive
Darnassian wine.

"I'm afraid I still don't sing much. I do a lot of
shouting, though."

Lirael frowned, then turned to Ariciel. "Girl, I'm
counting on you. Withhold your favours until he can do
'The song of the Flea' by Humble."

A frustrated look passed over Ariciel's face. "I'd have
to extend my favours first. His father, nice man, has us
sleeping in different rooms."

"Oh, that's cruel and unusual! Lots of shadowmeld
then?"

Selena giggled. "I'm so glad I sleep very soundly.
Father doesn't, though. Just saying."

Bannog sighed. "At what age do parents start
believing you do know what's good for you?"



Gerrig laughed, and held up his left hand, gold ring
gleaming in the firelight. "Like I said. Get two of these,
get your own farmstead, and he's out of your hair."

"Very funny."

Selena turned to Lirael. "I really loved your song,
even without words. What was it about?"

"It's not really a song. It's originally meant for violin,
but someone scored it for alto."

"Hold on," said Ariciel, "I thought you were soprano."

"Can do both. Hah! That Dwarf who composed 'O
Fate', Ornn. The Scarlet Thread actually has extra high
notes in. The singer is supposed to sound as if she's
suffering like the character from the story. Won't work,
you little bastard. I have half an octave above those
notes."

Selena beamed at Lirael. "Oh, that last song was
awesome! Such a lot of power!"

"Hmm. I love singing that one, especially with the
Stormwind Males. Filled to the brim with delicious
baritones. We have the sunlight and the ice. They have
the thunder!"

"Hey!" said Arador. "I'm a delicious baritone too!"



Lirael ran a slender finger down his cheek. "Yes you
are!" Turning to the others, she said, "That's why he
can name his price whenever someone needs a
baritone. All other Keldorei men are tenors!"

Selena nodded. "And that other song you were
singing? Kamaya or something?"

"Oh, that one. That's not a language at all. Crallgen
just made up words that he liked the sound of. Works
pretty well, actually. Except he once made a special
using only the letters in 'Darnassus'. Surada nasasu da
rana... I never sing that one if I can help it. 'Cause it's
exremely silly."

"How long did it take you to get that good?"

"Glad you like it." Lirael looked at the ceiling,
thinking. "If I count it from the first time I sang for
money, at fifteen, then about fifty years. Though to be
honest, I didn't get serious about it till I was sixty, so
that would make it five years or so."

Selena's mouth fell open. "So you're sixty-five years
old!"

"Yeah."

"My father is younger than you are!"



"Most Humans are. If we don't run into trouble, we
can live for a thousand years."

"That's incredible! How do you do it?"

"Just keep on breathing." Ariciel frowned. "Though
the war is a great equaliser. My sister only got to..." she
swallowed, faltered. Bannog put his arm round her,
pulled her to him, stroked her hair. Selena took her
hand, and looked up into her eyes.

"Sorry."

Ariciel took a deep breath. "No, I'm sorry. Never mind
me. Anyone want another drink? I could use one."

Bannog stared at Ariciel's flagon. It was half full. He
smiled. "Yes please! Thunderbrew special for me."

Ariciel walked off to the bar. Lirael's eyes turned from
her back to Bannog's eyes with an audible click.

"She didn't find her sister alive then?"

"Alive, but... changed. We killed the body. The soul
had already gone."

Lirael sighed, and looked back at Ariciel.

"Poor girl. Take good care of her, Bannog."

"You are the second one today who thinks I need
telling."



"Sorry. Need any help, see me or send her to me. I'm
in Darnassus. Any time of day or night."

"Thanks."

 

Soon after that, they started to think with longing of
their beds. Lirael and Arador had sleeping space in the
orphanage, with the rest of the choir. Mira was staying
with a friend. They reluctantly parted company, and
went up to their beds. Mareva hadn't returned. Ariciel
looked smugly over her shoulder at Bannog, and
stepped into the room with Selena. Bannog went into
the other room with Gerrig.

"Well, that was a good evening," said Bannog.

Gerrig grunted. "It was, but I feel I have failed in my
task." He looked at Bannog "Nobody seems to want to
come to our aid, brother."

"Doesn't surprise me, to be honest. Everybody has
problems. Nobody can spare anything."

Gerrig's chainmail vest fell on the floor with a metallic
clang.

"Do you think it's worth going to Ironforge? Even if 
Lady Peterselie wants to come, she may not be 
allowed. And even if she is, she is only one. What can



she do?"

"Who can say? At the very least, she'll give us some
good advice. Also, she'll want to see Ariciel. Ariciel beat
her at poker last time. She'll want revenge!"

Gerrig stepped into bed, and gazed at Bannog. "I see
what you mean, by the way, with 'not out of the woods
yet.' She's pushing back the memories for all she's
worth, and when they come floating up, you're in
trouble."

"Aye. But she's strong. She'll keep chipping away at
her ghosts till they are gone. Actually," he grabbed his
shirt and pulled it back on. "I want to see if she's alright.
Won't be more than, oh, a few hours or so."

Before he turned over, Gerrig shot Bannog a
knowing glance. "Throwing out your sister would be
very, very, bad form."

"She can stay. Educational for her."

"And that's worse!"

"Night, Gerrig."

 

Bannog stepped out of the door, and looked at the 
door opposite. Hmm. He grinned. For every problem, 
there is a solution. He walked into the room, and made



some preparations. Then, he knocked on door number
ten, opened it and went in. Ariciel was sitting up in bed.
She saw him, smiled and put her finger on her lips. She
pointed. Selena lay on the bed with her, head in her
lap, eyes closed. Ariciel's hand lay gently on her
shoulder. She stroked her hair.

"Sorry, can't move," she whispered.

"Mareva not back, then?"

"Nope. My chances are good!"

"Oh dear. What have you girls been doing to my poor
sister?"

"She's exhausted. Lots of things happened today."

"You haven't been feeding her strong drink, have
you?"

Selena stirred. "I'm not drunk!"

"There. How can you argue with that?" Ariciel sighed.
"Seems like we're thwarted again."

Bannog sat down on the bed next to her, and ran a
finger from underneath her ear, right to the tip. He bent
over to her.

"They have a bathroom here," he whispered. "It has 
a very sturdy copper bath in it. It is half full of cool, clear 
water. There's also a fire there, and two big kettles that



should be coming to the boil about now."

Ariciel turned her head to him. On her face was that
specific smile that made Bannog grin like a maniac and
his stomach knot up. He moved very close, and
whispered in her ear.

"I could do your back for you."

"Up you get, Selena!"

Ariciel woke up in the middle of the night. The door
opened, and there was the sound of Mareva's hooves
on the wooden floor.

"Oh look who's back! Enjoy yourself?"

"Most enjoyable, yes. I am beginning to appreciate
Hunter S'dezo'Houn."

"Selena's asleep. Out with the sordid details,
woman!"

Mareva sat down on the edge of the bed, and started
taking off her clothes.

"There are no sordid details, I am afraid. He was a 
perfect gentleman. We went hunting in Elwynn Forest. 
That cat of his, Morgan, gives him an entirely unfair 
advantage. We caught about a dozen bears and as 
many wolves. Then, we skinned them, and took the



meat. The orphans of Stormwind will dine well for a
long time!"

"Oh. At least tell me it's after midnight. I want to win
my bet with Bannog."

The lights of Mareva's eyes shone at Ariciel. "You
are making bets with Bannog about my love life?"

"Uh huh. So who wins?"

"You have no shame. As I said, he was the perfect
gentleman. He dropped me off here even without my
having seen his bare chest."

Mareva got under the covers.

"I will have to have a word with him about that. Good
night, Ariciel."

"Night, Mareva."



Part 4: Holy Paladins, Bannog!

Bannog was sitting at the table in the Blue Recluse,
with Ariciel, Selena and Gerrig. The door opened and in
walked the large Draenei hunter named Stetson.

"Good morning. Do you mind if I join you for
breakfast?"

Bannog grinned. "Not in the least. Mareva might,
though."

A worried look appeared on Stetson's face. "Why?
Have I offended her?"

"She's just left for the place where you're staying.
Wait! Don't leave! You'll end up chasing each other.
Wait here. She'll be back."

Ariciel pulled back a chair for Stetson, and someone
got him a plate.

"For what it's worth, she called you a perfect
gentleman."

"Ah. That is a relief."

"Not necessarily. Have some bacon and eggs while
it's hot."



They were half through their breakfast, when the
door opened again and Mareva stomped in, an
expression like thunder on her face. She dropped
herself into a chair, and breathed out a few flames.

"Dammit. He has left! Picked up his things and
checked out. The first nice guy I have met in ages."

Ariciel looked at her friend with large liquid eyes. "Oh
Mareva, I'm so sorry. You were getting on so well!"

"Each damned day is a damned blessing."

Selena turned red. Ariciel looked over Mareva's
shoulder.

"You are in my seat," said Stetson.

Mareva's horned head snapped round, then slowly
turned back to Ariciel.

"Bitch."

Ariciel picked up her tea, and smiled smugly. Stetson
put down his plate in the place next to Mareva.

"Can I get you anything?"

"A plate of boiled Night-elf, please."

Ariciel got up, giggling. "Stay where you are. I'll get
you some."

Selena finished her plate. "Where's everybody
going?"



Gerrig sat back in his chair. He'd been dreading this
moment. "Bannog and I are going to Ironforge and
back. We'll drop you off at Aunt Florence's before we
take the Deeprun Tram."

"Oh really? And how were you planning on doing
that?"

Gerrig looked at Bannog, who kept quiet. Traitor.

"Brute force if need be. Come on, Selena. She's not
that bad!"

"Yes, she is. She and her bloody tea parties with her
undead friends!"

Stetson laughed. "Nobody has undead friends. They
are not a friendly lot."

"Huh. They're weird. Walking round on bare feet,
wearing sprigs of mistletoe in their hair. The place is
always choked with incense."

"Well, we can't take you to Ironforge, so you'll just
have to grin and bear it," said Gerrig.

Ariciel returned carrying a plate of fried things in one
hand, a large glass of milk in a second hand and a bowl
of cereal in a third, which she didn't have, making the
operation somewhat precarious. The food somehow
landed on the table without accidents.



"What bear?"

Selena sulked. "They're sending me to Aunt Flo and
her weird friends. While they go out and play in
Ironforge."

"Ah. Well." she looked at Mareva, who was
devouring her breakfast. "We could keep you company
there. It's not like we have any plans for the afternoon."

Mareva shot her a look that said in everything but
words: Speak for yourself!

Gerrig smiled at Ariciel. "It would be wonderful if you
could. They're not as bad as Selena makes them out to
be, but there's only one girl there about Selena's age.
The rest are..."

"A bunch of old bats," said Selena.

 

Aunt Flo's house turned out to be a small place close 
to the Mage District. Ariciel's head tilted slightly to one 
side. The window shutters were closed, and on the 
door hung a wreath of... laurel? An old horse shoe was 
nailed above it, tips pointing down. There were a few 
flower pots hanging from the wall, containing herbs. 
Ariciel glanced over them, then did a quick double-take. 
It couldn't be... She looked more closely. Morrowgrain? 
What in Azeroth was that doing here? The plants were



small and sickly, and no wonder. They didn't belong
here. They were used in curses, mostly. Arch-Druid
Staghelm had enormous stores of it, gathered from
strange parts by an endless line of questing
adventurers. Goodness knows why.

Gerrig knocked on the door and waited. After some
time, it opened and a wizened old lady appeared. She
recognised Gerrig and Selena and offered them a weak
smile.

"Gerrig, dear. How nice to see you, and Selena too!
I'm sorry I didn't come more quickly, but I was in the
middle of a Cleansing, and you know I cannot interrupt
that without... consequences."

Gerrin smiled, nodded. "I understand, Aunt. I wonder
if I may impose on you for a bit. We have some
business in Ironforge. Can Selena and her friends stay
with you for the afternoon?"

"Of course, Gerrig. As long as she doesn't bring that
bird of hers. Its aura disturbs my familiars."

"She's in kennels," said Selena, clearly unhappy
about it. The stable masters knew their business and
would take good care of Hugin, but she liked to fly,
which was the one thing she couldn't do there.



"Thank goodness for that. I still miss Henry terribly.
His spectral image is still there, of course, but it's just
not the same."

"I said I was sorry. Hugin is a carnivore, after all."

"All in accordance with the Great Circle of life," said
Aunt Flo. "Pray enter! Puissance is here, she'll be glad
to see you!"

"That would be a first."

Gerrig sighed. "Aunt Florence, allow me to introduce
Selena's friends." He gestured. "This is lady Mareva,
Hunter Stetson and Lady Ariciel."

Aunt Florence's eyes fell on Ariciel, and she took a
breath. She made a mystic sign, and breathed. "Ishnoo
Alla, fellow seeker! Welcome to my Circle."

Ariciel smiled politely. "Ishnu dal-dieb," she said.
"pleased to meet you."

Mareva took one look at the situation, then put her
hands on Ariciel's shoulders.

"My friend, much as I regret it, Hunter Stetson and I
cannot tarry. Many momentous quests await us.
Farewell, Lady Florence. Remember the lessons of the
past."



She gave Ariciel a little push and pinched her bottom.
Ariciel looked round and glared at her. Mareva smiled
sweetly, turned round and pushed Stetson ahead of
her. Looking over her shoulder, she could just see
Ariciel and Selena being drawn inside.

Stetson gave Mareva a quizzical look. "What
momentous quests?"

"I'll think of some." Mareva's eyes glinted
mischievously.

"Ever been on the Deeprun Tram before, Gerrig?"

"I may not be the traveller you are, but yes I have.
Visits to Uncle Berrin, remember?"

"Ah yes. Him and his swine. Here we go!"

With a great noise of tormented metal, the tram set
itself in motion. After what seemed hours, it ground to a
halt, and the noise actually increased. Tinker Town lay
before them.

"Take a left here for the Military Ward. That's where
the Holy Ones hang out." Bannog grinned. "Strangely,
it's also the best place for ale. Spiritual way of life, my
arse."



Gerrig just grunted, and they walked to the Military
Ward. It was a busy place. Warriors and Paladins of all
kinds ran to and fro, and in the back some engineers
were ripping out the entrails of one of their tanks,
covered in oil from top to bottom. Parts of the engine
lay on dirty white cloths in neat rows.

Bannog walked up to one of the plate-armoured
Dwarves.

"'Scuse me? I'm looking for Paladin Peterselie. Do
you know where she is?"

"Paladin? Either the Mystic Ward or the pub next to
it. Other side of town. Past the Great Forge."

"I know the place. Thanks."

Gerrig and Bannog set off, walking past the lake of
molten lava that was the Great Forge. Bannog pointed
his brother at the various places, explaining what they
were. Gerrig trudged on and let the words wash over
him.

They reached the Mystic Ward. Bannog walked up to
a random Dwarf and asked about Peterselie.

"Do I look like I walk about in a tin can, laddie? Ye
want the Paladin Trainer over there!"



"Sorry!" He trudged over to the other side of the
room, Gerrig in tow. They spoke to the Paladin trainer.

"Peterselie? Och aye. Taught her a few spells not an
hour ago. She'll either be out and about trying it out on
the mobs, or in the coffee place."

"Right. You didn't teach her how to run faster did
you?"

The trainer gave him a strange look. "No."

"Good. That'll give us a chance to catch up. Come
on, Gerrig."

Gerrig sighed and trudged after his brother. He was
starting to feel like baggage, and he didn't like it. Still,
Bannog seemed to feel right at home among the
Dwarves, and he knew the place better. Off we go,
then.

 

Peterselie sat in the back of the little cafe, celebrating
her recent achievements with a very small cup of
extremely strong coffee. She sipped carefully, and felt
the warm rush of energy surge through her. She looked
at her friends.

"Re-speccing for Holy was the best thing I ever did. I 
seem to be getting all the jobs with demons and



undead, and Holy Wrath tears through those like
anything. That'll teach the bastards to show what's left
of their faces here."

"Hah. Just wait till ye get to Outland. Place is
crawling with Abominations and Things That Should
Not Be. Very good loot, too." The red-bearded paladin
took a big swig of his pint, and pulled his wife closer to
him. "Kaylad got that helm she's wearing from just one
run there. Pity it hides her face!"

"Flattery will get you better heals. Keep it up!"

Peterselie grinned at the couple. For several
reasons, the Regiment disapproved of couples fighting
in the same place, but Korenwolf had told them all to
stick it and brought his wife anyway. After the first few
battles, nobody minded much anymore.

"Hey Peterselie! It looks like Longshanks there wants
something from you!"

"Don't fancy Humans." Peterselie followed
Korenwolf's gaze, and suddenly grinned. "Though that
one has cute buns! Hey Bannog, over here!"

Peterselie waved. Bannog walked over.

"Cor! And you brought your brother, too! Planning a
raid on the bank, are ye?"



"What use is gold to me? All I want is to look at your
face."

"Knock it off, ye smarmy git! What do you want? And
where is that Elf of yours?"

"In the loving care of my Aunt Florence. And I want
some help and advice from you. We're having Horde
problems at Caer Bannog."

The big Dwarven paladin's red beard bristled. "Ye
don't have enough of 'em? I could send you some!"

Peterselie grinned. "Ah. I'm forgetting me manners.
Bannog, Gerrig, allow me to introduce Korenwolf and
his lovely wife Kaylad. Though you wouldn't say it from
looking at 'em, they're extremely holy Paladins."

"Malicious rumours!" said Korenwolf. "I'm a
Protector."

Bannog frowned. Korenwolf was obviously a
nickname of some sort, and he struggled on the
translation.

"Your war-name, it means Grain-wolf or something
like that? A wolf that hides in the corn?"

"Aye. A fearsome beast, it is. It's also the name of a
beer."

Gerrig stirred. "Really? How large is it?"



Korenwolf grinned, and held up his hand, thumb and
index finger about two inches apart. "About that size.
It's a relative of the Hamster."

"You have named yourself after a tiny creature like
that? Why?"

Korenwolf sat back, put his arm back where it
belonged, round Kaylad's shoulders, and took a pull of
his pint. His eyes gleamed at Gerrig.

"Compensation," he said. Kaylad giggled.

Peterselie saw Gerrig's face, and laughed. "So.
What's the Horde up to at Caer Bannog, then?"

Bannog scowled. "Parked two hundred of their orcs
round it, with about twenty mages for seasoning. I want
to get rid of them. They don't go with the rest of the
decor. We were looking for a bunch of soldiers to help
us, but no luck."

"But you got a bunch of soldiers there already. Are
they sitting still?"

Gerrig stared at the table. "Essentially, yes. They're
not up to fighting all of them at the same time. Nothing
much we can do. We need to get them in shape,
quickly. So here, of course, I thought of you. You were
always very good at bringing out the best in us."



"Hah. I suppose I was. Steel toecaps good. Still, I
can't just wander off here. I've got duties."

Korenwolf gave Peterselie a look. "How long d'ye
need, you think?"

"Don't know. Bannog, what are your troops like?"

Bannog thought about this, and gave Gerrig a
sidelong look.

"Problem's mostly between the ears, I think. They are
strong enough, fit enough and healthy enough to make
mincemeat of the Orcs. They just don't know they are."

"Hmm. Pep talk then. Perhaps lead them in a few
sorties till they lose their stage fright."

Korenwolf looked from Bannog to Gerrig. "What sort
of orcs are they anyway?"

Gerrig looked Korenwolf in the eye. "They belong to
the Blackrock Clan. They have been plagueing
Redridge for months now, driving out even the Defias
Brotherhood."

Korenwolf raised his eyebrows. "Blackrock orcs? Ye
gods, whatever will you do?" He laughed. "With the rest
of yer afternoon, that is!"

"Oh give 'em a break, Wolf," said Kaylad. 
"Remember when we first started out? Deadmines?



Wanna explain about that? And don't lie, I do your
laundry!"

"Yes dear," said Korenwolf. "Pee-Ess, I say you go
with them and show them what the inside of an Orc
looks like. I'll explain it to the captain. You used to live
at Caer Bannog, didn't you?"

"Not really, I worked there, and I stayed there the
while, but..."

"Ye're not helping here. Rushing to the aid of the
place that saved ye from hunger, despair and
destruction, and showed ye the Light, is what I'm
aiming for. If it hadn't been for the gentle, but firm hand
of the kindly Humans there, ye wouldn't be standing
here. Sort of thing. Catch my drift?"

Peterselie laughed. "Ye know, that's exactly how it
was."

Kaylad freed herself from Korenwolf's grasp. "Get
going then. Show those Humans how to kick arse.
Demonstrate on them first. Ye remember yer healing
spells don't ye?"

"Wouldn't want just to rush off."

Korenwolf barked with laughter. "I always rush off.
I'm famous for it! Get out of here. We'll cover for ye
here. Gods know you've earned it in that last run."



Peterselie got up. "Alright then. See ye in a week or
so. Get cracking lads?"

She trotted out of the pub with Bannog and Gerrig,
Korenwolf's cry in their ears: "A whole week? Slackers!"

"Are you sure about this?"

"Positive. I said I'd find something momentous."

"But, we only know each other since yesterday
afternoon! Shouldn't we wait a bit? See how we work
together?"

"No. Now stop complaining and get it off."

"Oh alright then."

Stetson's massive arms grabbed the edge of the
tombstone. His muscles tensed and there was the
sound of stone grating on stone. He jumped back, and
the heavy lid fell onto the floor of Raven Hill cemetery.
They looked inside. The tomb was empty. Stetson
sneered.

"They do get about, these corpses, don't they?"

Morgan sniffed the air, and gave a growl. He sped off 
in an Easterly direction. Stetson grabbed his crossbow, 
aiming. About thirty yards away, Morgan attacked a 
group of five... things. Undead. Nasty creatures, who



had once been Human, but now walked Azeroth,
looking for living creatures to devour. Stetson pulled the
trigger on his crossbow and with practiced speed fit
another arrow. Mareva watched him for a moment, then
sent lightning bolts at the ghouls. Between Morgan's
teeth and claws, Stetson's crossbow bolts and
Mareva's lightning, they destroyed the group in less
than three minutes. Mareva's eyes burned brightly as
she looked at Stetson.

"See? I knew we'd make a great team!"

Stetson grinned. "Yeah, mind you, why here? There's
things I'd rather meet than rotting corpses."

"I always get the filthy jobs. Felwood, Searing Gorge,
Bloodmyst Isle. If it oozes or glows, they send me
there. See if we caused it." She pointed to their right.
"Incoming!"

The undead creatures came running at them.
Stetson sent Morgan out to deal with them, and they
fell one by one to their attacks.

Stetson put away his crossbow and fed Morgan a
few pieces of meat. "Bloody rude to interrupt us while
we're trying to talk!"

Mareva agreed. "Manners are the first things to go 
when you stop breathing. Want to go somewhere



else?" Mareva wiggled her eyebrows at Stetson.
"There's a small hut over there!"

"Bound to be occupied by something nasty."

"Good. Let's go kill it."

Bannog banged on the door to Aunt Flo's, and was
let in. He found his girlfriend in the middle of a group of
women... hold on, no. One was a man, but he had long
hair and was wearing long robes, and playing a harp.
Ariciel was smothered in love, and drowned in herbal
tea. Bannog looked at Ariciel's face. Her friendly smile
looked like it would need a priest to remove. Next to her
sat Selena, and she looked like she was enjoying
herself here for the first time since first she came here.
Ariciel noticed him, and gave him a pleading look.
Everything but her voice screamed: "Get me out of
here!" Surreptitiously, she wiggled two fingers in a
walking motion at Bannog, who smiled at her. He knelt
beside her and whispered in her ear.

"What's it worth to you?"

Ariciel's smile didn't even flicker. "I won't stab you in
your sleep."



Bannog chuckled, and raised himself to his full
height. "Ladies and Gentlemen, news has reached us.
We must away. Not even in a gathering such as this
can we tarry. Follow me, my Lady. To Caer Bannog!"

Selena followed Bannog and Ariciel out. Damned if
she was going to stay behind. Safely out of earshot,
Ariciel let out the scream she'd been holding back all
afternoon.

"Bunch of stupid, deluded, clueless, insufferable
idiots!"

Bannog radiated innocence. "Who?"

"Those, those... women! They manage to get
everything wrong! Every. Single. Thing!"

"Really?"

Selena looked at Ariciel's face until she exploded
with laughter.

"Oh cut it out!" Ariciel glared at Bannog. "You
couldn't have been a bit quicker, could you?"

Bannog gave her a smile. "What's wrong with them,
then?"

"Everything! There is perhaps one single tiny little 
clue flitting furtively between the lot of them, trying to 
stay out of trouble." Ariciel took a deep breath. "They



think that sitting in a circle somehow gives them power!
You stupid women! You sit in a circle so you can keep
an eye on each other's faces while you do heavy magic
in case someone passes out!"

"Mm-hm?"

"And what kind of an idiot would have bloody
Morrowgrain growing outside her window? It's a miracle
her place isn't crawling with insects by now!" Ariciel
took another deep breath. "And not a one of them has
even a single drop of mana! They're the only coven I've
ever seen where absolutely nobody has any magic
whatsoever. Oh, except..." she raised a finger. "There's
one girl there who has some genuine power, and would
you know it? She's a warlock!"

Ariciel rolled her eyes up to the skies and touched
her forehead with her wrist, "It's only with my Demon
Brethren that I feel truly... at peace." She looked back
at Bannog "Did you spot her? Easily the youngest one
there."

Selena grinned. "Ah. Puissance. Come on, Bannog!
The only pretty face in the group? And you didn't spot
her?"

"I have eyes only for my love," said Bannog.



"Pf, said Ariciel. "That girl could get ten times as
pretty as she is now, by doing one very simple thing."
She took a deep breath. "Smile! Sounds simple,
doesn't it? But no! Does she think men like girls who sit
around in a sulk all day?"

"Ah," said Selena. "She doesn't... care, for... such
things. Nobody loves her anyway. People are so...
cruel!"

"I sincerely hope she doesn't lose control of any of
her minions. They'll explain the difference to her
between cruelty and simply not giving a toss."

Selena gushed. "Aww, she just needs someone
special to love her."

"She needs to get laid," said Ariciel, with conviction.

Selena gave Ariciel a look, then she laughed so hard
that she had to sit down. Ariciel glared at her.

"What's so funny?"

Selena had trouble breathing. "Puissance. In bed.
With a boy. Ye gods! Poor lad'll be scarred for life!" She
took several deep breaths.

"I suppose, some," Selena sighed, "Arousal... would
be... too much to ask?"



"Not a problem. We have spells that'll take care of
that. You will bloody enjoy yourself, if it's the last thing I
do, bitch!"

Selena paused. "Eh?"

Ariciel took a quick breath. "Uh, just channeling her
exotic Elf lover."

"Ah right. Heh. Maybe we should find her a nice Elf
boy."

"What have Elves ever done to you?"

"But all I want is a bottle of Zombie Juice, to warm
my old, chilled bones!"

Stetson growled at the hermit. "Get stuffed. Walk to
Darkshire yourself if you must. Do you good."

"Speaking of which," said Mareva. "The day is getting
on. Shall we take the flappy back to Stormwind?"

"Good plan. Do you think the Recluse has more
rooms free now the concert is over?"

"Bound to. The ones with one bed in are cheaper.
Just saying."

Stetson slowly turned his large head towards
Mareva. "Am I hearing what you're saying?"

"I don't know what you are talking about."



"Oh good. I'm not sure what I would think about
women who get turned on by fighting rotted corpses."

"My wife is a rotting corpse," said the hermit. "I miss
her so."

Mareva and Stetson both looked at the hermit.

"Shut up!" they said, at the same time.

"Pselie!" Selena squealed, and hugged the Dwarf
woman.

"Hello, little one. Fancy meeting you here."

"Yeah," said Gerrig, staring at Bannog. "Fancy that."

"Aw, come on. We're not leaving Selena with those
daft old bats!"

"What if Caer Bannog is overrun?"

Peterselie scowled at Gerrig. "That sort o'talk stops
right here, right now. Caer Bannog is not going to get
overrun, and we're getting rid of the vermin. Right?"

Gerrig looked back at her. "Right," he said. Now all
he had to do was believe it.

Selena pointed a finger at him. "And if you even
suggest it again, I'll disinherit you!"

Peterselie chuckled. "I see the old measures against
foul language are still in force!"



"What?" said Ariciel.

Bannog laughed. "Our sweet young innocent sister
used to threaten us with a sturdy kick to the
vulnerables. Daddy did not approve of such language.
She found a solution."

Ariciel blinked prettily at him. What?

"Kick hard enough, and you will produce no heirs,"
said Bannog.

"Oh. Ow."

"Yep."

Peterselie smiled at Ariciel. "How did your business
go?"

Ariciel's face fell. "Badly. Tell you later."

Peterselie simply nodded.

The door opened, and Morgan bounded in, ran over
to Selena and head-butted her for scratches. Stetson
followed, with Mareva. They looked in good spirits.
Stetson wandered over to the bar to book a room.
Mareva joined the party. Peterselie looked up at her.

"Another tall one, dammit! Bannog, get me a chair."

"Even better, let's all get chairs and sit down."

Gerrig grinned. "Hear, hear!"

 



They ended up getting two tables, Gerrig, Bannog
and Stetson on one and Peterselie, Selena, Mareva
and Ariciel on the other. Stetson looked over.

"I wonder what they are talking about."

"Us," said Bannog.

"That is what I was afraid of," said Stetson with a
grin.

"Did you hand in your tablets?"

"I did. He was as appreciative as one would expect.
Not very, in other words."

"So. Are you leaving, then?"

Stetson glanced over to the other table. "I am not
sure. It depends."

Gerrig turned his glass of wine round in his hands.
"You could give us a hand with our Orc problem, if you
are inclined. Still a few guest rooms left at Caer. I've
heard no complaints from any other Draenei."

Stetson gave him a dark look. "You are offering me a
job with... benefits?"

Bannog grinned. "Well, having three-foot thick walls
between yourself and the girl you fancy is not very
desirable."



Stetson nodded slowly, his eyes shining. "That is
true, but it would be even better if we both were outside
the walls."

"Hm. Can't argue with that, but I think Mareva wants
to keep an eye on Ariciel. See she's alright."

Stetson smiled. "Mareva is a good friend."

"She is. Nice to look at, too."

Gerrig chuckled. "I think it's only fair to warn you that
there will be no bunking up together. Father won't have
it."

Bannog rolled his eyes. "Creaking floorboards,
sticking doors. Light sleepers all over the place. People
now think Ariciel has a very weak bladder."

"You are not making a good case, my friend. I must
confess I do entertain certain plans involving Engineer
Mareva."

Bannog raised his eyebrows. "Well I wouldn't have
known if you hadn't told me! How does that sort of thing
work for Draenei, though?"

Stetson grinned. "Do you see those bits of cloth and
leather? The first thing to do is to remove those,
making sure that the girl thinks it is her idea."



Bannog laughed. "Thanks for the advice! But what I
meant was, we Humans tend to be a bit formal. Get
married first, then do what you want, like my brother
here." Bannog glanced over to the girls' table.
"Night-elves will do more or less what they like, if they
fancy the other enough. Blood-elves, as far as I can
tell, are... just weird."

"With Blood-elves, I do not bother taking their clothes
off," said Stetson. "Their heads will do."

"Hmm, yes. Mareva said. You're at war with them. So
how does this work between Draenei then? Do you
have to get married first, or what?"

"That is not necessary. As long as both are adults
capable of making such decisions, we are free to enjoy
whatever we wish. We have ways of avoiding...
undesirable consequences." Stetson looked at his
glass. It was empty, and he put it on the table. "If I
wanted to, I could simply walk over to Mareva and ask
her. But I do not want to do that yet. Such couplings,
though they are enjoyable, do not generally result in
long friendships."

"And you do want a long friendship with her."

Stetson glanced over. "Yes. So I hold off the coupling
for a while, and do other things with her instead."



"Such as?" asked Gerrig.

"Kill things, mostly. Strange, that. I have never met a
woman that I enjoy hunting with almost as much as...
other things."

 

"I wonder what the boys are talking about," said
Selena. Mareva smiled.

"Us."

"Damn right. They should be," said Peterselie.

"I thought you'd gone Holy," said Ariciel.

"Aye. Holy, not sanctimonious."

"Right. Say, that driver from my caravan. How is he?"

Peterselie gave her a sad look, and shook her head.
"Dead. Couldn't take it. We were keeping an eye on
him, but he wasn't locked up or anything. So one day,
he got up, walked to the top of the tower and jumped
off. May his poor soul find rest."

Ariciel sighed. "Poor man."

"Feel like tellin' me how you fared, now?"

"Bannog, Interalia and me. We found Berciel." Ariciel
swallowed, and her voice was choked. "She'd gone
over to the Horde. They... made her." She glanced at
Selena.



Mareva got up, and nudged Selena. "Let us order
food. It is the time for it." They walked over to the bar.

Ariciel watched them go, and turned back to
Peterselie. "They were torturing my Mother, and telling
Berciel she could stop it if she learnt their magics. They
told Mother they'd start on Berciel if she gave up."

Peterselie's eyes narrowed. Playing one against the
other. Using their love against each other. How well
they knew that to watch a loved one suffer could be as
bad as suffering yourself, or even worse. Bastards.
Peterselie was a kind soul, but people like these were
the reason that she could kill without hesitation or
remorse if she needed to.

"You had to kill her, didn't you?"

Ariciel took a breath, then nodded quietly.

"Don't hold it against her. There's nothing she could
have done differently."

"I know. If only I..."

Peterselie raised a finger. "No. Don't blame yourself,
either. Place the blame where it belongs. Not your
sister, not your mother, certainly not yourself, but the
bastard who did this to them."



"Berciel was enjoying herself there. She said so. She
could do things she never could have done at home."

"Makes no difference. Who did it, did it. Sounds
stupid and obvious, but it's true."

Ariciel stared. "Our foes lie dead, while we draw
breath."

Peterselie smiled. "Ever be it so."

They were getting ready to ride to Caer Bannog.
Stetson towered above the rest, on a large
purple-skinned Elekk. Mareva sat behind him. Ariciel
shared with Selena, for reasons of weight. Bannog and
Gerigg each rode one of Sir Arthur's horses.

"Oh no," said Bannog. "Peterselie is going to have to
run behind us on her little legs!"

"Would ye like me to remind you what I have on the
ends of those little legs? I wear plate now, ye lummox!"

She held out her arms, and magic started to flow. A
few moments later, There was a subdued sort of
explosion, and Peterselie was mounted on a
war-charger with large, gleaming eyes. Wisps of steam
were about it, and it was armoured as she was, in
plate.



"There. A magical horse for all weather, and all
terrains, and all you need to do is pledge your life to the
Light Eternal. Move out, suckers!"

They rode East. As they were all mounted, they
could move fast, and Bannog, Gerrig and Selena were
eager to reach their home. Morgan ran along easily
beside them, and the great bird Hugin flew above.
Suddenly, Selena looked up at her bird, with a worried
look on her face.

"She's spotted something. A bit ahead, to the left of
the road. She makes that noise for enemies."

Gerrig stood up in his stirrups, and peered ahead.
"What kind of enemies?"

"The kind that doesn't like us. Either Orcs or those
Gnolls. And they're up to something. Hugin doesn't get
spooked if they just move about."

Peterselie spurred on her horse, followed by Bannog.
Gerrig hesitated. Was she really going out to attack
them? Ariciel jumped off Selena's horse, turned before
his eyes into a yellow spotted cat and ran after Bannog.
Gerrig drew close to Selena, and drew his sword.

"Stay with me!"

Selena looked at the disappearing shapes, then at
her brother, then ahead again.



"Stay here, Selena. It's too dangerous."

Selena nodded, leapt off her horse, and
concentrated, melding her mind and sight with that of
Hugin. The great bird screeched, and set off after
Bannog and Peterselie. Stetson looked back at
Mareva.

"Are we going to follow them?"

Mareva looked at Gerrig, then at Selena.

"No. They can take care of themselves. Selena
cannot."

Stetson gave a short nod, and dismounted, calling
Morgan to him.

 

Peterselie rode on, not caring whether anyone could 
keep up with her. Some poor creature was in danger. 
She had to help. To do anything else was impossible. 
Also, this was the first lesson for Bannog, and 
especially Gerrig. You might respect your enemy, and if 
you knew they were stronger than you were, only a fool 
would attack them. But you couldn't let fear paralyse 
you. Peterselie smiled. Precisely where Selena had 
pointed, there were noises. A fight was going on. 
Riding on at full speed, she peered ahead. Oh great, it 
was bloody Gnolls again. A whole pack of them were



attacking a bear. Peterselie immediately spotted the
white markings on the bear's shoulders. This was not a
normal bear, but a Druid in bear shape. No telling who
it was. Bannog pulled up next to her. She pointed.

"Anyone you know?"

Bannog looked. "That's not my bear! Its fur is too
dark."

"Oh well. Sort that out later. Let's go help it."

Bannog drew his sword, gave a great shout and 
sprinted off right into the middle of the group of Gnolls, 
large, dog-like creatures that walked on their hind legs. 
The bear growled, snapping at them and aiming great 
swipes at the swift moving shapes. It was clear that one 
on one, the bear could take on these creatures without 
a scratch. With this many of them, though, it was in 
mortal danger. Bannog's sword lashed out as the Rage 
took him. He crossed his arms, took a deep breath and 
let his mind lash out at the enemies in a great surge of 
energy. The dog-creatures howled, and lost all interest 
in the bear. Bannog grinned. Hah! It worked, then. Now 
to do this again, and as often as necessary. He was 
dimly aware of Peterselie joining the fight. Then, she 
became a shining figure to his Warrior's senses as she 
used her magic to strengthen herself and strike out at



the enemies. The Druid bear stalked off to the side,
then turned back into her Elf shape. As fast as she
could, she healed herself, then held ready to assist her
unexpected allies. Suddenly, there was another great
growl as Bear-Ariciel joined the fray.

The tide had turned. Bannog, Peterselie and Ariciel
were slaying Gnolls left, right and center. The Druid
shot them the occasional heal, but nothing was really
grievous enough to warrant it. With a final Thunder
Clap, the last of the Gnolls fell, and they stood still,
catching their breath. Bannog pointed.

"That's my bear!"

The Elf Druid looked at them, from under her dark
hair.

"Oh blast. It's Blondie. I'll never live this down!"

 

"So we meet again, Lady Mira," said Gerrig.

"I'm very glad. I was having a slight overdose of rabid
Gnolls."

Ariciel grinned. "So we head bashers do have our
uses now and again!"

"When have I ever said otherwise?"



"Want me to do you an essay? What were you doing
here anyway? You're going back to Kalimdor, aren't
you?"

"Meeting someone in Morgan's Vigil, then flapping off
to Stormwind Harbour. I haven't met the flight master
there, so I couldn't fly there."

Gerrig smiled. "We are not far from home. If you
would like, you can join us for dinner, and then continue
on."

Mira looked doubtful. Her orders were to talk to as
many flight masters as she could, then return. This
would allow her to fly anywhere in the Eastern
Kingdoms. But to the south of Redrige lay the Swamp
of Sorrows. She could pick up the flight point there as
well. And it would allow her a look at where Blondie
was going to live, which could be fun.

"Gladly, Sir Gerrig."

 

Their journey would take them to Arthur Halloran's 
ranch shortly after sunrise. They didn't say anything as 
they rode in the dark, under the trees. Each one was 
busy with their own thoughts, of fear, duty, 
determination. Finally, they reached the borders of 
Arthur Halloran's orchards. They had ridden faster than



they thought and it was still not fully light. Selena
dismounted and sent Hugin out to scout. As she stood
concentrating, they could see her face turn pale. She
broke her spell, and whispered.

"Trouble. There's been a fire, and I couldn't see
anyone there. Fire's put out, though. Hope our side
won."

Ariciel dismounted, and turned into her yellow 
spotted travel form. She dashed off in the direction of 
the farm. When she reached it, she switched to her 
black cat form. Immediately, she could sense all 
Humanoids at the farm. They were not Orcs, which was 
good. Cat-Ariciel made herself disappear, and walked 
carefully to the farmstead. There were no lights. She 
could see that doors and windows had been 
barricaded, and that men with bows and arrows were 
behind them. She wondered what to do. If she'd just 
appear in front of them, they were likely to shoot her 
before she could move or speak. In her cat form she 
could not call out, or rather she could, but feline roars 
were not what was needed now. Nobody inside was 
likely to know Wildspeech. Oh well. Nothing ventured, 
nothing gained. She prowled right up to the wall, and 
changed back into her Elf form. She could hear the



archer breathe behind the broken window.

"Hello?"

"Who's there?" The voice was nervous, scared.

"A friend. I'm Lady Ariciel."

"Show yourself!"

"I will, only don't shoot me!"

Carefullly, making no sudden moves, she raised her
head above the window sill. She heard the man inside
take a breath, then his voice was heard.

"By the Light! You're a Night-elf!"

"My goodness! When did that happen? Is Sir Arthur
there?"

"He is wounded, and cannot come out."

Ariciel cast her eyes at the sky.

"Are you going to let me in today?"

"Oh! Of course. Come to the door."

Oh good. Ariciel crept slowly to the door, which was
opened for her. Quietly, she slipped inside. The place
was a mess. Broken furniture here and there, and signs
of fire. Burnt curtains, broken windows, shards of glass
everywhere. A lanky youth stood in front of her,
crossbow in hand.

"Where's Sir Arthur?"



"In bed, Lady. He was hit by an arrow, in the side."

"Take me to him. I may be able to do something."

 

Sir Arthur Halloran opened his eyes, and stared at
Ariciel.

"Alright, you can have an apple. Just don't set fire to
my house."

Ariciel smiled. Sir Arthur's eyes were still bright, and
he hadn't lost his sense of humour.

"How are you, Sir Arthur?"

"Been better, lass. Arrow in the side. I may need the
attention of a healer priest."

Carefully, Ariciel lifted the blanket. Sir Arthur winced.
The broken-off end of an arrow protruded from the
man's side.

"They wanted... to pull it out. I told them not to."

"That was wise. Allow me. This may sting a bit."

She laid her hand on Sir Arthur's forehead, the other
on the arrow, and extended her senses. Damn. War
arrow. Barbs. Well, there was only one way to deal with
that.

"On the count of three, Sir Arthur. One..."



With a sudden jerk, she ripped the arrow out of Sir
Arthur's side. She dropped it on the bed and
immediately cast her healing spells. Healing Touch
took a few moments to kick in, but when it did, it
removed most of the internal damage the arrow had
done. Next, she cast Regrowth, which took effect
immediately, but took longer to do the actual healing.
Sir Arthur cried out in pain, blood staining the sheets.
Come on! She kept on channeling her energy into the
thin man's frame till he lay back on the pillows, and
sighed.

"I knew you were going to do that." He took a breath.
"Thank you."

"You're welcome. Please don't get shot again. I want
to steal your apples for many more years."

Sir Arthur lay back, savouring the blessed absence of
pain. "As many as you like, Lady. As many as you like."

 

"You took your bloody time!" Bannog glared at
Ariciel, as she re-appeared before them. Ariciel smiled.

"Thanks for caring. I had to stay with Sir Arthur a 
while, and get rid of an arrow. They're mostly allright. 
Cuts and bruises. It was just a raid, not a concentrated 
attack. The horses are gone, though. They've left us



the apples.

Peterselie frowned. "How about a little patrolling to
see if the bastards have all left, and it's safe to come
out?"

Bannog nodded. "Just the thing. Coming, Mr.
Stetson? Let's hunt some Orc!"

"Gladly. Ladies, please be so good as to guard my
Elekk. Morgan, Walk with me. Slay all you see!"

The great cat's eyes seemed to light up, and he
started prowling back and forth.

Bannog, Stetson and Peterselie trotted off, weapons
in hand. They made a full circuit of the farmstead. The
aqua-striped cat ran back and forth, sensing scents,
following them here and there with the occasional
growl. Nothing presented itself. Having made their
round, they walked up to the farmstead, Bannog first,
on the grounds that they were least likely to shoot him.
His voice rang out.

"All clear, people! No enemies in the vicinity."

The door opened, and Sir Arthur came out,
pale-faced, but alive and defiant.

"Welcome to my farmstead, Sir Bannog. Pardon the
mess, We had a rather wild party last night."



"Orcs?"

"Yes. Together with one of their mages. We
managed to wound several, but kill none."

Stetson nodded grimly. "Even better. They have to
heal the wounded ones. The dead they just leave to
rot."

"Indeed, Sir..."

Stetson smiled. "I am Hunter Stetson. Good health,
long life."

"Arthur Halloran, keeper of this farmstead. Welcome.
And Lady Peterselie, I know of course."

"Paladin Peterselie, Sir Arthur. I hope you have
recovered well?"

"I have. The young lady has a firm hand, but an
effective one."

 

They returned their horses to the stables, sadly 
empty of horses, and set of on foot. Or, as the case 
might be, on four paws. Mareva and Ariciel went on 
ahead to scout. They found the castle mostly as they 
had left it: surrounded by Orc camps, impervious to 
their efforts at getting in, but cut off from the world. 
They ran back to the group, and led them to the secret



entrance. Bannog looked at the keep, quite certain that
someone had seen them and alerted those inside.
They had to carry an unwilling Morgan into the tunnel.
Hugin simply flew to his perch in the keep. Gerrig
pulled the bell cord, and the door was opened for them.

"Afternoon, Quartermaster. Can we come in? We
have one Dwarf, no less than two Night-elves, two
Draenei and one cat. Oh, and my brother and sister. No
large band of soldiers, I'm afraid, but we'll see what we
can do with what we have."

"Did I not tell you to leave Selena in Stormwind if you
got no help? Then what is she doing here?" Old
Bannog stared hard at Gerrig, who looked uneasy.

Bannog raised his hands. "Father, she'll be perfectly
safe in the castle. Once we get rid of the orcs..."

"And how were you thinking of doing that? Our men
aren't up to the task, and you haven't brought us any
help!"

Bannog closed his eyes for a moment. Then, he
suddenly frowned, looking his father straight in the
eyes. His heavy fist hit the table, making it shake.



"I am tired of hearing that! There are men in the
barracks now who could knock me on my back if only
they knew not to be afraid! When I first arrived, I was
told not to disrespect the men. So why do you not give
them the credit due? If I can beat handsfull of these
orcs, then so can they! We have here a fighting force
that could be the envy of all round us. Either use it, or
stay here behind the walls till the Orcs can be bothered
to attack in earnest."

"Would you send them out to die against these Orcs?
Would you send them out to fights they cannot possibly
win?"

"They are Warriors! If they had wanted a safe life,
they would have taken up carpentry or farming instead.
As you know perfectly well, there is no guarantee that
all of them will survive. But as a group, they will. I'm
sure of it."

"Then on your head be it. I appoint you Master at
Arms, and order you to rid us of these troublesome
Orcs. And may the Light shine upon us all."

Bannog was silent for a long, long moment. Then, he
nodded grimly.

"I accept."



Part 5: Retreat to your corners, and

come out fighting.

 

Bannog stood in the library of Caer Bannog, staring
at nothing in particular, still reeling. The weight of the
siege had just been dropped on his shoulders, and his
shoulders alone. To be honest, he had always wanted
to have some position of authority, but surely, it was to
soon? What did he know of the strategies of war? He
became dimly aware of another in the room, and
looked round to see who it was.

"You've done it now, brother. You're head of the
castle as long as these Orcs are still besieging us."

Bannog turned round. "Do you think I spoke out of
turn?"

Gerrig sighed. "No, Bannog. I think you are right. I
don't grudge you your position, nor do I envy you.
Someone has to do something about this siege, and
those who were in charge didn't believe they could.
You have the advantage there."

"Hah. What if I can't either?"



"Then Caer Bannog is doomed to fall. But at least,
we will go down fighting rather than waiting. Now then.
All people and things in the castle are at your
command. What shall we do?"

Bannog raised himself, and rubbed his beard,
thinking.

"Peterselie has to take a look at the regiment. See
what they are capable of and give them a prod up the
backside if they need it. We can't strike out from within
the castle, so we need to establish a base of operations
outside. We may as well involve the rest of the
regiment. They are defending Sir Roland's farm, but if
the Caer falls, then they are next. Sir Arthur has
already felt the bite of the enemy, but in all honesty, we
can't help them unless our cavalry can ride out
unhindered. Let's leave ten soldiers at Sir Roland's,
and bring the rest here. I'll set up camp outside the wall
and let Peterselie organise those inside."

Gerrig smiled. "No you won't, Brother. You are the
master at arms. You belong in here. I will fetch our
forces and set up camp. You organise things here."

Bannog said nothing. Then, he nodded. "You're right. 
Don't leave yet, though. We need to make plans first." 
Bannog stared at the wonderfully detailed map on the



table, then looked up at Gerrig.

"How is Father taking this?"

"You know what he's like. Actually, I think he
expected you to refuse. You may have impressed him
more than you realise."

"I just want the castle free again. I wasn't trying to
impress anyone."

"Good. Shall I call a meeting?"

"Yes. You, Peterselie, Ariciel, Mareva, Stetson and
Father if he wants to attend."

"As you wish." He turned round, then looked over his
shoulder. "Your first command as Master at Arms of
Caer Bannog. The first of many."

Bannog grinned. "I suppose I'll have to get used to
it."

Mareva placed three small blocks of wood on the
map, and one larger one.

"These are the four camps. Camp North, South, East
and West. We know that Camp North has the leaders
in. This is logical, since they guard our gates." She
reached in her pocket, and pulled out a copper coin,
which she placed on the map to the south of the castle.



"This is the secret exit. If we set up camp near it,
then we can easily move people in and out of the
camp. However, Camp South is nearby. If we draw too
much attention, then we will risk discovery of the secret
corridor, which would be disastrous."

Old Bannog smiled grimly. "They won't get in through
there, we've made sure of that. The lid on the entrance
is heavy, and if we want, we can pour burning oil from
above and fry anyone in the room without setting fire to
the castle. Also, if the worst happens, we can flood the
entire tunnel from the moat. If we do that, though, we're
stuck inside."

"Still, it would be an inconvenience if the exit were
discovered," said Mareva. "I suggest the first task of
our outside force is to destroy camp South."

"If they can," said Old Bannog.

Peterselie was standing on a chair to be at eye level
with the big lugs. This allowed her to glare at Old
Bannog.

"Like I've said to yer eldest, Sir Bannog, I'll not have 
anyone talk like that. Ye have the best fighting force 
here for miles around. That's not empty talk, it's the 
Light's own truth. This afternoon, I'll show you all. We're 
going out to play. Out the tunnel, round to the East,



then see who we can catch near camp East. I've
already picked the men I want for the job. They had
family buried in the cemetery the Orcs dug up. Time for
a little revenge. I've got eight pikemen, and two
archers, and little me. Ideally, I'd want another shooter."
She grinned. "Now I wouldn't feel right asking any Elf to
volunteer for this, so I won't."

"Oo! Can I come, your Holiness?"

"There ye go! Hardly had to hint at all. Welcome on
board, Miss!"

Bannog looked doubtful. he wasn't at all eager to
send Ariciel out, into harm's way. Ariciel caught his
look.

"Don't worry, Bannog. I can take care of myself.
Besides, I don't want to stay in while others are risking
their necks for me."

Bannog wanted to say something, but found he
couldn't. People were depending on him. He could not
just go out to make sure his beloved Elf had the
protection she needed. Nothing for it.

"So be it, then."

Mareva looked through her supply of little blocks of
wood, and selected one, marking it with a pencil.
"Paladin Peterselie leads this group, no?"



"I suppose I do," said Peterselie.

"Good." Mareva placed the block on the map, east of
the orc camp. "This block shows your position on the
map. Think of a large clock, with the twelve in the
North. The keep, where we are standing now, is in the
middle. You will start your raid from the four o'clock.
position, no?"

Peterselie scratched her head, staring at the map.
"Aye, I suppose I will. Though I'll be moving about a
lot."

"We will observe you from the keep as best we can."
She pointed at the map. "Each group we send out will
have a block on the map. Observers will report the
position of our groups and those of the enemy.
Enemies will also be shown as a block on the map.
This will show us the battle situation. Knowledge is
power."

Old Bannog laughed. "Playing with blocks will help
us win the fight? Well, I never!"

"If you prefer, Sir Bannog, we can simply look in 
each other's heads to see what each of us is thinking. I 
have read every war story in Exodar's library. I assure 
you, more battles have been lost because the loser did 
not think well enough, than because they could not hit



hard enough." She pointed at the map, and the blocks
of wood on it. "This will help us think better. It is not idle
play."

"Well, I'm not in charge, so my opinion hardly
matters. What does our Master at Arms think?"

Bannog's eyes shone. "I want a blue block."

"Don't keep staring at them, Son. Walk to the south
and look there for a bit."

"I don't want to lose them from sight."

"I understand, but the enemy is watching the keep, or
will be before long. If you keep staring East, they'll want
to find out what you're looking at."

Bannog looked at his father, recognised the wisdom
in his words and walked to the south. He stared at the
Orc camp lying in the distance.

"I wouldn't have thought of that. Should have. Stupid
of me."

Old Bannog smiled at his son. He was sitting
comfortably on a small chair, on the roof of the keep.

"You're doing fine. Don't doubt yourself too much. 
Light knows I did, and look where it's got me." He felt in 
his pocket for his pipe and tobacco and started filling it.



"Conceited little git you may be, but I'm glad to have
you home."

One of the lookouts turned round, and stepped down
the stairs.

"Patrol at position eleven moving South, Three,
walking speed!"

Old Bannog lit his pipe, realising that at this moment,
a coin, block or some other marker would be put on his
Grandfather's map. He had stood a way back, watching
that blue woman at it. It still seemed a bit silly to him,
but he had to admit that he could see at a glance where
everything was supposed to be moving. Young Bannog
was staring intensely at some point in the south where
he knew for a fact that his girlfriend was not.

Blowing out a cloud of smoke, Bannog Senior 
thought about the girl. Feisty. Sense of humour. Pretty. 
Not the kind he'd send out into battle, but then again, in 
his days, there were no women warriors. Hard to say 
which was better. He'd never met a woman warrior in 
battle himself, and he was glad. Women were there to 
be protected, not killed. His pipe was not burning to his 
satisfaction, and he peered at the head. Taking out his 
knife, he poked at it. It didn't improve. Things hardly 
ever improve by just poking at them. He looked up at



his son, who was now walking to the West. All he'd
wanted to do was shut him up. Well, that had not
worked. The boy had to take everything so literally.
Who knows? It might all work out. Junior had been right
about one thing. He, Senior, had been too passive.
Hopefully, he would not get every soldier in the place
killed. Oh alright boy. You can look East again now.
Just don't give the Horde a great big clue where the
danger is coming from, will you?

"Right friends. I think we have our target. Pikemen
first, shooters after. Pikemen make lots of noise and try
to be as scary as possible, shooters try to be invisible,
bloody clothies keep their sodding heads down.
Understood?"

"Oi! This is leather armour!"

"Until you wear at least mail, you're an honorary
clothie. Now everybody ready?"

There was a nervous round of "Aye".

"Right. Get 'em, boys!"

With great shouts, the pikemen ran at the group of a 
dozen or so of orcs. Peterselie raised a finger, urging 
the shooters to wait. The row of pikemen crashed into



the enemy soldiers. Wait... Peterselie's finger pointed
forward.

"Shoot!"

The archers loosed their arrows at a steady pace, 
making sure that each of them hit a mark. Ariciel shot 
green fire at the enemy. Peterselie watched the 
pikemen with a critical eye. Seeing that one of them 
had suffered a shot to the leg, she cast Flash of Light, a 
healing spell. She could easily shoot dozens of these 
without running out of juice. Also, it didn't draw as much 
attention to herself as some of her more powerful 
healing spells. The pikeman looked back over his 
shoulder, noticing his leg had just magically healed. 
That's right lad. Now look ahead will you? Peterselie 
frowned. Oh damn. One of the buggers had noticed 
them, and broke free from the fight to come and bother 
the shooters. Well, not today. Peterselie drew her 
sword. Damn it was a big one! She rushed out and 
hewed his legs from under him, then stabbed him in the 
chest. Making sure that no others had followed, she 
retreated to where Ariciel and the archers were and 
resumed her healing duties. She had to admire these 
archers' accuracy. Their arrows flew exactly where they 
wanted them to, hitting orcs in the chest, throat or eye.



Bloody showoff.

"Oi tin girl! I'm running low on mana. Going
bear-shaped!"

Ariciel's magic flowed once more, and she turned to
her bear form. With the deceptive slowness of the very
heavy creature, she cantered at the enemies and
attacked, tooth and claw. There weren't many left,
anyway. The last one tried to run and was hit by an
arrow. The pikemen gaped at Bear-Ariciel, pikes at the
ready. Peterselie grinned. She would never have
guessed that she could recognise an expression of "Oh
Crap" on a bear's face. Green magic flowed, and where
there had been a fearsome wild creature, there was
now a pretty, harmless looking Night-elf girl.

"Honestly guys! Look at the shoulders. Those marks
are there for a reason alright?"

She looked round her, at the carnage they had
wrought.

"Our foes lie dead, while we draw breath! Ever be it
so!"

"Ever be it so," echoed the men.

Peterselie raised her hand. "Anyone need heals?"



"When I press here, it hurts there," said one of the
pikemen.

"Don't do that then. Right! For our next trick, let's get
a group with mages! This was way too easy!"

Ariciel grabbed a bottle of mana potion. "Mana break
first!"

"Sir Bannog?" Mira smiled politely.

"That's my dad. I'm Bannog the younger. Just
'Bannog' to you. I know. We were going to send you on,
but things got a bit hectic. When the party is back, I'll
organise something."

"Well actually, I would like to offer my help. You did
save my life, after all, and I can always get the flight
point at the Swamp of Sorrows later."

Bannog stared at Mira. "Uh, there is no flight point at
the Swamp, unless you want to turn Horde. Bloody
hordies can have it and sink into it for all we care."

Mira blinked. "Oh. Alright then. Still, would you like
me to go with one of your hunter-killer parties? I'm a
resto Druid. I can help."

Ariciel had told Bannog about this. Restoration 
Druids specialised in healing. Just as Ariciel had



special body shapes for fighting, Restoration Druids
had forms for healing. He considered.

"I wouldn't know who to send you out with. I think it's
better if you set up shop in the dining hall, and we'll
bring the wounded to you. Ask Quartermaster for what
you need."

Mira inclined her head slightly. "Whatever you say,
Sir, uh, Bannog."

"It is getting dark. The hunting party will soon return. I
wish I could have gone with them. I am not here to sit
still staring at you, enjoyable though that may be."

Mareva nodded at one of the lookouts, and with a
slender finger pushed one of her blocks a bit
Southward. She glanced at Stetson.

"I think our turn will come. We must keep up the
pressure or the Orcs will reinforce their positions. I
admit that my model will not work by night, sad to say."

"We have two Night-elves and two Draenei. All we
would need to do is not sleep for a week. These
Humans have no night vision to speak of."

"I can think of nicer things to stare at at night than
Orcs."



Stetson radiated innocence. "Night-elf?"

"Hah," said Mareva, in Draenei. "Look at her is all I
can do these days. Bannog gets upset if I touch her. So
I'll have to settle for looking at you instead."

"Humans take these things too seriously. I hear
Night-elves use magic in bed."

"They do. It's quite an experience, though I think it'd
get a bit, well," Mareva fluttered a hand, "artificial after
a while. There's something strangely pleasing about
having sore muscles after a particularly good round."

Stetson grinned, and opened his mouth to say
something, when Quartermaster stuck his head through
the door.

"They're back! No fatalities, one wounded." He
laughed. "Would you believe it? Ran the whole round
without even needing a single heal, then managed to
fall down the secret entrance and break a leg. No, it's
not funny. Not funny at all!"

Mareva looked at Stetson, determined to finish this
conversation, some time. She walked up the stairs to
the lookouts and told them the model was abandoned
for the night. Then, she stomped down the stairs,
followed by Stetson.



Peterselie sat at one of the tables in the dining room,
now doubling as the infirmary. A few camp beds had
been placed in rows along the walls, and the High
Table had been commandeered and now served as the
operating table. She was nursing a pint of something
vile, yet alcoholic, determined to send a few barrels of
the good stuff down Redridge way when all this was
over.

"They've all done splendidly, even Mr. Gravity there,
who entertained us all with a round of acrobatics."

Mira grinned. "It wasn't even a complex fracture.
Come on people. You can do better!"

Mr. Gravity looked sheepish. "I slipped, alright? I
wouldn't have if you hadn't been in such a hurry!"

Bannog walked in, a big grin on his face.

"Alright people, the suspense is killing me. What's
the score?"

"Drumroll please... thank you!" One of the archers hit
the table, then stopped with a flourish.

"Thirty-two, Master at Arms! Now can we get the
weekend off?"

"No such thing as a weekend off. We have a 
reputation to protect as slave drivers! Well done



people! Tomorrow, we'll have two parties. See how the
bastards like that!"

Ariciel sneaked up on Bannog and hugged him from
behind.

"Hiya! I'm an honorary clothie," she said.

"We'll see about that," said Bannog softly.

"No!"

"But I can help! I'm a hunter after all!"

"Look at Stetson. He's a hunter. He's got big swords
and a crossbow. I've seen Morgan take down two orcs
at the same time. You have a stick and a bird. Do you
spot the difference?"

"Hugin has killed Orcs before!"

"Yeah, but that was an accident and he almost got
shot by the mages."

"She. All birds are 'She'. It's a falconer's thing."

"Very interesting. You're still not going out."

"You people have all the fun!"

"If by 'Fun' you mean getting in the way of big
bastards who could cut you in two with a single stroke,
aren't you glad we have it all?"



"I feel useless in here. Hugin needs a trip out."

"You're helping Mira in the infirmary. That's useful.
More useful than having Mira stitch your two halves
back together."

"Oh come on. I'd be careful!"

"We're not in the business of being careful. We're
being reckless and daring and deliberately putting
ourselves in harm's way. You are not going out!"

"I only want to help!"

Bannog stared at his young sister, eyes narrowing.
"If one of the soldiers would give me as much lip as you
are doing, he'd be hitting the deck by now if he was
lucky. You. Are. Not. Going. Out."

Selena scowled, turned round and stomped to her 
room in a huff. Bannog looked at her back, shuddering 
at the thought of her facing big Orcs. He turned back to 
the map. Things were going very well up to now. They 
had three parties out: One with Peterselie and Ariciel, 
one with Mareva and Stetson, and one with Gerrig. 
Gerrig had brought in reinforcements from Roland 
Mason's farm. Mira was working miracles in the 
infirmary. One of the men had been brought in. 
Through a stroke of bad luck, he had been caught 
between three Orcs, and looked like he had run into a



meat slicer. Mira had pulled him through, though he
had lost two fingers and an eye. He was now working in
the kitchen. Bannog felt a pang of guilt whenever he
looked at the man's scarred face. Perhaps he should
send Selena to have a word with him. Hold on...
Wouldn't work. Selena had assisted Mira as she
worked on him. Younger sisters, always trouble. It
wasn't that he didn't understand how she felt. He hadn't
left the castle since he'd been promoted, living his life
between his bedroom, the library and the dining hall.
Since everybody was under orders to wake him up
whenever anything looked odd, Ariciel stayed in her
own room with Mareva. With great power comes great
frustration.

But they had the Orcs on the run! Even Bannog, who 
had turned into a dedicated pessimist, had to admit it. 
Their patrols were no longer smaller than a dozen Orcs 
and two mages. They had been reinforced twice, and 
the death toll for the Orcs was now over one hundred. 
They had not lost a single man or woman, the Light be 
praised. Bannog looked at the door, where Selena had 
just disappeared. They were not about to start losing 
young sisters. He walked down the stairs, and banged 
on his father's door. Father was in bed. It was night,



after all.

"Selena wants to go out with the raiding parties," said
Bannog. Old Bannog's eyes opened wide.

"Out of the question! What the hell is she thinking?"

"My words exactly. I very carefully and completely
forbade her to leave the castle."

Old Bannog gave his son a blank stare. "Oh damn.
Hand me my robes, will you? I'll have a word with her,
or she'll be tying her bedsheets together before you
know it."

"Thank you," said Bannog, handing his father his
robes.

Bannog looked at Ariciel, who was on model duty. It
was her job to shift the little blocks and things across
the map as the reports from the lookouts told her. He
remembered how he had watched her face all that time
ago in Ironforge, the strange face tattoos, the long ears,
magically shining eyes, and found her beautiful despite
the strangeness. He hardly even noticed it these days,
and was surprised when someone else commented on
it. She looked up.

"What?"



"Nothing."

"Orcs are keeping their heads down. Wonder if it's
time to hit one of their camps."

"Might be pushing our luck."

"We'll have to at some point. One of these days, one
of them is going to find out where we're coming from
and then we'll be stuffed."

Bannog stared at Camp North on the map. He
pointed.

"If we crack that one, we can open the drawbridge
and ride out instead of sneaking out."

Ariciel accepted another report from a lookout,
shifted one of the blocks North, and looked at the map
again.

"Tricky. I appreciate our soldiers are much better
than we thought, but there's a hell of a lot of shooters
there. Probably a bit of a tall order."

"We'd all have to get together to hit it," said Bannog.
"There would be casualties."

"If we can just get the leaders. I have a special
dislike for that ogre."

"I can imagine. I think we should let our archers deal 
with them, but they need a clean shot. No idea how



we'd get them lined up, though." Bannog sighed. "I'll
think about that later. For now, let's just thin them out a
bit more."

The door opened and Mira walked in.

"Morning! How's life today?"

Bannog smiled at her. "Life is good, and can only be
improved by removing those damned Orcs. How goes
the hospital?"

"It's going out of business. I healed one stomach
wound and spent the rest of the morning making
bandages. I'm all out of Netherweave, so I thought I'd
come up here and watch Blondie play with blocks."

"Orcs drop lots of linen. You can have some of that if
you want."

"Not as good, but don't worry. I have two hundred
Netherweave bandages. Enough to turn the whole
corps into mummies. Who knows? Perhaps I will."

One of the lookouts stuck his head down the stairs
and called out. "Patrol. Twelve and two. Area four,
three-hundred yards. Moving North."

"Thanks," said Ariciel and moved one of the blocks.
"Hey! That's where Peterselie is. Alert her?"



"Yeah," said Bannog, grabbing a bundle of flags and
selecting a few. He took them up the stairs, and a few
moments later, the sound of a bell was heard. Mira
watched the tables.

"You've got it pretty well organised here. By the way,
does any of those blocks represent my lovely
assistant? I haven't seen her this morning."

Ariciel raised her eyebrows. "That's weird. Normally
she's out there before she even finishes her breakfast."

Mira pulled a face. "Well, there isn't much to do for
her at the moment, so maybe she's just wandered off."

 

"Hi Mareva. Hello boys! Need some help?"

Mareva slowly turned round, and looked into the
enthusiastic, freckled face of Caer Bannog's youngest
Hunter. She took three breaths to calm herself, found it
didn't work and spat out a string of words in Draenei,
safe in the knowledge that nobody would be able to
understand her.

"You stupid girl! What are you doing here? You
should be safe inside the castle, helping Mira with her
bandages!"



"Mira has all the bandages she needs, and nothing
much is happening, so I thought I'd join you. Sergeant
Smitty was kind enough to let me out."

"He will be kind enough to let you in, and then I will
pound him into the ground for letting you out in the first
place."

Mareva bit her knuckle, then looked at her detail. "Do
you think you can do without me for a while? We have
to get that patrol before they reach the South camp."

One of the soldiers nodded gravely. "We can take
them, as long as no mages show up. Even if they do,
we'll manage. Go. Bring her back. We'll be alright."

"Right. My apologies. Normal service will be restored
as soon as possible. Selena, follow me."

"Hold on! I can't just go back! I haven't done anything
for you yet!"

Mareva faced Selena, grabbed her robes, pulled and
gave her the full benefit of her stare. "You are coming
back with me, either on your own two feet or
unconscious on my back. Do you think we are playing
here? We are going out to hunt, to kill! They will know
this and try to kill us! Already you put us in grave
danger. Now move!"



Selena turned pale, she had never seen Mareva as
angry as this. Cowed, she turned round, pulled her
green hood over her hair and followed Mareva. As fast
as they could, they ran through the forest. Mareva's
senses working as hard as they could. Finally, they
crouched in some shrubs. There was only about five
hundred yards to go, but there was no cover to speak
of. Mareva's luminous eyes scanned the surroundings.
It seemed safe. Mareva nudged Selena, counted to
three, and they set off. Almost immediately, there was a
shout behind them. A pack of orcs broke cover and
came running towards them. It was not a full patrol.
Only six archers, no swordsmen or mages. Each day is
a blessing.

Mareva stopped, and put her hand on Selena's
shoulder.

"You are a Hunter. Do you have the Aspect of the
Cheetah?"

Selena nodded. "Yeah."

"Engage it. Run to the entrance. Do not stop for
anything."

"Mareva! I can't leave you here!"

"Yes, you can. You must. Move. Now!"



With tears in her eyes, Selena cast her spell, then
ran, faster than any Human should be able to, fast as
the wind. Mareva watched her go, then turned round to
face the Orcs. Her fingers found the shapes of her
totems hanging from her belt. She engaged Strength of
Earth, Mana Stream, and Healing Stream totems, then
planted her staff on the ground next to her. The wind
made her cloak billow.

"Tell me, little Orcs. What good are bows and arrows
against the lightning?"

She called forth her fire totem, and started shooting.

 

Bannog peered through Mareva's long-view. She'd
left it on top of the keep for use by the lookouts.

"Oh crap! I've found her."

"Why crap?"

"So have a half dozen of Orc archers."

"On my way," said Ariciel. She briefly considered
running down the stairs. Not fast enough.

"How deep is the moat?"

"Three times my height."

"Should be enough." Ariciel took a great run-up and 
leapt off the roof of the keep, changing to her aquatic



form in mid-air. She hit the water with a great splash,
dived and set off to the West.

Stetson entered. "What is going on?"

"Mareva is fighting six archers on her own. Location
eight, three hundred yards out. Get out there and feed
them to Morgan."

Stetson gave a short bark, turned round and ran
down the stairs. He met Selena coming up, shouted at
the man to leave the door open and dived into the
tunnel.

 

They had her, and they knew it. Mareva lay on her
back on the sandy floor. Three arrows were sticking out
of her stomach. She had killed three of them with her
lightning bolts and fireballs, but there had been too
many, too many. She was dying, she knew it. How long
it would take, was another question, but not an
important one. She would not see another day. One of
the Orcs walked up, grinning.

"Bows and arrows. They may not be much good
against the lightning..."

He grabbed the end of one of the arrows and tore it 
out of her. Mareva cried out, her face pale, the light in 
her eyes almost gone out. Beside her, the last of her



totems faded and disappeared, The Orc laughed. He
put the arrow-head to his mouth and licked off Mareva's
blue-green blood.

"But against soft blue flesh, they work just fine." He
kneeled beside Mareva. "I wonder how long it is going
to take for you to die. Probably a long time. I can tell.
There's places where arrows won't kill at once, like
here."

With a swift motion, he stabbed Mareva with the
arrow. Almost, she fainted from the pain, but he
slapped her face.

"No, no, little one. Don't pass out. Savour your last
moments in this world." The Orc watched her intently.
"It's a beautiful thing, watching an enemy die,
especially if it's a woman, and she dies slowly, like you.
First, there is the disbelief, but you are past that. Then,
there is defiance, but the pain soon makes that go
away. Then comes the fear. And finally, there is the
relief. You have to be very quick to see it, it passes so
quickly. And then we cut you to pieces, for your friends
to see."

Mareva gasped.

"You... will die."



"Everybody dies. I am not the one with the arrow
wounds."

Mareva said nothing. Her breath came in short
gasps, and her senses were failing. She wondered if
the pain would go before her sight. She could smell the
Orc. Sweat. Filth. She could hear a hissing sound, and
a thud, then the growl of a great cat in the distance.

She passed out.

 

Stetson kneeled. His keen Hunter's sight focused on
the Orc's throat. He pulled the trigger on his crossbow
and felt the familiar recoil as a Blackflight arrow left
him. These were some of the nastiest arrows you could
get in Azeroth or Outland, and to him, they were not
nasty enough. They were killing his friend. He would
have torn them limb from limb with his bare hands,
slashed them with his swords, but he knew that his
heavy crossbow was his most powerful weapon.
Except one.

"Morgan-dosh, thrand dukor!"

His great cat sped forward, growling as he went, and 
attacked the rest of the archers. They were returning 
his fire, but they were amateurs, and about to die. 
Morgan reached them, and shredded them. Stetson's



next arrow hit the last of the Orcs. He ran forward, and
kneeled by Mareva. He put his large hand on her face,
and she opened her eyes. She smiled, unable to
speak.

Stetson told Morgan to kill anything that approached.
Then, he looked at Mareva. Four arrow wounds. One
by stabbing. With one hand, he held the arrows, then
broke off the ends of the shafts. He loosened Mareva's
leather chest piece and removed it. Her beautiful green
blouse followed. Stetson winced. She was bleeding. He
dropped his pack on the ground and got out bandages,
applying one to the open wound, He didn't know what
to do about the ones with arrows still in them. There
was a sound behind him and he twisted round,
crossbow at the ready. Ariciel walked up, covered in
blood. Stetson lowered his crossbow.

"Are you wounded?"

Ariciel shook her head. "Not my blood."

She knelt down by Mareva and cast her Regrowth
spell. It wasn't ideal. Normally you would first remove
the arrows, but it would have to do. The wounds closed
around the arrows and the bleeding stopped. Mareva
sighed.

"Let's get her into the castle."



Stetson gave a nod, and picked Mareva up as
though she were a child. She whimpered with pain, and
almost passed out again. He engaged his Aspect of the
Cheetah, and ran straight towards the entrance, not
caring who saw them. Ariciel ran ahead in
Cheetah-form. Together, they lowered Mareva into the
tunnel, and lifted her out again in the castle. They ran
directly to the mess hall, where Mira was already
waiting.

"This way!"

Selena stood to one side, her face pale as a sheet.
Tears streaked her cheeks. "Mareva! I'm so sorry!"

Mareva looked up at her, smiled. "You are safe.
Good."

Mira held her hand over Mareva's face, and snapped
her fingers.

"Hey! Blue girl. Pay attention. In a moment, you are
going to see something. You will see a woman dressed
all in white, with large white wings. Do not talk to her.
Stay where you are, till you hear me call. Understand?
No talking, no moving. Stay where you are."

Mareva looked up at Mira. "Tell Stetson..."

"No. You tell Stetson. No talking to the woman, no 
moving. That's important. Nothing else is." She laid her



hand on Mareva's forehead. "See you on the flipside."

Mira's magic flowed. Mareva gave a short gasp, and
the faint light in her eyes suddenly went out. With
sublime disregard for the damage she was doing, Mira
ripped the arrows out of Mareva's stomach. There was
hardly any blood coming out. Stetson cried out, and
grabbed Mira's arm. Mira glared.

"Get him off me!"

Ariciel leapt forward. She took Stetson's hand
between hers, and pushed. The big hunter cried out,
and was thrown backwards. Ariciel followed him across
the room, pushing him, until he was against the wall.
Ariciel's face was inches from his.

"Let her work. She is the best you will ever see. I am
a candle. Peterselie is a bonfire. Mira is the Sun. You
will speak with Mareva again, I promise."

She looked over her shoulder. Behind her, Mira had 
removed all the arrows. She reached for a small seed 
that she kept in a slot on her belt, and crushed it 
between her fingers. There was a jolt of energy. 
Suddenly Mareva's body jerked, and she gasped for 
breath. Mira stood up, raised her arms in the air and 
green and white lights started to float round her. Her 
skin changed colour, hardened. Her face changed



shape. There was a flash of bright green light, and
suddenly, where Mira had stood, there was a creature
half tree, half Humanoid. The whole hall was bathed in
a green glow as Tree-Mira cast her healing spells. The
smell of green leaves filled the hall. Mareva's body
looked as though it floated inches above the table as
the energy coursed through her. Mareva gave a
startled cry, opened her eyes and sat up with a jerk.

The mouth of the tree-creature opened, and a deep
voice rang out.

"Now. That. Was. A. Proper. Challenge."

Ariciel opened the door to Bannog's bedroom, and
walked in. She dropped her pack on the floor next to
the bed and started dropping her clothes. Bannog
looked round, pleasantly surprised, but puzzled. Ariciel
saw him looking at her.

"Stetson's taken Mareva to bed. It's not big enough
for three. Move over, Big Lug!"

Bannog did, and Ariciel climbed into bed with him,
moving close. She looked over her shoulder.

"I know what you want to say. I like your father, and 
respect him, but I'm not staying in a bed whithout you in



it, even with my beautiful Draenei friend. Life's too
short. I may not get a chance later."

"How is she?"

"Healed. Confused. Glad to be alive. Exhausted."
Ariciel smiled. "In bed with her big friend. Finally."

 

"You will wipe that grin off your face," said Ariciel,
imitating Mareva's accent. "Or everyone will know what
you have been doing."

Mareva beamed. She hadn't realised quite how
pretty her Elf friend was before. She'd woken up,
feeling the touch of clean linen on her skin, smelling the
scents of Redridge, first light of dawn peeping through
the curtains. Stetson had already gone, but he'd be
back before long. Each day is a blessing. It was such a
common phrase among Draenei, something you said
almost without thinking. So stupid of her not to realise
more often how true it was. Yesterday, her life had
been over. Today it had started again. She took a deep
breath. Mira, that lovely creature, had healed her well.
She was in no pain, and the strange stiffness in her
muscles only served to remind her how lucky she was.
She laughed.

"I have slept with Hunter Stetson," she said.



Ariciel gave her a filthy grin. "So I understand."

Mareva raised a finger and shook her head. "You do
not understand. I have slept with him. Really slept. He
kept me warm, and each time I woke up, he was
awake, stroking my hair and telling me all was right."

"Oh, that is impressive! You want to hang on to this
one, Mareva."

"Trust me. I will. Now, I have important business
downstairs."

Ariciel walked upstairs, into the library. Bannog was
up already, staring at the map. Selena was at the table.
Model duty. She shot Ariciel a guilty look, and looked
back at the table, moving one of the pieces slightly.
Ariciel frowned. It was a big piece, and it was moving
south of the castle. Bannog pointed at it.

"They've caught on that it's us, killing their troops. So
now they're looking for the exit. People out stay out for
now, and people inside stay in. Especially my young
sister."

Selena shrunk a bit further, and stared at her work.
Then, she swallowed. "Is Mareva alright?"

Ariciel took pity on the young girl. "High as a kite, and
eating Sir Bannog out of house and home as we
speak."



Mira entered just in time to hear that. "Yep. That was
a hard one. Major blood loss, and internal damage to
intestines and three different organs, one of which I'd
never even seen before!" She punched the air. "And
now, she's eating! I rule! Hey, where is Big Blue?"

"Out," said Bannog. "I will allow him to come in, of
course." He looked at Selena. "He knows what he's
doing."

Ariciel walked over, close to Bannog, and whispered
in his ear.

"How long will you keep rubbing it in?"

"Years."

"You're being a big brother."

"Little sisters, always trouble."

"Tell me about it," said Ariciel.

Bannog closed his eyes.

"Sorry."

"It's alright."

They went back to looking at the map. Stetson was 
out, with Peterselie and a dozen pikemen. As Bannog 
had observed, they could tear through any group of 
orcs up to twice their size. It only became difficult if the 
Orc swordsmen were supported by more than five



mages or archers. That's where Peterselie came into
her own. Her Paladin magic protected her from dark
firebolts and arrows as she smashed the clothies, while
the pikemen took care of the melee warriors.

"She's marvellous against those mages," said
Bannog. "But she'll be leaving before long, and we
need to find our own way of dealing with them."

"Rush them," said Ariciel.

"Yeah. I've ordered the blacksmith to make some
plate armour for our bigger Warriors. They'll have to get
used to it first, though."

"Hey. You did. So can they."

"Yeah, but I'm very big and strong."

"Hmm... yes."

There was a choking noise from the other end of the
room, and Mira pretended to throw up into an imaginary
bucket.

"Don't you have some wounds to bind?" asked
Bannog.

Mira smiled sweetly.

"No."

Ariciel leaned against Bannog in a way that would
turn ants diabetic, and turned to Mira.



"Want some?"

The door to the library opened, and Mareva entered.
Selena pushed back her chair, carefully so as not to
disturb the map, then launched herself at the Draenei
woman. Mareva held her in her arms, eyes closed,
gently patting her back.

"There, little one. I am back. Are you well?"

Selena looked up at Mareva, then nodded without
words. She blinked away tears. "I'm so sorry."

Mareva pushed a few hairs out of Selena's face,
looking down into her eyes. "We are in danger as soon
as we leave the castle. I am glad you were able to
escape unharmed. Please be safe."

There was a call from above. "Incoming Daren eye.
Secret entrance."

"Draenei!" called Mareva. "You are not coming down
until you can pronounce it properly!"

She pointed at Selena. "Make sure of it. I have to get
down."

 

Mareva came down the stairs at the same moment 
Stetson came up. She opened her mouth for a smart 
remark, but she found she hadn't got one. Stetson



wanted to tell her how beautiful she looked, but decided
that would sound too much like a love-sick puppie. Not
that puppies could talk, but... anyway. They ended up
just standing there, grinning at each other. For a long
time. Mareva decided that this was getting silly. She
stepped forward and put her arms round Stetson,
leaning her head against his chest. Much better.

"Welcome back," she muttered.

"I was going to say that."

The ground shook underneath them. Mareva looked
up.

"What in the name of..."

There was another crash. Stetson looked round,
annoyed.

"I am really beginning to dislike these enemies. They
keep interrupting us."

They ran outside.



Part 6: No more Mr. Nice Guy

Ogre-mage Far'Rokh stood a few hundred yards
away from the castle. He was unhappy with the recent
turn of events. This was supposed to be an easy job. A
way to get those little Orcs used to military life before
sending them out to real battles. Also, it kept this hovel
from getting ideas. He could have tolerated the lossage
as a result of those groups of Humans that occasionally
sneaked out of the castle somehow, but they were not
supposed to die by the dozen. Time to teach those
Humans a lesson in humility. He had requested, and
obtained, a siege engine from Stonewatch tower, and
was using it to hurl a few boulders at the walls. It didn't
do much damage, but that didn't matter. It rattled the
Humans inside a bit. Hopefully, some of them would
come swarming out and his charges could have a good
time slaughtering them all. Then, they could go back to
relaxing and keeping the castle from flying away.

One of Far'Rokh's heads kept watching the gates, 
while the other looked Westwards. This job was 
beneath him. Far beneath him. He was a full-grown 
Mage, destined to fight in large battles, not baby-sit



these children. Still, no use grumbling against orders.
He scanned the parapets. No sign of the Humans, but
he knew they were there, staring at them, probably
wetting themselves. What had possessed these
humans suddenly to come out of their shells and start
attacking his soldiers, was beyond him. Maybe
someone had taken over command. Maybe their food
was running out. No matter. One of the engineers set
fire to the load in the arm of the siege engine, and
barked the order to fire. The arm shot forward, a fireball
flew across the distance to the castle, and hit the
drawbridge. Good. They were getting their eye in.
Far'Rokh grinned. If that didn't convince those maggots
to come out and play, he had other things to throw at
them that would. He looked over his shoulder. Oh yes.

 

Mareva carefully peered over the parapet, in time to
see another firebolt hurtling towards the castle. She
ducked away as it hit the wall, and looked at Bannog.

"It is a mangonel. It uses the tension in thick strands
of rope to raise the arm and fling projectiles at us. From
the elevation I would say that it is probably at maximum
range for projectiles of this weight."



Bannog rubbed his bald head. "Hmm. That means
that they can't move it further away and still hit us." He
grinned. "And that means that they will feel the sting of
some of our toys. Gerrig will be sick as a pig. He's out
there. Come with me, Stetson. You'll like this!"

Bannog ran to the North tower, and up the stairs,
followed by Stetson on his big hooves.

"Morning Private," said Bannog. The guard on top of
the tower saluted briefly, then went back to staring at
the proceedings down below. Stetson looked down.

"Why are they bothering with these rocks? They
should know that these walls are too thick for them to
do much damage."

Bannog opened a large chest and started pulling out
all kinds of wood and metal.

"Ranging shots. If they switch to lighter shot, they
can probably get it over the wall. Then, they'll switch to
incendiaries. Well, they're welcome to. Nothing inside
will burn."

Stetson pulled an arrow out of his quiver, and put it
on his crossbow.

"This is about one and a half maximum range," he
said. "Let us see how lucky our enemies are."



Stetson closed his eyes for a moment, concentrating.
Then, he fixed his gaze on a target down below. He
took a deep breath, and slowly let it escape, lowering
his crossbow. He pulled the trigger and the arrow flew
towards the mangonel operators. Bannog looked over
the parapet. Far below, the arrow struck one of the
Orcs who were guarding the siege engine.

"Oh, good shot! That's incredible!"

Stetson grunted. "I was aiming for the ogre."

"Perhaps you'll have more luck with this thing," said
Bannog. "Give us a hand mounting it?"

Stetson looked. His eyes gleamed, and he started to
grin. "That looks quite adequate to the job," he said.
Bannog was lifting, with some difficulty, a crossbow as
large as he was. Each holding one end, they mounted it
on a stand. Then, Bannog strung it using a device to
pull back the ends of the bow.

"Gerrig and I spent ages making arrows for this. We
have four of them. One on each tower, and two on the
keep. Father had this rule that you're not allowed to use
a weapon that you cannot make if you need to."

Stetson nodded. "It is the best way to appreciate a
weapon. Did you build this crossbow?"



"Gerrig and I. I did the metal, he did the wood."
Bannog fitted a mechanism to the bowstring and pulled
a lever. The string clicked into place, held by a
retractable peg. Diving into a chest, Bannog pulled out
a bundle of bolts, as large as broomsticks, but heavier.
He fit one to the string. Then, he looked over the
parapet and pointed.

"See that hedgerow over there? Gerrig and I planted
that specially. It's maximum range. If you tilt the bow up
as far as it will go, that's where..."

Suddenly Bannog stopped. He stared down,
horrified, his face pale. Suddenly his fists hit the wall.

"Oh no. No, no, NO!"

Stetson looked down, and took a breath. Down
below, the Orcs were reloading their catapult. Only this
time, they were not launching rocks or balls of fire. In
the arm of the mangonel was the carefully trussed-up
figure of a Human being.

"Out of the way!" Bannog sighted carefully, aiming for 
the engineer who was operating the trigger mechanism. 
There was a loud noise as the large bolt left the 
crossbow, travelled through the air and struck the Orc 
just as he released the trigger. The arm flew up, and 
launched the Human figure high, high into the air, over



the wall. It landed in the courtyard with a sickening
sound.

Bannog had already re-armed the crossbow and
fitted another bolt. He took aim for the second
mangonel operator. Just as he was about to pull the
trigger, he saw another crossbow bolt hit home.
Bannog glanced up at the East tower, and smiled
grimly.

"Oh excellent, Smitty my lad. Good shot!"

Bannog aimed for the leader of the Orcs, the
two-headed Ogre. He pulled the trigger and the bolt
flew. Unfortunately, one of the heads was looking up at
him and saw the bolt coming. The ogre jumped aside,
then retreated quickly.

"Damn!" Bannog turned to Stetson, and handed him
a crossbow bolt, then pointed him at the sight. "First
line, hundred yards. Second two hundred, third three
hundred. Max range is five hundred. We have
hundreds of these. Enjoy yourself. I'm going down."

Stetson gave a curt nod, and easily pulled the lever
back to arm the crossbow. The great bow twanged.
Bannog looked down, and saw the bolt spear another
Orc.

"Beginner's luck," said Stetson, re-arming.



"Get the bastards, " said Bannog, and ran down the
stairs.

 

Bannog arrived at the bottom of the tower, to find that
people had already picked up the Human projectile and
carried him? her? to the infirmary. Bannog hadn't much
hope. Nobody survives a fall like that. He ran to the
mess hall. The body lay on the table, face covered with
a sheet. Mira shook her head sadly.

"The fall didn't kill him. Stab wound to the chest.
Probably a sword. He was already dead before they..."
She searched for the right word.

"Threw him over the wall," said Bannog. Mira
nodded.

Bannog walked over to the table, and lifted the sheet.
He closed his eyes, and bent his head.

Sir Arthur.

 

Bannog walked out of the keep, seemingly calm. 
Inside, his anger knew no bounds. He stepped out of 
the door to see Smitty come out of the tower. Smitty 
ran towards the keep, stumbled and fell on his face. 
Something was obviously wrong. He got up to his feet



again, and approached Bannog.

"Pardon me, Sir. I know we are not supposed to
touch the heavy crossbows, but..."

"But you have a working brain and judged that saving
lives was more important than Gerrig's and my desire
to keep our toys to ourselves. Well done. Good shot.
How goes it?"

"We're keeping them away from the catapult, Sir, but
the mages have returned. They're shooting at the
towers and there's too many of them to keep them
back."

Bannog nodded. He put his hands to his mouth.
"Archers! To the gate! Shoot down those bloody
clothies! Avenge Sir Arthur!"

Anyone who could pick up a bow or a crossbow ran 
to the gate. A row of Orc mages stood on the far end of 
the drawbridge. This was dangerously close to the 
castle, but their shadow bolts would not travel up to the 
towers otherwise. The shooter in the East tower picked 
one off as Bannog watched, but the mage was soon 
replaced with another. Bannog looked up. The mages 
were somewhat successful in suppressing fire from the 
towers, but their magical projectiles were stretched to 
the limit, and would at times dissolve even before



reaching the top. Stetson in the North tower was
undeterred, firing bolt after bolt at anyone who dared
approach the siege engines. About a dozen archers
lined the top of the wall, above the gates. Bows were
bent. Bannog looked down.

"Fire at will!"

A hail of arrows flew down at the mages. Several fell
dead, but many remained. They now redirected their
fire to the wall. One young archer looked round the
merlon, and was hit by a shadow bolt. Without even a
cry, he fell backwards from the wall and lay still. As
Bannog watched, he saw Gerrig's wife Marcia, Selena
and one of the chamber maids run up, pick up the lad
and carry him into the infirmary.

Bannog carefully looked down at the mages. There 
were only a handful left, and at least a dozen lay on the 
ground dead or dying. Bannog grinned. That's what 
happens if you give panic orders, my Ogre friend. The 
mages could no longer sustain enough fire to cover all 
the merlons. Besides, with the unrelenting barrage they 
had been giving, they must be running out of mana by 
now. Hah! There you have it! One of the mages 
stopped firing, turned tail and ran away from a group of 
very angry users of projectile weapons. Results were



predictable. He fell dead with four arrows in his back.
Five left. Two suddenly stopped firing and were shot
down. The three others ran for their lives. Only one
made it out of arrow range. The great bow of East
tower twanged, and a large crossbow bolt passed
through and through the Orc-mage's body. So much for
cloth armour.

Bannog laughed. After wondering for days how to get
rid of all these mages, they had been handed to him
more or less for free! He peered at the place where the
catapult still stood, unmanned. Looking further, he saw
a cage where some of Sir Arthur's men were still held,
rattling fruitlessly at the door. Time for a little
management. Bannog ran down from the wall, and
back into the keep, up the stairs. He crashed into the
library to find Mareva, pointing her glowing hands at
him. She sighed, and the glow disappeared. Old
Bannog appeared from behind the door and put away
his sword.

"Son, next time, kindly give us a clue that it's you. I
don't want to kill my own family for no good reason."

"Sorry," said Bannog. "Where's Peterselie's lot?"

Mareva rattled off. "Peterselie, Gerrig, ten pikes, two 
bows. Position three at five hundred yards. They've just



hit camp East and killed everyone inside."

"Good. Send them North. Rescue mission. There's a
few prisoners still trapped there. While the're at it, they
can also do a little demolition on a siege engine."

"We have no flag signals for all that!"

"Just send 'em North. They're clever people. They'll
figure it out."

"Right."

"Where's Ariciel?"

"On the roof. Lookout."

Bannog nodded, grabbed the flags himself, and
climbed the stairs. He found her looking East, at
Peterselie's group. Bannog raised the flags for "Go
North", and rang the bell. Far to the East, Peterselie
saw the flags, nudged Gerrig and took her group North.

Ariciel's luminous eyes turned to Bannog.

"I saw that poor man come flying over the wall. Who
was it?"

Bannog sighed. "Sir Arthur."

Ariciel took a sharp breath. She closed her eyes.
When she opened them again, they shone with a fierce
light.

"I want a word with the person who did that."



"So do I. Time to wipe out the bastards. Oh, the
archers got nearly all the mages."

"Good," said Ariciel.

"I'm going to open the gates and attack. With no
bloody shooters, we have a better chance."

Ariciel picked up the jewelled quarterstaff that
Bannog and Mareva together had made for her.

"Hold on, I'm coming with."

Bannog knew better than to protest. Together, they
ran down the stairs. Bannog took a deep breath and
shouted.

"All soldiers to the courtyard. Archers, stay on the
walls!"

Some twenty pikemen gathered in the courtyards.
Bannog stood in front of them, his face grim.

"Soldiers of Caer Bannog, today the battle ends! 
Most of the mages have been destroyed by the skill of 
our archers and, frankly, the stupidity of their leader, 
who put them in front of our walls. There may be a few 
left, so pay attention. If you see any, take them out first. 
Today, we hunt Orcs!! We will not rest until the last one 
is dead or has fled. There is one special enemy, who 
must not be allowed to see another day: The



Ogre-mage. I will count this day wasted if he still draws
breath at the end of it. I do not want him alive. I do not
need to be the one who slays him. It was he who
ordered his minions to slay Sir Arthur Halloran and hurl
his dead body over our walls. He must die!"

There was a great shout of approval from the
soldiers. Sir Arthur had been a well-loved leader for
many of them. Most if not all of the men had done stints
in the orchards, or had tended the horses at his ranch.
He would be missed. He would be avenged. Bannog
looked over his soldiers. All were clad in chainmail,
holding spears and shields. They were angry. They
were ready. Bannog ran up the stairs, for a last look at
the situation. The orcs were waiting outside of the
range of the heavy crossbows in the towers. He
guessed there were about a hundred left. Peterselie
and her group should be here by now. Ariciel stood off
to the side a little, fingering the mana potions on her
belt. He looked up at the keep. Mareva and his father
stood by the window, looking down on them. Bannog
came down from the wall, hefted his shield, drew his
sword.

"Lower the drawbridge!"



Off to the side, Quartermaster Declan worked the
mechanism. With a rattle of chains, the drawbridge
came down.

"Shields up!"

The soldiers formed lines of ten abreast, and raised
their shields, making a wall. Ariciel cast spells of
protection on herself and on Bannog.

"Raise the portcullis!"

Slowly, the gate of Caer Bannog opened. This had
not happened in well over a month, and people
swallowed. Bannog stood in the opening, staring hard
in the direction of the enemy. The moment had come.

"Forward... march!"

Twenty soldiers, and one Night-elf Druid, moved
forward as one.

 

Ogre-mage Far'Rokh laughed, with both his heads. 
Finally! Finally those Human maggots were coming out 
of their hole for his enjoyment. It had cost him nearly all 
of his mages, but who cares? There were always more. 
Ahead of him was his army of Orcs. Eighty swords 
were gathered before him. The sword fighters in the 
other camps had not answered his summons. Those



miserable creatures would be punished later. They
would not share in the plunder, for one thing. Far'Rokh
looked again at the enemy. Hardly two dozen! Was that
all? He could destroy them all by himself if he needed
to! Look at them hiding behind those pathetic little
shields, wielding no more than toothpicks! To be sure,
this was nothing like the glorious battles he had
expected to fight, but nevertheless, this was his battle.
He would win it, and with victory came promotion to a
station more fitting for one of his calibre. Far'Rokh took
a deep breath. Then, with both his heads, he shouted
the order he was born to give.

"Attack!"

 

"Hello lads. What can we do for ye?"

"Very funny. Get us out of here!"

Peterselie looked into their faces. They had been
through too much for joking. She nodded. From her
belt, she took the mace that she used as a backup for
her sword.

"Stand back."

She swung, and hit the lock. It shattered at the first 
blow. The door opened and five haggard, scared and 
tired-looking men came out. Peterselie sighed. No



weapons, no fight left in 'em. No use to anybody. She
looked round, to see the drawbridge come down, the
gate open, and the men come out. She pointed at the
mangonel.

"Hey lads. I think that catapult there is something Old
Sir Bannog has always wanted for getting rid of
unwanted guests. Why don't you push it into the
castle? Can you manage that? I'm sure Quartermaster
will have some weapons for you once you get inside.""

Sir Arthur's sergeant looked at the thing that had
recently hurled away his beloved master.

"We will. Hop to it, lads!"

They picked up the ropes that the Orcs had used to
haul the mangonel into place, and heaved. With much
creaking of wood, the contraption started to move in the
direction of the Caer. Peterselie watched them go, a
smile on her face. Half way there, they met the men of
Caer Bannog, who shouted encouragement at them. A
noise behind her made her look round. A lot of orcs
came running at them, followed by an Ogre mage.
Playtime! With a shout, Peterselie drew her sword and
ran to join Bannog and his men.

"Hello Peterselie," said Bannog. "See those Orcs
there?"



"What Orcs? Oh, those Orcs! What about them?"

"Let's kill them," said Bannog. "And be sure to get
that two-headed bastard. He's the boss."

"Oh right."

Bannog grinned, then turned to his men. "Right lads
and lasses! It looks like the buggers want to play after
all! Let's pull back to the castle so the bowmen can
have a go as well!"

 

They ran back to well within range of the archers.
Then, they reassembled their shield wall. Peterselie,
Gerrig and the pikemen had no shields, so they stayed
behind. The two archers ran back into the castle and
joined their comrades on the wall. Peterselie closed her
eyes in prayer, and the glow of the Light streamed from
her, strengthening and protecting the soldiers. They
braced themselves. The Orcish sword fighters came
running at them, bellowing, brandishing their weapons.
Suddenly, there was a hiss of many arrows, and the
first row of them fell down. Another volley followed.
More Orcs fell. Bannog shouted.

"Brace yourselves. For Sir Arthur! For the Alliance!"

The mass of large bodies crashed into the shield 
wall, the first of them impaling themselves on the



spears of the defenders, hacking with their swords. The
wall of shields held. Gerrig's men ran round, and
attacked from the sides, stabbing with their long
spears. The orcs shouted, beating on the defender's
shields with their swords. Still, the shield wall held,
though they were pushed backwards by the sheer
weight of the attacker's bodies. Some of the Orcs ran to
the sides, trying to get past the shield wall. They ran
into arrows shot from the wall, and the towers.

Stetson stood calmly at the top of the tower, shooting
bolt after bolt from the large crossbow. He was now
completely familiar with the bow's characteristics and
did not waste a single shot. At this distance, he was
deadly. The enemy was exactly where he wanted them.

Still, the Orcs pressed on, eyes burning with the lust 
of battle. Then, the inevitable happened. The shield 
wall failed. In the middle, two of the men were hewed 
down and fell over. The shield wall broke. The fight now 
turned into a free-for-all melee, where enemies could 
come at you from any direction. This was where a 
battle turned dirty. Orcs and Humans fought with no 
thought given to chivalry. Honour got you killed. An Orc 
or Human fighting another was a preferred target. You 
learned to watch over your shoulder as much as in front



of you, and if any enemy fell, you made sure he didn't
get up again.

Bannog and his brother were fighting back to back,
slashing and stabbing with their swords. Ariciel had
given up trying to shoot, and turned to her bear shape.
Swords bounced off her protective magic, and her
claws and teeth left none standing in front of her. To
her left, she noticed an Orc locked in a fight with
Peterselie. Bear-Ariciel leapt at the Orc, throwing him
off his feet. Peterselie stabbed out with her sword, gave
Ariciel a quick look, and went on to the next.

The fight went on for perhaps half an hour. After that, 
there were only ten Orcs left. Ten of the Humans had 
fallen to the Orc's weapons, leaving twenty. It was at 
that moment that a great bolt of dark fire surged 
through the fighters. Ogre-mage Far'Roukh was casting 
spells of destruction. His first shadow bolt killed three 
Human spear-fighters and an Orc. Gerrig caught a 
glancing blow, reeled and fell to the ground. With 
lightning reactions, Ariciel turned, stood over him and 
roared at the Orc who had wanted to take advantage of 
the situation. Ariciel jumped at his throat, her powerful 
jaws breaking the Orc's neck. Then, she grabbed 
Gerrig's collar between her teeth, and dragged him off



to the side. Bannog turned round toward the Ogre.

"Prepare to die, Human! I am Far'Rokh! Mage of the
Blackrock!"

Bannog raised his shield, and pointed his sword at
the Ogre. Far'Rokh laughed.

"Don't stop me now, Human! I am enjoying myself!"

Bannog sensed Far'Rokh was about to cast a spell,
and ducked behind his shield. The air in front of him
shimmered, as if heated by the sun on a Summer's
day. Suddenly, it felt like a cold hand clasped his chest.
All round him, there were sudden cries of fear, and men
who had not flinched throughout the whole fight
suddenly lost control of themselves and ran in random
directions. Even Ariciel was affected. She had turned
back to her Elf form so she could cast healing spells on
Gerrig. Now, she lay on the ground, arms and legs
pulled in, whimpering. Bannog's eyes turned back to
the mage in front of him. It was a trick. A fear spell, to
confuse, and make his men unable to fight. Bannog
scowled at the mage. The fear spell had not affected
him, being unable to reach through the immense
reserves of anger. Next to him stood Peterselie, sword
and shield in hand, equally firm. Bannog raised his
sword.



"I want you dead," he said.

Far'Rokh laughed. "Human maggot! I will hit you so
hard that your body will be crushed against the wall of
your castle before your scream can be heard there!
And when you are dead, we will raze this pile of rocks
to the ground and feast upon the living flesh of your
women! Especially that tasty little Night-elf I see there."

"I think not," said Bannog.

Far'Rokh's four eyes stared at Bannog. "You think
not? Then order your men to kill me, if they have not
lost control of their bowels!"

Bannog smiled. He knew exactly what Far'Rokh was
trying to do. He was trying to make him angry. He was
making the same error that Infantryman Kent had
made, a lifetime ago. Bannog did not believe in blind
rage. Enemies were there to be disposed of. Quickly.
Efficiently. Inevitably. He heard the hiss of a crossbow
bolt behind him, and fixed Far'Rokh with a stare. The
bolt struck Far'Rokh's right shoulder, piercing his body
until it stuck out the other end.

"I already did," Bannog said.

With a great shout, Bannog charged and slashed at 
the ogre with his sword. But Far'Rokh had the strength 
of his kind, and their ability to ignore pain. Though his



concentration was shattered for a moment, his great fist 
struck out and crashed against Bannog's shield. 
Bannog was thrown backward. Peterselie lunged, 
stabbed with her sword, but Far'Rokh swung his arm 
and batted her to one side. Even now, bleeding from 
several wounds, Far'Rokh did not go down. He 
gathered up his breath, and cast a shadow bolt at 
Bannog, which he only managed to block partly with his 
shield. He felt the dark energy tear into him, burning his 
flesh, his mind. A sudden memory of pain returned to 
him, and he cried out and fell to one knee. His eye fell 
on the tower, and he realised that Peterselie was 
between it and the Ogre. He drew back. Far'Rokh 
pursued him, an insane look in his eyes. All semblance 
of intelligence had left the Ogre. He lived only to crush, 
to tear, and to burn this Human. Another shadow bolt 
hit Bannog, and his shield shattered. Peterselie shook 
her head, and slashed at the Ogre. A great gash 
appeared on his chest. Far'Rokh did not even seem to 
notice. He swung his arm, and hit Bannog before he 
could move or parry. A sharp pain shot through 
Bannog's right leg. He was sure he'd heard something 
snap. His leg gave out and he fell to the floor. His thigh 
felt like it was on fire, and he almost passed out. He



held his sword in front of him and waited for the
inevitable. Far'Rokh laughed a laugh that had nothing
to do with joy. he bent over Bannog to kill. Peterselie
attacked again, and this time the Ogre turned round to
her. His great fists grabbed Peterselie's shoulders. With
hideous strength, he pulled her towards him and
head-butted her with one of his heads. Then, he
dropped her, unconscious, to the ground. With a bestial
roar, he turned back to Bannog for the final blow.

Bannog knew he was done for. He could not move,
could not force his leg to support him. He held out his
sword to Far'Rokh. A green glow seemed to grow from
his flesh. He took a deep breath, suddenly filled with an
unending wave of happiness. The pain in his leg
lessened, then disappeared. He rolled over twice, then
found he could get to his feet again. He raised his
sword.

"Thank you, my love," he whispered. Then he
lunged.

His sword entered Far'Rokh's chest, pushed forward 
by weight, muscle, rage. There was the hiss of another 
crossbow bolt. and a thud as its tip appeared from the 
Ogre's stomach. A ball of white light appeared above 
Far'rokh's head and struck down in a beam of Moonfire.



Arrows flew from the battlements and the ogre was
struck once, twice, three times. Far'Rokh stood still like
a statue, for an impossibly long moment. Then, his
knees gave, and he fell on his face.

Bannog stood still, breathing hard, and looked first at
Ariciel, who stood a few yards off, hands raised in a
spell casting stance. Then, at the North Tower and the
battlements where the archers were. Then at the
battlefield. No Orcs were left standing. He counted.
Twelve blood-spattered, bone-weary pikemen still
stood. The sounds of the wounded were in his ears. He
took deep breaths, then raised himself to his full height
and bellowed at the sky. The other soldiers took up the
cry, without words, raw emotion echoing against the old
walls of Caer Bannog. Then, there was silence.

"Get the wounded out of here. Kill all the Orcs that
haven't stopped breathing yet. This battle is over!"

"Fourteen dead, ten wounded. That dark-haired Elf is
a marvel!" Old Bannog was sitting in his workroom.
Across the table were his sons. Gerrig's sword arm was
bandaged up from wrist to shoulder. The shadow bolt
had burnt his skin. Selena had bandaged him up,
saving Mira's magic for the critical cases.



"Not counting any casualties at Sir Roland's. If the
Orcs hit Sir Arthur, they must have known about
Roland's farm as well."

Old Bannog shook his head. "They did have a bit of
action there, but they could handle it, according to
Sergeant Smitty."

Bannog smiled. "Smitty deserves a promotion. He
shot the second Orc on that mangonel and was
generally helpful."

Gerrig shook his head. "I haven't forgiven him yet for
letting Selena out."

"Mareva has," said Bannog, "But then, she's
somewhat distracted."

Old Bannog laughed. "Sickeningly so, bless her! Her
and her blocks of wood."

Gerrig smiled. "Any reports of enemy activity?"

"No," said Old Bannog. "Any that are left, don't seem
to feel like fighting. We may still get new ones, of
course, but that is another matter. It's time to heal the
wounded, repair the damage and mourn the dead." He
raised his wine glass. "Our foes lie dead, while we draw
breath."

"Ever be it so," said the brothers in unison.



 

Ariciel leaned back against the wall. They were
sitting on a bench in the dining hall, while Mira walked
around, seeing to people's injuries. Ariciel and Mareva
had helped where they could, but had been shooed
away. Mareva watched the dark-haired Night-elf in
amazement. Wherever she went, wounds closed,
bones fused together, and men and women looked up
to her in gratitude as their pain was taken away. She
was tireless, occasionally filling up her magical
reserves with, Ariciel noted, super mana potions or
strange foods that Ariciel had never seen before. Ariciel
had only sustained minor wounds, and had been able
to heal herself.

Stetson pulled Mareva a bit closer. His hand lay
gently on her stomach. Mareva leaned against him, a
happy smile on her face.

"She's wondering why I haven't taken you to bed
yet," said Mareva, in Draenei.

Stetson's eyes wrinkled. "Well, there's a reason for
that," he said. "I'm not about to educate the whole
castle on Draenei mating habits." He allowed his hand
to stray for the shortest of moments.

Mareva sighed. "I can be quiet if I want to."



"Perhaps," said Stetson, "but where is the fun in
that?"

"The thrill brought on by the risk of discovery?"

"Hmm, yes. I can see that. Especially since nobody
would guess what we're up to if we disappeared for, oh,
an hour or so."

"Only an hour? Wimp."

Ariciel poked Mareva in the side.

"Oi you two! What are you whispering about?"

Mareva opened her eyes, and gave Ariciel a hungry
look. She licked her lips.

"You."

Ariciel giggled. "Boiled Night-elf again? My
goodness."

Peterselie entered, her head encased in
Netherweave. "Hi kids! How's tricks?"

"They're plotting against me in foreign lingo," said
Ariciel.

"Dat heb je met die buitenlanders," said Peterselie.
She reached in her pocket and showed them five white
dice in her hand. "Do you think you can beat me in my
weakened state?"

"Ah. Silver, we said, didn't we?"



"Aye, but only if no blue newbies play."

Mareva sat up. "I earned top marks in statistics and
gaming theory."

Peterselie grinned like a shark. "Ah. Silver then?"

Peterselie sat on her magic horse, looking down on
the others, who were saying their good-byes to Selena,
Gerrig and Old Bannog. Mareva had Selena in her
arms, and Bannog and Ariciel stood a bit to one side
with Mira. She leaned on the pommel of her saddle.
Long goodbyes. What's the point? Only prolongs the
agony. Finally, they seemed to be done. Stetson and
Mareva were leaving for the Hinterlands. Stetson
wanted to show Mareva the wild griffins. Bannog and
Ariciel were going to Sir Arthur's ranch, to take stock.
Peterselie would be going back to Ironforge, though
she had offered to give Mira a boost to Morgan's Vigil,
in the Burning Steppes. Just to keep her out of trouble.

"And then, I'll treat meself to a nice long griffin trip all
the way to Ironforge. I can afford it, on account of just
having won thirty silver at dice."

Mareva lifted up her head from Stetson's shoulder. "I 
still do not understand why you lifted that cup. The



chances of there being a full house or better were
almost five to one."

Peterselie smiled. "You need to work on your bluffing
skills. I could almost see in your eyes what was really
under that cup."

"Using telepathy is not fair."

"Who needs telepathy if you can't keep your face
straight?"

"I will get you next time."

"Come see me. I'll be in Ironforge." Peterselie smiled
wryly. "Probably on latrine duty for skiving off for a
week."

"Oh come on," said Bannog. "Father wrote you a
glowing recommendation. You're a heroine!"

"Hah. Like that ever convinced anyone. Oh well. It
was worth it."

 

They came to a crossroads. Peterselie lifted Mira
behind her, and Ariciel took Mira's horse.

"Goodbye all," said Mira. "Keep Blondie here out of
trouble. I can't always be there with the plasters."

"Just remember, lots of Gnolls are bad, right?"



Mira grinned, and waved as Peterselie spurred on
her horse and rode off into the distance. Ariciel sighed.

"Let's go."

 

They came to the ranch. It was a sad sight. Door
broken down, windows not even repaired from last
time. People had already been here to remove the
bodies of the slain and bury them in Caer Bannog's
cemetery. The place looked empty of life. They fell
silent, walking through the place looking for they knew
not what. Ariciel looked at Sir Arthur's bed, where she
had healed him of the arrow wound. She blinked, and
turned to Bannog.

"I don't want to stay the night here. Ghosts."

Bannog put his arm round her. "Let's go to the side
building. Servants' quarters should be alright."

They lit a fire in the fireplace. There was a grill on the
side, and Stetson and Bannog immediately took
charge. Morgan curled up in front of the fire. From the
larder, they produced a leg of lamb, which Stetson
expertly cut into smaller pieces. Ariciel sat by the fire,
arms round her knees, staring into the flames. Mareva
watched her friend for a few moments, then got up,
stomped over to her and grabbed her by one ear.



"Hey! That's rude, you know?"

"It is? I apologise. Grilling bits of meat is traditionally
the work of men. Let us go and see that the rooms are
in order and perhaps do other female things."

Ariciel looked at Mareva, half smiling.

"Do not worry. They do not need supervision. They
are honour-bound to give us the bits that they did not
drop in the fire."

Ariciel laughed, and got to her feet. She followed
Mareva out the door. Stetson and Bannog watched
them go.

"Mr. Stetson, I do believe that your girlfriend was
impugning our abilities. We must prove her wrong. Our
honour is at stake."

Stetson smiled. "My girlfriend. Hah. I do not presume
to apply possessives to her."

"That passes. Calling Ariciel 'My Elf' hardly gives me
a twinge anymore. You are planning on keeping her,
aren't you? Mareva, I mean."

"Definitely. Let us ply these women with food and
drink, and see where the evening ends."

"The Hinterlands, you said?"



Stetson smiled. "Anywhere she will go. We may take
our time going there."

Bannog sighed, and put another log on the fire.
"Wish I could run off with Ariciel like that. Don't think I
can."

"Surely, you do not doubt whether she would come
with you?"

"No, but I think I am needed here. I need to set up a
proper fighting force here. You didn't hear that ogre, did
you?"

Stetson shook his head. "I only shot at him. I prefer
my enemies well outside talking range."

"I don't blame you. This ogre, though. He was trying
to impress me. Two heads and still stupid enough to
hand us his mages on a silver platter." Bannog pulled
an angry face. "We will rape your houses, and burn
your women." He sighed. "What a tosser. And this guy
held us in his grasp for months!"

Stetson picked up the tongs and turned over the
meat, then looked back at Bannog. "I understand what
you mean. You think your family is not up to the task of
defending your castle. It would seem that you have
work to do here."



"Yeah. Not tonight, though. If I come back tomorrow
to find another batch of siege-layers, I will be most
annoyed."

"Tell them to sod off and come back another day.
Caer Bannog is closed for sieges."

"Hah! If only I'd thought of that before. That mutton is
starting to smell nice."

 

As it turned out, the bedrooms needed only a few
candles. Blankets and sheets were in cupboards.
Mareva ran the linen through her fingers before putting
it on the bed.

"There is something very pleasing about the feel of
linen sheets. It was the first thing I felt when I woke up
after I was healed."

"Especially in good company," said Ariciel.

"Trust a Night-elf to drag down the level of the
conversation in five seconds," said Mareva, smiling.

"Hey, I didn't belch. Count yourself lucky."

"I do."

Ariciel threw a woollen blanket over the bed and
together, they staightened it.

"So. Is this the boys' room, or the girls' room?"



Mareva's blue eyes shone at her. "Surely, you are
joking. This is the room for the blue people. Pale faces
go next door."

"Hmm. Tonight's the night, then?"

"I fully intend it to be. Unresolved sexual tension is
only pleasing up to a point." Mareva grinned at Ariciel.
"If you hear anything, remember that we are not
fighting."

Ariciel laughed. "Well, if that's the case, we'd better
make ourselves presentable. Can't properly seduce
anyone in armour."

"You know, I think you can. I have seen leather
armour that would do quite nicely. Mind you, it would
not protect against arrows or swords."

"Ah. The hit-them-while-they're-drooling school of
armour. Chainmail with cleavage, sort of thing."

"Exactly. Though tonight, I don't think I will go for the
succubus look. Stetson seems unimpressed by it."

Ariciel picked up her pack and started pulling clothes
from it. "Hmm. I have my robes. Never had any
problems with Bannog of Caer Bannog, wearing those."

Mareva unbuckled her new leather chest piece and 
dropped it on the floor, then pulled her shirt over her



head.

"I have a green skirt. Hides the tail, but nothing to go
with it."

Ariciel looked at her friend. There were fresh scars
on her stomach. She remembered looking at her
before, smooth and flawless. She reached over and ran
her finger down the damaged skin.

"Hey, I could probably do something about that, if
you want."

"Do not bother." Mareva smiled, putting her hand on
Ariciel's. "It is a sign of how lucky I am. Stetson saved
me. You stopped me from dying. Mira healed me.
Selena was unhurt. I am blessed."

Mareva picked up a shirt. "Hey. Do you mind if I
borrow this?"

"Sure. But isn't that going to be a bit small for you?"

Mareva dropped her bra in her pack. Her white teeth
gleamed at Ariciel.

"Yes."

Ariciel looked at the result. "Oh my. Don't breathe in,
dear. I'm awful with buttons."

"Do you think Hunter S'dezo'Houn will be pleased?"

Ariciel grinned. "I will if he isn't."



Mareva laughed, pulled the pins from her hair and
shook her head. Her dark hair fell over her shoulders.

"If he is not, you should worry about Bannog, not
about me."

 

Bannog opened the door and shouted into the
corridor.

"Food!"

"Hmm. Smells good," said Ariciel, walking in. Mareva
entered, and walked over to Stetson, who was taking
bits of meat off the grill and putting them onto a plate.
She laid her hands on his shoulders and put her lips
close to his ear.

"Is it done? I am hungry!"

"It is," said Stetson. He looked round, and burnt
himself on the grill. Mareva took his hand and kissed it
better. Bannog nudged Ariciel.

"Do you think she wants something from him?"

"Yes. Food. You will give us the best bits, because
we are pretty!"

"Whatever you say, my love."

 



Ariciel was sitting cross-legged on the floor in the
bedroom, without a thread of clothing on her body. Not
that she needed to outdo Mareva or anything, oh no.
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, breathing
out slowly, letting her mind drain itself of all things,
leaving a state of perfect tranquility. There was a crash
in the other room, and someone cried out. She smiled.
Well, she had been warned. She blocked it from her
mind. Closed her eyes again. Concentrated.

"This isn't that Rite of invitation is it?" Bannog was in
bed, quite enjoying the sight of her perfectly straight
back, white hair running down it in cascades. Ariciel
looked round, and smiled at him.

"Don't worry my love. That takes three hours without
interruptions. And a lot more preparation. This is the
ten-minute one prior to turning your lover into a happy
molten puddle."

She composed her thoughts, closed her eyes again,
breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth,
concentrating on using her diaphragm rather than her
chest.

"You look beautiful."

She didn't look round, well... it was sweet of him to
say.



"Thank you. Now..."

There was a shout from the other room. She was
sure it was Mareva. Ariciel frowned, considered trying
one more time. Then, she decided that tonight was
probably not the night for it. Now with an Elf, if you
couldn't get your concentration up, then that was more
or less resigning yourself to just hugs and cuddles.
With a Human on the other hand, there were...
possibilities. Wasn't she lucky she happened to have a
Human?

She got to her feet, turned round and looked at her
love in bed. He looked back up at her. She stood
silhouetted in the light of a candle, weight on her left
leg, fist on her hip. Her other arm hung down, hand on
her thigh. Her head was tilted slightly to one side, eyes
burning brightly. Her piercings gleamed in the candle
light. She still hadn't told him if he'd found them all.
Bannog looked up into her face. She was grinning.
Bannog knew he could draw. He'd done the bird on
Selena's staff. Technical drawings with a bit of flair. He
could probably get Ariciel's body right. That smile, on
the other hand, never. He grinned back. Ariciel moved
her weight to her other leg.



"Tomorrow, we'll be sleeping at the Caer again. Lots
of other people around. Do you have any
suggestions?"

"You look cold. Let me warm you."

Bannog raised the blanket. Ariciel stepped in,
pressing her cool skin against his warm body. It made
him shiver. More noises came from the other side of
the wall.

Bannog laughed quietly. "They don't do things at half
strength, do they?"

"Come on. I'm sure we can do better. More practice
and all."

He pulled her a bit closer. Warm up already. He
gritted his teeth as her toes touched his warm legs. She
sighed.

"I'll miss her. There's always writing, of course, but
it's not the same. You never keep it up."

Bannog found that his beautiful Elf friend was 
warming up nicely. Because he didn't want his love to 
be cold, he started looking for bits of skin that hadn't 
warmed up yet. He thought of Mareva, thought of her 
lying where he was now, doing more or less what he 
was doing now. He searched his feelings, like prodding 
at the place where a sore tooth used to be, and found



that he had no ill will towards her. He moved his hand.
Ariciel pushed it back to where it was before.

"I liked that."

"Better keep doing it then. Say..."

"What?"

"Imagine we were all Elves here. You, me, Mareva,
Stetson."

"Oh my. You'd look silly with long ears. Not to
mention Stetson. Mareva'd be quite cute, though."

"Hmm. Since they're leaving tomorrow, would you be
in bed with her?"

Ariciel turned round to study his face. What was he
getting at? He smiled.

"Humour me. Just say."

Ariciel turned onto her back, so she could look at his
face, feeling as if she was walking on a rickety, rickety
bridge. Put one foot wrong...

"I might be. She might be in bed with the both of us,
actually."

"Leaving poor Stetson on his own?"

"Hmmm. This is getting a bit fairy-tale. I'm pretty sure 
you don't fancy Stetson. You already know I quite fancy 
Mareva..." She grinned. "I know you quite fancy me, or



you wouldn't be doing that thing with your left hand
now." She raised an eyebrow. "Did I say stop? I don't
think I did."

Bannog obediently resumed what he had been
doing. Ariciel absent-mindedly ran a finger over his
arm, staring at the ceiling.

"Four people in a bed's a bit much, actually. Tried it
only once. Didn't like it much. Three's about right for a
bit of extra spice."

"I like Mareva," said Bannog. "Though Draenei don't
really do it for me. Bit too unusual for my taste."

"Oh come on. You saw her tonight! She's gorgeous!"

"I was completely unaffected. All her power was
directed at Stetson. Poor guy didn't stand a chance."
Bannog laughed. "I can see she's beautiful. I just don't
have the urge to get her clothes off."

"Well, I did. Never since we came to the castle,
though."

"Did you want to?"

"She's sex on legs! Of course I did." Ariciel touched
his bearded cheek. "But more than anything, I don't
want to hurt you."



Bannog raised himself on one elbow and looked into
Ariciel's face, for a long time, searching for words.

"I want to stay with you. For a very long time. If
you're not happy, you'll want to leave. So purely for
selfish reasons, I want you to be happy. You won't be
happy if you have to push away some part of yourself."
Bannog ran a finger down Ariciel's cheek, down her
neck. "As someone pointed out to me, If I wanted a girl
all to myself, then I should have found a Human girl."

Ariciel lay back, staring up at him, simply breathing,
her face serious and beautiful. "You know, I only ever
had one boyfriend and one girlfriend at the same time.
Mareva was just a playmate, until I got to know her
better. I'm much closer to her now. I can do without
playmates. I can't do without you."

They didn't move for a long time, simply looking into
each other's eyes. Then, there was a crash and a yelp
from the other room. Stetson wasn't having it all his
own way, apparently. Ariciel turned her face back up to
Bannog, grinning.

"They're having all the fun! What are you going to do
about it, big boy?"

Bannog grabbed her wrists, pushed them over her
head, and moved. Ariciel gave a yell.



Part 7: Good things come in small

packages

 

"Bloody hell," said Stetson. He lowered his crossbow
and looked at the thing he'd been shooting at, which
was now lying on the ground in Darkshire, looking like
an abominable pincushion. He and Mareva had
decided against going to the Hinterlands, opting instead
for a trip down to Stranglethorn Vale, which was a
jungle almost as beautiful as Nagrand back home.
They'd hit a bit of an obstacle.

 

They were riding to the West from Darkshire, when 
there was a great cackling laugh, seemingly from 
nowhere, and what looked like a mountain of putrid 
flesh came lumbering towards them. For a single 
moment, they stared in horrified fascination. It was... 
big, overlooking even Stetson by at least a foot. Its skin 
was a sickly white, and long rows of stitches ran 
criss-cross across its massive arms and torso. In one 
hand it wielded an enormous meat cleaver. In its



second hand, a sickle on a chain. Stetson swallowed.
In its... third hand, it held another sharp implement.
Whoever had... assembled this abomination, had made
a lousy job of it. Some of the seams across its
grotesque stomach had come apart, and its entrails
came leaking out. It didn't even seem to consider this
unusual. Stetson made his elekk turn round in record
time, and galloped off back in the direction of
Darkshire, pursued by this... thing. It had spotted them,
and, incredibly, kept up with them. Mareva looked back.

"We're going to have to fight it."

Stetson reined in his mount, and jumped off, calling 
to Morgan. Mareva set down her totems: Healing 
stream, Mana Stream, Strength of Earth and most 
importantly, Fire. Fearless Morgan charged the 
abomination, and they cut loose with Blackflight arrows, 
lightning bolts and fire. Stetson winced as Morgan took 
the brunt of the thing's attacks. Suddenly, it broke away 
from the great cat and ran straight at Mareva, swinging 
at her with a meat cleaver meant for Elekks. Stetson 
yelled, drew swords and slashed at it. He managed to 
get its attention and jumped back, towards Morgan, 
who gave a menacing growl and charged in. With the 
thing's attention distracted, Stetson could run and rejoin



Mareva, who was huddled by her healing totem, face
pale.

"Enough is enough," said Stetson. He concentrated,
and a targeting mark appeared above the
abomination's head. The next arrow he shot glowed
with a poisonous green light. The one after that bristled
with lightning. Next to him, Mareva recommenced her
lightning bolt attacks, until finally, the thing gave a
hoarse cry, stood still for a second, and then fell over.

Stetson took a deep breath, then another. He turned
to Mareva, who was down on one knee, examining her
leg.

"Are you alright?"

"This skirt is ruined. Damn. I liked it!"

"Never mind the skirt. I'll get you a new skirt. What
about your leg?"

Mareva gave Stetson a wry smile, and pointed at her
healing totem.

"Being taken care of," she said. Then, she grinned.
"If you want, you can put on a bandage. Or perhaps
some healing balm."

Stetson laughed with relief. "You know what Humans
say about Draenei women?"



"Yes, but only in the right company."

Stetson pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.
"That? By the Light, Mareva, I do worry about you."

Mareva stood up and put her arms round him. "I was
thinking of you, you big lump. That... thing just provided
the necessary appreciation of life."

They turned round to examine their fallen foe. It was
vaguely Humanoid, but much, much bigger. It had
obviously been stitched together from body parts
donated by various occupants of the graveyard,
hopefully posthumously, though with this sort of thing,
who could tell? Whoever had done it, had given it an
extra arm, hoping it would be useful. Stetson pulled out
the arrows he had shot at it, making the thing come
apart at the seams with a horrible stench. Mareva
shuddered. Stetson looked at the arrow.

"If I hit anything with this now, it'll die instantly." He
grinned at Mareva. "On the other hand, I wouldn't eat
anything that had this in it."

"You know, I think this could be a present from that
hermit we met earlier in Raven Hill cemetery."

"Hmm. Looks like the thing for him. I've got half a
mind to go there and explain to him what I think of his
presents."



Mareva's totems faded one by one, then
disappeared.

"I don't think it's worth our time. Let's keep moving."

"You're right. A bit further on, we need to take a left
to get to Stranglethorn. Last time I was there, there
weren't any undead there."

Stetson's elekk stood a small way away. With a bit of
whistling and coaxing, it came walking up. Stetson
mounted, and pulled Mareva up behind him.

"Off we go!" He stared at his cat. "Morgan! Put that
down!"

The big cat dropped the large thighbone he'd been
gnawing, and looked at Stetson accusingly. Stetson
delved into his pack and tossed a few pieces of meat at
Morgan. They didn't hit the ground. It didn't take much
to make Morgan happy.

Keeping a sharp lookout, in case any more of these
things came up, they rode to the West. They came
upon a camp, where some soldiers were tending to
their wounded. Three bodies could be seen with
blankets over their faces. The men eyed them
suspiciously, and with barely a nod, they rode on to the
South.



"This is one to write to Ariciel about," said Mareva.
"Do you think there is a postbox in Stranglethorn?"

Ariciel sat on a wall, watching Bannog explain to the
soldiers the working of the mangonel they had
captured. It really wasn't all that difficult. Attach the
heavy rope there, turn the windlass to pull back the
arm, fix the arm using a clamp, put the thing you want
to give to the Orcs in the arm, then release the
mechanism and off it went. Aiming was the difficult bit.
Even without moving the siege engine, their projectiles
had landed in a rather wide area. From a purely logical
standpoint, Ariciel approved of using the enemies'
weapons against them, but this was the mangonel that
had flung the dead body of Sir Arthur over the wall.
Two of the soldiers here had been in clear and present
danger of being thrown over the wall themselves. It
would have been quite satisfying to watch the thing go
up in flames.

"It has a range of some three hundred yards, as my
brother will now demonstrate. Gerrig, would you care to
sit down?"

Ariciel winced. Not funny, my love. Not funny at all. 
She looked down the path to North. Just a few days



ago, they had said goodbye to Stetson and Mareva.
Ariciel couldn't help smiling when she thought of her.
She looked so happy. If only she and Bannog could
have gone with them. She wasn't really made for
military life in a castle. She stared in the middle
distance. Or even for life as a Lady in the castle. It
made her feel strange. She'd seen to the needs of the
High-borne for as long as she'd been able to. From
when she could walk, really. She'd joked with the rest
of the staff about some of the Lords' inability to keep
themselves fed, wipe their noses or put on their
underwear before they put on their trousers. Now,
presumably, the staff were joking about her behind her
back. Well, it was only fair. She knew all too well that
there had to be a balance between being all correct,
polite and at everyone's service, and making rude jokes
about them. Ariciel frowned. She was sharing Bannog's
bed with him. If she was any judge, that would be
discussed in great detail. This was a small castle, and
there was no room for secrets.

She looked at Bannog, who together with Gerrig was 
loading the mangonel with a heavy boulder. He pulled 
the appropriate rope, the arm flew up and hurled the 
boulder away. It landed with a heavy thud a few



hundred yards off.

Not that she was making any great secret of it. She
loved him. Let everyone know it! But damn it. Some
things are nobody's business. And still, if she cried out
too loudly, or on the other hand, didn't make a sound,
that would be carefully weighed, its meaning
determined, and its effect on the future gauged with as
much accuracy as the boulders flung by the mangonel.
She knew. She'd done it herself. Nothing to be done
about it. But thinking about it now, she did mind.

She closed her eyes, and shook her head, making
her ears flap. Straightening her hair, she got to her feet
and walked over to Bannog. She needed some fresh
air.

"My love," she whispered in his ear, well aware of the
stares she was getting from the soldiers. "I'm going to
take a run to Lakeshire. See if there's any mail. Could
you hold your fire till I'm out of range?"

"I could set you on your way," said Bannog, pointing
at the mangonel.

"Like Sir Arthur? No thank you. See you later."

Bannog opened his mouth, realised what he'd said, 
and closed it. Ariciel smiled at him, decided that a kiss 
would be too distracting for the lesson, turned to her



yellow spotted cat form and dashed off to the North.

 

The world rushed by her, in drab white, brown and 
black, but instead with glorious smells. This was her 
travel form, and meant for speed more than for 
anything else, but still, the changed perceptions were a 
marvel. In her black cat form, she could sense the 
precise location of all kinds of creature. Her senses 
weren't anywhere near as sharp now, but she could 
see the other creatures of the forest in bright white. To 
her left was Stonewatch Tower. Since it had been 
overrun and taken by Ogres, it was not a good place for 
jogging, so she gave it a wide berth. Not really in the 
mood for fighting, especially not fighting and losing. 
Too much Horde there. But there was another thing 
she could... Hmm. With a feline grin, Cheetah-Ariciel 
turned to the South, running past some Blackrock Orcs 
with no hope of catching her, and headed for Lake 
Everstill. She didn't even pause for breath as she 
reached the edge of the hills. Instead, she took a great 
leap and landed in the water. Her travel form fell away 
from her, and the cool water of lake Everstill soaked 
her to her skin. Magic flowed and she shape-shifted 
into her aquatic Sea-Lion form. She disappeared under



the water. This was not entirely without danger. There
were Murlocs here that could swim as fast as even she
could. Ariciel dived down, nearly to the bottom of the
lake, moved her flippers and shot away to the West.
Literally speaking, this was nowhere near as fast as
running as a cheetah, but the sense of speed almost
made her feel like she was flying. Aware of a Murloc
camp to her right, she twisted to the left, making for the
Lakeshire bridge. She rose almost to the surface. Her
sleek form made only the tiniest of ripples.

Several people were fishing on the landings, and she
snatched the fish off one of the lines, being careful not
to get the hook. She surfaced, floated on her back,
tossed the fish into the air, caught it, and swallowed it
whole. Then, she shot to the bank, leapt up and
changed to her Elf form in mid-air. She clutched her
stomach, but grinned. She'd just swallowed a whole
fish!

"That's my fish, you thieving Elf!"

"Not before you've landed it, Hooper!"

"Well, choke on it. I used at least three night crawlers
to catch it. They were very wriggly and slimy."

"Delicious!" Ariciel grinned at Matthew Hooper, the 
fishing trainer. She'd bought a fishing pole from him,



and he'd given her some pointers on where to fish, for
no other reason than that he seemed to like her,
pilfered fish nonewithstanding. She shouldn't get away
with it, but what other use was there for being pretty?

She wandered to the inn, and checked to see if she
had any mail. Ah. One from Mareva! A long one. Good.
She stepped inside. The tavern was almost empty, and
she sat down in her favourite spot, close to the fire, to
dry her wet clothes. Darcy walked up with a flagon of
mead without being asked. Ariciel smiled her thanks,
ripped open the letter and began to read.

Bannog was standing on the wall above the gate. 
She wasn't back yet, but she was a very capable Druid. 
She could take care of herself. He turned his eyes up to 
the North and East towers, then back at the keep. 
Soldiers were walking back and forth, keeping a 
lookout for anything unfriendly. He was mildly pleased 
with his preparations. There were now two crossbows 
on each of the towers, and they had their new toy. It 
turned out to be grossly inaccurate for aimed shots, but 
for flinging burning matter out over the gates, it was 
perfect. Woe betide any group of enemies that would 
try to keep them from opening their gates. Trials had



shown that they could turn the entire bridge leading up
to the castle into a lake of fire with only a few shots.
The oily rags would then burn out in a matter of
minutes and they could ride out. Or, at the moment,
rush out on foot. Some of Sir Arthur's horses had been
in the castle at the time of the attack, and they had
been sent to the farm, to rebuild the stocks. Sir Arthur
had been succeeded by the recently-knighted Sir
Wilfrid, one of the soldiers who had been captured to
be used as live ammunition. It was mainly through his
clear-headed actions that any of them had survived at
all. He'd managed to get the servants out and to safety,
for one thing. Bannog had spoken to him, and decided
he liked him.

The sun was sinking in the West. Still no sign of a
yellow spotted shape rushing up the path. The sky was
painted in fiery purples and crimsons, with just the
occasional black cloud. Bannog leaned on the wall,
enjoying the view. He was getting hungry, but he
ignored it. There were footsteps to his left, and Bannog
turned round to see his brother walking towards him.

"Aren't you coming to dinner? It's bean soup and
deer today. Caught by our very own sister. If you don't
taste it, she'll be annoyed."



"She's not back yet. Tell the kitchen to save us
some."

"Hm. Not like her to stay away that long. If you want,
I can have Selena send her bird out to look for her."

"Naah. She's fine. She's probably just enjoying
herself out there and has forgotten the time." He turned
away from the road and the sunset. "You know, you're
right. Let's have dinner."

My dear friend, 

 

We have just arrived in Booty Bay. It is a mad 

place, filled to the brim with goblins, all of whom 

are trying to, as my friend Stetson puts it, shaft 

us. He managed to make it clear to them what 

would happen if they kept trying to overcharge us. 

They no longer try to sell us food at three times 

the usual rate. The inn here has no beds. Instead, 

they have a kind of hanging rope construction 

called a "Hammock". They are quite difficult to get 

into, but susprisingly comfortable once you 

manage it. I am afraid that I cannot trust these 

things to support the weight of two Draenei. It is



most frustrating. I cannot wait to be out in the 

jungle again. 

 

I can recommend the trip to you. Stranglethorn 

Vale is warm, humid and utterly beautiful. We 

have met black panthers, yellow tigers, raptors, 

crocolisks, gorillas, and basilisks. All of them 

meat-eaters, except for the gorillas, who are 

vegetarian. Almost none of them are fit for food 

unless you blast them with hot spices. We are 

surviving on fruits and berries. We could not bring 

ourselves to cook any of the gorillas. They remind 

us of Bannog. 

 

There are also sentient species in the area. We 

have encountered Trolls, despite our efforts not 

to. They use magic, and take violent exception to 

our being here. They use pages of a book as we 

do currency. I am enclosing in this letter several 

pages of a book called "Green Hills of 

Stranglethorn". The first troll we fought carried 

page four, so Gerrig will have his book complete. 

Other pages make excellent fire lighters, or are



usable for certain unmentionable purposes. 

 

Hunter S'dezo'Houn informs me that he has

caught enough fish in the bay for our dinner, and

told the food merchants to go forth and multiply.

They are on the grill now. I must tell him to take

the Goblins off and put on the fish. 

 

I am enjoying myself like never before, and I hope

you are doing the same. 

 

Warm wishes to you, Mareva

 

Ariciel smiled. She picked up the pages, and read
some of them:

"Prepare to embrace your creators in the stygian

haunts of hell, barbarian", gasped the first soldier.

"Only after you have kissed the fleeting stead of

death, wretch!" returned Grignr.

 



Hold on... This wasn't about Stranglethorn! Ariciel
read on, in a kind of horrid fascination. Emerald green
orbs glared lustfully at the wallowing soldier... She
really, really did not want to read on, but she was
drawn, powerless to resist. Oo! There was sex too!
"Thou hast need to occupy your time,
barbarian,questioned the female?" Ariciel laughed. She
should try that pickup line on Bannog. She skipped a
few pages. Oh dear. Cast into the stygmatic pits of hell.
Bastards. Oh, he gets out again. Good. And he saves
the girl, too! The last few pages seemed to be missing,
and Ariciel didn't know whether to be disappointed or
glad. Grinning, she put the pages back in the envelope,
wondering vaguely whether her nose was opaque
enough to please Bannog. She looked outside, and
saw it was getting late. Time to go. She wandered over
to the bar, settled her bill and walked out. She changed
to her travel form and ran along the road to the North.

 

Ariciel hit trouble almost immediately. She could hear 
the sounds of battle. She changed back to her Elf form 
and peered ahead. Someone was fighting a group of 
Blackrock Orcs. She frowned. So they hadn't got rid of 
the entire clan after all. The Orcs seemed to have the



upper hand, and no wonder. They were fighting 
Gnomes. Well, she wasn't about to let the little guys fall 
to them. Gathering up her powers, she ran forward. 
One Gnome girl was lying sprawled on the ground, not 
moving. Another was fighting them off with a sword, 
moving with incredible speed, while two others were 
casting spells. Ariciel's green fire flew, blasting into the 
Orcs. Two immediately turned round and came running 
at her. Whoa, guys! Change of tactics. Ariciel 
concentrated and great tendrils of green roots sprang 
up out of the ground, catching one of the Orcs. That 
gave her time to burn the other with Moonfire. Damn! 
He was too close, that is to say, in sword range. He 
aimed a great sweeping blow at her. Ariciel dropped to 
the ground, rolled over and was on her feet again, 
rushing to put some distance between herself and the 
Orc. Another shot of Moonfire sent him reeling 
backwards, and he fell over. Meanwhile, the other Orc 
had managed to free himself of the entangling roots, 
and came rushing towards her. With a very loud 
high-pitched battle cry, the Gnome Warrior charged. 
Her blade hit the Orc's leg, severing tendons and 
making him fall over. In a flash, she was upon him, 
stabbing once, twice. The Orc shivered once, then lay



still.

Ariciel looked round. The Orc she had shot earlier
was trying to crawl away. Before she could turn round
to shoot him with green fire, another Gnome appeared
out of nowhere, and calmly stabbed the Orc in the
throat with a dagger. He turned round, and faced Ariciel
even before the Orc stopped moving.

"Good evening, and thank you for your help. Your
extra bit of firepower was just what we needed."

Ariciel frowned. She'd just disposed of two of the
Orcs. Extra bit of firepower indeed. Oh allright, that
Warrior girl had put in the final few blows, and Ariciel
suspected that dagger did not really need to cut deep
to kill, but still.

"You're welcome. Is anyone hurt?"

The Warrior girl took a quick breath, turned round
and ran to her fallen friend, who was still lying on the
ground, moving feebly. She turned her over and looked
at a groggy face.

"Right, Bieslook. What have I told you about
clothies?"

"Keep sodding head down. Ow. Head hurts."



"That's because an Orc hit it. Hitting Orcs wth great
big fireballs is not keeping your head down."

Bieslook tried to sit up, grimaced, and lay back down
again. "Was attacking you."

"Damn right he was! That's what I'm here for. You're
a mage! You're supposed to be subtle!"

"I got angry," said Bieslook.

The older Gnome walked up. "That'll do, Trixie. Let
the poor girl recover." He turned to Ariciel and smiled at
her. "Good evening, Lady. Allow me to introduce my
wife Lenna. You've already met my son and daughter,
Nix and Trixie. Our unfortunate young friend here is
called Bieslook. She is no relation of ours, but part of
the family nonetheless. My name is Griggin
Steambender, at your service."

Ariciel nodded, smiled. "Ariciel. Of," she hesitated.
"The Cenarion Circle. Well, if everyone is alright, I'll be
on my way." She took a step to the East, but the son
put a hand on her arm. Ariciel suppressed an urge to
check her pockets.

"You don't want to go in that direction, Miss. Lots of
Blackrocks on the war path."

Ariciel looked down on the Gnome. "I can do stealth."



"So can I," said Nix. "I still wouldn't go there. Just too
freakin' many of them. Don't know what they're up to,
but they don't want any spectators for it."

A sudden thought occurred to Ariciel. "What direction
were they going in?"

"Along the lakeside, East."

Ariciel took a breath. That could mean they were
heading for Stonewatch tower, or for Caer Bannog. She
really needed to get back and warn people.

Trixie had pulled out a cloth and was cleaning her
sword. In the last light of the sun, she examined it
carefully, turning it over in her hand. She saw a tiny
speck of dirt, and rubbed at it with her cloth. Then,
being careful not to touch the blade with her fingers,
she sheathed it. Oh yes, she was a Warrior all right.
Completely obsessed with their weapons, the lot of
them. Ariciel looked the girl over. She was... cute. Cute,
in a cotton candy, sickeningly sweet kind of way. She
had large liquid blue eyes, rosy cheeks and pink hair
bound up in pig-tails. You could almost miss the fact
that she was running around in plate armour, and had
only just now hamstrung an Orc more than three times
her own height. She saw Ariciel staring at her.

"What are you looking at?"



"You don't look like a Warrior."

"That's the idea," said Trixie. "False sense of security
and all that. I'm a little girly girl, not about to stab you in
the goolies at all."

"You should wear a pretty dress, then, not plate
armour. And perhaps a bit of make-up."

Trixie scowled. "I'm going for the 'Innocent child' look,
not the 'Cheap hooker' look."

"Hah! Is your hair really that colour?"

"Nobody's hair is really this colour. Now if you've
finished staring at me, is there anything we can do for
you, or would you like us to bugger off now?"

The Gnome woman, Lenna, was sitting on the
ground, Bieslook in her arms. She frowned at her
daughter. "That's quite enough from you, young girl!
The nice Elf lady helped us get rid of those filthy Orcs."

"She likes Orcs even less than she likes Gnomes,"
said Trixie.

Lenna gave her a motherly stare. "That's not a nice
thing to say."

Trixie looked at her feet. "No, it isn't," she said.

Griggin smiled at Ariciel. "Please forgive my 
daughter. She can be a bit... irritable at times. Accept



my thanks for your help. If we can do anything for you,
please say so."

Ariciel bit a nail. She needed to get back to the
castle, in case this bunch of Orcs was headed there.
But if that boy wasn't simply too scared to count
properly, that could prove to be a bit challenging. She
could only move slowly while prowling, and she needed
to move quickly. It was too late to go back to Lakeshire
and swim from there.

"I need to get to a castle in the North-east of
Redridge. Caer Bannog, if you've heard of it."

Griggin shook his head. "I'm afraid not. We just
arrived from Ironforge. We're headed for Stormwind.
They are opening a new harbour there, and we were
planning to monetise our vast engineering experience."

"Oh, you're in good company then. There's lots of
Gnomish engineers there."

Griggin smiled. "But they are not as good as I am. I
have provided devices to King Magni Bronzebeard. As
a matter of fact, I designed some of the heat
exchangers that provide Ironforge citizens with warm
water in their very homes."

Ariciel gaped. "You made those shower-baths?"



"Oh goodness, no. That's mere plumber's work. I
worked on the installations that today provide heat to
every hot tap in Ironforge!"

Despite herself, Ariciel was impressed. She'd quite
enjoyed the hot showers in Ironforge. But then again,
those little Gnomes had always had a way with metal,
pipes and mad contraptions. She roused herself. She
still wasn't a step nearer Caer Bannog. Time to go. She
smiled at Griggin, then at Lenna, who was still holding
Bieslook in her arms. Ariciel knelt by the Gnome girls,
laid her fingers on Bieslook's forehead and cast
Regrowth, hoping it would be useful.

"Thanks miss," said Bieslook. Ariciel smiled.

"You're welcome. Well, can't stay here. Have to get
to the castle. Good luck with your engineering!" She
waved and trotted off in an Easterly direction.

Trixie stared at her back. "Good-bye and good
riddance. Smug bimbo."

Nix scratched his head. "She's going to run into
trouble. The place is crawling with Horde. But she
wouldn't do something novel and strange like, oh,
believe me, now would she?"

"Why should she? She's an Elf! Elves know better.
Every Elf knows that!"



Bieslook giggled. "She's got funny ears. And too
many fingers."

Griggin looked at his children, adopted and
otherwise, with a half amused, half annoyed look in his
eyes.

"Have you all quite finished? If you think she's that
bad, remember some of the others we've met. At least
she didn't leave us to those cursed Blackrocks. She
could have hurt herself."

He stared in the direction where Ariciel had just
disappeared. Nix was right about one thing. That area
of the woods was not safe. Not safe at all. He smiled at
Lenna. Lenna smiled back at him.

"I suppose Stormwind can do without even your
engineering skills for a few more hours," she said.

Trixie's jaw dropped. "You're not thinking of going
after her, are you? Her getting herself killed is bad
enough. Us all getting ourselves killed..."

"Yeah," added Nix. "And it's not like she'll appreciate
it! She thinks we're a worthless bunch of little buggers."

"Ooo! Bad word," said Bieslook.

"Indeed," said Griggin. He looked at his son. "So. Do 
we let her die in the not entirely mistaken belief that



we're a bunch of useless little sods, or do we help her,
so that she can live to tell her Elf friends what
magnificent creatures we Gnomes really are?"

Nix opened his mouth to say something, frowned,
and closed it again. Bieslook got to her feet, and
smiled.

"She cured my headache," she said.

Trixie snorted. "Well, I protest."

"Good," said Griggin. "You should never be afraid to
speak your mind. Now get!"

Lenna got to her feet, and brushed the dust off her
skirt.

"Do you think we could use a little extra help? There
wasn't the time when they jumped us earlier, but I don't
want Trixie to do all the tanking."

"Hmm. You're probably right," said Griggin. "I don't
like to walk around with a great blue Daemon in tow. It
upsets people. But under the circumstances, I
suppose..."

The Gnome closed his eyes, and spread his arms.
Shimmering lights flew from his hands, joining above
his head in a small flame of white light. Then, a deep
voice was heard.



"Why have you summoned me?"

Griggin turned to the Voidwalker. "To protect us and
ours in our need."

"I obey."

Griggin nodded. "Right. Everybody ready? Move
out!"

Bannog stared at his plate. It was empty, so he must
have eaten the food. His mind was not on the job. She
still wasn't back. He looked round the table. Everybody
was staring at him.

"What?"

Marcia put her hand on his shoulder. "I could tell you
that she's probably perfectly fine, she's got magic and
animal shapes. But you want to go looking for her. Go
on, then. I'm sure there will be more hunting before
long."

Old Bannog took one look at his son's face, over the
rim of his cup, and nodded with a grim smile.

"Take a few men with you, just in case."

Bannog pushed back his chair. "I will. My apologies,
Selena."



"Get going already," said Selena. "Tell that Elf what
she's missing."

Bannog smiled, and quickly went to the barracks. He
called for five pikemen and two archers for an
expedition, then went up to his room to arm himself. His
mind wandered over the road to Lakeshire as he pulled
on the chain leggings, plate chestpiece and helm. He
put Joran's sword on his belt, grabbed the metal
bracers and gauntlets and walked out of the door. In
the courtyard, his men were waiting for him.

"Right, gentlemen. We're looking for Lady Ariciel,
who has gone missing. We want to find her and bring
her back to the castle. She may have run into the
remnants of the Orcs of our acquaintance, she may be
hiding somewhere, she may be hurt or taken. We won't
know till we look. Let's move!"

They ran out of the gates in a relaxed trot, one that 
even in their armour, they could keep up for hours. The 
soldiers of Caer Bannog were strong and healthy. 
Bannog was running in the middle, with the archers 
next to him. Three pikemen ran ahead, two behind. As 
he'd done in Arathi, they occasionally swapped 
positions to avoid losing concentration. Not knowing 
what else to do, Bannog ran in the direction of



Lakeshire, staying on the road. He planned to go and
ask for Ariciel in the Lakeshire Inn, then trace her
movements back from there. It wasn't much of a plan,
but never mind. Suddenly, the first pikeman stopped,
dropped to one knee and raised his hand. The group
came to a halt. Bannog carefully walked up. The
pikeman pointed forward. A group of some ten Orcs
was on the road, marching in the opposite direction.
Bannog frowned. He wasn't really planning on fighting
tonight, though they could probably take them if
pressed. He waved at the men, and they left the road,
hiding behind some trees.

"Are we going to let them walk free?" One of the
archers asked.

Bannog smiled. A few weeks ago, they wouldn't even
have asked. They had grown.

"Today, we are. We're not here to fight, but to find
Lady Ariciel. Sit tight, and let them pass."

The Orcs were not making any attempts to hide
themselves. They were simply marching along the road
in two lines of five. The Humans held their breath as
the orcs passed, no more than thirty yards ahead.

There was a slight rustling in the trees behind Banog, 
and suddenly one of the men cried out, with the sound



of a drawn sword. Bannog's head spun round, startled,
to see one of the huge spiders that inhabited the area
attack one of the archers. Bannog drew his own sword,
and with a swift move brought it down on the spider,
together with the archer who had been the spider's
intended dinner.

Orcs might be big and nasty, but deaf they weren't.
They responded to the noise in the only way they knew
how. Scimitars were drawn and with great cries, they
ran towards the group. The men raised their pikes and
swords, and readied arrows. From the road, there was
a great shout:

"Hold!"

The Orcs stopped in their tracks at the word of their
leader, a somewhat larger Blackrock Orc dressed in
chain and plate. The groups of warriors glared at each
other.

"I can get him," said one of the archers to Bannog, in
a low whisper.

"Don't," said Bannog. "They don't seem to want to
fight."

The Orc leader stepped forward, sword drawn, but
pointing down. He looked over Bannog's group.



"Who leads?" he asked, speaking the Common
speech. Bannog took a deep breath, and stepped
forward.

"I do. What do you want?"

The Orc laughed. "What I want is to slaughter every
last Human in the world. Sadly, I'm under orders not to
start any new fights. What do you want?"

Bannog studied the Orc, who was standing in front of
him, wary but unafraid. Though a bloodbath was clearly
an option, the Orc did not seem to desire it enough to
start ignoring orders. "We're heading West, on a
mission. We're not looking for a fight."

"Hah. Anything my masters would want me to stop?"

"Hardly. Anyway, would I tell you if it was?"

"In the end, yes." The Orc gave Bannog a thoughtful
look. "In the end, they all do. But it would cost me
warriors to find out, and you have no real reason to lie."

"Then let us both continue on our way, and slaughter
each other another day."

The Orc leader stared long and hard at Bannog, then
sheathed his sword. Bannog did the same. The Orc
turned round, and waved his warriors on.

"Move out."



"Wait," said Bannog. "What is your name?"

The Orc turned round. "I am Gorm Bladebreaker.
Remember that name, as you owe the rest of your life
to me."

"Bannog the Mage-killer. Likewise. Gentlemen, the
sports have been cancelled. Move West!"

With many suspicious glares, the Orcs and Humans
departed in opposite directions. They resumed their
five-point formation.

"I still think we could have taken them," said the
archer.

"Noted," said Bannog. "Now look sharp. They may
not all have the same self control."

They moved on, carefully. Bannog frowned. Why this
sudden reluctance to attack? They weren't scared, they
were following orders. Someone was keeping them
back. Why? Were they preparing for something?
Regrouping after a defeat? No way to tell. Oh well.
He'd discuss it with Father when he got back. They
moved on in the dark.

"Well, that didn't take her long, did it?" Nix was 
peering forward through his night-vision goggles.



"Heading three-point-two, distance two-oh-seven, up
against the wall. Orcs haven't seen her yet."

Griggin raised his goggles briefly. "Not likely they will.
They don't have infra-vision. Alright then. Nix, would
you like to go and ask her if she needs any help?"

"Not really, said Nix, "But you're telling me, not
asking me, right Dad?"

"I can tell I didn't raise a stupid son. Stop your
arguing and get moving."

Nix sighed, and disappeared from sight. As his family
looked on, he zig-zagged his way through the ranks of
Orcs, and slowly but surely made his way to the
Night-elf, who was standing very still against the wall,
with her stealth up.

"Good evening Miss. Lovely evening, isn't it?"

Ariciel nearly jumped out of her skin, but somehow
managed to keep up her Shadowmeld spell. Nix
grinned at her from waist height.

"Now when I was talking about 'lots of Blackrock' a
while back, these guys were what I was talking about.
You see, we came down this way a while back, having
taken a bit of a detour round a bunch of Gnolls, that
were on the other side."



Ariciel said nothing, waiting for the Gnome rogue to
stop rubbing it in. She gave him a weary look.

"Now is there anything we little sods can do for you?"

"Do you have any tea?"

"No."

"Oh. Then I'd like to get to the East, past the tower."

"Twenty silver," said Nix.

Ariciel gave him an incredulous look.

"Take it or leave it."

"You know, if I throw you at them, I can probably
change to my cat form and re-stealth before they know
I'm here."

Nix grinned. "Oh, alright. Just kidding. Just a
moment."

The Gnome turned back to where he knew his family
was, and made some gestures. Someone on the other
end waved back. The tiny shapes started moving
Eastward. Nix nodded with satisfaction, then turned
back to the Night-elf.

"Right," said Nix, reaching into a pocket. "My folks 
are moving East to see if the way is clear. I'll sneak us 
both past the Orcs, and you can thank us in whatever 
way you see fit. You'll want to hold on to my shoulder,



I'll need both hands."

"I can see by night, you know? On account of being a
Night-elf."

"Yeah, but are you a Smoke-elf?" Nix showed her
two small metal globes. "These are Steambender's
patented kill-and-obscure smoke bombs. They go off
with a big bang and produce lots of smoke. I can see
through, using my goggles. Sorry, don't have a pair for
you."

"Ah," said Ariciel.

"Now these things have a twelve-second fuse. You'll
want to wait ten seconds before throwing them, or
some blasted Orc will pick it up and throw it back at
you. So you pull this pin, count to ten, then lob it at the
Orcs there. It'll sting a bit and turn the night into soup.
While they're blundering about, we make our escape.
That clear?"

"Count to ten, throw, bang, smoke, grab you, run off.
Gotcha."

"Good girl," said Nix, handing her a bomb. "Here we
go. Ready? Go!"

At the same time, Ariciel and Nix pulled the pins from 
their bombs. Nix counted: "One... Two... Three..." 
Ariciel swallowed. This thing could take her hand off, if



not worse. Nix was unfazed. "Four... Five... Six..."
Ariciel's breath quickened. "Seven... Ten!" Nix lobbed
away his bomb, then looked at Ariciel, horrified. "Throw
it!"

Ariciel did, with the proper inspiration. Nix dropped to
the ground, four-fingered hands behind his head. Ariciel
followed suit, just in time. There were two large bangs,
followed by a hissing sound and surprised shouts from
the Orcs.

Nix stared daggers at Ariciel. "You stupid bitch! Are
you trying to get us killed, or didn't you learn how to
count?"

Ariciel glared back, making strangling gestures with
her hands. "What the everlasting shit happened to eight
and nine, you little moron?"

Nix stared at Ariciel's hands, mouth open. "You
twelve-fingered freaks count in base twelve!" He
slapped his palm into his face. "Complicated things and
lugs. Right. We're still alive. Grab my shoulder, here we
go."

Nix grabbed Ariciel's hand, put it on his shoulder and 
set off. He had been right, she could hardly see her 
hand in front of her, let alone an Orc. She held on 
tightly to Nix' leather jerkin as he moved back and forth,



often changing direction without any warning. All
around them, Orcs were blundering about, walking into
trees and shouting at each other. Nix laughed.

"Nearly there. Hold on tight!"

He suddenly sped up, and Ariciel had to run to keep
up with him. Then, he suddenly changed direction, and
Ariciel's hand slipped. She immediately dropped to one
knee, listening intently. Damn! Where'd he gone? All
she could hear were Orc-voices, and she could see
absolutely nothing. Someone grabbed her hand.

"Sorry about that. Keep up, now."

After a few hundred more yards, Nix stopped.

"There you go, Dad. One Night-elf, in prime
condition."

"Excellent," said Griggin. "So, we meet again, Lady
Ariciel."

"So you say, I'll have to take your word for it," said
Ariciel.

"The smoke should clear up in a few minutes, and
then we'll head further East. I won't sleep easy of nights
unless I drop you off home, so if you'll show us the
way, then we'll boost you there. Easy as four and four
makes ten!"



"Bloody eight," said Ariciel.

"What the hell was that?" The left forward pikeman
blinked, and pointed West.

"Explosions," said his mate. "Want to check it out,
Boss? Maybe it's your Elf friend.

Bannog considered. Bangs and smoke weren't really
Ariciel's thing, but who knows? Maybe it was something
she hadn't told him she could do.

"Why not? Careful now."

With as much stealth as an iron-clad company of
soldiers can achieve, they moved towards the location
where they'd heard the bangs. They reached the edge
of the grove, and walked slowly, while round them, the
thin wisps of smoke thickened into a sweet-smelling
fog. Bannog stopped dead. He'd heard of armies using
poison gas. Could this be it? If so, he might be dead
already, even though he was still drawing breath. He
strained his eyes, to see through the fog. Oh forget it.
This was no use. He called out.

"Men! Fall back. We can't see through this and we'll
only lose each other!"



They fell back to where they could see properly. To
their dismay, they were missing two of their pikemen.
Bannog rolled his eyes, took a deep breath, threw
caution to the wind, and shouted:

"Men of Caer Bannog, This way!"

A few moments later, one of the pikemen came out
of the mist with a sheepish look on his face. Bannog
pointed behind him with his thumb, and the pikeman
joined his comrades. Another shape appeared in the
mist, but... this couldn't be one of his men, unless the
mist shrunk them to a third of their original size!
Bannog stared. And... gave them pig-tails and glowing
eyes. The Gnome girl walked up, raised her goggles,
and looked up at him.

"Did you say Caer Bannog?"

"Aye."

Trixie grinned, in the happy knowledge that they'd
get this tall bimbo off their hands now.

"We got something that belongs to you!"

A taller shape came out of the mists, eyes aglow,
and wrapped her arms round him.

"Hast thou need to occupy your time, barbarian?"
she asked.



 

It took Nix only a few minutes to find Bannog's lost
pikeman, and return him to the fold, though he did
grumble a bit about redefining the word "volunteer".
Griggin smiled at Ariciel and Bannog.

"Well, now that you are re-united, I think you can see
her the rest of the way home. We'll be on our way,
then."

"Oh, but you must come to the castle with us," said
Bannog. "It's getting late, and we can offer you at least
a good night's rest and a breakfast for all your troubles.
Don't you agree, Ariciel?"

"Of course." Ariciel's smile looked only slightly forced.
Trixie scowled.

"Well, if you put it like that, how can we refuse?"
Griggin bowed his head.

"You say 'No, thank you', Father," said Nix in a
whisper.

"Quiet, boy."

 

The group headed back to the castle, with Griggin 
walking next to Bannog. His Voidwalker ran point, and 
the pikemen walked next to him, giving the blue Demon



sidelong glances.

"I knew a voidwalker once," said Bannog. "He
belonged to a Gnome Warlock named Aquaregis."

"I'm afraid I don't know the gentleman. I only recently
acquired Thuljuk. He is most useful."

Bannog blinked. "Are they all named Thuljuk?
Aquaregis' one was also called that."

The blue giant looked over his shoulder.

"I remember you."

 

"We're going to a castle, Bieslook!" Lenna smiled at
her adopted daughter.

"Are there any princesses in there?"

"I don't know. Maybe."

"Does Ariciel live there?"

"I think so, yes."

"She's cuddling the big lug!"

"Man, Bieslook. Lug is a bad word."

"Sorry," said Bieslook. She looked up, and ahead
into the distance.

"Won't the sodding Orcs mind us going there?"

Lenna looked ahead. "Oh crap!"



"Bad word!"

 

With great battle-shouts, the Orcs charged. There
was no question this time: They were in for a fight, and
a heavy one. Twenty or so Orcs were rushing at them.
Men drew swords, bent bows and raised pikes. Ariciel
stood to one side, hands already glowing green. Nix
went invisible and ran off, and round, hoping to attack
from behind. Griggin and Lenna stood side by side,
readying their attack spells. Bieslook stood between
them. Trixie's sword was in her hand. A fierce
expression was on her face, and suddenly, she was not
cute anymore. Bannog raised his sword.

"Attack!"

The group plunged into battle, Human, Night-elf and
Gnome. The Voidwalker led the charge, beating down
on the Orcs with his great fists. Bannog charged in,
slashing with his sword, a grim expression on his face.
This was going to cost lives, he knew it. And all he
could do was make sure it wasn't his. He parried a blow
from a scimitar, and instantly counter-attacked, sending
the Orc flying back.

Lenna and Griggin looked at each other.

"Get her out of here. I'll catch up if I make it."



"I love you."

"I love you too. Now get!"

Lenna grabbed Bieslook by her robes and ran off to
one side with her. Griggin winced. They didn't get far
before an Orc spotted them, and ran after them. Like a
ghost, Nix appeared behind the Orc, stabbed him once.
The Orc fell, mouth foaming, twitching.

"Nix! Stay with them!" shouted Griggin. There was a
sudden hard knock to his head, and he fell over and
knew no more.

Lenna shouted, then pointed a wand at the Orcs and
let fly a barrage of silvery magic arrows. The Orc was
dead before he hit the ground.

"Lenna?" Bieslook tugged Lenna's robes.

"Bit busy, dear," said Lenna.

"Can I shoot?"

"Yes dear. In a bit."

Bieslook smiled. She raised a small hand at the
Orcs.

"Woosh," she said.

In an instant, the night was turned to day as 
Bieslook's monstrous fireball tore through the Orcs. 
The survivors looked round blearily, then turned



towards Lenna and Bieslook, and charged.

"Bang," said Bieslook, and a dome of light formed,
tossing Orcs back as if they were rag dolls.

Lenna shouted: "Bieslook! Stop that!"

Bieslook lowered her hands. "You said I could."

"Yes, sweetheart. But that's enough. Easy now."

There were few enough Orcs left. The warriors killed
those they didn't chase off. Then, everybody turned to
the small, small Gnome girl who was sitting on the
ground, head in her hands.

"Ow! Head hurts."

"Well, I'm sure I can make several improvements to
the castle's defences, and because you were so kind to
me, I'll give you a good discount."

Griggin was sitting in Old Bannog's study, with a
bandaged head. His son was sitting next to him.
Quartermaster came in, put down a tray with cups of
tea and sort of lingered at the edge to keep his boss
from being taken for a ride.

"The steam-powered catapult for securing the exit, I
can let you have for only one hundred and twenty
gold."



Old Bannog simply stared at the Gnome, in unbelief
rather than outrage. Nix blinked and nudged his father.

"Humans. Base twelve, Dad."

"Oh, of course. That's eighty gold," said Griggin. He
bent over to Nix, and whispered. "That was base
twelve, Son, but thanks for the idea."

Old Bannog looked at Quartermaster, who shook his
head a fraction of an inch. Old Bannog smiled.

"I will take that matter under advisement, Mr.
Steambender. In the mean time, please accept my
hospitality until you are ready to move on."

Griggin Steambender nodded.

"We will be getting on as soon as young Bieslook
wakes up. We need to be in Stormwind before the day
after tomorrow. You have my post box address?"

"I have. Thank you for your kind offers."

 

Ariciel stroked Bieslook's hair. Bieslook giggled.

"Are you sure she'll be alright?"

Lenna smiled. "Already is. As long as she doesn't 
use those heavy magics, she's right as rain. But those 
battle spells are taxing even for a full-grown mage. She 
should never have learnt them, but she did. We'll look



after her."

"Well, I may be coming through Stormwind soon, to
the new harbour. If I do, I'll look you up. Give Trixie a
big hug."

Lenna looked up at the Night-elf. "I still don't think
Trixie likes you very much, I'm afraid."

Ariciel grinned. "I know. You're off then?"

"Yes."

Bieslook smiled. "Thanks for curing my headache,
Miss!"

Ariciel kneeled in front of the Gnome girl. "Want a
ride down?"

"Oh, yes Miss!"

Ariciel changed to her black cat form, and Bieslook
got on. They went down the stairs, and joined the rest
of the Gnomes at the drawbridge. She leaned on
Bannog as they waved their goodbyes. Bannog put his
big arm round her.

"So when are you leaving?"

"Tomorrow morning. I hear there is a boat to
Auberdine from Stormwind now."

Bannog put his hands on her shoulders, then pushed
her hair back.



"For how long?"

"Oh, maybe a month or two. Don't worry. I'll be here
for a few days every other week. But I have to get on
with my studies. Last night's fight showed me that I
have a long way to go."

"I wish you wouldn't have to. There's Druid trainers in
Stormwind, even."

"I started out with Mathrengyl Bearwalker, and I trust
him. I don't think Bearwalker does house visits. But
hey! If the mood takes you, why don't you come to
Darnassus with me?"

"Can't. I don't know what this sudden truce means
between Humans and Orcs, but I feel in my water that
it's something bad. I have to be here to help us weather
the storm."

"Well, no reason why you couldn't visit a few days."
She grinned at him. "Absence makes the heart grow
fonder, not to mention..."

"You are a rude, rude girl."

"That's why you love me."

They turned back into the castle, Bannog's arm 
round her. In the dining hall, a soldier was standing on 
a table, reading aloud from a stack of papers.



Suddenly, in mid-sentence, he burst out laughing, and
he was pushed off the table by his comrades, to be
replaced by another. Ariciel raised her eyebrows.

"What on Azeroth are they doing?"

"Remember that story Mareva sent us? First one to
read the whole thing out loud, drinks for free the rest of
the week."

The soldier on the table turned red, and cracked up.
Ariciel pushed forward.

"My turn!"



Part 8: Eyes I dare not meet in

dreams

The green crown of the world-tree Teldrassil came 
into view on the horizon. Ariciel was sitting on the ship, 
back to the forward mast, staff on her shoulder, pack 
next to her on the deck. Almost exactly the same as 
last time. Almost. This time, she was smiling. This time, 
she was not desperate. She was not embarking on a 
long and fruitless quest. She was simply returning to 
the place where she had learnt most of her skills as a 
Druid, to learn more. In about a week or two, she'd sail 
back to Stormwind, and from there back to Caer 
Bannog. Ariciel still didn't quite think of it as home, but 
at some point, if everything worked out, she might. She 
was not going back to Darkshore. Not to live there, 
anyway. That chapter in her life had finished. As far as 
she knew, she had no family left. She'd never known 
her father, and didn't know whether he was alive or not. 
Nor did she care much. Mother had made a conscious 
decision to raise her on her own, and here she was, all 
of twenty-five years old, and still breathing. Despite the 
efforts of several unsavoury characters. She smiled



wryly. Not to mention herself.

The boat pulled into Rut'theran, the tiny village that
consisted of one house where the Hippogriff masters
lived, the flight point, and the dock, where the ferries
went to Auberdine. Ariciel knew exactly where to stand
to get out the quickest, and leapt onto shore even
before the sailors had made fast, which caught her a
few dirty looks. More than one eager passenger had
fallen between wall and ship, and they got the blame
for those passengers' stupidity. Ariciel took no notice,
changed into her cheetah form and dashed off to the
portal. She ran through, and suddenly, the city of
Darnassus lay before her. This place, she did think of
as home, on some deeply spiritual level. It was the
home of her kind, the Kel'dorei. However, today, she
was not in a philosophical mood. She ran on over the
small bridge, then took a sharp left to the Cenarion
Enclave, hoping to find Bearwalker. The teachers and
merchants in the ground floor of the central tree
dwelling had expressed Opinions on people dashing in
in animal form, so she changed back to her Elf form
before walking in. The reagents man recognised her,
and grinned at her.



"Hey! It's Timbermaw Girl! Welcome back! How's
life?"

"Sex and violence, mostly," said Ariciel. "Is
Bearwalker around?"

"Why yes, my girl. He's in his gazebo annoying some
poor newbie."

"Plus ca change," said Ariciel, waved and walked
over. She found Mathrengyl Bearwalker sitting at ease
on a chair, cup of tea in his hand, while a young lad
was throwing all of his weight at the bear's head statue
to dislodge the parchment underneath. She watched
him at it for a few moments. Hmm. Nice big muscles.
He'd make a great Warrior sometime. Bearwalker was
watching the lad intently, a little smirk on his face.

"It's enchanted," said Ariciel. "If you touch the knots
on the four posts of the gazebo, it levitates up for ten
seconds. You have to be quick, though, or it won't
work."

The lad looked round at Ariciel.

"You're not supposed to say that! I'm supposed to
find out for myself!"

"That's alright. I lied," said Ariciel.

"Oh thanks a lot, lady."



Ariciel smiled at him, and glanced at the metal bar
standing in the corner.

"If I offer you a cup of tea, will you stop disturbing my
pupil?" Bearwalker held up the teapot.

"Hmm. It'll run out twice as fast. Wouldn't want to ruin
his chances of getting a free lesson."

Bearwalker raised an eyebrow. Not a chance, the
look said. The aspiring Druid took a few steps back,
took a deep breath and cut loose with a Wrath spell.
Hot green sparks flew all over the place. The statue
stayed where it was. Ariciel raised her arm to protect
her face.

"That would be lovely, thanks."

"Got a cup? Oh, Absynthus, that's not the solution,
by the way. I say this in the interest of not burning down
my gazebo, and I won't subtract any points."

Absynthus grunted. Ariciel dug her cup out of her
pack. Bearwalker filled it, and returned the pot to the
tealight. Ariciel sat down on the floor, sipping her tea. It
was rather nice. Mint, lemon verbena, camomile.
Absynthus laid his hands on the statue and cast
another spell. Bearwalker looked amused.

"That's very kind of you, trying to heal my statue. I
assure you, it'll live."



"Well, I thought you might have rigged it to detect my
ability to cast beginners' spells."

"Did you? Why in Azeroth would I do that?"

Absynthus opened his mouth, then closed it again.
He walked round the statue, looking at it carefully.
Ariciel burned with the desire to tell him, but that would
spoil Bearwalker's game. She stuck her finger in her
mouth. Bearwalker stared at her. She smiled at him.
Oo! Absynthus was kneeling in front of the statue, and
peering into the mouth. Getting warm, boy! Go on.
Mechanics. He poked his finger into the mouth. Ariciel
made a sharp, quick, hissing noise and Absynthus
hurriedly pulled his finger back, then gave her a filthy
look.

"That's it Ariciel," said Bearwalker. "No more tea for
you."

Absynthus looked from one to the other, then back at
the statue. He looked round the gazebo, and suddenly,
his face lit up. Of course! He took the three steps into
the corner, grabbed the metal bar and put it in the
mouth of the bear. With little effort, he pushed up and
the statue tilted back, freeing the parchment. Only now,
he couldn't get at it without letting go.



Ariciel gave Bearwalker a look, stepped forward and
grabbed hold of the bar. With a grunt, she pushed the
statue up, and looked at Absynthus, who looked at
Bearwalker, then retrieved the parchment. Ariciel
smiled, and let down the statue.

"I kicked my staff under it, to keep it from coming
down again, but you got it right."

Absynthus nodded at her. "Thanks." He presented
the parchment to Bearwalker, who took it without a
word, read it, then smiled.

"Well done, Absynthus. It's getting late, so come
back in the morning. Same place. Lesson's free."

"Thank you, Sir," said Absynthus. He folded his
hands, gave them both a polite nod, and walked off.
Bearwalker and Ariciel walked back to the
tree-dwelling.

"So what does this tell you about him?"

Bearwalker smiled. "Keen lad. Thinks with his
muscles. I'll have to divest him of a few strange
notions, though. Enchanting a statue to fly up if you
heal it? Where would he get those ideas from? Been
reading fairy-stories no doubt."

Ariciel pulled up the strap of her pack, which had
sagged.



"Yeah. Until you learn about metaphors and subtext,
those are a very rich source of misinformation. Makes
you confuse real magic with pointing and wishing."

"Indeed. So, what brings you here to this part of the
world? People tell me you found some new friends, and
lost some family."

"My, it's a small treetop isn't it? Yes, I found out that
my mother is dead. From my sister, who is now also
dead." Ariciel sighed, but then smiled. "But I did find
new friends. You know about Bannog. I've been to his
home in Redridge, and met his family. Oh, and a whole
lot of Orcs who were laying siege to the castle. We
managed to get rid of those in the end. Not without
losses, though."

"All too common a story these days. Would you
believe it? Some say the Horde isn't even our main
concern anymore. Something new and nasty is
brewing. I may have to do some extra research on the
Undead."

"Oh, you want my friend Mareva then." Ariciel
laughed. "Her idea of a good night out is hunting for
zombies in Darkshire. I'm not sure that's typical of
Draenei, though. She may be uniquely weird."



Bearwalker walked up the winding stairs to the first
floor of the tree dwelling. He looked over his shoulder
at Ariciel, who came up behind.

"I've never met any Draenei, personally. What are
they like?"

"Tasty," said Ariciel. Bearwalker laughed out loud.

"Ariciel, you have a wonderful way of supplying me
with information that I really wish you wouldn't."

"Well, joking aside, they are generally very clever,
build impossibly complicated machines, and they think
that stars are suns that are very very far away. Lots of
fun to be with, actually. Their males are impressively
large, and like to pretend they are thicker than they
really are. I suppose that's why Bannog gets on with
Stetson so well. He does the same thing."

"Faraway suns, eh? I've heard that before, but not
from very reliable witnesses."

"I'm not sure I believe it myself, but then again,
Outland is there for all to see. And unless I've been
very inattentive all these years, they have more moons
than we have. Still, it makes you feel humble to think
that every star in the sky could be the sun to another
world." Ariciel smiled. "And now the blue people are
here. I wonder how they're doing."



"How are we doing?" Mareva looked back at Stetson,
who was studying the map.

"Well, if that range of mountains is the Razorfen
Downs, then we should be getting to the Great Lift in
the next hour or so. Get past the guards, into Thousand
Needles, To the Southeast till we get to the
Shimmering Flats, then South again to Tanaris, then
West again to Un'goro Crater."

"I still think it's a long way to stare at a few raptors
and gorillas."

"You say that now. Just wait till you see them! I was
almost tempted to catch that big raptor up there as a
pet."

"A Shaman hasn't got any pet." Mareva grinned.
"Don't need one, either. I've got you!"

Stetson rolled up the map, and whistled for his Elekk.

"That remark will cost you."

"Are you going to make me perform unspeakably
perverse acts against my will?"

"No." Stetson held out his arm to Mareva, and pulled
her up behind him. He gave her a grin. "Not against
your will."

 



The two Tauren guards at the Great Lift turned out
not to be a big problem. Mareva knocked out one with a
lightning bolt, and the other one ran straight into
Stetson's freeze trap. They stepped onto the lift
platform, and the elevator started trundling down to
Thousand Needles.

"Hah!" said Mareva.

"What?"

"Never say again that travelling isn't educational."
Mareva pointed at a little plaque. It showed a small
flame, with some writing underneath. "I now know how
to write 'In case of fire, do not use elevator', in Orcish!"

Stetson laughed, and produced a dagger. With this,
he pried loose the plaque and gave it to Mareva.

"There. Now, when there is a fire, Orcs will use the
elevator and perish in the flames."

"Oh my savage hunter! No wonder the Horde fears
you."

With a small jolt, the elevator came to a stop and the 
desert of Thousand Needles stretched out in front of 
them. Stetson's Elekk seemed to like the heat there, 
and trotted happily through the red sand. This part of 
the world did not belong to either Horde or Alliance, so 
an Orc would be in as much danger of being attacked



as, say, a pair of Draenei. Despite her remark earlier,
Mareva quite liked the trip up to now. There had been a
few hair-raising moments, but they'd managed to
overcome all difficulties. And the sights they had seen!
The jungle of Stranglethorn Vale, with its lush
vegetation and wildlife, despite the earnest efforts of
Hemet Nessingwary Junior and company, who seemed
determined to empty the place of all that went on four
legs, or in some cases two. The bustling town of Booty
Bay, with its population of creatively mercantile
Goblins. Then, the sea trip to Ratchet, in the
Horde-controlled area of the Barrens. The
white-knuckle ride to the South, to where the Great Lift
carried mostly Hordies, but also the occasional brave or
foolish Alliance member down. And now, then,
Thousand Needles.

It never ceased to amaze Mareva how much life
there was in these seemingly dry and uninhabitable
parts. Suddenly, Stetson reined in his mount, put his
finger on his lips and pointed forward. A slender,
graceful, winged, serpent-like form flew in the strong
thermals of the hot desert, weaving its way here and
there, looking for prey.



"Wind-serpent," said Stetson. "Stay away from it, it's
venomous."

"Beautiful, but deadly?"

"Fishing for compliments?"

"Rarely have to."

Stetson laughed, and spurred on his Elekk. This
wasn't a place to stay for any long time. He'd taken on
plenty of water, but all too soon, it would run out. If at
all possible, he wanted to be in the town of Gadgetzan
before the day after tomorrow. He rubbed the large
head of his mount. Shouldn't be a problem. They
moved on.

"So how are you getting on, Sir Wilfrid?" Bannog was
sitting at the table in what in his mind he still called Sir
Arthur's farm. Sir Wilfrid smiled, put his elbows on the
table and looked at Bannog over his steepled fingers.

"It's never easy to fill a dead man's shoes. I don't
have Sir Arthur's knack for making people want to do
what I want them to do. So I'm a bit more authoritarian.
I suppose things will improve once people stop
comparing me to my predecessor."

Bannog rubbed his head.



"I see what you mean. There isn't anyone grudging
you your promotion, is there?"

Sir Wilfrid shook his head. "Surprisingly, no. I must
have managed to hide my faults well."

"Saving their hides from the Orcs may have
something to do with that. Tends to make people
appreciate you."

"I suppose," said Sir Wilfrid, "Though I did little more
than send everyone East where there weren't any Orcs
and call a few stout lads to hold them off a while. That's
when we were captured."

"Hah. I know what you mean. When I was in Arathi, I
made a sneak attack on a couple of mages, together
with my friends. They never knew what hit them. Then,
we had a big fight that was much, much more difficult.
Almost didn't make it through. We were bailed out by
the heavy infantry. So that's why they call me
'Mage-killer' sometimes. They never remember the
right things."

"People are stupid," said Sir Wilfrid.

"Yeah. So. Any Horde activity round these parts?"

"Not a sign. Not even a crow in the sky. They are
either hiding in fear, or they're planning something."



Bannog thought on this, then shook his head.

"The group of Orcs I met a few nights ago didn't want
to fight. Orders. 'Don't pick any new fights' is what the
commander told me."

"They're holding back for something," said Sir Wilfrid.
"They need every warrior they can keep. No frittering
them away on apple farms."

Bannog nodded. "You may be right. I wonder what it
is."

Bearwalker came down the stairs, ears glowing. On
his face was an annoyed expression. Ariciel raised her
eyebrows at him.

"What?"

"I asked Arch-druid Staghelm about some of the 
strange signs I've seen, and he took over five minutes 
to tell me to mind my own business." He rapped his 
knuckles on the table. "Damn it. It is my business if I 
have to send out rank newbies and they are eaten alive 
by Undead." He turned to Ariciel. "Undead! In 
Darkshore! What the blazes is going on?" His fist hit his 
gloved hand. "I know about those High-borne ghosts. 
They're harmless if you stay away from them. Won't



leave the wreckage of their beloved Manor. But
animate corpses? We haven't seen those in these parts
since the Dark Ages!"

"Uh-oh. I feel a Quest coming up for a certain
blonde."

"You bet. But not just you." Bearwalker stared out of
the window. "I'm coming along too. Don't know who I
can send out there except you, and it's dangerous to go
alone."

"Is Mira back yet? If it's that bad, we may need a
healer."

"Hmm. She's in the Eastern Kingdoms, gathering
flight points. She's going to be very busy there. No
matter. We can both heal each other. Not that I'm
planning on letting it come to that. So get your walking
boots on. Field trip! I'm going to the temple. See you at
the flight master in an hour."

"There we are. Hello, Steamwheedle Port! Quick trip
to the merchant, bit more food and we're heading for
Gadgetzan."

Mareva shaded her pale blue eyes with her hand and 
peered ahead. She could almost see the sea. She



picked up one of the water bottles and shook it. Half
full. She took a few careful sips and closed it.

"Not a moment too soon. We're running out of water."

"Yes. But we can take on more in Steamwheedle
Port. Shouldn't take more than half an hour."

Mareva stretched, raising her arms above her head.

"Move on, then."

 

The small port town of Steamwheedle Port came into
view. Stetson's elekk walked tirelessly along the sandy
road. Mareva wandered into the inn, while Stetson
found a spring to refill his bottles. The Goblin innkeeper
nimbly jumped up onto the table, and put on her selling
smile. Mareva ordered mead for herself and light ale for
Stetson, then found a table. She sat down, sipping her
drink, waiting for Stetson. Come on. How long does it
take to fill up a few bottles? His beer was getting warm.

Suddenly, Mareva looked up. Some noise or other 
had alerted her. Slowly, she put her drink down and got 
up. She walked to the door, and carefully peered out, 
staff in one hand, the other on the totems on her belt. 
With slow steps, she left the inn, and made for the port 
and the beach. A suspicious frown was on her blue 
face. There it was! Cries of battle, cries of pain. What



the... Where was Stetson? Hmm. Heuristics told her he
would be where the noise was. She ran forward.

 

Stetson was at the spring, filling his water bottles. 
He'd been here before. The water here was better than 
in the murky wells of Gadgetzan, even though it had a 
slightly silt taste. He held the water bottles under and 
watched the bubbles come up. He looked up. Morgan 
growled. He turned round to see a group of five 
corpses lumber towards him. In a flash, his crossbow 
was in his hand, and blackflight arrows were zipping 
through the air at the zombies. They went down easily, 
with just a few shots, but there were too many of them 
to keep away. Morgan caught one, and ripped it to 
pieces. The last one came close, too close for his 
crossbow. A rotting fist crashed into his chest. His 
armour took the brunt. Stetson whipped out his swords 
and slashed at the undead creature, which took it with 
typical stoicism. Not my flesh anyway. The thing 
belched, then spewed forth a vicious green liquid from 
its mouth, hitting Stetson in the face and chest. With a 
final double slash, he dismembered his attacker, then 
wiped the horrible stuff off him. It burned his skin, and it 
smelled horrible. Morgan seemed unaffected.



Suddenly, his eyes and mouth opened with realisation.
Steamwheedle Port was under attack! Zombies!
Mareva!

Stetson quickly filled the rest of his water bottles. No
use rushing out into the desert with no water. Then, he
ran out to look for his friend. In the village, a fight was
going on between the zombies and the Bruisers, the
place's police force. As Stetson watched, one of the
Goblins was hit by a jet of green liquid, and fell down,
writhing in agony. As Stetson watched, the small green
guy's skin changed colour. By the Light! It stirred, rose
up, and rejoined the fight. On the side of the zombies!
Stetson looked at his hands. Had he been quick
enough to wash the stuff off him? He felt sick, but that
could be his mind playing tricks on him. No matter.
Where was Mareva? They needed to get out of here.
Calling to Morgan, he ran.

 

Mareva looked round. Where in the name of the 
Naaru was Stetson? It wasn't like he was easy to 
overlook! All over the place, groups of zombies were in 
fights with the local Goblins. Mareva had seen one of 
them turned. She didn't need a warning to stay well 
clear of them. She ran from hiding place to hiding



place, looking for her friend. Wait! Think! He'd be
making for the inn. That's where they parted company.
She turned round, and ran back. The fight had not yet
reached the tavern, and the door was shut and barred.
Couldn't say she blamed the innkeeper. She looked
round, took a deep breath and yelled out Stetson's
name. No answer. She looked back towards the fight.
Suddenly, he heart leapt into her throat. There! She
waved. Stetson saw her, and came running towards
her. Mareva looked at him with fearful eyes. Despite
the dry heat of the desert, he was sweating and
shivering.

"Don't touch me. I may be infected. I don't know how
this spreads."

"Shall we leave?"

"Yes. West along the road. Make for Gadgetzan."
Stetson tried to call his Elekk, but it wouldn't come near
him. Even Morgan looked at his master, scared.
Mareva took Stetson's hands.

"Let's move. How long is it on foot?"

"Couple of hours. If I'm fit, that is."

"You look pretty much fit to me," said Mareva.

Stetson gave her a half-hearted grin. "Tell me again
in an hour or so. I may need it more then. Let's move."



They set out along the road. Suddenly Stetson put
his hand on Mareva's arm.

"Did you see what happened to those Goblins?"

Mareva looked straight ahead. "Yes."

"If any of us..." Stetson faltered. Mareva gave him an
earnest look, then nodded.

"Agreed."

 

They ran along the road side by side, keeping a
close eye on each other. Stetson's face was blank,
pearls of sweat were on his forehead. He was not in
any pain, but he felt sick and weak. It was taking all of
his determination to keep up a pace that ordinarily, he
could have kept up from one end of Azeroth to the
other. His vision blurred. He could feel the poison
working inside him, but he said nothing. Get to
Gadgetzan. There will be a healer there. Keep moving.
Suddenly, he veered off the path, bent over and threw
up.

Mareva looked at him with large, fearful eyes. Her 
hand went to her belt, and with a rush of air, her 
Healing Stream totem appeared. Damn. She should 
have learnt more healing spells. This was just a plaster 
on a gaping wound. Concentrating, she cast another



healing spell on Stetson. It seemed to help, just a tiny
bit. He looked up at her, and tried to smile.

"Thank you. I'm much better."

Mareva took one of the bottles from Stetson's pack
and handed it to him. He drank. Mareva took another
bottle. She only took a single mouthfull, then spat it out.

"I thought the water was good in Steamwheedle. This
is... awful..." Her eyes suddenly grew large, and she
stared at the water bottle.

"Oh crap."

Stetson pulled himself together, and took Mareva's
arm.

"Keep moving. There will be help in Gadgetzan."

Night fell over the Tanaris desert.

"Do you think you can make me talk, Human? We
are born in pain! Your tortures won't help you!"

Old Bannog crossed his arms and gave the Orc in 
front of him a weary look. Bannog and three soldiers 
were standing next to him, just in case. They had 
bumped into this creature more or less by accident, and 
had a lot of trouble catching him alive. The Orc had 
been dragged down to one of the storerooms, one man



to each limb, struggling and screaming. Bannog had
been all for knocking him on the head for a bit of quiet,
but Old Bannog decided against it. After all, they
wanted him to take a message to the Blackrock leader.
Old Bannog took a deep breath.

"Relax, Soldier. We're not after your blood. Are you
one of the Blackrock clan?"

"I'll tell you nothing! Do what you will with me,
maggots!"

Bannog nodded sagely. "I can see it's useless. He
won't betray the Blackrock Clan."

"You're right, Human! We are the fighters! The
Blackrock will feast upon your flesh!"

Old Bannog grinned. "Oh, that's not fair, Son.
Starting a battle of wits with an unarmed opponent."

The Orc realised what he'd said and turned pale. He
closed his mouth and adopted a stony silence. Old
Bannog stepped forward and looked the enemy soldier
in the eye.

"The reason I'm asking, is that I want you to take a
message to your captain. I want a word with him, on
neutral ground. Do you think you can do that?"



"My master only kills Humans. He does not talk to
maggots like you. We'll slaughter every one of you!"

"Yes, yes. Think of this. I may be so afraid of you
guys that I want to discuss terms of surrender with him.
We can clearly see that it's no use fighting with you.
Nothing gets through those thick skulls of yours."

"That's right, Human. You may as well give up now
and save yourself the torment of years."

"Good," said Old Bannog. He reached in his pocket
and produced a letter. "This is a message to your
leader. It says where I will meet him, if he is willing.
Think of it! You may be the one who brings your master
the news of your victory!"

The Orc considered carefully, then nodded.

"I accept. Give me the letter of your surrender and I
will take it to our leader."

"In the name of those who would have died
otherwise, I thank you."

"You alright?" Ariciel looked at Mathrengyl
Bearwalker, who had just turned back to his Elf form.

"Never better. Ah. It feels good to be out again."



Ariciel looked at the heap of bodies that until recently
had been fighting Bearwalker. Ariciel had held back,
healing spells at the ready. It had been a sight to
behold. Dire Bear-Mathrengyl had torn the zombies
limb from limb before any of them had been able to
move a muscle. Green liquid ran down his broad chest,
and a big grin was on his face. Ariciel dug in her pack
and produced some test tubes. With a disgusted
expression on her face, she took samples from the
zombies. The ooze stung her hand, and she produced
a handkerchief to wipe it off.

"Right. That should be the last of them. If they get
any more goo, they can start a shop. Home?"

"Yeah. Damn. That stuff stings. Just a moment." He
looked round at the small stream, smiled and jumped
in, changing to his sea lion shape. A quick swim up and
down the stream got rid of the stuff, and he climbed
back onto the bank. Ariciel grinned.

"Laundry, the Druid way!"

"Damn right! Race you to the flight point. Free Wrath
upgrade if you get there no more than five minutes after
me."

Bearwalker changed to his cheetah form at the same 
time as Ariciel, and they dashed off to the South. To



her surprise, Ariciel was well able to keep up with her
teacher. Hold on. He was supposed to be able to run
rings round her! What was going on? With a bit of
effort, she managed to draw level with him.

"Is something wrong with [Cheetah-Mathrengyl]?"

"[Bad-food-feeling]," said Bearwalker. "Keep
moving."

 

They arrived at the flight point, and changed back to
their Elf-forms. Bearwalker looked awful. His face was
sweaty and drawn.

"I need to get to the moon-temple. So do you.
Something bad in my blood, I can feel it. Quick.
Hippogriff."

They jumped onto the creatures' backs and flew to
Rut'Theran Village. They looked at each other. Ariciel
wasn't feeling well, either. Bearwalker changed to his
Cheetah-form, waited for Ariciel and they ran off side
by side, through the portal, straight to the Temple of the
Moon, where they changed back and clamped on to the
first Priest they could find.

"Quick! Cleanse!" Bearwalker was shivering, and so 
was Ariciel. The priest took one look at them, and 
wasting no time, cast heavy spells of cleansing on the



both of them. Ariciel took deep breaths as the filthy
feeling was driven from her. She closed her eyes,
suddenly shaking with fear. She looked at Bearwalker.

"For Elune's sake, what was that?"

"Zombie plague. Now that takes me back. We
haven't had that since I was a young boy." Suddenly,
he frowned. "Right. No more pissing about. I'm going
right to the top. Follow me."

Bearwalker walked up the stairs, and was admitted to
see a woman of uncommon beauty and power. Ariciel
stayed well back. She knew the woman's name.
Tyrande Whisperwind, high-priestess of Elune. The
tales wound about her were extraordinary. She had
single-handedly beaten back hordes of Undead,
betrayed by one in whom she had put all her trust.
Bearwalker bowed his head before her, and spoke to
her in whispers. At one point he turned to Ariciel,
asking for the samples, which she produced hurriedly.
Tyrande Whisperwind held them up to the light, studied
them. A worried look appeared on her face. She looked
on Bearwalker.

"You were right to bring this to my attention, 
Mathrengyl Bearwalker. I thank you. Now return to the 
Cenarion Enclave and prepare. The Scourge is upon



us."

"Is it talking yet?"

Mareva looked round the table. Old Bannog looked
like a ghost of his former self, weathered and beaten.
Gerrig shook his head. Mareva sniffed, and pulled up
her mask. Sometimes she wondered whether she
should go for a full face mask, but her forehead and
eyes were still alright. Poor Stetson hadn't been as
lucky. Whenever she closed her eyes, she could see
the dying expression on his face as she shot him with
her lightning bolts. It had been better than watching him
turn into a zombie. And these Humans were being nice
to one of the causes of her loss. Bannog the Younger
looked at her grimly, rubbing the stump of his right arm.
The Scourge had taken its toll on all of them.

"No. Don't know what he could tell us if he wanted."

"Let's see what we can do."

She walked down the stairs, leaning on her staff. She
came down to the dungeons. There were now two cells
where they could hold prisoners. One of them was
empty. The other wasn't. She gave the soldiers a short
look.



"Get lost."

The soldiers looked at her, then hurried up the stairs,
glad to be out of the place. Mareva walked up to the
metal bars, and looked at the prisoner. It was sitting on
the ground, back against the wall. Mareva
concentrated, and shot it with a lightning bolt.

 

The Orc woke up, and found he couldn't move. His
arms and legs were tied to the bars. He tried to pull
himself free. Useless. He looked at the figure in front of
him. A slender from, wearing robes and a mask.

"You have one chance. Speak."

"I know nothing!"

Mareva tilted her head.

"As you wish."

She rubbed her fingers, trying to get the movement
back into them. The healers had done what they could,
but the effects remained. Still, the mind was what
counted. She stepped forward, and laid her fingers on
the Orc's temples. Concentrated. Let go.

The Orc screamed. Kept on screaming. His muscled 
bulged, and strained fruitlessly against the bonds. He 
shook his head, trying to get the blue hell-woman's



fingers away from him. Mareva looked at him intently,
took her fingers away.

"The difficult thing is to do this softly. If I let go too
much, I could kill you. It is an interesting mental
exercise. I have to keep my anger under control, or you
die. Are you ready?"

With some effort, she straightened her fingers, then
put them back on the Orc's temples, moving up a bit to
get a fresh patch of skin. The Orc screamed again.

There was a great blow to her side, and she fell over.
Bannog stood over her.

"If I still had my right arm, you would not be
conscious now."

"Why do you stop me? I am trying to make it talk."

Old Bannog looked at her, with a calm expression on
his face that was worse than anger.

"Not having him talk is an inconvenience. Introducing
torture to Caer Bannog will destroy us."

"I am already destroyed," said Mareva, pulling down
her mask. White teeth showed through a hole in her
right cheek. "I do not care what I have to do to get my
revenge."

"Then do it outside. Leave."



Mareva scowled at Old Bannog, pulling her mask
back up.

"As you wish. Come, Ariciel. We are no longer
welcome here."

Her Night-elf friend was looking at her, eyes wide
open, a horrified expression on her face. Slowly, she
shook her head. Mareva shook with anger. With a great
cry, she raised herself to her full height, and changed to
her Ghost-wolf form. Ahh. This still worked! She ran up
the stairs. Old Bannog looked at his son, who nodded.
Mareva ran out of the gate as Bannog reached the top
of the stairs. He whistled at the archers, pointed at the
running shape and drew his hand across his throat.
Bows twanged.

 

With a cry, Mareva woke up to see the worried face
of Stetson looking down on her. His hand was on her
shoulder. She looked into his eyes and laid her hand on
his arm.

"Do not die, Hunter S'dezo'Houn. Don't ever die."

"I don't intend to. Let's move."



"More bloody zombies! Too many for us." Lenna fired
more firebolts, and pushed Bieslook behind her.

"Quick then. Get indoors. Bar the windows. Trixie!
Abort! Come back here, we're going to ground!"

The Gnome Warrior girl turned round and ran to her
parents, sheathing her sword. Nix was already closing
the shutters and dropping the bars. Trixie ran into the
house, followed by more zombies. The door closed,
and the zombies started banging on it in their typical
mindless way. Griggin rubbed his hands.

"Right. Those creeps are going to find out why I
called myself Steambender. House defenses up!"

He checked the manometer on the boiler, which was
well into the red. About time to use all that power. He
turned a valve, and there were agonized cries outside
as super-heated steam boiled the flesh off the zombies.
Griggin peered through the observation hatch and
laughed at the stack of clean bones lying on the
ground.

"Hah! Do you like it, you nasty corpses? Have a taste
of Steambender's Patent Doorstep Steriliser!"

Nix grinned. "It's almost a shame that it started out as 
Steambender's Relaxing Steam Bath. With better 
product placement, we could still have been in



Ironforge."

"Vastly overrated place," said Griggin. "Stormwind is
where the money is these days. Ironforge is so full of
cranks and pipes that you can hardly move without
hitting one of them. Stormwind is much better."

"Keep telling yourself that, Dad. Someday you'll
believe it. At least there's no zombies in Ironforge."

Griggin shook his head at his eldest offspring.

"I reckon these bloody zombies are everywhere. And
it's only getting worse. We're in for a big cave-in. Better
get out the shovels."

Ariciel lay back on the mattress in Lirael's place.
Lirael was making tea.

"I'm alright really. You priests are fantastic. I will
certainly consider you when next I need cleansing of
zombie plague."

"Shush," said Lirael. "Tea's almost ready. Lie back.
Relax."

Ariciel did, with a smile. It had been carefully 
explained to her what would have happened if 
Bearwalker hadn't had the wits to get them to the 
Temple. It would certainly have ruined her hair. She



watched Lirael as she poured two steaming cups, and
handed one to her. She blew on the hot liquid.

"Thanks."

"Well, it's only fitting. We don't all get invited into the
presence of Tyrande Whisperwind."

"Hah. Bearwalker invited himself, and I tagged along.
She seemed worried."

"That scares me," sais Lirael. "High Priestess
Whisperwind can vaporise armies of zombies. If she's
worried, we're in for rough weather. But at least, you're
home now."

Ariciel looked at Lirael through the tea-vapours. Was
she? She was away from Bannog. That didn't feel
home-like. Well, she wouldn't be going anywhere for a
while. Bearwalker had promised to upgrade her Wrath
for her, anyway. She burnt her tongue on her tea. She
would write to Bannog. Her eyes gleamed.

"Hey Lirael."

"Hmm?"

"Mind if I invite my boyfriend over? Not now.
Sometime."

Lirael raised her eyebrows, looking as innocent as an
Elven priestess can look. "Whatever for?"



"Teach him to sing."

Lirael laughed.

"Sure." Lirael pointed at Ariciel. "One thing though,
I'm not spending the night in that patch of wood of
yours."

"I'm sure Arador wouldn't mind putting you up for the
night."

"You won't let me watch then?"

Ariciel laughed, almost spilling her tea.

"Bannog would have a fit! Especially if you gave
helpful advice!" She sipped her tea. "Almost worth it.
But no. Are you sure it's alright? We can find
somewhere else if you'd rather..."

"Oh, ask him. It'll be good to see the big lug again. I'll
make a discreet exit if you start dropping clothes."

"I love you forever."

"That means dinner's on you?"

"Yes."

"Another two! Draenei. Serious!"

"Take them to Father Brendynn. Quick! The male
looks like he's collapsing and he's heavy!"



There was an old man, wearing a black tabard with a
white sunrise painted on it. It was the device of the
Argent Dawn. They were a busy lot these days. The
day of their testing was at hand. Soon, they would fulfill
their destiny or perish along with the rest of the world.
Meanwhile, they healed those who had been afflicted
by the plague, and slew those who had succumbed to
it. These two were in bad shape, but not yet beyond
help. He concentrated, casting the familiar spells of
cleansing and healing. He smiled. They would wake up,
healed. Their flesh had not yet started to putrify, which
was good. What state their minds would be in, was
anyone's guess. Father Brendynn sighed. It was
possible, of course, even likely, that they would run into
more of these Scourge zombies. But not tonight. He
closed his eyes and prayed for them to the Light.

 

Mareva woke up. She'd expected to be dead by now, 
and she wasn't. She looked round, and tears welled up 
in her eyes as she saw Stetson lying asleep on the next 
bed. She studied his face. He looked peaceful, 
breathing regularly. Her pack was at the foot end of the 
bed. She opened it, looking for clothes. She smiled as 
she saw the shirt Ariciel had given her. Not yet, but



soon.

"I made a promise," said Stetson, "To shoot myself if
ever I started to comment on how beautiful you look.
So I won't."

Mareva looked over her shoulder, with a smile. "And
rightly so. Why waste your breath on stating the
obvious if you can better use it for other things?"

Stetson swung his big hooves out of bed, walked
over to Mareva and wrapped his arms round her,
completely ignoring the fact that she wasn't in fact
wearing very much at all, simply enjoying the feel of her
arms round him. He pulled her tighter.

"Each day is a blessing."

Old Bannog sat behind his desk, staring at the letter. 
He'd known immediately that it was bad news. Not only 
was it from one of Florence's vague float-in-the-sky 
friends, but it had been brought to him by that Warlock 
girl Florence had taken in. Opening the letter and 
reading it had confirmed his suspicions. With slow 
movements, he picked up the bottle and refilled his 
glass with the fortified wine he kept for occasions such 
as these. As he put the cork back on, he guessed that



there were maybe three or four glasses left in the
bottle. So Florence was no more. No more tea parties
smothered in incense and drowned in horrible herbal
tea. He read the letter again. Old Bannog took a deep
breath. This sort of message was getting all to familiar
at his age. There's not many of us left. Not many at all.
He picked up his glass, swirled round the wine and held
it up.

"Here's to you, Flo, you daft old bat."

He drained his glass, walked to the window and
looked out. It was dark outside, but clear, and the stars
were out. Zombie plague. In Stormwind. Hadn't he
earned a bit of rest after all these years? Apparently
not. He sighed. He might not have much longer in this
world, but he'd be damned if he didn't at least try to
make sure that his sons had clean earth to till.
Tomorrow he'd meet with the leader of the Orcs, if that
pillock of an Orc had managed not to drop the letter in
a ditch somewhere. And then, we'll see.



Part 9: Clouds gather

Nobody knew where they came from. They just 
looked up into the skies, and there they were, hanging 
perfectly still, supported by nothing visible. A large 
stone structure, with a square bottom and a triangular 
roof, On large chains hung great crystals, which 
glowed. As the citizens of Stormwind looked up into the 
sky, the crystals lit up and spat bolts of angry purple 
light in various directions. Griggin Steambender 
adjusted the knobs on his telescope, and examined the 
improbable object, swearing quietly under his breath. 
They had been glad to see the last of the plague 
zombies. Partly due, he noted with some pride, to his 
own inventions. Never throw away any ideas, that was 
his motto. Today's disaster can be tomorrow's glorious 
victory. This was something new,though. It would be 
bad. He couldn't see where the blobs of light were 
landing, but he'd probably be forced to find out if he 
wanted to be at least half-way prepared. He frowned. 
This time, Lenna and Bieslook would not be coming 
with. For all her power, Bieslook was still a child, and 
Lenna needed to look after her. Nix and Trixie could



look after themselves, especially if they had Griggin's
expert advice to help them. He dismounted his
telescope and folded up the tripod, whistling a little
monotonous tune between his teeth. Time to bring in
the team. He walked into the house and called for his
unruly children.

"Nix! Trixie! Field trip. We're going to find out what's
with those flashes of light."

Trixie looked up from her copy of "The green hills of
Stranglethorn".

"Why?"

"Well, firstly, because I want to know if it's anything
likely to come bothering us here, and secondly... Can
you guess?" Nix sighed.

"Because you say so."

"There! And they say you can't teach kids anything
these days. Suit up, my little sprouts."

Trixie dog-eared the page she was reading and
dropped the book under her chair. With a put-upon look
on her face, she trudged over to the room she shared
with Bieslook and started putting on her plate. Nix
rolled up the blueprint he was working on and stowed it
in a cupboard. Then, he put on his leather armour.



"Dad, any idea what we're facing?"

"Not a clue. Judging by recent experience, Undead
will feature. Pack lots of medical supplies. If we come
back as zombies, your mum will never talk to us again.
We leave in thirty minutes."

"What the hell is that?" Stetson pointed into the sky.
Mareva looked along his arm.

"It looks like a pyramid of some kind. There ought to
be laws against things like this!"

"You know, I think there are. Gravity springs to
mind."

Mareva dug out her long-view and peered at the
object. "Can't see any evidence of engines. Bloody
magic again. I hate mages."

Father Brenndyn joined them. He only needed one
look.

"May the Light protect us. It's a Scourge necropolis."

Mareva looked at him. "Necro-polis. Dead-city. That
does not sound like a happy place."

"Correct. We are enjoying the special attention of
one of the Lich-king's batallions."

Stetson cracked his knuckles in a disconcerting way.



"So. What do we do?"

"We go out there," said Father Brennwyn, "and we
kill whatever comes out. Priests and Paladins of the
Light will have a field day." He grinned. "Time to get
holy on their arses!"

Mareva scowled.

"I do not like Undead. Nobody should walk round
without a pulse."

"Well, there's likely to be enough for the lot of us.
Feel free to try a few, we won't mind."

Father Brenndyn picked up a nasty looking pole arm,
and summoned his war-horse.

"I'm off. See you there, if the Light wills it."

"Come and have a go if ye think ye're hard enough!"

A small figure was running round, kicking a zombie 
here, a ghoul there, and miscellaneous other Undead 
for good measure. Soon, he had a string of them in 
tow, growling and screeching. With a big grin on his 
face, Korenwolf ran towards Peterselie, Kaylad, and 
their son, Tanque, who were waiting, weapons at the 
ready. Korenwolf almost disappeared under a mountain 
of foul-smelling creatures. With great sweeping strikes,



he swung round his axe. Many of the zombies hit him,
then burned themselves on his Retribution Aura.
Kaylad stood a little to one side, shooting healing spell
after healing spell at Korenwolf, while Peterselie
concentrated her healing on Tanque. With a great
shout, Korenwolf lopped the head off the last of the
Scourge scum, and stood still, breathing hard, as the
last few heals by Kaylad removed the last of his
wounds. He reached into his pocket for a bottle of blue
potion. These heavy fights were taxing on even his
mana pool.

"Mana break first, and then we hit the spellcasters."

Tanque nodded. He was the spitting image of his
father, except that he wore different armour, having
earned it in different places from his family.

"Better go a bit easy, Wolf," said Kayla. "I can't do
another Laying On of Hands for at least another twenty
minutes."

"Hah! I felt that one! It was a good one, and just in
time, too."

Peterselie was using a sword and shield these days.
She held up her sword, checking it for notches or other
damage.



"Ye gods! Do ye think that dying is something that
only happens to other people?"

"Has so far," said Korenwolf. "My heart is pure. My
faith is strong. My wife is capable as well as beautiful. I
need not fear."

"Ye're a mad fucker," said Peterselie.

"That, too." Korenwolf grinned, tossed away his
empty bottle and pointed at one of the sorcerers,
whose attention was completely fixed on the floating
purple crystal that had spawned all these undead,
blissfully unaware of what was to come. A steady
stream of purple light ran between the sorcerer's hand
and the crystal.

"Right. That bastard is not so tough, but he'll call in
one of his little friends. As soon as he does, I'll get it
and leave Tanque to finish off the sorcerer. Then, do
what comes naturally."

"We will destroy the forces of evil," said Tanque.

"Yes dear," said Kaylad. "Just try not to aggro them
off your dad, it upsets him."

Korenwolf's eyes shone. "Hah! Ready everyone?"

There was a round of ayes. Korenwolf ran at the 
sorcerer and gently prodded him with his large



battle-axe. As clothies went, these were pretty tough,
but opposing him was the compact pack of pure
aggression that was Korenwolf. The first assault
combined a disembowelling stroke of the axe with Holy
Fire. The sorcerer tried casting Shadow magic at
Korenwolf, which ran from him like water off a duck.
Just before Wolf's axe split his skull in two, he gave a
great high-pitched shriek, and the real enemy
approached.

It appeared out of nowhere, a shadowy, ghost-like 
form. It seemed to cry out, though nobody could see 
where the noise came from. Korenwolf and Tanque ran 
at it, sword and axe ready. The counter-attack was 
terrible. It threw back Tanque and even Korenwolf 
seemed to be affected. He cried out in pain, blood 
streaming from a head wound, into his eyes. Tanque 
rolled over twice, then struggled to his feet. Kaylad 
responded immediately. She didn't bother with the 
small, subtle healing spells that would keep the enemy 
from noticing her. Korenwolf's form shone with a pure 
light and wounds and blood were erased from it. He 
wasted no time, and charged forward with a vicious 
two-handed axe-stroke. Peterselie raised her hands in 
the air and cast healing spells at Tanque. The figure



took the attack without much effort. Kaylad braced
herself as the creature's gaze settled on her. It glided
over to her, fists raised for a killing blow.

Korenwolf wasn't having any of it. Nobody touched
his beloved wife and lived. With a great cry and
righteous fury, he ran at the ghostly shape and slashed
it with his axe, magical light shimmering on its edge.
That brought the creature's attention back to Korenwolf.
Korenwolf and his son kept beating on the shadowy
form, until suddenly, it heaved a great sigh, raised its
arms into the air and disappeared, leaving only a small,
dark globe. Tanque picked it up.

"Hey look! It was carrying Netherweave cloth. And a
big sword. Who wants it?"

Three hands went up. Korenwolf shook his head.

"I'll pass. Roll for it if you want."

Peterselie produced her dice, and the Paladins took
turns. Peterselie rolled a five, Tanque a three and
Kaylad a four.

"It's yours."

Peterselie picked up the sword and examined it.

"Hmm. It's not really better than what I have now. I'll
drop it on a merchant if nobody else wants it."



"Stick it on the auction house," said Kaylad. "We're
never short of fools eager to give us their money."

"Could do. Right. Next sorcerer?"

Korenwolf was already running.

 

Evening fell. Korenwolf rattled a stack of necrotic
tokens in his pocket. These were worn by the Scourge
minions by way of identification.

"Right. If I get more of these tokens, I'll start walking
in circles from the weight. What say we head over to
Light's Hope Chapel and turn these in? It's about time
our efforts were appreciated."

Kaylad and Peterselie made no reply. They were
asleep on their feet. Tanque's eyes lit up.

"Can't you get the Undead Slayer's armour from
them? I like those pauldrons!"

"Aye, lad. Aren't you glad now I made you pick them
up?"

"Armour is good. It keeps you alive."

"Right. Mount up, ladies! We're off to the Eastern
plaguelands!"



Mareva and Stetson watched Father Brendynn at the
job he was meant to do: destroy many Scourge
Undead. Though he was not technically a Priest or
even a paladin, his spells proved most effective against
the oncoming Scourge creatures. Great arcs of
lightning flew from his hands, and any animated corpse
that came near him was turned to dust and ashes, until
there were none left. With the last of the Scourge gone,
he turned round, and smiled at Mareva and Stetson.
They had come along to help, but felt somewhat
surplus to requirements. Father Brendynn smiled at
them.

"It's nice to see that my attunement is working."

Mareva stared at him in awe. "That was most
efficacious. You hardly need our help for this."

"Ah, but we do, my child, we do. We can't be
everywhere at the same time and heal those afflicted
by the plague as well. If you are eager to make yourself
useful, find a place called the Eastern Plaguelands. In
it, you will find a church called Light's Hope Chapel. If
you talk to the people of the Argent Dawn there, they
will be able to find you some work."

Mareva gave Stetson a look. The big hunter smiled,
nodded.



"Right. We will go there. I should still have the flight
point."

Stetson blinked. "You've been there before?"

"It is a nasty disease-infected region. Of course I
have. As it turned out, it was nothing to do with
Exodar's fate."

"Want me to beat up your bosses?"

"Oh my love, you do tempt me. But they are all the
way over on Exodar. It would not be worth the trip."

"Whereas fighting more Undead is? I've said this
before, Mareva, and I'll say it again. I worry about you."

Mareva gave Stetson a hug. "To repay these Argent
Dawn people for healing us."

"I know. Off we go then."

They said their goodbyes to Father Brendynn,
mounted Stetson's elekk and rode for Gadgetzan.

Old Bannog was sitting on a bench, at a table, in one 
of the small deserted villages in Redridge that had 
fallen to the wars. The place didn't have a roof left to 
speak of, but some of the furniture was still intact. He'd 
had his son set up a table and two benches, then told 
his men to stay back a bit, though not actually to hide.



As his opponent would expect there to be a bit of a
retinue, having them out of sight completely would only
make him suspicious. Old Bannog smiled. Well, it
would make him suspicious. No way of telling what
would make an Orc suspicious. His son was standing
behind him, arms crossed, in a classic protector stance.
Gerrig was out there somewhere, preventing surprises
with the rest of the men.

"Think they'll show up, Father?"

"Yes. One way or another. Let's hope that they are
inclined to some civil discussion."

"Well, Gerrig will shout if they decide not to be civil."

"And we'll run like mad." Old Bannog reached in his
pocket for his pipe. "At my age. I really hope not."

 

There was a whistle coming from outside and Old
Bannog looked up. Ah. Action. The door opened and a
large Orc walked in. Young Bannog smiled.

"Gorm Bladebreaker. You're higher up in the
organisation than I thought. My apologies for
underestimating you."

The Orc's eyes quickly scanned the room, looking for
trouble. Then his eyes settled on Bannog the Younger.



"Likewise, Bannog Mage-killer. If I'd realised who you
were, I might have killed you after all."

"But you did not, and here we are."

"Yes." He stepped back to the door, and called out.
In walked an Orc. He was wearing only light chainmail.
One of his tusks had snapped off at some point in the
past, and he had a short white beard. He gave Old
Bannog a slow, calculating look. Old Bannog gestured
towards the bench opposite him. The old Orc sat down.

"Good morning. My name is Bannog the Elder." He
pointed his hand at his son. "This is Bannog the
younger."

"Are all Humans at your castle called Bannog?" The
old Orc's voice was deep, but clear. Old Bannog
smiled.

"Family tradition. Those called Bannog are supposed
to go out and make a name for the castle. So far, it
seems to have worked."

"I am Gharash, Under-chief of the Blackrock Clan.
Why have you called me here? I don't believe it is to
surrender to me."

"Ah. Yes. I'm afraid I had to mislead your warrior a 
bit. He might not have delivered the message 
otherwise." Old Bannog smiled. "Warriors. All strength



and stamina. Intellect? Who needs it?"

Gharash laughed. "Creative thinking is not
encouraged in our warriors either." His eyes found Old
Bannog's. "It does not help with efficiency in killing
Humans."

"Couldn't have that, could we? Why have you
stopped attacking us?"

"Orders. What else? Surely, you have noticed the
new arrivals?"

Old Bannog nodded. "Zombies. They ran amok in
Stormwind. Killed lots of people. Turned them. They're
not with your lot, then?"

Gharash looked disgusted. "We wish to kill the lot of
you and live well off your lands. They are already dead.
They want everybody else to die as well. What they
want then, I cannot begin to think."

"Hmm." Old Bannog ran his hand through his beard,
staring at Gharash. "I thought so. So what we have
here is a common enemy."

Gharash nodded. "That would appear to be true. I
have been ordered not to waste more warriors fighting
you. Mind you." Gharash smiled grimly. "Warriors
wasted defending ourselves are not wasted."



"I beg to differ, but let's not let our different
philosophies spoil the morning. I have up to now sent
out patrols hunting for Orcs. I can stop those patrols, if
you would agree to make them unnecessary. That
would free us both up to battle this new threat."

"Can we trust you?"

"Of course not. But we can always go back to fighting
each other while the Scourge waits and mops up
whoever is left. Neither of us wants the Scourge to win,
Chief Gharash. It makes sense to concentrate on
combatting these newcomers."

Gharash nodded slowly. "I agree. Then let it be so. I
will order my Warriors not to hunt more Humans until
the Scourge is defeated. After that, we will see. You will
stop your warriors from bothering us."

Old Bannog took a deep breath. Then, he held out
his hand across the table. After a moment's hesitation,
Gharash took it.

"We are agreed." He stood up. "I assume you will
seek counsel in the Eastern Plaguelands?"

"I may. In the name of those who would have died, I
thank you."

"They may still die, Bannog the Elder. The Scourge
is no trivial enemy. Take good counsel. Good bye."



Gharash jerked his head at Gorm Bladebreaker, who
checked the door, then nodded at his master. They left.
Old Bannog took a deep breath, then looked at his son.

"Well. It would seem we have just found a little peace
from this particular enemy. Let's go back to the castle
and talk this over with Gerrig."

 

"What did he mean, seek counsel in the Eastern
plaguelands?" asked Gerrig

"I think there's a chapel there. Let me see." Old
Bannog walked to one of the bookshelves and pulled
out a volume. He rifled through its pages, then pointed.
"Light's hope chapel. Under the management of a
group called the Argent Dawn. Militant group, dedicated
to combatting Undead of many denominations." He
snapped the book shut, then looked at his sons. "I think
they would be a useful lot to go and talk to.
Volunteers?"

Bannog raised his hand. "I volunteer Gerrig."

"Ha ha. You leave tomorrow."

"Ariciel! I have a job for you. Gets you lots of silver 
and maybe I'll throw in a few free spell upgrades as



well."

Ariciel grinned. "Dire bear?"

"You couldn't. Don't worry about that, you'll learn
when you're ready. If I gave you the spell now, it
wouldn't give you anything you don't already have.
Right. About the job."

Ariciel pulled up a chair, and sat down. Bearwalker
continued.

"It's going to involve some travelling, to the Eastern
Plaguelands. There's a church there called the Light's
Hope Chapel. In it are the people of the Argent Dawn,
who have been watching these zombies since their
organisation was first created, so they have the
information we need."

"So you want me to go there end get the information
they spent centuries gathering? They'll like that!"

"Well, kind of. You are to establish rapport with them.
Perhaps do a couple of quests for them. Build up a little
reputation, so that we can be sure that the Cenarion
Circle has a few friends within the Argent Dawn."

"Hmm. That sounds like I'll be there a while."

"True, unless they don't like you and throw you out."
Bearwalker grinned. "So try to be likable."



"Hah. I'm pretty. What more do they want?"

"Kick some serious Undead arse, I'd say. They do
little else, so you probably won't outshine their experts,
but if you pull your weight and perhaps heal some of
them, then you'll be fine."

"I'm specced for feral and balance. You want Mira for
restoration."

"True, and I'll have a word with her as well. She may
join you there, but she's got other things to think of as
well, so you'll probably be our main contact there."

Ariciel nodded. "Alright then. Oh. How do I get those
wonderful spell upgrades that you were promising me?"

"Oh, you'll be back here every month or so. Who
knows? Maybe I'll travel out. Hasn't happened in a
century, mind, but we can always hope."

"They don't let you out much, do they?"

"Sadly, no. Arch-druid Staghelm is of the opinion that
I'm at my best teaching young Druids to prod buttock. I
suppose I can see his point, but it's a bit disappointing
sometimes. So if you're out there in the
disease-infested plaguelands, I have a valid excuse to
travel out once in a while."

"Hm. When do I leave?"



"Soon, but not instantly. We need some more
information first."

"Want me to write Redridge to find out if they have
anything?"

"Can't hurt."

Griggin and Nix were running, carrying Trixie
between them. The silly, brave girl had come rushing to
the defense of her father when Thuljuk was finally
beaten and the Scourge Minions came looking for
Griggin's blood. She'd taken a heavy beating, but
succeeded in destroying the Scourge creatures.
Luckily, these particular ones were not infecting anyone
with the Zombie Plague.

"Right Son. That's far enough. Get out the medikit."

They laid down Trixie carefully. She opened her eyes
briefly.

"They gone?"

"Yes, my dear. We got them all. Easy now. Let Nix
see to your hurts."

Trixie winced with pain, then smiled.

"I kicked arse."



"Shh. Don't try to talk." Griggin held her in his arms,
smiled at her. "Yes, you did. You're the best."

Trixie smiled, and closed her eyes. Nix unsnapped
the catches on her armour and took it off. With quick
movements, he applied Netherweave bandages to
Trixie's wounds, trying not to look too worried for her.

"I hate to think of the repair bill for this one, Dad."

Griggin gave him a look, realising that Nix wasn't
talking about gold. Trixie looked in a bad way.

"I know, Son. Get her fit for travel and we'll get her
home."

"They don't seem to move outside the area. And
there's lots of big warriors and paladins ready to get
them."

"Good. They're useful for something after all."

Trixie had closed her eyes, and was whimpering
quietly. Nix looked at her face, pale and drawn.

"She needs a proper healer, Dad. Not just these
plasters."

"We'll get her to one of these Argent Dawn people.
They'll know what to do. Ready?"

"Ready as I can be."

"Good. Well done, Son. Move out."



 

The Argent Dawn priest took a look at the small
Gnome Warrior, and laid his hand on her forehead.
Power flowed from him, and Trixie's small body glowed
with a pure, white light. With her eyes still closed, she
took a deep breath, then sighed with relief as her hurts
were removed. She slept on with a smile on her face.
Griggin's eyes filled with tears, and he looked up at the
large Human priest.

"Thank you for healing my daughter. How can we
repay you?"

The priest smiled. "There is no need to pay me.
Healing is my calling, and my reward is to see the
wounded rise again. Still, if you would undertake it, you
could visit my brethren at Light's Hope Chapel. My
heart tells me that they will need the help of all kinds,
large and small. Even of those who wield the dark
magic of the Warlock."

Griggin bowed his head. "Then to Light's Hope
Chapel we will go, and assist them in whatever way we
can."

Nix grinned. "Let's hope they don't have any central
heating yet. We're shit hot on central heating!"



The priest laughed. "I know of one lady there who
would bear your children for the mere idea."

Griggin frowned. "My children do not need bearing.
They can walk perfectly well on their own. She'll have
to think of something else."

"Gate! Incoming visitor! Lady Ariciel by the looks of
it!"

Gerrig put his hands to his mouth. "Well let her in,
then!"

The guard turned the windlass that raised the
portcullis, wondering out loud why he hadn't thought of
that, and thanking Gerrig for his guidance.
Quartermaster laughed.

"When we want your opinion, we'll ask for it, my lad.
Keep going."

The yellow spotted cheetah ran under the gate.
Magic flowed, and there stood the slender form of
Ariciel. Quartermaster walked out to her with a smile,
holding out his hand.

"Welcome back, Lady. If you've come looking for
Bannog, I'm afraid you've missed him. He left for Light's
Hope Chapel three days ago."



Ariciel shook the old man's hand.

"That's a shame. Still, I've got a quest to go there as
well."

"But not tonight, I hope. Dinner's already over, but
I'm sure the kitchen could manage something for you.
And you always run better on a good night's sleep."

"That would be lovely, thank you."

 

Ariciel was lying back in Bannog's bed, hands behind
her head, staring at the ceiling, thinking of him, when
there was a knock on the door. It opened and in walked
Selena.

"Hiya. Mind if I join you? For a bit only. Need a break
from Puissance."

"Sure," said Ariciel.

"Well, move over, bright eyes." Ariciel giggled and
shifted over.

"Get in, short-ears," she said. "How's our Warlock
girl?"

Selena frowned. "Well, she's not a bundle of laughs 
at the best of times, but these last few days, she's been 
one long, drawn-out drink of misery. We daren't let her 
sleep on her own." She sighed. "Mind you, given what



happened to Aunt Flo, she's got an excuse, so I'm
giving her a bit of room. But enough is enough. She's
under my strict orders not to kill herself in a way that
makes a mess of my bedroom." Selena snuggled up
closer to Ariciel. "I'm glad you're here, even for a while."

Ariciel stroked Selena's hair, then resumed staring at
the ceiling.

"I still think that girl needs to get laid."

"Well, can't help her there."

Ariciel closed her eyes, and smiled.

"Sure you can. If I can, so can you."

There was a moment's silence, and Ariciel's eyes
slammed open, realising what she'd said. Oh damn!
This sort of thing always happened when she started
feeling at home somewhere. She glanced at Selena,
hoping she'd missed it. Not a chance. Selena turned
round slowly to her.

"You've done it with girls? Eww! Squick!"

Ariciel glanced at Selena's face. She didn't seem to
be panicking.

"It's not 'Eww'. Neither is it 'Squick'. It's nice. Boys
are always so eager to prove what great lovers they
are. Girls just give you what they have, take or leave."



Selena raised her eyebrows. "Do all Elf girls do it
with other girls? And what do you do with a girl,
anyway?"

"Well, from my limited experience of Other girls, you
find nice bits of skin and stroke them. We use magic, of
course, which you can't do unless we help you a little."

Selena sniffed. "'Riciel?"

"Selena?"

"I have a thing I do for Elves, to help them in their
dealings with Humans."

Ariciel looked round at her apprehensively.

"What?"

"Whenever they're being unbearably smug..." Selena
gave Ariciel a prod in the ribs. "I hit them. For their own
good."

Ariciel chuckled, relieved that Selena was taking the
latest revelation so well. She might not get thrown out
of the castle in disgrace after all.

"Hey. We've stopped calling you 'Mortals'. Anyway, 
to answer your first question, no, not all girls do." She 
smiled up at the ceiling. "I do. So does my girlfriend 
Lesta in Auberdine, obviously. Lirael, I've never asked. 
I think she mostly does boys unless the right girl comes



along and the right mood strikes her. My sister was
very much a boys-only person. In fact, the only time
she's ever done it with a girl was right after she'd got rid
of her boyfriend of the time." Ariciel sneered. "Good
thing too."

"What? Elves don't have perfect boyfriends?"

Ariciel gave Selena a vague smile. "Elven boyfriends
can be bigger rotters than you Humans could ever
imagine."

Selena giggled and punched Ariciel in the side.

"What'd he done?"

"Hm. I forget the details, but basically, he'd lied to her
about something important. Berciel made Puissance
look positively exuberant."

"Hey. If you don't want to talk about your sister..."

Ariciel shook her head. "Don't worry. It's a happy
memory, actually. Lesta came in, took one look at her,
grabbed her by the scruff of her neck and took her to
her own place." Ariciel smiled.

"They demolished a huge bowl of strawberries, and a
bottle of wine, and they had a good long round of 'all
men is bastards'. Then Lesta seduced Berciel."

"What? And you didn't mind?"



"It was a very sweet thing for Lesta to do, really.
Berciel was singing the next morning. No wonder.
She'd spent all night being told how beautiful she was
by the most gorgeous creature you can imagine."

Selena took a swing. Ariciel caught her fist.

"I'm not being a smug Elf! She's my girlfriend. I'm
allowed to gush over her!"

"Oh alright then." Selena studied Ariciel's face. "She
is? You're still with her?"

Ariciel sighed. "Haven't seen her since Mother
spirited us both away. I haven't looked her up." She
swallowed. "I'm a bit afraid to. Bannog more or less told
me he doesn't mind girls he knows and likes, and it
would be so nice to get back to her. But I think it'd hurt
him. Especially if Orin is there too."

"Orin?"

"Boyfriend."

Selena lay back on the pillow, a thoughtful
expression on her face.

"You have complicated lives. Can you really just get
it on with anyone you like?"

"Well, given nobody objects, and everybody likes 
each other, and everybody knows what everybody else



is doing, yeah, you can. Usually."

"Would you do it with me, for instance?" Ariciel
looked at Selena's face. It was a question, not a
request. She sucked in air through her teeth.

"That's not as simple a question as it appears. If you
mean would I do it with someone like you, your age and
all, then yeah, why not?" Ariciel smiled. "Your body is
waking up, and it's fun to show someone what they can
do with all those bits."

Selena scowled. "Oh believe me, it's woken up and
moping around for morning tea."

"Well, I could point out that Elves don't get that, but
you'd just hit me."

"See? Already it's working!"

"Haha. Now if you mean, would I do it with you,
Selena, then I'm afraid the answer is no, nono,
definitely not. I love you to bits and you can have all the
hugs and cuddles you need, but I'm walking on eggs as
it is with you Humans. Bannog would have a fit!"

Selena smiled. "Well, what he doesn't know, doesn't
hurt him."

Ariciel stared at the ceiling.



"Ah," she said. Selena raised herself on an elbow,
surprised at the sharp edge that had suddenly
appeared in the Elf's voice.

"What?"

"So that's how you do it. I've been wondering. I know
that you can't control when you get the hots for
someone. I assume neither can Humans, even though
they are supposed only to take one lover. So you climb
into bed anyway, then pretend to your love that it didn't
happen, and hope to the Light that they don't find out.
Or that your other affair doesn't turn sour and they spill
the beans."

Ariciel turned her luminous eyes on Selena, a serious
expression on her face.

"You think, perhaps, that the most important thing in
a relationship is love? Well, it isn't. It's trust. Being able
to depend on each other."

Ariciel laid her head back down on the pillow.

"I didn't mind Lesta having her night with Berciel,
because she told me the next day. So did Berciel.
Nobody lied, nobody cheated, like that boyfriend of
hers. Lesta didn't talk to us about it beforehand,
because it was a spur-of-the-moment thing, and you
can't plan that. So everybody was fine."



The Elf turned her gaze back to Selena.

"I've told you things tonight that I wouldn't like to tell
Bannog. I might foul up, there'd be misunderstandings
and people'd get hurt. But I love him like I've never
loved anyone else, and there's nothing I wouldn't tell
him if he asked me. And there's nothing I'd do that I
wouldn't want him to find out about."

Selena swallowed. "Sorry. I didn't mean it."

"Oh, I know," said Ariciel, smiling. "I'm not even sure
you'd enjoy it anyway. You look like a boys-only kind of
girl. Find a nice one. Oh. If you can, pick one with some
experience for your first time. Nothing worse than
having two clueless people fumbling about."

Selena lay back, putting her hands behind her head.

"I'm going to save myself for my husband. He'll be
my first, experienced or not. The first time may be
horrible, but that'll improve. I'm not going to run the risk
of getting pregnant before I'm married. That would be
Very Bad."

"Oh yes. I forgot about that. Well, if you manage it,
you're a stronger girl than I am. At least with a girl
you're not running that risk."

Selena smiled at Ariciel. "I can deal with Elf girls 
getting together. Just your strange ways and all that.



But for me, I'd gross out. No offense."

"None taken. It's not everybody's taste even for us."

Selena rolled over to look at Ariciel's face. "You're
going to find it hard, living here. There's all kinds of
stories doing the rounds about Elves. People will talk if
you find a girlfriend here, and are also with Bannog."

"They already talk. We're not married, and still
sleeping in the same bed. Which is against your rules,
but I'm not sleeping in a separate room when we could
both be dead tomorrow. I'm already pushing my luck,
so I'll just have to control myself."

"Hmm. So there's no chance of dropping Puissance
on you, is there? You may not be able to help yourself,
and that'd be a disaster!"

Ariciel grinned. "Nope. Current events aside, I really
don't understand what's the matter with that girl. She
seems to enjoy being morose."

"She's weird. Hanging out with demons will do that to 
you, I suppose. She doesn't look like the kind to 
summon creatures from the Nethers and subject them 
to her will, but still, I've seen her with that imp of hers. 
And she can summon a voidwalker too. Light help us if 
she ever gets a Succubus or something worse." Selena 
sighed, and got out of bed. "I suppose I'd better get



back to her."

"Get up close behind her and nibble her ear if you
can find it," said Ariciel. "Generally works."

Selena laughed. "You raise pushing your luck to an
art-form." She waved. "Night, Ariciel."

"Night, Selena."

 

Ariciel was sitting in the dining hall, with a large bowl 
of porridge, when Selena and Puissance came down. 
Selena grinned and waved, and made for the table, 
pushing Puissance ahead of her. Ariciel took a deep 
breath when she saw the young girl's face. Back in 
Stormwind, her miserable ways had been part of some 
kind of dramatic pose, romantic, dashing, misguided. 
Now, her face looked much, much worse. She'd been 
crying. She looked a hair's breadth away from crying 
again. She sat down opposite Ariciel and Selena put a 
steaming bowl in front of her. She handed Puissance a 
spoon. Puissance stirred her bowl, staring down. Ariciel 
reached over, put her hand on Puissance's arm. She 
looked up. Ariciel gave her a smile. Puissance's 
expression didn't change. Oh my. Ariciel handed 
Puissance the pot of syrup, just to have something to 
do. Puissance accepted it and slowly turned her



attention back to her bowl. Ariciel shot Selena a look,
Selena shrugged. Whatever might have been the
matter with the young Warlock in Stormwind, Ariciel
saw that something much worse had been added to it.
Being careful not to show it, she sighed. What could
she do? She'd be travelling on to Light's Hope Chapel
later today. Puissance was eating at least. Maybe she
could stay for just a bit longer, see what was the matter
with the girl. But not much more.

Puissance pushed her bowl away, half empty. She
made a move to swing a leg over the bench and get up,
but on a sudden impulse, Ariciel put her hand on
Puissance's arm.

"Hey. Selena and I are going on a hunt this morning.
Want to come?"

Selena recovered marvellously, and hardly scowled
at Ariciel at all before smiling.

"Yeah, Puss. We're hunting rabbits with Hugin." She
pointed at Ariciel. "She's got animal shapes. She can
fetch!"

Puissance looked from the one to the other. "I don't
want to..."

"Miss the opportunity to watch an Elven Druid do 
what she does best? She'll be off soon. You may not



get the chance again!"

"I..."

"Excellent! Come on. That dress isn't fit for travelling
in the woods! I've got some clothes you can borrow.
We're about the same size."

Selena flashed a brilliant smile at Ariciel. "Won't be a
minute!" Then, she bent over to the Elf, and in a much
lower voice added: "I'll get you for this."

Ariciel smiled, and poured herself another cup of tea.
"Not a problem. See you in a minute."

 

A few hours later, the girls were running through the
forest. Puissance, for all her moping, was at least
healthy and could keep up with Ariciel and Selena.
Selena was staring up at her bird Hugin, as she
hovered in the air before diving down on some luckless
creature. So far, Hugin had caught half a dozen rabbits
and a small deer. Their packs were getting heavy. They
had made their way south till there was the rush of
water. Selena grinned.

"Stonewatch falls! Now there's a good place for
lunch. You've never been there, have you?"



Ariciel shrugged. Puissance said nothing. They ran
on, East past the waterfall, till they came to a small
lake. With a big grin, Selena dropped her pack, stripped
down to her underwear, ran to the water's edge,
shouting.

"Last one in's a rotten egg!"

Puissance looked disgusted. Ariciel raised her
eyebrows. Selena dove in with a great splash.

"You know," shouted Ariciel, "If we don't go in, you're
last!"

Selena pointed to the other side of the lake, treading
water.

"Perhaps, but the first girl to reach the other end of
the lake doesn't have to clean and dress the rabbits!"
She set off at a confident pace.

Ariciel sat down at the edge of the water, and started
on the rabbits. Puissance stared at Selena.

"C'mon. Sit down. She's enjoying herself. Hungry?"

Puissance started to shake her head, but then 
realised that she was. Ariciel smiled and gave her 
some bread and cheese. In less than five minutes, 
Ariciel had skinned the rabbits and put away the meat. 
The deer took a bit longer, but only because she



wanted to keep the leather for some future
leatherworking project. She looked at Puissance, who
had finished the food already.

"Feel better? I find that going out into the forest
works wonders for cobwebs in the head."

"You don't understand. Nobody does."

"Try me. I know you've lost someone, I can tell."

Puissance looked at her feet. Ariciel smiled.

"You can tell me. I'm a stranger here. I'll be off again
by evening."

"The one I love is dead. I had to kill them. Zombie
plague. So you understand, I don't want to talk about
it."

"I know. Trust me, I do. Family?"

Puissance closed her eyes, took a deep breath.

"Lover," she said, in a whisper.

Ariciel stared out over the lake. Selena had made it
about a third of the way across. Not bad. Lover. Ariciel
felt a pang of regret over remarks she made earlier.
She shouldn't have.

"Been with him a long time?"

Puissance shook her head.

"Just a few weeks, but... I felt good with them."



Ariciel gave Puissance a quizzical look.

"Them? You had more than one? I thought you didn't
do that."

Puissance shook her head, and said nothing for a
while.

"Them as in he, or she."

Ariciel stared at her, mouth open to say something,
but finding no words. Ah. Puissance stared back, eyes
wide open, scared.

"Please, don't tell anyone! Please!" Anger passed
over her face. "I'll set my demons on you if you do."

Ariciel gently touched her hand, smiling.

"Don't worry. I like girls. You're not the only one."

"Yeah, but you're an Elf! All Elves do." Puissance's
shoulders sagged. "If anyone ever found out, they'd..."

Ariciel looked back over the lake, to where Selena's 
head had now progressed to two thirds of the way 
across. She heaved a great sigh. Stupid, stupid 
Humans. Why? What possible harm was there in two 
girls showing affection for each other? And to think that 
Selena thought Elves had complicated lives. Here was 
a girl, just lost her love, and if only it had been a boy 
they'd have been all over her with cups of tea and



sympathy. But now...

"Promise me you won't tell. Please!"

"I promise. Really. I do. I won't tell anyone." Ariciel
suddenly grinned. "See Selena over there? She thinks
she's won. Now watch this!"

Fully clothed, Ariciel ran towards the water's edge.
She took a great leap, and in mid-air changed to her
sea-lion form. With a big splash, she dropped into the
water and shot across the lake. Within a minute, she
had caught up with Selena, leaped out of the water
over her, then shot on to the other side of the lake. She
was back on the Northern bank even before Selena
had decided whether to swim on or not. With a great
leap, Sea lion-Ariciel broke the surface, changed back
into her Elf form and calmly walked back to Puissance,
who was gaping at her. There wasn't a drop of water on
her.

"Think you're strange? You've seen nothing yet!"

Ariciel put her hand on Puissance's shoulder, then
pulled her to her. Puissance looked at her, tears in her
eyes.

"I'm so sorry for your loss," said Ariciel.

 



"You cheated!"

"Yes," said Ariciel, happily.

Selena put her clothes back on, over her wet
underwear.

"I don't suppose there's any food left? I bet Puss ate
it all!"

"Did not! There's plenty left!"

Selena raised her eyebrows, surprised to hear
Puissance speak.

"Well, gimme!"

Ariciel pointed at the rabbits and deer meat. "Well,
it's a bit rare but..."

"Eww. Any bread left?"

Puissance handed her a hunk of bread, and the rest
of the cheese. Selena looked at her face.

"Thank you."

Puissance did something amazing. For the tiniest
moment, her anguished expression faded. It was not a
smile, and it lasted for only the blink of an eye. Then
she turned round, and started wrapping up the meat in
bags.

 



They set off in the direction of the castle, at a
leisurely jog. They came to a clearing in the woods,
when there was a noise to their right and four Orcs
came into view. Ariciel raised her quarterstaff,
gathering up her magic. Puissance took a sharp breath,
then closed her eyes, tilted her head back, raised her
arms to her side and started the chant that would
summon her Voidwalker. Selena took a quick look at
them, then stepped forward.

"Wait! Stop! There's a truce! Don't attack."

Selena scanned the Orcs, looking for the leader.
There didn't seem to be one, so she addressed the
largest one.

"Are you Blackrock? We are of Caer Bannog. By the
promise of Old Bannog and Under-chief Gharash, we
must not fight."

One of the Orcs chuckled.

"Three girls. Sickly pale skins, but still, I think we can
have some fun with them. I bet that Elf screams
prettily."

"Shut up! Didn't you hear? They're Castle people.
They're off. Unless they attack us first."

"We will not attack," said Selena. Puissance had 
finished her chant, and from out of nowhere, the



familiar blue shape of her Voidwalker appeared.

"I do not like this place."

Ariciel smiled at the Orc who had spoken. "We're not
that soft a target, either. Shall we all continue our little
walks?" In a flash, her smile disappeared. "Or we can
allow things to go... wrong."

Her magic flowed, and before anyone could move, a
large bear stood by Selena's side. Bear-Ariciel roared,
making the woods ring. Then she tilted her head
slightly to one side as if to ask, "Well?"

The largest Orc exchanged glances with Selena.
Then he turned round to his friends, and explained
something to them in Orcish. Selena could catch the
name "Gharash" in there several times, and he made
some hand gestures that were perfectly clear even to
her, sheltered life though she had led. Then, he jerked
his head, and the Orcs jogged off with a last nod at
Selena.

Ariciel turned back to her Elf form.

"Well, that could have been a lot worse. Seems
some Orcs have a brain after all. And the desire to
keep it in their skulls."

Selena shook her head.



"Since this Scourge business, we've been leaving
each other alone. Anyone who picks a fight starts the
whole bloody business again. The Orc chief has ways
of dealing with disobedience that he wouldn't use on
his enemies."

Puissance spoke a few words to her Voidwalker, and
the blue shape dissipated. She turned to Ariciel and
Selena.

"To summon him, I used the soul-shard I took from..."
She closed her eyes. Ariciel leapt forward, put her arms
around her. Her hand gently stroked Puissance's hair.
Puissance sobbed, then wailed. Selena rolled her eyes,
and opened her mouth to say something, until she saw
that tears were on Ariciel's cheeks as well. She looked
away, embarrassed, waiting for them to finish.
Eventually, they did. Selena caught Ariciel's eye,
pointed over her shoulder with a thumb. Ariciel nodded,
and they made their way to the castle.

 

"So, what's up with Puss then? You were having a
heart to heart while I was swimming."

"Puissance. It's an Elvish word, meaning 'Power'. A
chosen name."

"Yeah whatever. What's up?"



Ariciel sighed. "She lost someone close to her. Very
close."

"What, Aunt Flo?"

"No, not her. Someone else."

"What? She had a boyfriend? I never knew that!"

Ariciel shook her head. "I promised not to tell."

"Tell what?"

The Elf looked at Selena from under her long
eyebrows, and said nothing.

"Ah right. Well her mother died years ago, when she
was very young. Her father left, which is when Aunt Flo
took her in. Did her father die, then?"

"No. Look, Selena..."

"Didn't think so. She's almost forgotten him, anyway.
So it must have been a boyfriend. Oh my. Perhaps it
was still early days, and he turned into a zombie. That's
awful!"

"How many times do I have to tell you? She told me
a secret. I can keep secrets, even if I don't like them.
So try to get it from her, if you must know. I can tell you
that she needs all the sympathy she can get, and she's
really hurting. So be nice to her."



Selena stared at Ariciel, gears turning in her head
with an almost audible crunch. Suddenly, her mouth
opened.

"Oh my."

Ariciel scowled. "What?"

"Oh my. She didn't have a boyfriend. Boyfriends
aren't that secret. She could just have said that, without
even saying who it was." Selena looked straight at
Ariciel. "Puss had a girlfriend. She likes girls!"

Ariciel kept her face perfectly still, not knowing what
to say or do, realising too late that even that might be a
clue. She needn't have bothered. Selena wasn't looking
at her.

"And I was in bed with her! Oh... my."

Ariciel turned to Selena, as angry at herself for letting
this slip as she was at Selena for being... a stupid
Human.

"So? You were in bed with me! I do girls! What are 
you afraid of? That she might suddenly start licking you 
or something? Like I've been trying to explain to you 
Humans for ages: it does not work that way. Even if 
she did fancy you, she's just lost her lover. She had to 
kill her after she turned into a zombie. Do you think 
she's in any mood to look for another? What she needs



is a shoulder to cry on. A bit of comfort. Someone
telling her that everything is going to be alright.
Someone to understand what she's going through. Is
she getting it? Hell, no! And why not? Because she's
scared stiff that anyone finds out she likes girls! The
worst thing is, she's bloody right to be!"

Selena stared at Ariciel with wide open eyes. She'd
never seen her this angry. Ariciel put her hands on
Selena's shoulders and gave her the full benefit of her
alien stare, luminous eyes, long eyebrows, face
markings. She made herself calm down.

"Look, Selena. I'm sorry for shouting at you, but
Puissance is not a freak. No 'Eww', no 'Squick'. She's a
perfectly nice Human girl, even if her taste in lovers is a
bit off the beaten track. She's been hurt, and she has
nowhere to go with herself. I wish I could stay here and
help her through this, but I have to leave. Please. Don't
give her a hard time. Be nice to her. She needs it."

"But what if she thinks I..."

Ariciel rolled her eyes.

"You say 'No thank you Puissance, I don't do girls.' 
That simple. Not that she will, but if she does, then 
that's what you do. Like I said, she's hurt. Humans 
have lost lovers before. They get help dealing with it.



This is no different. Help her. Please?"

Selena looked up into Ariciel's eyes, quickly looked
away.

"I suppose. It's just..."

"The idea of doing it with a girl grosses you out. I
know. I assure you, poor Puissance won't try to seduce
you any more than I would. Don't worry. Will you help
her? Till I get back?"

Selena looked at Ariciel, and this time held her gaze.

"I will."

 

Old Bannog was sitting at his desk, reading letters
from all around about the scourge, when there was a
knock on the door. He called, and Lady Ariciel came in.
Old Bannog smiled.

"Good evening, Lady. What can I do for you? I
suppose you'll be leaving for the Chapel soon?"

"I will, but before I do, I have to talk to you about
something else. I'm here to break a promise."

"That sounds serious. Sit down."

Lady Ariciel did, and heaved a sigh. Something was 
evidently bothering the lass. Old Bannog put down his 
papers, put his elbows on the table and looked at her



over his folded hands.

"It's about Puissance. I found out what is troubling
her, but she swore me to secrecy. The girl is afraid her
secret will come out."

"Hm. And I assume you are about to tell me this
secret?"

"Yes. But only because not telling you might be
worse." The Elf took a breath. "The reason for her
distress is that Puissance lost her lover in the recent
zombie plague. In fact, she destroyed the zombie she
turned into. She has been keeping all that to herself,
because," Ariciel swallowed, "Her lover was another
girl."

Old Bannog smiled, and nodded.

"No wonder she was drawn to the fringe of
Stormwind. They are less... judgemental."

"That's the problem. She's afraid of being cast out."

"I will not send her away, simply for being strange,"
said Old Bannog. His eyes wrinkled. "After all, you are
still welcome here, in spite of your sinful ways with my
own son."

"And I am grateful for that, Sir Bannog. But you might 
want to tell the same to Puissance, and perhaps watch



over her a little."

Old Bannog took a deep breath. "Lady Ariciel, you
know as well as I do that castles seem serene and
quiet only on the outside. Inside, there is turmoil,
chaos, intrigue. It all works because of the common
goal of keeping the place afloat. I know of one soldier
who has carnal knowledge of another man. I know of
two soldiers who do not know that the other is sleeping
with the same chamber-maid. I know of a certain lady
enjoying the company of my own son at nights. I have
now been told of a woman attracted to other women
sleeping in the same bed as my daughter. But never
will I admit that I know of any of this. For the simple
reason of keeping my sanity, I choose to ignore all
these things because if I were forced to act on them, I
would have to evict half of the castle, and the other half
would leave of their own account."

"I understand, but..." Old Bannog raised his hand.

"I won't let anything bad happen to young Phyllis.
She is my late sister's ward, and I am responsible for
her now. But I simply cannot be the arbitrator in all of
my charges' problems. I would not have time to rule the
castle."

Ariciel gave Old Bannog a sad look.



"I understand. Still, Puissance is suffering, and she
needs the support of her fellow Humans."

"She will receive it from all who are inclined to give it.
She won't be alone. But ultimately, her inner ghosts are
her own to dispel."

Ariciel smiled. "Then you can't do more. I thank you."

"I'm sorry I cannot do more, truly I am. When are you
leaving?"

"After I say good-bye to a few people. Do you have
any messages for Bannog?"

"Send him my regards, and remind him that his
mission is an important one. I wish you a good
journey."

"Thank you, Sir Bannog." She got to her feet. "Good
night."

"Good night. Oh."

"Sir?"

"Is this girl likely to seduce my daughter?"

"No more than I am, Sir."

"Good. Good night."

Ariciel nodded, and walked out of the door.

"But then again, I like girls, too," she said, softly, to
herself.



She looked over her shoulder at the dark shape of
Caer Bannog behind her. Lights were lit, and soldiers
marched along the walls. Inside, there was a
thoroughly unhappy girl who deserved better. She
sighed, changed to her Cheetah form, and ran off in the
direction of Stormwind.



Part 10: Ghosts and Ghouls and

Zombies, oh my...

"I think ye look a right pillock wearing them!"

"What? They're perfectly functional! I almost feel the
things make me stronger!" Bannog rolled his shoulders
and looked at his new pauldrons.

"Aww! Widdle swords!" Peterselie grinned.

"They're ornamental! They symbolise the Art of
Weaponry!"

"Ornamental as in No Use Except They Look Pretty!"

"Well, if you find anything that protects better, do
pass it on to me, will you?"

"Well at least the things don't look like they're going
to break anytime soon, that's for sure. Also, since ye
got 'em from the Argent Dawn people, they're likely to
be good for Undead."

"Yeah? Yeah! Bring on the ghouls!"

"Ye still look a pillock, though!"

"You're just jealous!"

 



Korenwolf came running out of the church, light of
battle in his eyes. Kaylad and Tanque were following
him.

"Aszhara! Another necropolis! Race you there!"

Bannog grinned. "If you don't mind, I'll pass. Ariciel is
due in and I want to be there when she touches down."

"What? Ye prefer messin' round with women to
fighting?"

"Says the Dwarf who's messin' round with women
while fighting!"

Kaylad poked Bannog in the ribs.

"Just the one woman, ye big lug, unless you know
more than I do."

Peterselie laughed, and tightened her sword belt.
Peterselie, Tanque, Kaylad and Korenwolf trotted off to
the flight master.

"Be safe, people!" shouted Bannog.

"Spoilsport!"

They flapped off. Bannog looked after them a while, 
then found a spot in the sun to sit down and wait for 
Ariciel to arrive. He thought back on the last few days. 
He'd met more Undead than any sane person should. 
Briefly, but still. He'd scoured the land for them from



this place to the deserted town of Corrin's Crossing.
This place was mainly deserted because there were
now hordes of ghosts and other abominations. But the
richest source of necrotic tokens came from a secluded
field just a few miles South, which was positively
teeming with Scourge. Bannog drew his sword. It was
still the same blade that Joran had given him on their
parting, but he had used special consecrated
sharpening stones on it to give him an edge against the
less... physical opponents. Bannog had slain enough to
earn him the Undead Slayer's gauntlets, the Undead
Slayer's Breastplate, and now, of course, the Undead
Slayer's shoulder pieces. Oh, and an Argent Dawn
tabard. Hopefully, one of them would get him the
Undead Slayer's legplates to complete the set before
they ran out. He had to admit they were a bit gaudy, but
very effective still.

Bannog cast another glance at the flight point. Still no
Elf. Oh well. The sound of large feet made him look
round. The first thing he saw was the snake-like trunk
of a large creature, sniffing his head. He followed the
trunk upwards, to a large tusked head. On top of this
nightmarish creature sat Stetson, the Draenei Hunter.



"Blessings upon your family. Do they give you those
flashy shoulders here for sitting in the sun?"

Bannog got to his feet. "Hunter Stetson! Good day to
you! Here to join in the fun? The Undead vendor is over
there in the Ops tent. Where's that girlfriend of yours?"

Stetson dismounted. "Over in the church, asking for
a job. For both of us."

"Oh, she won't get any there. You want the tent. Go
to Ops. The people in the church are the high-ups. Go
there without a massive stack of tokens, and they don't
even talk to you. Except the warrior woman, but she's a
sad piece of work. 'All is hopeless. I'll probably die in
battle. Oh well.' And more of that sort of talk."

"Do not lose faith," said Stetson. "We may yet beat
them."

"Tell that to her!"

Stetson laughed. "We will do more than that, I hope."
Suddenly his eyes lit up as he looked over Bannog's
heavily beweaponed shoulder.

"They are not interested! They told me to go to Ops.
Rude zlotniks. What is 'Ops' anyway? Common speech
for 'Hell'?"



Bannog looked round. "It's that tent over there. Get
your zombies while they're still smelly!"

Mareva gave Bannog a dazzling smile, and wrapped
her arms round him. She rubbed her cheeks against
his.

"Bannog! What a pleasure to meet you here! I did not
recognise you in that strange armour!"

"Well, they have stuff even for you clothies. Hand in
enough of these tokens, and you can get loads of good
stuff. They even have armour in Big Blue's size, believe
it or not!"

"Bannog of Caer Bannog. I come here all the way
from Darnassus, only to find you with a strange woman
in your arms?"

Bannog couldn't help himself. He grinned like a
maniac and turned round, to see Ariciel standing before
him, with her fist on her hip, looking at him accusingly.

Stetson laughed. "Only on loan, I assure you."

Ariciel waved Mareva away. Go hug your own
boyfriend. She wrapped her arms round Bannog and
kissed him, Human fashion. This went on for a while.

"Do you see, Stetson? Humans and Elves are 
capable of recycling the oxygen between them,



enabling them to survive for hours without air, even
under water."

"That is amazing! We would need all manner of
breathing apparatus. Rebreathers. Oxygen tanks.
These primitive people possess skills beyond our
wildest dreams."

Ariciel looked into Bannog's eyes and jerked her
head at Mareva. Bannog shook his head. Ariciel
disentangled herself from Bannog and hugged Mareva.
She whispered in her ear.

"Want me to teach you this technique? It'll drive the
boys wild!"

"Mine is already quite wild enough, thank you."

"Hmm. Sordid details as soon as we can ditch them
for a while."

"I have a bottle of Qrovna."

"Even better."

"Oh crap. Quick. Look the other way."

"What's up, sis?"

"Just walk away quietly."

Nix stared at Trixie. Clearly gone mad. Happens to
all younger sisters at some point. Birth, usually.



"What are you on about?"

Trixie took a look behind her.

"It's Tall Bimbo and her boyfriend. Don't look! They
might see you!"

Nix quickly glanced over his shoulder. Tall Bimbo
was wrapped all round this big Human of hers, and
talking to two blue people. He searched his memory...
Draenei. That's what they were.

"Oh come on. They're not that bad." Nix gave his
sister an evil grin. "And you like big strong Warriors!"

"Yeah, not that big thankyouverymuch. Now get,
before they see us."

The Gnomes hurried on, and ran into their father.

"Whoa there. You're rushing. What are you up to?"

Trixie looked indignant. "What makes you think..."

"Experience," said Griggin. "Now why are you in such
a hurry?"

"Lugs," said Nix.

Griggin bristled with an old wrath. "What? Are they
after you? I'll soon teach them to leave us alone!"

Trixie shook her head, pink pigtails flapping.

"Nothing like that, it's the Caer Bannog lot." she
scowled. "That Elf is there."



"Ahh." A happy look appeared on Griggin's face.
"Where are they? I must go and greet them."

Mentally, Trixie buried her face in her hands.
Outward, she smiled.

"Must we, Father? They may be too busy to meet
us."

"That Elf sure looked busy," said Nix. "With the big
Human."

"Nonsense! Now where did you see them?"

Nix sighed. Pointed. "Go to Ops."

 

"Good morning, Sir Bannog!"

"I keep telling people. Sir Bannog is my dad. Simply
Bannog will do, Mr. Steambender. Good morning to
you."

"Forgive me. I assume that you are here to combat
the Scourge and their foul minions?"

"Indeed I am. How is your family? All in good health I
hope?"

"My daughter had a tight escape, thank you for
asking, but we all came through, thanks to the Argent
Dawn. So now, we are here to repay our debt."

"What, all of you?"



"Yes, yes. Lenna, Bieslook, Nix and Trixie. I never
travel far without them."

Ariciel sighed. Of all the people she could hope to
meet here, didn't it just have to be that annoying little
Warrior girl? What are Gnomes doing here anyway?
This is no place for the little ones. She plied her face
into a friendly smile.

"Surely, Mr. Steambender, you are not leading them
into danger? They could get hurt!"

"Oh, we can take care of ourselves, Lady Ariciel. We
are united against all the world throws at us. As you will
soon see. We are getting ready to do our bit against the
enemy."

"Well, take care. There's some big things out there."

"Good. They give a satisfying thud when they fall
over."

Ariciel blinked. "Well. Don't say I didn't warn you."

"Thank you for your concern. Now I must join my
family, and prepare." Griggin nodded at Bannog,
Ariciel, Stetson and Mareva, turned round and
wandered off. When he was out of earshot, Ariciel
sighed.



"What in Azeroth is that little Gnome doing here?
What can he do?"

"Oh, do not underestimate them," said Mareva. "They
can be formidable opponents. They are very clever and
extremely good at all kinds of magic."

"I find that hard to believe."

Bannog snorted. "Stars and stones, Ariciel! Were you
bitten by a Gnome when you were a child? What do
you have against them? Mr. Steambender here is a
perfectly decent chap!"

"Sure! But this is a dangerous place! What if he gets
caught? We'd have to go and bail him out!"

"If we get in trouble, they may have to bail us out,"
said Mareva. "It is a possibility."

Ariciel gave Mareva a look. "So why are you so fond
of them? Last time, you were telling me how a Gnome
tried to send you on a wild goose chase."

"This is true, but I disliked him because he was a
zlotnik. Not because he was a Gnome."

"Hm," said Ariciel, clearly not convinced. "Well. We'll
see. Meanwhile, we need to get busy. Anyone know
who to talk to for some work?"

Mareva, Stetson and Bannog chorused. "Go to Ops!"



"Och. It wasn't an invasion, it was a bloody feeding
frenzy!" Korenwolf stared at the camp fire they'd made
a small way away from the chapel.

"Feeding frenzy? How so?" Bannog handed
Korenwolf another bottle of ale. The Dwarf paladin
pulled the cork, threw it into the fire and drank deep.
The firelight reflected in his deep-set eyes.

"There were so many Alliance troops that they were
almost fighting each other for the privilege of getting at
a Scourge minion. Bloody hell. This is gettin' me
nowhere. I need to find some Scourge all of my own."

"Corrin's crossing is still full of them," said Bannog,
ripping the head off another bottle.

"No damn use. They don't carry tokens. They're just
your common or garden variety Undead. I need the
right ones. Bah! I should have stayed in Tanaris!"

"We have been there," said Stetson. "It was the
same there."

Mareva frowned. "We were infected with the Zombie
Plague in Tanaris. Not an experience I wish to repeat."

"Bah! Any Paladin could cleanse you of that. Stick
around us, lass, and ye'll be fine."



Mareva lay back down, hooves to the fire, and her
head in Stetson's lap. Stetson absent-mindedly stroked
her hair. Next to him, the big cat Morgan stretched and
curled up. He took a sip from his bottle, perfectly
content.

"Today, we were fine, even without you. We earned
many tokens."

"Lucky bastards. I spent all day beating up zombies,
then finding that someone else got in the first shot." He
took another drink. "Maybe if we can get a message to
them somehow."

Ariciel laughed. "Dear Foul Minion, Paladin
Korenwolf requests the pleasure of your company
exactly three miles south of Light's Hope Chapel, so he
can lop your head off without interference from other
bloody allies."

"Exactly! Hey! You're a Drood! You got flight form!
Fly up to the necropolis and stick your tongue out at
them!"

"Excellent idea. Just a few problems. First, I don't
have my flight form yet. Second, you can't use your
flight form in Azeroth even if you do, and third..." she
grinned at Korenwolf. "Birds don't have tongues to
speak of."



"Bah! Can't do, not allowed, haven't got the body
parts. Bloody excuses."

"Words after my own heart! Never let progress be
hindered by the mere fact that what you are trying to do
is impossible! Good evening, Ladies and Gentlemen!"
Griggin Steambender stepped into the circle of light.

"Mr. Steambender! Welcome to our humble camp.
Has the day been a profitable one for you and your
family?"

"Indeed it has, Mr. Bannog. We managed to slay
many of these foul Scourge minions. The Argent Dawn
authorities were most appreciative." Griggin chuckled.
"If a bit surprised. Well, enjoy your evening, I must
rejoin my family." The Gnome pointed at the small
group of small figures a way off.

"Let them come over," said Korenwolf. Young
Bannog here has had the excellent foresight to buy
vast quantities of ale, and if I'd drink it all, I would have
a splitting headache in the morning."

"And be bloody useless tonight," muttered Kaylad.

"Thank you most kindly, Sir Paladin. Allow me to call
them." He turned round and waved. Lenna, Bieslook,
Nix and Trixie walked up.



"Moet ons met die Langbeens omgaan?" asked
Trixie.

Griggin frowned. "We certainly do. If you have
nothing nice to say, keep quiet."

Bannog reached into the supply of drink and came
out with bottles of beer, which he handed to Griggin
and Lenna. Lenna handed hers over to Nix, who
accepted it gratefully.

"You don't like beer?"

"Apologies, Mr. Bannog. I never drink strong drink."

"Moonberry juice?"

"That would be lovely, thank you."

Bannog pointed at Trixie, eyebrows raised.

"I'll have a beer, please!"

Ariciel snorted. "Are you sure she's old enough to
drink?"

Griggin's eyes slowly turned to Ariciel. A small smile
was on his lips. "Hmm. If I remember correctly, your
clan markings put your age somewhere between..." he
made some mental calculations, "twenty and thirty
years, correct?"

"Twenty-five, yeah."

"Well, then my daughter is... five years your senior."



Ariciel looked at the small pig-tailed girl in front of
her. Unbelievable! Trixie grinned. She put one hand
behind her head, put one foot in front of the other,
pushed her chest out, big blue eyes sparkling in the
firelight.

"Not only older, but prettier too! Nothing going South
here! Square-cube law's a bitch!"

Mareva choked on her drink and exploded with
laughter. Still giggling, she wiped the beer off her.

"I should really kick your butt for that. But it is a good
joke, so today, you live."

Ariciel looked at Mareva.

"What?"

Mareva's eyes gleamed at Ariciel. "It has to do with
mathematics. Essentially, if you were twice as tall as
you are now, you would have two times two, four times
as much skin. You also would weigh two times two
times two as much, eight times your current weight."

"Yeah? Wow. And?"

Mareva laughed. "You are about twice as tall as Miss
Trixie there. Hence, gravity affects your... personal
attributes eight times as much as it does hers.
Increasing the chance of... sag."



Ariciel gave Trixie and Mareva her most ingratiating
look.

"I am Kel'dorei. What is this 'sag' you speak of?"

Mareva raised an eyebrow, then slowly shook her
head in a disapproving fashion.

"You use magic to keep your boobs perky?"

"Nope. No magic about it. Just healthy living."

Mareva glanced down. "Bah! Why do I suddenly feel
I am worst off?"

Stetson bent over Mareva, kindly waited for her to
swallow her sip of beer, and spoke to her in Draenei.

"I don't think you're worst off. What's more, I will do
what I can to support you."

"Hmm. Promises, promises," answered Mareva,
grinning.

"Right," said Trixie. "Now can I have a beer?"

"No," said Mareva, reaching for her pack. "You
deserve only the best." She produced a shining metal
bottle and some dull shining cups. "Trixie
Steambender, meet Mr. Qrovna."

It was Mareva's watch. The stars were out, and a 
white moon shone its light over the hills of the Eastern



Plaguelands. She was sitting near the last glowing 
embers of the campfire, in her meditative pose, and 
opened her senses and her spirit to the creatures round 
her. They became visible to her mind as tiny bright 
specks of light. Her perception flowed out in slow, 
gentle waves. She could sense the dark and diseased 
minds of Undead, but they were far, far away, a sickly 
undertone in the mix of spirits that were in the vicinity of 
Light's Hope Chapel. Kaylad, Korenwolf and Tanque 
asleep in their tents. Stetson, almost on the verge of 
waking. The suppressed noises of Ariciel and Bannog 
trying to be quiet, all reflected in the spiritual plane. The 
nice family of Gnomes asleep in their tents close to the 
chapel, guards patrolling the area. Almost, she wanted 
to wake up Stetson to share the moment with him. No. 
Let him sleep. She opened her eyes and looked at the 
stars. The star that shone on Draenor, she knew, was 
not visible to the naked eye from here. Still, she 
imagined she could feel it. She thought of her home. 
Stetson had asked her where she was from. She'd told 
him, and he had nodded. "Don't try to go home, 
Mareva. They call it the Hellfire Peninsula now. It is not 
a pleasant place anymore." Mareva sighed. The word 
'Draenei' meant 'Exiles'. But in truth, she had no desire



to go back, even if the place was not a war-torn, 
demon-infested wasteland now. She quite liked 
Azeroth, with all its wonderful and strange people. 
Night-elves, Humans, Dwarves, Gnomes. She laughed 
quietly to herself. Oh, they had been mean to that 
Gnome girl, feeding her Qrovna. Amazingly, she'd liked 
it. Nobody likes Qrovna the first time they drink it! It was 
against regulations. Mareva made a mental note to 
offer her a few healing spells in the morning. How long 
had she been here now? After the Imperfect Landing, 
she'd worked on Exodar for a few months, until it was 
officially decided that she was beyond repair. Still, 
they'd managed to get some generators going, mainly 
for creature comforts. It had been oddly pleasing. 
Nothing was expected, therefore everything they 
achieved was welcome. Such a difference from before, 
when they were regularly criticised for being unable to 
break laws of physics. Later, she'd discharged herself, 
and started the long string of quests into the various 
parts of Azeroth that might or might not have been 
affected by their carelessly dropped parts. Even though 
the work itself had been distasteful, she had enjoyed 
the strange smells and sights, but especially the food. 
She could still remember the first time she'd had an



apple after all those months on synthesised goo from
the machine. Texture! Crunch! and the sweet, tart taste
of the juice! It would probably revert to being normal in
a few more months, but she hoped it wouldn't. She
looked over to Stetson's tent. Was it time to wake
Tanque yet? No. Oh well. Mareva closed her eyes
again. Nothing in the vicinity. Good.

"Good morning, Sis! And how are we feeling this
lovely morning? The sun is out, the day is full of
promise! Time to get up!"

"Bog off. Ow!"

"Serves you right for getting smashed on alien rotgut!
I know better than that! I stick to Thunderbrew's finest,
so I know I can drink exactly two-point-four pints
without ill effects."

"I said piss off. I can give you a headache too, no
problem."

"Well, I think you have about ten minutes left to make 
yourself presentable. More zombie bashing to be done. 
Maybe they'll give you the breastplate." Nix looked 
innocent. "If they have them in small enough sizes." He 
turned tail and fled, while Trixie threw the first thing that



came to hand after him. Older brothers. Scum, the lot
of them. Ten minutes later, she stood squinting in the
bright sunlight, waiting. Oh for the love of the Light! Tall
Bimbo came walking up on her way to Ops. This was
not her morning. The Night Elf took one look at her, and
before she could stop her, she laid her five-fingered
hand on her pink hair. Trixie felt magic flow, then the
blessed absence of pain.

"I take it all back. You are old enough to drink."

"I thought you dint like Gnomes?"

Ariciel grinned. "Not particularly. And now, you owe
me one."

"Bitch."

"You're welcome."

"The Necropolis to the South has just turned on.
Here in he Eastern Plaguelands, spitting distance of the
Chapel. Bloody cheek of them!"

Bannog summoned his horse, then reached down to 
Ariciel to pull her up. To his surprise, she shook her 
head, and took some small leather straps from her 
pack. She concentrated, and out of nothing, there 
appeared a snow-white cat, saddle and all. Ariciel got



on, smiling.

"Whoa. I didn't know you had one of those!"

Ariciel scratched her cat between the ears.

"Easier than running in Cheetah form, and dare I say
it, faster too."

Stetson and Mareva appeared, mounted on his
Elekk, with Morgan in tow. Morgan stared at Ariciel's
cat for a few seconds. It was not a female. There was
an Upright sitting on it, and he knew that fighting it
would bring on Trouble. It wasn't food either. He
mentally put it in with rocks and plants, and ignored it.
Next to arrive were Korenwolf, Kaylad and Tanque, all
mounted on rams. Peterselie appeared on her magical
horse. Bannog looked round at the menagerie.

"We've got an impressive collection of mounts! Is
there any mount that we haven't got yet?"

"Griffins, said Korenwolf. But we can't use those
outside Outland."

There was a mechanical noise, and they were 
treated to the sight of five Gnomes mounted on 
gleaming, metallic, flightless birds. Griggin came in at 
the head of his family, and waved at the group. Lenna 
had Bieslook in front of her on her Mechanostrider. 
Bannog was slightly worried about Bieslook being



there. This seemed to be a big battle coming up, and
Bieslook was so young. The girl herself, of course, was
completely oblivious to this, and looking round with
gleaming eyes at all the interesting things.

"We seem to have a larger than usual group of
Scourge to the South.," said Griggin. "Over at Tyr's
Hand."

"We know," said Bannog. "Could get messy. Take
care!"

"We will," said Griggin, and waved his family on. "We
will see you there." Griggin started to ride off after
them, but then stopped his strider. "Oh. I have just
been told that some of our more... exotic allies will be
there as well. Before hitting anyone, make sure they
are not wearing Argent Dawn tabards."

"We will," said Stetson, and waved as the Gnomes
disappeared in the distance.

 

Bannog was riding South. Next to him was Ariciel on 
her cat. Korenwolf and company, on their faster rams, 
were a way ahead, though they made sure to wait for 
the rest of them. Bannog stared straight ahead of him. 
This could be a big battle. All round them, groups of 
Alliance troops were making their way. It wasn't difficult



to find. The necropolis hung in the air, like some surreal
artist's fancy. It looked out of place. It was out of place.
The crystal underneath was emitting blasts of purple
light, as they had all done. Where the flashes of light
landed, the Scourge minions would be, waiting.

He drew his sword, peering along the edge. There 
was a faint glimmer to it, where he'd sharpened it with 
the sharpening stone he'd got from the Argent Dawn 
quartermaster. It didn't look like much, but the 
difference was very noticable when fighting the 
Undead. The tiny specks of consecrated stone hurt 
them far, far more than the cold steel. He grabbed his 
helmet and put it on, staring ahead through the 
eye-holes. Taking deep breaths, he prepared himself 
for battle. His bow was slung to his back, next to his 
quiver of blackflight arrows. His shield hung behind 
those, ready for use at a moment's notice. He glanced 
round to where Korenwolf was sitting on his ram. As 
usual, Korenwolf was the leader. He would engage the 
biggest enemies and keep their attention while the 
mages, paladins or other people with ranged attacks, 
poured their fire into them. Bannog and Tanque would 
run round and take care of any spare enemies that 
were threatening the squishies. Peterselie and Kaylad



would keep an eye on everybody's health, stay out of
sight and shoot healing spells.

Bannog glanced round at Ariciel. With her leather
armour and waving white locks, she looked vulnerable.
Looks were deceiving. The small silver circlet on her
head was of magic, and protected her head almost as
well as his steel plate helmet. She had already woven
her protective spells. Swords and arrows would meet
an invisible barrier before hitting her. Her face was
serious and beautiful. Fearless. She caught him staring
at her, and smiled. As a Druid, she could do many
things: Shoot from a distance, heal, and in animal
shape, do the work of a tank. Sometimes, she did all
three in a single fight.

It was time to go. Korenwolf stood up in his stirrups, 
shouted and waved, and they set themselves in motion: 
Dwarves, Human, Elf, Draenei. At a regular pace, they 
rode forward. The enemy was there, waiting for them, 
and battle had already begun. Small groups of fighters, 
not unlike their own, were attacking the Scourge 
minions, drawing them out, then attacking them with 
fire and sword. The air was thick with magic, as the 
Light healed wounds, turned weapons, and beat upon 
foes with fire or ice. Korenwolf's mount sped up, as did



Bannog's. Tanque fell in to the left of his father, sword
and shield in hand. A low growl started in Korenwolf's
throat, then slowly developed into a full roar. He had
already chosen their target: One of the crystal wizards,
with an entourage of Undead.

Without even seeming to slow down, they leapt off
their mounts and crashed into the enemy. Bannog
shouted, one of the cries that the Stormwind warrior
trainer had taught him. It lent strength to himself and all
his allies. The battle shout went beyond the simple
vibrations of throat and air. He poured his very rage
into it, as he slashed out at his first enemy: a filthy
ghoul with rotting flesh clinging to dead bones. Joran's
blade, strengthened by magic, bit deep, and the
un-creature fell to the ground. The elation of this early
victory surged through Bannog, an almost tangible
force. As he had been taught, months ago, he changed
the pitch and modulation of his battle shout, aiming it at
the enemy this time. He sang of death, defeat, pain,
despair, all in one terrible note. The undead creatures
shook, their hands wavered. Their concentration
suffered, and they became easier targets.

Next to Bannog, Korenwolf and his son beat upon a 
ghostly creature, like several they had fought before.



Magic shimmered on their armour and their weapons,
as they hit their enemy, and their enemy hit them.
Daring to glance behind them, he saw the women were
standing far enough apart not to present a single target,
close enough to assist each other should they need to.
Ariciel was conserving mana by using her Green Fire
rather than Moonfire or Starfire. She was shooting at
the ghost Korenwolf and Tanque were fighting.

A noise alerted Bannog, and he swung round.
Another ghoul. Zombie. Never mind. He parried the
bare-fisted blow with his shield, and slammed into the
creature, sending it reeling back. He lunged forward,
and slashed out with his sword. These Undead weren't
good fighters by any stretch of the imagination, but their
indifference to injury, their numbers and sheer mindless
determination made them dangerous. The worst thing
was that some of these bodies, he recognised as
fighters who he'd met before, and who were slain in
battle. Their souls passed on, their bodies were jerked
back into action, possessed by some foul spirit
provided by the Lich King or his minions. It scared him,
and it made him angry. Behind the protective steel of
his helmet, Bannog's jaw clenched, and he struck out.

 



He never did remember how it happened, but one 
moment he was fighting with Korenwolf and Tanque. 
The next moment, he found himself alone, in the 
company of several nasty Undead, who grouped up 
and lurched at him. Fighting groups of enemies on his 
own was no new experience to Bannog. He crossed his 
arms in front of him, concentrated, and blew out an 
explosion of pure rage, damaging and slowing down 
the zombies. The enemies did not seem to notice, and 
kept coming, pounding on Bannog's armour. Inside his 
plate, his muscles ached with the brutal impact of 
naked flesh and steel. With a deft flick, he knocked the 
sword out of one of the ghouls' hands, then 
concentrated his strokes on that opponent while the 
others kept pounding him. The weaponless ghoul fell 
over, and he repeated his Thunder Clap. He knew his 
situation was desperate, but he had one more trick to 
try. He drew a deep breath, and howled, a piercing, 
high-pitched noise that cut through armour and 
protective spells. His enemies covered their ears and 
whimpered, their concentration smashed. Bannog 
turned and fled, before the zombies could regroup. 
Forcing his aching limbs to move, he ran towards some 
shrubs to hide, heal, regroup. He felt no shame in



fleeing. Graveyards and battlegrounds were full of
chivalrous people. The winner was the one who drew
breath at the end of a battle, nothing more, nothing
less.

"Bannog!"

Ariciel stood a short way off, not in combat at the
moment. With a surge of joy, Bannog turned and ran
towards her as she threw away an empty bottle of
mana potion. Her hands were on him, and magic
flowed. The pain faded, and he found he could move
normally again. He grinned at her.

"You 'right?"

"Yeah. Where are the Dwarves?"

"Dunno. Somewhere over there. Incoming!"

Without another word, Bannog rushed at the 
enemies, followed by Ariciel, who readied herself for 
more magic. Now that Ariciel was there, Bannog found 
it easier to defeat multiple enemies. More than once, he 
felt the touch of Ariciel's magic, and wounds 
disappeared. Soon, the last enemy fell. Wasting no 
time, Bannog sat down, pulled a thin wafer out of his 
pack, and ate it. Fresh energy filled him. He would 
never have guessed months ago how important food 
was in battles, especially this kind of food, replete with



magic and energy.

 

Ariciel was sitting next to him, drinking sweet nectar
to replenish her mana pool. Suddenly, her eyes
narrowed, and she pointed. Across the field of battle,
she could see Stetson and Mareva. Morgan was
fighting a group of Undead, all at once, while Stetson
and Mareva poured volleys of arrows, fire and lightning
into them. They were deadly. Good, because there was
no way to get to them. Offering a quick prayer for them
to Elune, she finished her drink and put the bottle back
in her pack.

Bannog looked at Ariciel, who smiled back.

"Ready for more?"

"Ready. You do look impressive in that armour."

"Not enough to make them quail and run off, though."

Ariciel got to her feet. "So hit them."

"Thanks for the advice, my love. Never would have
thought..."

Bannog's eyes narrowed. He pointed. A little way off, 
he could see people he recognised: The Steambender 
family, and they were in over their heads. Thuljuk the 
Voidwalker was attacking the zombies and Lenna and



Griggin were shooting at them. Neither Nix nor Trixie
was anywhere to be seen. Bannog was already
moving. Ariciel followed him, hands glowing with green
fire. Some thirty yards from the Gnomes, Bannog sped
up again, too fast even for Ariciel, even though he was
wearing plate, and she wasn't. Bannog smashed into
the largest enemy, decapitating it with a single stroke.
Then, he once more struck out with lightning and
thunder. His sword slashed out at the enemies with
deadly precision. They were tough, the re-animated
corpses of fallen warriors. Many of them were still
wearing the armour they had died in. Bannog shouted
at the Gnomes.

"Back! Fall back! Let me take them!"

Griggin and Lenna fell further back, now that their 
enemies' attention was no longer on them. Over the 
noise of the battle, Bannog could hear Griggin chant 
words of corruption, destruction and death. Before him, 
the flesh of one of the zombies smoked and 
disintegrated, and the armour and bones fell to the 
ground. Warlock magic. Lenna's yellow bolts of fire 
alternated with Ariciel's green ones, burning and 
blasting the undead. Thuljuk was not idle. With his bare 
fists, he hammered the Scourge creatures, but even he



could not distract them from Bannog. Reunited with
Ariciel, his rage knew no bounds. With mighty strokes,
he tore through the enemies.

Still, it was not enough. For each ghoul, ghost,
zombie that Bannog hewed down, or the others
destroyed with magic, more seemed to spring up.
Ariciel had stopped firing at the enemies, and was
concentrating on healing him. She must have had a
potion already. She would run out any time now, and
that would be the end. Bannog set his jaw, and
redoubled his efforts.

There was a loud, high-pitched cry, coming from 
Bannog's right. The air seemed to shimmer as it does 
on a hot Summer's day, then smoke. Bannog's 
enemies were tossed back like rag dols, and stood 
about defenselessly, trying to recover. Bannog glanced. 
A small figure, clad in plate armour bearing the device 
of the Argent Dawn, covered in the blood of her 
enemies, came running towards him, a sword almost 
as long as she was in her tiny four-fingered hands. 
Without a pause, Trixie charged at the foul creatures 
that were threatening her family. Unable to choose 
between the enemies, she struck out at all of them at 
the same time in a whirlwind of steel. She was not the



only new arrival. Every so often, Nix would appear out
of nowhere, stabbing out with short sword or dagger.
Finally, they ran out of undead for now, and stood still,
breathing hard, but grinning at each other. Alive! They
sat down and quickly ate, restoring mana and health.
Lenna gave a banana to Bieslook, who accepted it
gratefully. Bannog finished his battle-food, and closed
his pack.

"Is it just me, or are there more than usual?"

"That is correct," said Griggin. "Normally, the crystal
shuts down after producing two-hundred troops. This
one has produced about three-hundred." The old
Gnome shook his head. "In base ten, not base twelve.
Forgive me. I am a bit too excited for base conversions
in my head."

"I wonder what it means."

Lenna stirred. "Despite our usual policy, Griggin, I
think this is not the place for Bieslook. We must take
her to safety."

Ariciel finished her nectar, and wiped her mouth.
"Policy?"

Trixie had removed her helm to eat and drink. She
turned her face towards Ariciel.



"Steambenders Always Fight Everywhere Together
Year-round. The Year-round is just to spell out Safety."
She looked at her mother. "But I think this is one of
those exceptions to the rule. Too many bloody
zombies."

"We cannot simply leave," said Griggin, a painful
expression on his face. "We have not yet repaid our
debt to the Argent Dawn."

Bannog nodded. "Mr. Steambender, if you wish to
take Lenna and Bieslook back to the chapel, we can
stay with your son and daughter until you return. That
way, Steambenders will be in the fight from start to
finish."

Nix looked at Trixie. Trixie looked at Nix. They both
looked at Ariciel and sighed, almost imperceptably.
Ariciel gave Bannog a weary look. Griggin's eyes
quickly scanned the faces of his family. Then, he
nodded.

"That would be most kind. Children, Sir Bannog the
Younger is in charge while I am away. I will drop your
mother off at the chapel with Bieslook, then return." He
frowned. "Time to see if the turbine enhancer on my
strider really works!"

 



The Mechanostriders of Griggin and Lenna
disappeared in the distance. Bannog looked over his
army. One Warrior, one Rogue, one Druid. And I, said
the fool.

"Right. Tactics, people."

Trixie reached behind her back, and drew her
two-handed sword.

"We see something nasty, we rush it and kill it?"

"That's it, more or less," said Bannog. He glanced at
Ariciel and Nix. "Anyone not wearing plate, keep your
head down, and do your thing from the shadows.
Ariciel, can you heal two tanks?"

The Night-elf counted her remaining mana potions.

"I'll have to. Try not to get hit too often. Are we going
to try and find the Dwarves?"

"Sounds like an idea, but knowing Korenwolf, he'll be
in the hottest bit of the fire. Perhaps we should go for
Stetson and Mareva first? Then, we'll have two
healers."

"Alright," said Ariciel, and pointed. "They're over
there somewhere."

"Right. As good a direction as any. Everyone ready?
Move out!"



They set off at a trot, Bannog first, Trixie last, Nix and
Ariciel between them. Trixie reached up and poked
Ariciel in the haunches. Ariciel looked round.

"What?"

"I still don't like you. We're allies. Not friends."

"So?"

"Just so you know."

"Save your breath for running, short stuff."

There were five of them. They had come down from 
the Necropolis, bearing swords that shone with a 
deadly light. Some of them had minions in tow, to aid 
them in fighting. The First surveyed the battle. It was 
going badly for the Scourge. You can't win battles with 
ghosts and creatures that are already falling apart. That 
would soon change. It was the bidding of the Lich King 
that they should go down and destroy the Argent Dawn 
fighters. Then, they were to go to Light's Hope Chapel, 
kill all inside and around it, then burn it to the ground. It 
did not bother them that they would be fighting their 
former friends and comrades in arms. Those were from 
the Days Before. They had already given their lives for 
them. Now, they were Death Knights, thralls of the Lich



King. Arthas, the Lich King, was invincible, and to go on
breathing was simply prolonging the agony. Much
better for all to be united in Death. The First no longer
considered himself to be Draenei. To his left and right
were two Orcs, a Blood Elf, and a Night Elf. In the Days
Before, it would have been unthinkable that they should
fight together. Now, they were all the same. All that
remained was to eradicate the Living, and then there
would be prosperity for all, under the rule of the Lich
King. The First raised his hand, then pointed forward.
They rode to battle.

They ran into trouble about half of the way to where 
Stetson and Mareva were last seen. A large number of 
Undead came down on them, and they were forced to 
fight. Bannog and Trixie fought side by side, their 
swords flashing in the sunlight. There was no place for 
Nix to hide, so he did what he could, attacking any 
enemy who looked like attacking Ariciel. Ariciel, for her 
part, kept a sharp eye on Trixie and Bannog, casting 
regrowth spells where they were needed. With grim 
satisfaction, Bannog noted that they were holding their 
own. That little Gnome girl was amazing. Where 
Bannog liked to make a nice solid stance and slash out



with his weapons from behind armour and shield, Trixie
was zooming all over the place, slashing at legs,
stabbing through the gaps in armour, then quickly
retreating.

Bannog and Trixie were closing in on the last two
enemies. Undead ones, stolen bodies, when there was
a shout from Ariciel.

"Incoming! To the right!"

Trixie launched herself at the last two Scourge
minions, while Bannog turned round to look at the
ugliest face he'd ever seen outside of nightmares. It
belonged to a hulking, large, green-skinned individual
with an unkempt mop of reddish hair that made him
look like a very agressive rooster. He had a long
beak-like nose and great tusks. Twin axes were in his
hands. Bannog stared at him, sword raised. The only
thing that kept him from striking was that over his
armour, the Troll was wearing the tabard of the Argent
Dawn. The Troll lurched forward, and with hard strokes
of his axes cut down the Scourge minions, much to
Trixie's surprise. With the area clear, the troll turned
round to Bannog and grinned. This did not improve his
appearance. Bannog still stood there, staring, sword
raised.



"Careful where yo point dat thing, mon. We is playing
on da same team."

Bannog said nothing, but lowered his sword.

"Wot da problem, mon? Yo never seen a handsome
troll like I?"

Bannog took a deep breath.

"In all honesty, no I haven't. You with the Argent
Dawn then?"

"Ya, mon. Got ta do my bit against those Scourge
lichlings. Dem is bad Ju-ju! Eat us all if we don't do
something 'bout it."

"Yeah. That would be bad. Well. Good luck. Got to
see some Draenei and Dwarves. C'mon people! Lots
more nasties to get at!" He waved at the troll. "For the...
um. Best of luck."

The troll chuckled. "For da Horde, mon. Stay away
from da Voodoo!" He lumbered off in the direction of a
group of Zombies, and started ripping them to pieces.

Ariciel finished her last bottle of sweet nectar and
lightly tossed it over her shoulder.

"I take it that this is what Mr. Steambender meant by
'Exotic allies'?"



Nix chuckled. "We're playing on the same team as
Trolls? Sheesh. What's next? Night-elves?"

Ariciel bent down over him, looking into Nix' eyes.
She ran a finger along his chin.

"At least we're beautiful. The trees sing to us."

"We had a king once who talked to trees," said Nix.
"Everyone thought he was mad."

"Come to Darnassus sometime. You can chat to the
protectors there."

"What about? Dirty talk about bees?"

Bannog knocked on his shield with the hilt of his
sword.

"Kids! Scourge zombies to be had. Draenei to track
down. Let's move!"

"Well, take care. I just had the last of my nectar so
I'm down to mana potions."

Bannog nodded, then trotted off, followed by his
not-exactly-friends and allies.

"Oh crap." Tanque pointed. "Those are bad mothers
aren't they?"

Korenwolf looked round in the direction of Tanque's 
finger. Several tall warriors came riding down from the



hills. Without looking, he grabbed a mana biscuit from
his pocket, sat down and munched on it.

"Look sharp, people," he said, scattering crumbs. He
pointed. "That Belf is coming this way. Get ready!"

Peterselie and Kaylad stood up, readying their 
weapons and their magic. The Blood-elf death-knight 
drew her sword, slowly surveying the carnage around 
her. Her glowing eyes settled on Korenwolf and his 
group of fighters She raised her hand and made a 
beckoning gesture. Suddenly a lightning arc of sickly 
purple struck out, and hit Korenwolf in the middle of the 
chest. The Death-knight closed her fist. and Korenwolf 
flew towards her, landing in front of her. He rolled over 
once and was back on his feet, axe ready. He slashed 
out at the deathly creature, who overlooked him by 
more than a foot. That in itself didn't bother him. He 
was used to that. The Death-knight swung her sword at 
him, and connected with such force thet Korenwolf 
rolled over and had to scramble back to get out of her 
reach and get back to his feet. Kaylad's hands glowed 
and a large healing spell sped towards her husband. 
Tanque shouted and charged in. The Death-knight 
opened her mouth, and her breath came out in a small 
cloud of steam. Tanque was covered in ice-cold



crystals, and shivered. Peterselie took a deep breath,
then let fly with her most powerful Exorcism spell. That
did get the Death-knight's attention. She pointed her
hand at Peterselie and screamed. Green fumes struck
out at Peterselie. Peterselie bent over and threw up.
She couldn't help herself. Then, shivering with fever,
she composed her mind and cast a spell that would
cleanse her of the disease. She sighed as she felt the
Light purge her of the sickness, but it had cost a lot of
her mana. Korenwolf was back on his feet, shouting
and charging at this hell-woman. But even his attacks
barely dented her armour. The Death-knight took two
steps back, readied her sword and looked at the
Dwarves. She laughed, then charged in.

They still hadn't found their friends, and they were 
under heavy attack. Somewhere in the distance, some 
particularly bad enemies had shown up and all the 
more powerful fighters were rushing over. This freed up 
the lesser enemies to attack them. Bannog was 
bleeding from several wounds, and Trixie was slowing 
down, which was dangerous for her. Nix was more or 
less allright, slipping in and out of sight and striking out 
with poisoned blades. Ariciel was running low on mana,



and she had already taken a potion.

"Out of mana! Going bear-shaped!"

With her last bit of magical energy, Ariciel changed to 
her bear-shape and attacked the enemies, staying 
close to Bannog. She had not been hurt, and in her 
bear-shape, her armour was much stronger. But three 
defenders and no healers make for a very short-lived 
fighting force. Bannog was swamped by four ghouls at 
the same time, and did what he could, blasting them 
with thunder claps. He was doing lots of damage, but 
still it was not enough. Ariciel charged in to defend her 
love, roaring as she went, ripping limbs off the uncaring 
undead creatures, who did not even seem to notice, but 
kept coming till they could no longer move. Finally, 
finally, they managed to get the number of enemies 
down to just two of the Undead. Bannog was on his last 
legs, dodging for all he could. With a final great shout, 
he slashed out at the creature in front of him, cutting it 
in two. Its mate took the chance, and struck hard at 
Bannog's side, just before Trixie killed it with a 
double-handed backstroke. Bannog fell down on his 
face, and tried to get up. He couldn't. Next to him, he 
heard Ariciel yelp in her bear-shape. Turning his head, 
he saw her large bulk lying on the floor. It seemed to



fade, and then, Ariciel was lying on the ground next to
him, in her Elf-shape once more.

"Oh shit oh shit oh shit."

Trixie was next to them, on one knee, leaning on her
sword. Nix was sitting on the ground, his head in his
hands, not saying anything. Out of energy, out of
poison, out of everything.

Wincing with pain, Trixie pulled herself to her feet,
and slung her sword on her back. She closed her eyes,
pulled off her helm and looked round. A strange hush
had come over the battlefield. What the... She looked
again at Bannog and Ariciel. Oh shit. They did not look
good. Not good at all. Nix was slowly rocking back and
forth, whimpering quietly.

"Nix?"

Nix kept rocking, saying nothing.

"Nix you lazy sod! Look at me!"

There was a pause, as Trixie's voice made its way
through the clouds around Nix' thoughts. Then, his
eyes slowly moved up to his sister.

"Wh?"

Trixie closed her eyes briefly. The big lug and his 
girlfriend were out. Nix was no use at all at the moment.



To be honest, she wasn't feeling too hot herself. But
she was probably in the best shape between them. She
took a deep breath. It hurt. Probably cracked a rib or
something. She took another breath. Better.

"Right. Nix? Nix! I'm going to get help. Can't carry the
big ones. Are you alright?"

Nix closed his eyes. "Will be. Just give moment."

"You keep them safe. I'm going to find some
healers."

"'Right. Seeyou. Be careful sis."

Trixie winced. "Wrong place to be careful." She bent
over him, whispering in his ear. "If anything bad shows
up, run. More living Steambenders always better."

"Yeah sis."

Trixie pulled out the control to her mechanostrider
and pressed the button. The elaborate mechanism
unfolded and shaped itself in the shape of a flightless
bird. With some difficulty, Trixie got on, cast a final
longing glance at her brother, then galloped off.

 

Bannog was dying. He was getting worse, not better, 
with the respite in the fight. He opened his eyes and 
looked at Ariciel, who was lying on the ground next to



him, looking at him with eyes that glowed too dimly. He
could see now what colour they really were. Grey. He
smiled, and she smiled back.

"Don't suppose... you have any mana left?"

"Not. A shimmer. I'd give you..."

With some effort, Bannog moved his arm, and
touched Ariciel's hand.

"I'm glad you're with me."

Ariciel blinked slowly.

"Bearwalker. Said whatever... you want to do... don't
put off."

"Bit... late." Bannog coughed, and pain coursed
through his body.

"Longer... life means nothing in a war."

"Goodbye... my love."

"Good... bye."

They said nothing more. Bannog's vision blurred, and
darkness closed in on him. Despite all, he felt happy.
The last thing he'd seen was the woman he loved. The
last thing he'd done was defend her. As a Warrior he
could ask no more. Time for a sleep.



Part 11: The cold hard lands to the

North

She was beautiful. Shimmering pale skin, a flawless
face, partly hidden under her hood, smiling at her.
Brilliant white wings fanned lazily back and forth, clearly
nothing to do with the fact that she was floating in the
air. Ariciel could not stop staring at her, though this new
body shape was unlike any she'd ever experienced
before. She was a wisp, like a dandelion seed floating
freely in the air. She had no eyes, but could see
perfectly. She had no mouth, but still, she spoke.

"Who are you?"

The white woman's eyes shone with a light that
managed to be both cold and friendly.

"I am your spirit healer. I am here to cleanse your
spirit of impurities and hurts, and to send you on."

Ariciel felt sad.

"Am I dead, then?"

"Indeed you are not. You fly. You see. You speak.
You... are."

"Is Bannog alive?"



"I don't know. The person you speak of may be in the
arms of another spirit healer. I know only you."

"Will I see him again?"

"No. You will become a new person. So will he.
There will be no 'you' to see him again. You may see
him again for the first time in your new life, but you will
not know."

"Can't I return to Azeroth, and see him?"

"Perhaps. But you would return to pain, to your poor
wounded body. He may not be there. Would you
chance that?"

"Yes."

"Then someone in Azeroth must call you back. I
cannot send you, regrettably. I can only send you
forward. Will you come with me?"

"Do I have to?"

"Eventually, yes. You must move, or stay here
forever."

"Can I wait?"

"Of course. But what for?"

"Something might happen."

The pale woman smiled.



"I doubt it. Hardly anything ever happens here. But
still, you can wait."

"How much time do I have?"

"Eternity."

Bannog opened his eyes. It was early in the 
afternoon, and the sun was high in the sky. He was 
lying in a tent somewhere, on a camp bed, covered 
with a blanket. Slowly, carefully, he took stock of his 
body. His hand was on the pillow in front of him. He 
could move his fingers. His legs responded, if feebly. 
His other arm? There it was, under the blanket, Light 
be thanked. He tried to sit up, reeled and quickly lay 
back down again. Bad idea. Take it easy. His eyes 
slowly managed to focus on things farther away. In 
front of him was another camp bed. Bannog held his 
breath. On the camp bed lay the still form of a Night-elf. 
He knew who it was. Nobody else had hair quite that 
white. She was lying with her back to him, and he could 
not see her move. His stomach clenched. Was she 
alive? Was he in a place of healing, or was he in a 
place where the dead were laid up prior to burial? His 
arm was slow to respond to his command, but 
eventually, he managed to raise it and reach over. His



hand hovered over the white hair, not daring to touch
for fear of what he might find out. He lowered his hand,
and his fingers brushed her cheek. Bannog closed his
eyes. It felt warm! Warm! The big Warrior sobbed. She
was alive! As if to answer him, Ariciel stirred, then
rolled onto her back. She turned her head under
Bannog's hand and looked at him, eyes shining once
more with a bright pale grey light. She smiled. Put her
hand on his.

"Hello, my love." Her voice croaked, and she
coughed.

"Ariciel."

 

For the longest time, neither of them spoke, they
simply looked at each other, not worrying where they
were or how they got there. There was a noise outside,
and the door of the tent opened. In looked the face of a
Night-elf, long black hair flowing down to his shoulders,
a slight smile on his lips.

"I do declare, Mr. Bannog. You have an uncanny
ability to return from the Dead."

Bannog gaped. "Bayliss?"

"Eyesight and cognitive facilities returning to normal.
Excellent."



Bannog sat up, with more success than last time.

"How did we get here?"

"Your Gnomish friend found us, and directed us to
you. Quite an energetic young lady."

Ariciel raised herself on her elbow.

"Trixie?"

"Indeed. Miss Steambender."

Ariciel fell silent. She had not expected that, and felt
ashamed of not expecting it. After all, she herself would
have. Bannog sighed. It was time for that old,
loathsome game of "who's still here".

"Any news from our other companions?"

"I don't know them, but many were slain, I'm afraid,
before the Death Knights left."

"Who healed us?" Ariciel sat up, and swung her legs
over the edge of the bed.

"I did. Quite a challenge, actually. Mr. Bannog here
was worst off, but you had sustained extensive internal
injuries. I had to use my most powerful spells."

Ariciel looked at Bayliss, and swallowed. "Using
maple seed?"

"Please. I am not an amateur, nor am I a Druid. If I
were, I would use Flintweed seed."



Ariciel took a deep breath, and slowly let it out. This
was the kind of spell that you really, really did not
discuss in front of anyone but other Elves, and then
only Elves in the know. It dealt with that significant
hair's breadth that separated the very critically injured
from... those worse off.

"May the blessings of Elune follow you always," said
Ariciel. "Can we get up?"

"You can. Though extensive, your injuries were not
complicated like some others."

 

They walked out of the tent, to find Captain Swann
and the rest of the twenty-fifth light infantry outside.
Bannog walked up to the captain and saluted.

"Since when do bloody civilians salute army people
mister Bannog?"

"Sorry cap'n. Force of habit."

"Hah. I suppose you will drain Army resources even
further by eating our food and drinking our drink?"

"I s'pose. On behalf of the Redridge citizenry I thank
you for your generosity."

Ariciel had joined him, and leaned against him. She
looked amused.



"My love, your accent gets thicker when you're
around these people. Why's that?"

"My dear, I do so to protect my reputation as a bona
fide yokel from what is colloquially known as 'The
Sticks'. Shall we move to our repast?"

"Oh hell yeah!"

Nix, Trixie and Griggin were sitting by the fire,
half-way through an enormous lunch with the soldiers.
Trixie pointed at Ariciel.

"You owe me a lifetime of hangover cures, bitch!"

Korenwolf stared into the fire, with an indescribable
expression on his bearded face. Healers were still
working on Tanque. Kaylad was leaning against him,
eyes closed. She had spent every last drop of mana in
her pool healing Tanque, till Wolf told her to get out of
there and let the others do their bit. Peterselie was
sitting nearby, arm in a sling, looking angry, but without
the energy to support that anger. However you looked
at it, they had just had their arses handed to them.
They were lucky to be alive. Even their combined effort
had not been enough even to hurt the Blood-elf
death-knight seriously. Korenwolf growled.



"I still don't get it. The bastards had us, no doubt. We
couldn't touch them. And then they just look at each
other, put away their swords and bugger off. What the
hell is going on?"

Kaylad opened her eyes.

"I just hope Tanque is alright. He took a beating."

Korenwolf stared at his feet. Taking the biggest
beating was his job. He was equipped to deal with it.
They had never been outclassed this way before.
Peterselie looked at his face.

"Wolf?"

"What?"

"They were stronger than we were. Bound to happen
at some point. What can ye do?"

Korenwolf gave Peterselie a hard look.

"I'll tell ye. We're going to find out what we need to
know to beat these undead bastards, and then we're
going to beat eighty different colours of shit out of 'em.
We're off to Northrend."

"After they heal Tanque," said Kaylad.

Wolf nodded. "After they heal Tanque."

"I think they're gone," said Mareva.



Stetson nodded, just as a response to words being
spoken, not because he was paying attention. He was
on his knees next to Morgan, trying to feed him small
bits of meat. He'd cleaned the wounds, put on
bandages, and used his Hunter's magic to heal his pet
as best he could. He gently scratched the big cat
between the ears. Mareva put her hand on his
shoulder, and knew better than to ask Stetson how
Morgan was. Mareva's Healing Stream totem stood
nearby. As she watched, it sputtered and went out. She
replaced it with a fresh one. Mareva could not
remember ever cutting it this close before, not even at
Caer Bannog. They owed both their lives to the animal
that now lay heavily wounded before them in a
secluded spot. The enemies they had faced were not
strong, but they were many, especially with the
powerful fighters drawn off to fight those abominations
of Nature that had come from the Necropolis.

Mareva shuddered at the memory. As a Shaman, 
she was sensitive to the spirits of all things. The 
Death-knights were abhorrent, beyond foul, beyond 
evil, the enemy of all that lived. She had screamed, the 
first time she aimed her senses at them. And then, 
suddenly, as though a light had been switched off, they



had changed. They had simply left, leaving their battle
unfinished. Mareva sighed, wondering if any of her
friends had survived. Bannog, the Dwarves, the
Gnomes, Ariciel.

Stetson dropped the bag of meat that Morgan would
have swallowed in one go if he had been healthy. He
looked up at Mareva, his eyes moist. Mareva knelt
beside him, and pulled his large head to her shoulder,
muttering small reassuring words. Stetson looked up,
then laid his hand on Morgan's head. Once more, he
chanted the syllables of healing. Morgan whimpered,
moved a bit and lay back down.

"I can mend him. He will walk again. It'll just take
time. And he's in such pain."

"Can we move him?"

"No. The wounds would open again and he would
die." Stetson looked at Mareva. "We may be here for a
while."

Mareva got to her hooves, and closed her eyes,
remembering this place.

"Then I'll go back to Light's Hope Chapel and bring
back supplies. Will you be alright here? Can you hide?"

"I have ways of staying out of combat. Thank you."



Mareva smiled. "Anything for you."

She changed to her ghost wolf travel form and ran off
in the direction of the chapel. Stetson looked after her.

"Thank you, and hurry back," he said. In a whisper,
he added, "My love." He turned back to Morgan, and
once more cast his healing spells.

"Trixie! Big sis!" Bieslook ran at her adopted sister,
head-butted her and wrapped her arms round her. "You
are alright."

Trixie lifted Bieslook off the ground, and held her up.
"I'm more than alright! I'm excellent! I'm the best!"
Bieslook giggled.

Lenna looked her children up and down, making sure
they still had all their limbs. Then she hugged them
both. Griggin stood a few steps away, smiling. The
family was back together, as it should be.

Ariciel looked round, and spotted Kaylad arguing with
an armoursmith over the price of repairing her armour.
She called, waved and ran over.

"Nine gold? Why I ought to smack you, ye bastard."

"Yeah yeah. Want your kit repaired or not? You're 
always welcome to check out the competition, of



course. Oh wait. There isn't any!"

"Sod you. I'm off to Ironforge. Wouldn't trust you
bloody lugs to get the rivets straight anyway."

"Kaylad!" Ariciel slapped the Paladin's shoulder.
"You're alive! How's Korenwolf? Peterselie? Tanque?"

Kaylad grinned, though Ariciel noticed dark rings
below her eyes. "Alive and well, alive and well, and
alive and milking his sick leave for what it's worth, bless
him. How about you?"

"All the Gnomes are good. Bannog's alive, though he
had a narrow escape. How are you?"

Kaylad gave her a weary smile. "I'll live. I'll have to. If
I'm not there, Wolf will just get lost in Northrend."

"Northrend?"

"Cold hard place up in the North. You can get to it on
those new ferries. Don't go there before you're ready
though."

"Other places to go first. Well, we're over where Ops
used to be, if you need us. If I don't see you, Goddess
watch over you."

"Thanks."

Kaylad scowled at the armoursmith, waved at Ariciel 
and trotted towards the Chapel. Ariciel walked back to



her friends. Her mouth fell open. Talking to Bannog
was Mareva! Elune be praised, she was alive. But
where was Stetson? She walked up to her just as
Mareva finished talking.

"...hiding in a small vale between two mountains,
nursing Morgan back to health. I need to bring him food
and drink."

Ariciel said nothing, grabbed Mareva's shoulders and
hugged her.

"I'm so glad to see you."

Mareva smiled, hand slowly stroking Ariciel's back.

"And I. But I need to get back to Stetson."

"Want help?"

"That would be most welcome."

They were riding across the battlefield. Mareva was
riding with Bannog, Ariciel was mounted on her cat.
The ground was littered with bones. The wounded and
dying had been removed, and Priests were doing their
rounds, casting holy spells on the bones, to keep them
from being used by necromancers. Mareva tapped
Bannog's shoulder.

"Please ride on. I can feel the suffering."



Bannog nodded, and spurred on his horse. They
came to Stetson's hiding place, and dismounted.
Mareva called out, and Stetson's voice replied. They all
knelt by the big cat, who was now lying on his stomach
once more, head raised, much interested in the lumps
of meat Mareva had brought. Ariciel laid both hands on
Morgan's back, and cast Regrowth. Stetson sighed,
finally daring to relax a bit.

"He will be fine. Though those bald patches will look
silly for a while. In a day, he will be able to run. Less,
with more healers on hand."

Mareva pointed at Stetson. "I am taking you to bed.
You have not slept in two nights."

Stetson looked at Morgan doubtfully, but Ariciel sat
down next to the big cat.

"Be off with you! You've had the best offer you're
likely to get. We'll watch over Morgan."

Bannog sat down, back to a tree. Ariciel moved in 
front of him, close enough to Morgan to cast healing 
spells on him without getting up. Bannog wrapped his 
arms round her, and they watched Mareva maneuver 
herself and her big Hunter friend into the sleeping bag 
Ariciel had given her. They whispered in their own 
language. In minutes, Stetson was asleep. Ariciel laid



her hands on Morgan and cast another healing spell.
Morgan yowled, and moved closer to the Human and
the Elf. Bannog scratched his big head, then dropped
his arm back round Ariciel. Morgan stuck his head
under Bannog's arm. He sighed, and resumed
scratching. Ariciel giggled.

"You have a job, my love."

"Bannog of Caer Bannog. Slayer of Mages,
Siege-breaker of the Castle. Destroyer of Undead.
Scratcher of Cats."

"Mustn't forget Hugger of Elves."

"Always the way. Kill lots of mages, Kill lots of Orcs,
Zombies, Ghouls, Ghosts even, and nobody notices.
But you hug one Elf..."

Ariciel elbowed him. "I know that joke, and I'm not a
goat!"

"Nice Elves aren't supposed to know that joke."

"I'm not a particularly nice Elf."

"But I love you anyway."

Ariciel made herself more comfortable. "Nice to
know."

Night fell over the Eastern Plaguelands.



It was a fairly large group that arrived in Stormwind.
The Steambenders, who were going home to their
place near the Harbour, Korenwolf and family, who
were catching the ferry to Northrend, Stetson and
Mareva, who were riding with Bannog and Ariciel prior
to leaving for the Dark Portal and Outland, as it was
now called. Peterselie had been dropped off in
Ironforge. Bannog sniffed the air. Not a hint of zombie.
Just healthy sea breeze. The skies were empty of huge
stone structures that shouldn't be there. There was a
feeling of watchful optimism. Korenwolf shook his head.

"We ain't seen the last of those Death Knights, mark
my words. They're not just going to turn friendly on us,
so we'd better be ready to give 'em a warm welcome
when we meet 'em again."

"I trust you to," said Bannog. "But before I start out
again, I need to have many a serious talk with my
father."

"If you make your way to Northrend, give us warning
and head for Valiance Point. We'll help you find your
feet there. Well, ferry's leaving. We're off."

Hands were shaken and the Dwarves galoped off to
the harbour. Lenna took Bieslook's hand, and smiled at
the company.



"I suppose we'd better see if the house is still
standing. If ever you're here, drop in for a cuppa."

"Indeed," said Griggin. "We are deservedly famous
for our Espresso coffee and many other things."

"Yeah, just mind your head when you come in," said
Nix. "The place is designed for normal-size people."

Ariciel ruffled Bieslook's hair, smiling. The Gnomes
said their goodbyes and left, leaving only Bannog,
Ariciel, Stetson and Mareva. And Morgan, who was
nudging his boss for more food. Stetson accidentally
dropped a bit of boar meat, but luckily Morgan was
quick enough to catch it.

"Fly or ride?" asked Bannog.

"Ride," said Stetson. "Morgan needs the exercise."

They mounted up, and made their way south through
Elwynn Forest, and back to the Redridge Mountains in
the East. Bannog smiled broadly as his neck of the
woods came into view. At the last crossroads before
the castle, they halted.

"This is where we say goodbye, my friends," said
Stetson. "We are going to Shattrath City, to take
counsel."



"You're not coming to the castle with us?" Ariciel
looked sad. Mareva slowly shook her head.

"No. We must find the Naaru A'Dal, and ask him for
advice. I am afraid it will not wait."

Ariciel dismounted, put her arms round Mareva, and
looked deep into her eyes.

"I'll miss you. If I sort it out with Bannog, I could give
you a proper farewell."

Mareva smiled. "Better not," she said. "I am not sure
how our respective males would respond to that." She
ran a finger through Ariciel's hair. "You are my friend,
and I love you. I do not need to take your clothes off to
express those feelings."

"Might be nice though."

"Certainly, but like Qrovna, it might lead to
headaches later on."

The Draenei mounted up again, waved at the Human
and the Elf and rode off to the south. Ariciel watched
them, a small smile on her face. She leaned back
against Bannog.

"I've been dropped," she said.

"Huh?"



"I've never lost any girlfriend to an other! I still love
her, she still loves me, but still. I've been dropped."

"Well, you're not alone. And it isn't like you were...
well, at it."

"I know. But still, it was nice to think I could have
asked her." She looked round. "Given you agree, of
course."

"Hmm. You Elves have complicated lives."

"That, my love, is a true word. Especially if you
involve Others as well."

"Let's go home."

The drawbridge was down, and the doors were open.
The Alliance flag waved in the breeze on the flag-pole
on the Keep as they rode in. Quartermaster grinned
broadly at them, and pointed at Bannog's shoulders.

"Those are the flashiest things I've ever seen on
anyone! Do they make the enemy fall over laughing?"

"You don't get out much, do you?" said Bannog.
"Everyone wears them these days."

"Joy to the world! You're late for dinner. I suppose
the poor cook will have to slave just for you? Again?"



"Only if it doesn't inconvenience her. Wouldn't want
to inconvenience a cook!"

Ariciel jumped off her cat, and the magical creature
disappeared. Quartermaster gaped, but before he
could comment, Ariciel pointed her finger at him.

"Have you seen Puissance? When I left she was in a
bad way. I want to see if she's alright."

Quartermaster gave her a strange look. "Young
Phyllis? Sure. She's probably in the dining hall, reading
up on her devilish arts."

"Thanks!" Ariciel trotted off, with Quartermaster
looking after her. He shook his head, and started
negotiations with the kitchen.

"You complete and utter bitch!" Puissance's eyes 
glowed at Ariciel. "You stupid piece of..." She raised a 
finger. "One thing I asked of you. One thing only. Do 
you even remember what it was? I bet you don't. Do 
not tell anyone I like girls, is what I asked. Not tell 
people to be bloody nice to me. Just keep your painted 
little face shut about who I like to have in my bed. And 
what do you do?" Puissance's fist hammered on the 
table. "You rush off to the daughter of the castle and



blab to her!"

Ariciel's mouth fell open. "I'm sorry. I didn't... she
guessed it. Oh Puissance, I'm so sorry!"

"Oh Ariciel, what blinding difference does that make?
Stars and stones! The night after you left, Selena was
lying all the way on the edge of the bed! One inch
further and she'd have dropped off! She'd have hidden
in the closet if she could! Puissance, I don't do girls!"
She rolled her eyes. "As if! The scrawny little thing
hardly knows what the bit between her legs is there for!
Gods!" Puissance took a deep breath. "So now the
whole sodding castle knows! Everybody keeps giving
me strange looks whenever they see me. The men
think they can help me over it. The women are scared
that they might catch it! Oh, and do you know the best
bit?"

Ariciel stared at Puissance, eyes large, and shook
her head. A smile slowly appeared on Puissance's
face.

"Of course. You just got here, so you don't know
what they're saying. Ran straight to poor Puissance to
see how she was doing." She got up from the table,
and stepped forward. "Well... mustn't spoil a good
rumour."



Before Ariciel could do anything, Puissance pulled
Ariciel towards her, one hand behind her back, the
other in her hair. She put her lips on Ariciel's. Ariciel
stepped back, but Puissance followed her till she
backed into a table. Her hand slowly slid up Ariciel's
side, to her breast. Suddenly, she jerked away her
head. She gave Ariciel a smile that had nothing to do
with joy, and everything with teeth, breathing hard.

"Oh... that was nice! Welcome home, my love!"

She turned round, swiped her scrolls off the table
and disappeared into the hallway. Ariciel touched her
lip, then looked in amazement at the blood on her
fingers. Almost without thinking, she directed a little
healing magic to her lip, and it sealed up.

"What the..."

As Ariciel gazed round the room, people quickly
turned their eyes away and went on with what they
were doing.

"What the..."

The door opened and Bannog came in, looking round
the room. He spotted her and smiled at her.

"Hungry? The cook is making a big bowl of soup 
because she loves me. Purely in a clothes-on way of 
course. Come over to the kitchen if you..." He looked at



Ariciel's expression. "What's up, my love?"

"Puissance. She..."

"Oh she was going upstairs. You must have missed
her."

"The hell I did!"

"I wonder if he knows." One of the soldiers watched
Bannog as he walked past. "Maybe he does, but she's
got him under a spell and he can't resist her."

"That's a load of rubbish, Ronald," said Smitty.
"That's not what Druid magic is about. It's about healing
and fighting. Animal shapes. You've seen her at it."

"Yeah, but that may not be all she can do. I hear
those Elf lassies use magic in the sack."

"Bah. Wishful thinking, that is."

"And they don't keep themselves to a single lover,
either."

"Hah! And that's even more wishful thinking! Mate, if
you're that curious, go find your own Elf. This one's
taken."

"Pff. If she's got two already, there's always room for
one more. Not that I would like to explain that to
Bannog Junior, mind."



"Yeah. Keep that in mind. Pissing off the boss is
generally not good for your health. Well, my watch is
coming up. See you later, and stay away from that Elf!"

"Puissance?"

"Yes, dearest?"

"I want to apologise. I'm sorry I let your secret out,
but I only wanted to help you."

Puissance was lying on her bed, reading a dark scroll
of Warlock magic.

"Well, the road to hell is paved with good intentions.
Trust me. I know. Demons go dancing on your good
intentions." Puissance glared at Ariciel. "To err is
Human. Or Elf. To forgive is divine. And I am no
goddess. I'm going to make sure that you know exactly
what it's like to be completely alone in a castle full of
people. Now piss off. I have reading to do."

"But... please. I didn't mean to hurt you."

Puissance jumped to her feet and slapped Ariciel in
the face.

"But I bloody well mean to hurt you, bitch! Think you
feel sorry now? I haven't even started yet! Now get the
hell out of my room, you long-eared freak!"



Bannog was on his way upstairs to the library, when
he saw Puissance coming out of her room. He walked
over to her.

"Puissance? About Ariciel... could you..."

"Oh, she's lovely isn't she? So affectionate and
enthusiastic. I feel blessed that she should choose me."

"Eh?"

"Communion of body and spirit. Such a beautiful
ritual."

"Phyllis, what are you on about?"

"Why, Ariciel, sharing her body with me silly!"

"Yeah, right. I don't know what you're playing at, but
Ariciel getting naked with you? I find that a tad hard to
believe."

"What? She didn't tell you? Well, if she didn't, then
how do I know..." Puissance continued in a whisper.
"Where her piercings are?"

 

"You don't believe her, do you?" Ariciel looked at
Bannog, eyes large with fear. Bannog smiled, and put
his arms round her. He pulled her to him, and ran his
big hand over her white hair.



"Not for a moment. Even if I found you and her naked
in my bed, I would assume you had a good reason for
being there. I trust you with my life. That stupid girl has
it in for you, I can see that." Bannog frowned. "So you
let it slip that she likes girls. Big bloody deal. It's not as
if we didn't think she was weird already! Her and her
demons. Still."

"What?"

"She knew about your piercings. She said she'd done
it with you and found your piercings. Have I found them
all?"

Ariciel gave him a wavering smile. "Yes. There aren't
many places where you can have them, really. Lots of
Elves have them. Four is all there are." She raised her
blouse, revealing her stomach. "Maybe she spotted the
one I don't mind showing to all and sundry and took a
chance from there."

"Hmm. So your telling me to keep looking..."

"An evil ploy, I'm afraid."

"Naah. Good ploy. I'll keep looking. Maybe you put
one somewhere and forgot about it."

"Bannog?"

"Yes?"



"I love you."

"So. We're at war again."

"Yes. Your king challenged our Lord Thrall in
Under-city. A foolish thing to do."

"My king is, of course, the wisest of all, and a brave
leader of our people. And he's been fighting Orcs all his
life. So he might be disinclined to consider that your
lord Thrall might have had some valid reasons for being
there." Old Bannog rubbed his beard. "So I'll be forced
to send out more patrols looking for you evil buggers. I
suspect we'll be searching all round the Tower of Ilgalar
without seeing as much as a tusk or a glint of steel."

"Likewise, I predict that we will be unable to catch
you sneaks at Render's Valley."

"Hmm. I suspect that we might catch one of your
warriors though, and torture the whereabouts of your
search parties out of him. Mind you. Our questioners
need a bit of practice. They are quite likely to let slip
where we are going next."

Gharash laughed.

"Do they keep the keys to the cells on their belts?"



"Pff. I'd be surprised if they even remember to lock
the cells in the first place."

Gharash sighed, and shook his head.

"What a farce. We waste our time and blood fighting
each other, while the Scourge sits by and watches."

"We are simply holding up the war. When the
Scourge comes knocking on our door, there will be
more of your warriors, and mine, to fight them."

"Remember. If I am ordered directly to attack your
castle, I cannot refuse. Nor would I expect you to."

"Understood."

Ariciel searched her memory. Ah.

"Ronald, right?"

"Aye. Well?"

"Well. You are a happily married man, are you not?"

"Could always be happier. So I thought I'd give the
Elf way a try."

"The... Elf way?"

"Yeah. Where you can do it with as many people as
you like and nobody minds."



"Ah. That Elf way. You haven't actually met any
Elves before me, have you?" She gave him a smile
with menaces. "With your clothes off, I mean?"

"Well, no, but... first time for everything."

"And it didn't occur to you to, oh, find out a bit more
before asking me to cheat on Bannog?"

"Uh... It wouldn't be cheating if it was you, would it,
Miss?"

"But would it be cheating if it were you?"

"Miss?"

"If you were doing it, would it be cheating?"

"Um."

"Um indeed. Now I'm only just learning about Human
mating habits, but from what little I know, I would think
that if your wife would find out about it, she'd stab you
in your sleep. And then she would stab me, fully awake.
And rightly so. I don't like to be stabbed."

"But Miss, Lady Puissance said she wouldn't mind
sharing!"

Ariciel gave Ronald a look that made him wilt on the
spot.

"I bet she wouldn't." She moved a bit closer. "The 
answer is no. Not in a hundred years. And Elves can



live for a hundred years, no problem."

"Huh. Well, if you think you're too good for me, let's
see how Bannog Junior likes you double-timing him
with that Warlock girl."

"Of course I won't deny it," said Bannog. "That'd only
make things worse. People will think you've got me
enchanted or something." He sighed. "I really don't see
what we can do about it. Ride it out. She'll get tired of it
at some point."

Selena pushed a mug of tea over to Ariciel on the
kitchen table.

"I never knew Puss could be that nasty. I have to
admit she's perfectly nice to me." Selena frowned. "But
then, she would have to be."

"You're not afraid she fancies you, are you?" Ariciel
looked at Selena nervously. "She said you were
nervous around her."

"Oh I was. Having her hands all over me would gross
me out like anything. But she never made any moves in
that direction." Selena took a sip of tea. "She's got her
own room now, anyway. Good thing, too. She was
getting on my tits for lots of other reasons."



"In a manner of speaking," said Bannog.

Puissance smiled at Ariciel. "You don't like it? Well, I
suppose we could kiss and make up." Her hand
brushed away her robe, revealing a bit more of her
chest. "What do you say? Show me some of that Elf
magic and I'll lay off you. For a while, at least."

"Very funny. Now lay off, or else."

"Or else what? In case you hadn't noticed, I'm the
Human. You're the stranger. You're here because
people tolerate your presence. I belong here. And I'll
make sure that people will not tolerate you here for
much longer."

Ariciel leaned over to Puissance.

"I said I was sorry for letting out your dirty little
secret. Soon, I won't be."

Puissance put her hand on Ariciel's chest and
pushed, making her stagger back. She drew back her
arm and aimed her fist at Ariciel's cheek. Ariciel caught
it in her own hand and held it, even when Puissance
tried to pull it back.

"Getting hands-on with a feral Druid of the Cenarion
Circle? That is unwise."



"Oh do go on and hit me. Give me a nice black eye.
See how they like that here. You'll be back up your tree
before you know it."

"Sod you."

"Precisely. Now fuck off and die."

She'd found the perfect place, on the roof of the 
keep, hidden behind one of the mini-balistas, back to 
the wooden frame. Nobody came looking for her here. 
Perfect for a few moments without Puissance fawning 
over her. Or rather, pretending to. Her face was 
completely still, as she watched the sunset. The stupid 
girl would win. She was right. She was the Human, and 
knew all about their habits. She knew nothing. Except 
for one thing. She smiled. Bannog loved her, and 
trusted her. But even he would, at some point, be 
affected by this. If Puissance convinced enough people 
that she was in bed with Ariciel, Bannog's reputation 
would suffer for allowing it to continue. At some point, 
the damage would be too much and she'd have to 
leave. Bannog would, could, never come with her if that 
happened. Her smile faded. Not after all they'd been 
through together. If anyone were to be expelled from 
the castle, then it should be the most deserving girl.



She briefly closed her eyes and thought. Then, jaw set,
she got to her feet and walked down the stairs.

Quartermaster grinned.

"Be with you in a minute. We're just torturing a
captive Orc." He looked over his shoulder. "I think he
may be about to break."

"Cease! No more! North of Alther's Mill, you fiends!"
Gorm Bladebreaker pushed his mug back across the
table. "Now give me the good stuff. No Orc should
know what watered-down Redridge claret tastes like."

"Oh my, said Quartermaster. No wonder we won't be
able to find you at Stonewatch Falls. Well. I'm sure we
won't have to watch the door. He's too exhausted to
escape."

"Not before I finish this, Human," said Gorm, draining
his mug.

Ariciel came into the dining hall like a whirlwind,
looked round till she saw Puissance and stomped over
to her. She put her fists on the table and stared hard at
the dark-haired Warlock girl.



"What the hell are you playing at?" Ariciel was
blessed with a healthy pair of lungs, and was using
them to full effect.

Puissance smiled.

"I don't know what you are talking about, my dear,"
she murmured.

"Like hell you don't! Hiding in the closet? Doesn't
know what the bit between her legs is there for? Why
are you spouting filth like that?"

"I don't know who you've been listening to, but..."

"Don't give me that! Do you want to deny saying it?
By the Light, you don't even fancy her! Scrawny little
thing was it?" Ariciel took a deep breath, and looked
into Puissance's eyes. "What you do to me, for
whatever reason, fine. I can take it. I'm a big girl. But
getting at me by scaring the wits out of Selena? I will
not allow that to happen." Ariciel's fist pounded on the
table, punctuating every word.

"Selena. Does. Not. Do. Girls!"

Old Bannog stared at the Night-elf, who looked at his
desk, not meeting his eyes.



"Before you left for Light's Hope Chapel, you said
that Puissance was no more likely to seduce Selena
than you were."

"Yes, Sir," said Ariciel.

"Do you have cause now to revise that statement?"

"Sir, Puissance has a grievance against me. I fear
she might try to hurt me, or pressure me, by
threatening Selena."

"That's not a light accusation, Ariciel. Are you sure?"

Ariciel looked up.

"It is what I fear. Whether she would actually harm
Selena, I cannot say. I do not know what a Human
woman like her is capable of."

"Hmm." Old Bannog calmly gazed at the Night-elf in
front of him.

"The words you spoke of. 'Hiding in the closet',
'Doesn't know what' and so on. Who told you these
words?"

"Sir, I heard them from Puissance, in the dining hall
when I returned."

"Might anyone have overheard those words?"

"Possibly. I was not paying attention to those around
us."



"So if you heard these words on your return, then
why not comment on them there and then?"

"Sir, I was badly shaken." Ariciel looked down. "I did
betray her confidence. I did not realise what she had
said until much later."

"Ah," said Old Bannog. "The broken promise."

"Yes."

"So she actually has a point."

"I'm afraid so," said Ariciel. "I should not have let her
secret slip to Selena, nor should I have told you."

"And she thought to retaliate by spreading rumours
about you."

Ariciel swallowed. "Yes."

"Hmm. Well, I'll have a word with her and see what I
can do. You may go."

Ariciel said nothing, and got up to leave.

"Oh. Ariciel?"

"Sir?"

"I do not like having to do this. I have better things to 
do with my time. The Scourge is moving. Nameless 
horrors are stalking the lands. That damn fool King 
Varian is set to start another war with the Horde, to the 
ruin of all. Next time, find your own way to sort out your



differences."

"Yes, Sir."

"She's lying. I never said anything like that."

"Oh?" Old Bannog gave Puissance a friendly smile.
"Then why is one of my soldiers claiming that you did?"

"I don't know. Which soldier?"

"Oh, my most reliable one. You were expressing an
interest in certain parts of my daughter's body, if I'm not
mistaken."

"Never. The Night-elf made that up."

"If she did, then she also persuaded a soldier to lie
on her behalf. Is that what you're trying to tell me?"

"Sir, we all know what Night-elves are capable of.
They can use their looks and their magic to influence
the minds of others."

"So, in short, you hold that Ariciel put words in your
mouth, then used her Night-elf wiles to persuade a
soldier to lie about it?"

"I never said those words. What else could it be?"

Old Bannog dropped the friendly smile.

"What grievance do you have against Lady Ariciel?"



"What?"

"Why do you feel moved to encourage soldiers to try
and invite her into their bed?"

"I never..."

"Why do you insist on spreading the rumour that she
and you are lovers?"

"What?! That's a lie! I never started that rumour."

"That may be so, but you did not go out of your way
to quell it. Quite the opposite, in fact. So my son tells
me."

"But... he's under her spell! Can't you see? Would
you take the word of a scheming Elf over that of one of
your own kind?"

"Quiet!" Old Bannog paused. His old face looked
harsh and cold as stone. Puissance sat back in her
chair.

"Lady Ariciel is an honoured guest of this castle. She 
has fought with us in the siege. She has used her 
magic to heal many of our soldiers, including myself in 
fact. Anyone can plainly see that she is completely 
devoted to my son. I am glad to have her as a guest, 
and the Caer is better for having her in it. You, on the 
other hand, have been nothing but trouble since the



day you arrived. First by being a drain on the resources
of our castle while providing nothing of value. Then by
bothering us with your preference in bedfellows, which
nobody here cares about. And finally, now, by trying to
ruin the good name of Lady Ariciel, and that of my son
in the bargain. I think that you will be much happier if
you move back to your friends in Stormwind. Even if
you are not, we certainly will be. You leave this
afternoon."

Ariciel still didn't know why she had volunteered to
take Puissance to the flight point in Lakeshire. Perhaps
she thought she owed her at least that. Puissance was
riding one of Caer Bannog's horses, and Ariciel was on
her cat.

"You managed to convince Sir Bannog that I was
after his daughter. You scheming bitch. I wouldn't have
touched her if she'd pay me for it, and you know it."

"You would have, if you thought you could get at me
through her."

"I'll get you for this."

"Feel free to try, Phyllis."

"Oh, I never try things. I do them."



"Yes, yes. Just a few more miles to Lakeshire. Then
you'll be rid of me."

"I have better ways to get rid of you."

Ariciel looked round at Puissance.

"Look, girl. If you want to try something, get on with
it. If not, shut up and ride. Well? Nothing? Thought so."

"You make the mistake of underestimating me."

"You, Puissance, made the mistake of thinking Old
Bannog is stupid. He's not. You really should not have
lied about things he can check up on. Night-elf mind
control? You seriously thought he'd fall for that?"

There was silence. Ariciel's cat trotted on. She
looked round, and found Puissance had dismounted.
She turned her cat round, and rode back.

"Really. I do not have the patience for this. Get up on
that horse and get your sorry butt to Lakeshire."

"Oh, I will. After this."

Puissance raised her hands and started chanting.
Lights flew up from her upraised palms, meeting above
her head. Ariciel recognised the signs of a Warlock's
summoning spell and sure enough, a few moments
later, a small creature made its appearance.



"You have annoyed me for the last time, Elf. I'll deal
with you now, then get on to Lakeshire." She spoke to
her imp.

"Kill her."

The imp took one look at Ariciel, and bared its fangs.

"This was not in my contract!"

"Do it."

Ariciel cried out as the fireballs hit her. As fast as she
could, she cast Mark of the Wild on herself. Protective
magic to shield her from the fireballs. She seethed.
Stupid, stupid girl! Another fireball shattered on her
magical defences, and only a little of the energy
reached her. She almost welcomed the pain.
Justification for what she wanted to do, was going to
do. With a contemptuous sneer, she started casting
Starfire, as the imp's fireballs kept hitting her. The spell
completed, and the imp disappeared in a blazing sheet
of white flame. It screeched, and desperately tried
casting fireballs faster and faster. Ariciel's hands blazed
with Green Fire, and the bolt hit the Imp in the chest. It
fell over and died, body dissipating. Ariciel turned to
Puissance, who was casting one of her Warlock's
spells.



Ariciel let her. The dark energy hit her flesh, burning
it, corrupting it. She cried out in pain and anger.

"Come on! Show me what you've got!"

Puissance followed up with shadow bolts, launched
from her hands. They did not make it through Ariciel's
magical armour. Ariciel bared her teeth at the Warlock
girl.

"Is that the best you can do?"

Her mana pool empty, Puissance pulled out her
wand and aimed it at the Night-elf Druid.

"Enough!"

Ariciel took her staff from her back and struck out at
Puissance. The jewels that Mareva had placed on it
hummed, adding their energy to the stroke. She hit
Puissance's hand, and sent the wand flying. Puissance
cried out, and cradled her left hand in her right. Ariciel
swung again. and could hear the snap as she broke
Puissance's arm. Using the other end of her staff. she
swung again, breaking her other arm as well. Ariciel
stabbed out, hitting the girl in the chest. Puissance fell
to her knees, then fell over backwards.

"Oh, I shouldn't be enjoying this."



Ariciel's staff swung again, and broke her thigh-bone
as she lay. Finally, standing over her, she took careful
aim, and swung at Puissance's head. Puissance cried
out, as the staff stopped in the air a finger's breadth
away from her face.

Ariciel kneeled by her. Puissance's eyes looked up to
her with a combination of fear, pain and pure hate. She
looked away. Ariciel reached down and took
Puissance's chin in her hand. She made her look up at
her.

"Now that was stupid. You really should not have
done that. You do realise that the only reason you
could slap me around at the Caer was because I let
you? Well, you do now."

Slowly, carefully, Ariciel unbuttoned Puissance's
blouse. She didn't have to do that for what she was
going to do, but she wanted to.

"Bannog and I have been through a lot together. I 
healed him as he saved my life in Elwynn, and in the 
Wetlands. I was beaten up by Ogres in Searing Gorge 
and he took me away from that place. He helped me 
find my family, such as they were, even though he 
thought I had abandoned him. We fought together 
against the Orcs who laid siege to the Caer and the



Ogre-mage who led them. We fought and nearly died 
together in the Eastern Plaguelands. I have had many 
lovers, but he is the only one I would give up all others 
for. I love him more than you could know. I would die 
defending him. And you..." Ariciel laid her hand gently 
on Puissance's chest, between her bare breasts. She 
could feel her heart beating fast. "You tried to take him 
away from me." Ariciel briefly closed her eyes, and cast 
Regrowth, healing the Warlock girl's broken bones. She 
kept pouring in the energy, until not a trace remained of 
her injuries. Ariciel looked down on Puissance, hand 
still on her chest. "Now if I'd kill you here and now, I'm 
pretty sure people would figure out that it was me, if 
you didn't show up in Stormwind at some point. I'd have 
to say 'It wasn't me, honestly!' and I don't think I could 
carry that off." Ariciel bent down. "Because I really do 
want to kill you and I'm a bad liar. So. I'm going to let 
you get on the griffin at Lakeshire. Then, I'll wait a bit till 
enough of your friends have seen you scuttling about in 
Stormwind." Ariciel slid her hand slowly up Puissance's 
breast, almost a caress, and continued up to her throat. 
"And then, I'll come and visit you." She bent down low 
over Puissance. The tips of their noses almost 
touching, looking deep into her eyes so Puissance



could see that she meant it.

"And kill you."

 

Holding the reins of the horse, Ariciel watched as
Puissance's griffin disappeared in the direction of
Stormwind. A thoughtful expression was on her face.
Would she have to make good on her promise?
Probably. Little Warlock girls don't stay little if they're in
fear of their lives. Perhaps she should let her grow a
bit. But then again, perhaps not. Ariciel leapt upon the
horse's back, and rode back home, to Caer Bannog.

It was huge. It reached hundreds of yards up into the
air. Mareva couldn't see through the swirling shapes.
She fell silent. So this was it, then. The Dark Portal.
Built by the Orc-mages, Ogre-mages and Daemon
lords. The first move in the chess game over this world,
Azeroth.

"This leads to Draenor?"

Stetson nodded. "Outland. I did warn you. Draenor is
no more, except for a few bits. Don't expect to come
home."



Morgan was sitting next to them, ears down, pawing
at Stetson, yowling. Stetson kneeled, and grabbed him
by the collar, scratching his chest.

"Don't be scared. Once you're through, there's going
to be rabbits!"

Mareva smiled. "Incredible, how the same animals
show up all over the Universe."

"Convergent evolution," said Stetson.

"Oo. Big words."

"Ug." Stetson thumped his chest.

"Too late, my love. Your secret is out."

Stetson smiled at Mareva.

"Are you ready?" He held out his hand. Mareva took
it. Smiled. Nodded. Together, they stepped through.



Part 12: Culture shock

 

The sky was wrong. The moons were still there, but
there were strange, magical streaks of light passing
overhead. Mareva's pale blue eyes took in the scenery,
and her face had no expression at all. Stetson had
warned her, but nothing could have prepared her for
this. Was this really the place where she had spent the
first thirty years of her life? There used to be plants
here, creatures running round. She didn't suppose any
had escaped whatever it was that had so utterly
destroyed this place. In the distance, some kind of fight
was going on, like mountains dancing, but she took no
notice. She closed her eyes and bowed her head. Her
hand closed tightly on Stetson's. The big hunter turned
to face her, put his fingers under her chin and lifted her
face up to him.

"This place is one of the worst, my love. This is 
where the sorcerers tried to create too many large 
portals at once, and reality fractured." He stroked her 
black hair. "Come with me. Not everything is as bad as 
this. Shattrath is a place of wonders." Mareva glanced



at the sky. "This does not look stable. How long will this
place continue to exist?"

"Long enough for us, Mareva. Let's find someplace
nicer."

 

They were riding on the hot sands of the Hellfire
Peninsula, keeping to the road that led West from the
Portal. Mareva was now riding an elekk of her own.
Stetson had insisted, and even paid for it, as they might
have to make a quick getaway at some point, and his
own Elekk could not carry them both at full speed for
long enough. Outland was a dangerous place. In
Azeroth, Stetson needn't be especially afraid of any of
the wildlife. Here, things were slightly different.

"South here, Mareva."

"Why? Shattrath is to the West. I can feel it!"

"That's correct, but to the west is also the Hellfire
Citadel. Crawling with big Hordies. If we take the road
South, we can make for Honor Hold. There's a
flightpoint up there."

"Right."

They took a left, and rode along the road. After a 
while, it bent to the West once more, and the spires of



Honor Hold came into view. Stetson smiled. His
memory of the place was coming back. He looked back
at Mareva who was riding behind him.

"About half an hour's ride left. There's a good pub
there."

Suddenly, his eyes grew large. Behind Mareva was a
large boar. Its eyes were glowing with a hot red light,
and its skin was on fire. It was making for Mareva.
Stetson leaned over and turned his mount around.

"Company! Get behind me! Morgan!"

The big cat growled. He might not like eldritch portals
through the Twisting Nether, but he'd be damned if he'd
let a piggie scare him. He charged. Stetson jumped to
the ground, pulling out his crossbow and loading it in
one move. The first arrow flew even before his hooves
hit the ground. Behind the boar, three more came
running up. Stetson reloaded, and fired again. He
laughed.

"The thing to remember about this place is that the
wildlife can get a bit stroppy at times!"

Mareva made no answer, but from behind Stetson, a 
series of energy bolts sped towards the boars. They hit. 
The boars fell over. Morgan yowled as his prey 
dropped without him having anything to do with it.



Stetson's jaw dropped.

"By the light! Mareva, I didn't know you could do that!
You never have before! Is it keyed to Outland or
something?" He looked round.

Mareva just stood there, hands raised, shaking her
head.

"That wasn't me! I don't even know what spell that
was!"

She looked over her shoulder, and saw. A few yards
behind her stood a tall Draenei woman, pale blue eyes
burning over a face mask. In her hand was a staff, and
her other hand glowed with the after-effect of her
missiles. Her robes flapped back and forth in the
breeze, and her dark hair flowed.

"Dionys A'ka. I am Oxana."

Old Bannog looked at his son, turned the letter round
and pushed it towards him. His face showed no
emotion at all, which in Bannog's experience was
always a bad sign. Bannog read.

Dear Sir, 



It is with the greatest of regret that I have to

inform you that Phyllis of Eastvale, known to her

friends as Puissance, was killed yesterday, while

making the attempt to summon and control a

Succubus minion. She was most insistent that we

allow her to make the attempt, despite her young

age, and we had all confidence that she would be

able to complete the test. Due to the nature of the

incident, we cannot deliver her body for burial, it

being utterly destroyed when the Succubus

escaped her control. May the Light grant you the

strength to bear this loss. In consolation, I can

only say that Puissance was completely devoted

to her calling, and to die while practicing it is a

great honour. 

 

We offer you our sincere condolences. 

 

The Grand-Master of the Stormwind Warlock

Society.

 

The note was signed, not with a name, but an 
esoteric sigil that seemed to burn on the page. Flashy



gits. Bannog looked up at his father, who took a deep
breath.

"If I had not sent the silly girl back, then she would be
alive now. She may not have been the best of guests,
but nobody deserves this. Will you tell Ariciel?"

Bannog nodded, reading the letter again.

"No body for burial. Utterly destroyed. I am very, very
glad that I am not a Warlock."

"So am I. Demons live in the Nethers for a reason.
Inviting them here can only lead to sorrow. Well, that's
it. When are you leaving?"

"Tonight. We should arrive in Darnassus the day
after tomorrow. After my meeting with the priests there,
I'll head back. Ariciel will stay a few more weeks, for
more Druidic training."

"Hm. At least her magic works with Nature, rather
than against it." Old Bannog shook his head. "If only
Phyllis had been able to forgive Ariciel her slip-up."

Ariciel and Bannog were crossing the bridge to
Stormwind. Bannog glanced at his Elven girlfriend.
She'd been remarkably quiet on the trip. He could
guess what she was thinking of. Or rather, who.



"You're blaming yourself, aren't you?"

She shook her head. No she bloody wasn't. She'd
wanted to beat her to within an inch of her life, then
beat her the rest of the way. She could have used a
mail run as a pretext, taken the flappy to Stormwind
and rid herself of the little...

"Look. If Father hadn't sent her packing, she'd have
made your life hell. It was her own stupid idea to try
playing with demons she shouldn't have. You had
nothing to do with it."

Ariciel gave him a look, and said nothing. Yes, that's
the problem.

"Oh cheer up, my love. Remember, I have ways of
making you laugh. I have jokes, and I'm not afraid to
use them!"

Ariciel gave him a wavering grin. She remembered.
Bannog grinned back.

"I know! We're early for the ferry. Why don't we drop
by the Steambenders and see how they're doing?"

"Trixie hates my guts," said Ariciel.

"No, she doesn't! She saved your life!"

"Only because she likes hating my guts." She looked 
at Bannog, and accepted the inevitable. "Oh all right



then. Just let's not miss the ferry."

 

"Mr. Bannog! Lady Ariciel! What a joy to see you be
quiet Trixie."

"I wasn't saying anything!"

"That was pre-emptive. May I offer you a cup of
coffee?"

Ariciel looked at the sun, Bannog looked doubtful.

Lenna smiled. "Oh please say yes. When we were
living in Gnomeregan, Griggin saw a genuine
Piggelmee DE2000 high-pressure coffee maker on
sale, and felt he could not live without it. He paid the
merchant enough to finance a new dwelling by the sea.
One of those round ones made from clay. So now he
jumps at every opportunity to use it. It will earn itself
back in a mere two-hundred years."

"Oh my love, you exaggerate."

Ariciel laughed, the first time since she'd heard the
news.

"I'd love a cup of coffee."

"Excellent! Do come in! Mind the ceiling... Oh I
apologise Mr. Bannog."



Bending over, they made their way into the living
room, and found they could just about squat down
without hitting the ceiling. Griggin beamed and walked
over to a corner where there was a fearsome engine,
devoted to providing stimulation to the busy Gnome's
designs and calculations. He started turning valves and
knobs, and the machine started making hissing and
grinding noises.

"I'll set it to medium strong. I like mine all the way up,
but that's not to everyone's tastes. By the way, I am
feeding this machine from the house's main steam
generator so it shouldn't take a minute."

Bannog looked worried. He did not want to be in a
small room when there was going to be an explosion
and shrapnel all over the place.

"Um. Is it safe?"

Nix looked up from his desk.

"That's a very rude question to ask a Gnomish
Engineer! We're not Goblins, you know?"

"Sorry."

The coffee was made, at speed, and duly distributed. 
Ariciel sniffed and tasted. It reminded her of the coffee 
Peterselie had made for them, all that time ago in Dun 
Morogh. It was very good, actually. Bieslook was sitting



on Ariciel's lap, clutching a large glass of fruit juice.
Ariciel looked down. Bieslook smiled. Ariciel smiled
back.

 

"Oh. I'm sorry for your loss, by the way. I heard about
young Puissance. The Warlock society is a small
place."

Ariciel's face fell.

"Killed by her own Succubus," said Bannog. "Hard to
believe one of those girls would do such a thing."

Griggin took his extra-strong cup of coffee out of the
receptacle, and sat down on his chair, putting the cup
on his arm-rest.

"Hmm. Succubi you mean? You would think so,
wouldn't you? Pale, soft, yielding flesh. Voluptuous
curves, just asking to be caressed. Every man's dream
to possess. You could overlook the horns, and the
hooves, and the wings, and the whip. And especially
the fact that it is not a girl, but a demon. Succubi have
no love for us. The concept is foreign to them. They are
made for combat, and they are deadly."

"Look nice, though."



"Indeed. Which makes them even more deadly. If
ever you face one, Mr. Bannog, do not hesitate. Strike
without remorse. It will kill you if you don't kill it first."

"I thought demons were your friends and helpers."

"That is a common misconception. We do not invite
them. We tear them from their native home and compel
them to do our will. They hate us for it, with a passion
that surpasses all. Hate, by the way, is not a concept
foreign to demons. They are good at it."

"Still. To turn on your employer just like that..."

Griggin picked up his cup, and gave Bannog a look
through the slowly rising wisps of steam. He smiled
gently.

"Mr. Bannog, imagine if you will. I have just put you
under a magic spell which keeps you in constant pain,
and you are powerless to resist my commands. And my
command would be to rape and kill every female being
in this room. Lenna. Trixie. Little Bieslook."

Bannog quickly glanced beside him.

"Oh yes," said Griggin. "Especially her. With me
controlling your every action, you would rip her clothes
off her body, and have to listen to her pleas for mercy
as you violated her. Finally, you would have to look into
her eyes as you beat her to death with your bare fists."



Bannog swallowed hard, and stared at the Gnome,
who looked him straight in the eye.

"Now imagine that my control of you slipped, and you
were once more free to act as you would. What would
be your action?"

Bannog said nothing for a while. Then he nodded
slowly.

"They would have to bury you in a matchbox."

"Precisely. Now what I have told you is quite a
watered down version of the very first lesson that is
taught to all those who feel the call of Demonology. The
most important thing to take away from that first lesson
is that all Demons hate us, even as they do our bidding
and try to please us. And never, ever, to attempt to
control a demon if you are not sure that you will
succeed. You may have noticed that I am always polite
to Thuljuk, my voidwalker. I treat him with respect. I
thank him for coming, and I thank him when I dismiss
him. I never make him stay longer than strictly
necessary. Many other Warlocks do not bother, do not
see the point. But I would not feel comfortable
otherwise, even though I know that at most, it will earn
me a half-second of respite, should my control slip, the
Light forfend."



The Gnome sipped his strong coffee, then looked at
Ariciel.

"And that is what I do not understand about young
Puissance. She tried to control a demon that is so
powerful that even I, with years of experience, would
hesitate to call it forth. To the Demon of which the
Succubus is the hither projection, we are disgusting
creatures, as appealing to them as zombies are to us.
And we use them, sometimes, as prostitutes, to seduce
enemy soldiers. Their hate for us is as intense as the
fires of Hell itself. They are not to be trifled with."

Ariciel stared at her feet, and said nothing for a while.
She thought about Puissance being whipped to death
by someone who was probably experienced enough to
make it last a long time. You should have come to me,
girly girl. Blessed oblivion in mere seconds. Same end
result. She must have thought that a succubus was just
what she needed to defeat this irksome Druid. Ariciel
looked up.

"When I was taking her to the flightpoint, Puissance
attacked me. I subdued her, and promised her I would
return to kill her."

Bannog's head turned round slowly, mouth open.



"By the Light! So that's why she needed a stronger
minion!"

Trixie grinned. "Heh! Make her look over her
shoulder for the rest of her life! You are one nasty bitch!
Next time I want to hit you, I won't, just for that!"

"Language, Trixie," said Lenna.

"Yeah," said Bieslook. "Bitch is a bad word!"

Ariciel tapped her finger on Bieslook's head.

"You just said it."

"Sorry."

Griggin gave Ariciel a look. Then he shook his small
head, putting down his empty cup.

"I don't believe it. Attempting to control a new demon
for the first time is not a step taken lightly. If I were in
fear of my life, my first instinct would be to ask my lore
master for more powerful spells, and to strengthen my
current minion. Not to summon a demon that I do not
yet know how to control. I have known Warlocks more
powerful than I to use an Imp, for just that reason. A
high-level Imp can be just as deadly as a Succubus
when properly used."

"She may just have been stupid," said Bannog.



"There is a technical term for a stupid Warlock," said
Griggin, putting away his cup and turning back to
Bannog.

"Corpse."

Mareva looked at the Mage, who was riding ahead of
them on a tiger mount, the only one of hers that their
Elekks could keep up with. Oxana had offered to boost
them to Shattrath, if they would help her catch some of
Outland's creatures on the way. Given that she could
blast her way through a herd of Clefthoof without
breaking a sweat, this had seemed like a good idea.

"That woman frightens me," said Mareva.

"She does pack one hell of a punch," said Stetson.
He put a Hunter's Mark on one of the large creatures
and reached for an arrow. Oxana's firebolt hit it, and
the Hellboar fell over. Stetson sighed and put the arrow
back in his quiver. This was taking the fun out of it.

"It's not her firebolts I'm scared of," said Mareva. "It's
her mind. I cannot feel a trace of kindness or warmth.
Either she is hiding it deep inside, or it has been taken
from her."



Oxana came riding back. "That's twenty Hellboar.
Cooked to perfection." She chuckled. "Next, diggers."
She rode off again, and they followed.

"Good," said Mareva. "A sense of humour. Nasty
humour, but humour nonetheless."

Ariciel was sitting in her usual spot, back against the
mast of the boat. It was so much nicer with Bannog
sitting next to her with his arm round her. If only the trip
to Darnassus were all she'd have to worry about.

"She's alive. She faked it. She's lying low
somewhere, training herself up."

"Well, if you'd asked me, I'd have told you. If you are
going to kill someone, don't piss about. Do it. Live
enemies are bad for you."

"Your dad would've thrown me out of the castle if I
had. You would not have come with me. I didn't want
her to win, even posthumously."

Bannog thought about this. He'd never leave Ariciel. 
But then, he'd never leave his home. Bringing Ariciel 
home had been the obvious strategy. He glanced at 
her. When it came to it, what would he do? He stared at 
the horizon. Leave home, that's what. Even wandering



round in strange lands, with her, he'd still be Bannog of
Caer Bannog. With her walking round, alone,
unprotected, abandoned, he wouldn't be.

"Oh well. Spilt milk. Are you going to look for her?"

Ariciel thought for a bit, then shook her head.

"No. I can't train up and look for her at the same time.
I'll keep growing and be ready for her when she
comes."

"I'll be there when she does. Nobody touches my Elf
and lives."

Ariciel pointed. On the horizon, a crown of leaves
could be seen.

"Darnassus!" She leaned her head against Bannog's
shoulder. "And thank you."

"What else are exotic Human lovers for?"

"Well..."

"Hold on to that thought."

"Now that's the way to travel. Beats a lift."

"Well, it would probably be a day-long ride. There's a
waterfall somewhere round here where you can look
down on the clouds."

"There is something higher than clouds?"



"Stars. The Moon. And now, you and me."

"Oh my. If you fall..."

"You'd have time to say all the prayers you've ever
known, and even come up with some new ones."

Bannog looked here and there, taking in the scenery,
clearly impressed. Ariciel felt absurdly pleased.

"What's that building?" asked Bannog, pointing
ahead. "It looks like a bear, but there's people in there."

"The bank. Oh that reminds me. I need to get some
stacks of leather. I want to make some more Hillman's
Shoulders. They sell well."

"Ah. So that's what you're wearing? They look silly on
you. Sorry."

"Glass houses? Stones?"

"I think you look nice with bare shoulders. So sue
me."

"Hmm. Maybe I should get a few pretty dresses. Just
for use in safe places."

"You know, I've got used to seeing you in armour or
robes. Do you even like frilly dresses?"

"Well, nothing wrong with some frills, in moderation. 
But I don't like those explosions of lace." She pointed 
ahead. "Warrior's terrace. Take a left there." Her eyes



glinted. "There's a tailor's shop on the way to Lirael's
place."

"Oh go on. Disguise yourself as a girly girl."

 

"Feel free to browse. My goods are of the highest
quality."

"Thank you." Ariciel walked over to a rack and
started pulling out dresses, occasionally holding one up
to herself. Bannog surreptitiously cast a glance at some
of the price tags. O dear. He could see they were in a
capital city. He glanced over at Ariciel, who was now
actually taking two dresses into a fitting room, leaving
Bannog to wander round the place, with an
indeterminate smile on his face as all round him,
customers were talking in Darnassian. If he paid
attention, he could probably pick up the Darnassian for
"Does this make my bum look fat?"

"Puis-je vous aider?"

"I beg your pardon?"

"Oh. Forgive me. May I serve you?"

Bannog smiled at the elegant Elf, feeling half 
tempted to ask her if she had anything in his size. What 
was he thinking? She probably would have, or could



make it.

"No thank you. Just waiting for my friend."

The lady smiled and floated off to help a
green-haired Elf girl who was in danger of selecting a
particularly clashing red dress. He wandered round the
place watching the customers, feeling very much out of
place. Perhaps he should take a short walk. Just as he
was about ready to run outside screaming, Ariciel
reappeared, wearing something quite... nice, actually. It
was a dark shade of red and concealed and revealed in
all the right places.

"Well?"

"Take it."

She looked uncertain, looking at the hem line, then at
the sleeves.

"You sure?"

"Yes. Take it. It looks great on you."

"You're not just saying that to get out of here, are
you?"

"No. Take it."

"Oh I don't know..."

"I do. You look gorgeous. Take it."



"Hmm..." She turned round and disappeared back
into the fitting room, to reappear a few moments later in
a pale blue thing with white... trims? Flanges?
Buttresses?

"How about this one?"

"Not as good as the last one. Don't take this one,
take the other one."

"Are you putting me on? The first one?"

"Yeah. The dark red one."

"Pff." She pointed round the shop. "See anything else
you like?"

"Not my size, really... oh alright." He pointed at a
simple but elegant white dress on a stand. "That one's
nice."

Ariciel grinned. "Oh hold on to that thought, lover.
That's a wedding outfit!"

"Oh... Ah. Did I just propose to you?"

"Common mistake, my love. Right. Not this one,
then?"

"No. The red one. I like the red one."

"Be right back."

Bannog looked at her back as she disappeared 
again. She's enjoying herself. He liked to walk into a



shop and come out ten minutes later with a stack of
shirts that fit. Quick and efficient, military style. Hah.
Military fashion even. Ariciel, on the other hand, was
more of an explorer. She stuck her head out of the
fitting room.

"Right. I'm really not going to buy this, but I want you
to see it." She stepped out. Bannog's jaw dropped.
What she was wearing was not so much a dress as
some strategically arranged ribbons. It did show off
her... her. She smiled at Bannog.

"Like?"

The shop lady drifted by.

"Oh, Madame. That looks absolutely stunning on
you. You are so lucky. White hair goes with anything."

Bannog gave her a brief look. Lady, I am not looking
at her hair. He smiled at his Elf.

"Any more to try on?"

Ariciel put her hand on her hip, and tilted her head.

"Eager to get out?"

"Well, now that you mention it..."

She laughed, turned round. Bannog noted that her
legs went all the way up as she walked back into the
fitting room. She looked over her shoulder.



"The burgundy one, then?"

"Yes. The red one."

"Good good. See you in a bit. Think I'll put it on now.
Make Lirael's eyes pop out."

"Hers as well?"

She hid behind some shrubs, as the Humans looked 
for her. Her breath came in short, shallow gasps, and 
she tried to calm down, so they would not hear her 
breath. If they'd find her, she was done for. Why had 
she ventured out this far? She looked at the ground. 
Never mind. She'd forgotten. Probably some quest or 
other. She should never have tried to visit Ariciel's 
home. She wasn't there. Of course, she wasn't. Ariciel 
was probably dead. One day, she'd been there, nothing 
going on, the next, she'd been gone. And then the 
whole Highborne mansion had blown up. But at least 
she'd been with Orin then. And then, the zombies had 
come, and she had been alone. Somehow, she'd made 
it to Auberdine, and the nice blue-eyed lady had given 
her food and a job. At first, she'd thought that she was 
a blood-elf. Not that she cared. Food comes first, then 
morality. But she'd said no, and that she was a High



Elf. She had sold candy on the pier to travellers from all
places. Ariciel hadn't been among them.

So one day, she thought she'd see if Ariciel was
simply at home, and she'd set out. Bears had come
out, and she had to run for her life. She'd fallen into a
place where she really should not be: The Master's
Glaive. There was only one way out, and it was
guarded, and she'd been caught. No doubt as to what
they were planning to do. They were bickering over
who would go first, while she was still pretty, and then
an Elf and a Dwarven paladin had come charging
through, trailing a Dryad on a leash. The mages,
fortunately, did know to put work before fun, and
chased. She'd thanked Elune and bolted up the path.
Unfortunately, someone had seen her. If only she could
make it to the road. She looked again. They were still
looking for her. Just wait for her breath to slow down,
and then...

"Oh my goodness! Bannog! I never thought you'd
trade Ariciel in on a younger and prettier one!"

"You should have seen what she was wearing
earlier. The shop lady was ready to jump her."



Ariciel raised an eyebrow. "She was not! Jumping
customers is against regulations."

"More fool her."

"Well. Are you enjoying my doorstep or would you
like to come in?"

Lirael stepped back and pushed them inside. There
was a deep resonating sound as Bannog thumped
Lirael's big drum. Lirael put the kettle on and had
steaming mugs of tea ready in no time at all. Ariciel
was sitting on a chair by the table, her usual place for
writing one of Bearwalker's essays. She watched
Bannog, who seemed somehow too large for this small
house. Bannog walked by the wall that held all of
Lirael's musical instruments. She was rather heavily
into strings: Violins, lutes, three harps of varying sizes,
with a few wind instruments thrown in for variety. He
marvelled. Lirael could probably play them all. All he'd
ever been taught was how to get some simple tunes
out of a lute. He pointed at one, looking at Lirael. She
smiled. Go on.

Bannog picked a lute from the wall, and plucked the 
strings to see if they were still in tune. They were. He 
sat down, closed his eyes a moment, remembering, 
then started to play. He'd learnt long ago that it was



better to play an easy tune well than it was to play
something difficult badly. For one thing, it allows you to
talk while playing, so you can tell the girl how beautiful
her eyes are without losing your place in the song.

Lirael walked to the wall, took down a harp and
played the counter-melody. Ariciel watched them both,
smiling, listening. She'd never learnt to play any
instrument, though she could probably manage a drum.
Not the piece for it, though. She felt oddly left out as the
tune finished and Bannog and Lirael smiled at each
other.

"I never knew you could play the lute," said Ariciel.

"Well... I can play this tune and maybe a dozen
others. Nothing to write home about."

"Do another one."

Bannog smiled, and started another tune. This one
did have words, but he only played it, looking into
Ariciel's eyes. Lirael apparently knew the song, though
she didn't play along.

"Hah. You do have a romantic streak in you. Though
her hair is white, not black."

"Yeah, it scans if I just change it, but I would hate to
sing 'black' by accident. Anyway, that's a Human song.
How do you know it?"



"Temple choir. We're goodwill ambassadors, so one
time, we did a few Human folksongs in Stormwind to
break the ice. We got invited to the Recluse, and it sort
of grew from there. So. Are you staying the night
here?"

Ariciel smiled. "If you don't mind. Him here is leaving
again the day after tomorrow, I'm staying a few weeks.
I'll be coming out here more often, so I'll get my own
place, but if we can crash here tonight, we'd be most
obliged."

"Sure. What's more, you can have the place to
yourself. I'm off to Arador's for the night."

Ariciel wiggled her eyebrows. "Practicing canticles?"

"You bet."

"Ariciel! What a joy to see you! I have a quest for
you. Astranaar again. But that's later." Bearwalker
grinned broadly.

"Glad to see you too, even though the first thing you
do is send me away again."

"Oh. Do you have a report on the goings-on at Light's
Hope Chapel?"



"Argent Dawn has pushed off to Northrend. Not a
single Necrotic token to be seen anywhere. I wasn't
near enough to the hot bits of the battle to observe
those Death Knights, but they are scary. Scary even to
big strong Paladins who don't scare easily."

"Any more information other than 'Big' and 'Scary'?"

"They seem to be the risen corpses of fallen heroes
of the Alliance, as well as the Horde, according to
Peterselie. Unlike most Undead, though, they will
remember who they once were if someone reminds
them. Kaylad thinks that's what happened in the big
battle. Good thing they did, too, because just five of
them can chop their way through a large group of our
best."

"Hmm. That bodes. Though some of them seem to
have redeemed themselves. King Varian of Stormwind
is sending out messages saying that this or that Death
Knight is no longer an enemy. Apparently, they
remembered who they are. Anyway. Did you write any
of this down?"

"You know? I had a feeling that you were going to
ask me that," said Ariciel, handing Bearwalker a stack
of parchments.



"See? There's a reason I like you. Right. That's
business. How are you?"

"I nearly died in the Eastern Plaguelands, but an old
friend of Bannog's healed us both. I have also acquired
a Warlock as an enemy. The little bitch tried to drive
Bannog away from me and get me thrown out of the
castle. Then she tried to kill me."

"Did she succeed?"

"Her? Stars and stones, Bearwalker, you taught me
better than that. I Starfired her imp and beat her to
within an inch of her life." Ariciel looked at her feet. "I
probably should have gone that extra inch. She's hiding
in the undergrowth somewhere now, waiting to attack
me."

"Probably. Leaving an enemy alive could prove to be
a distraction at some later point."

Ariciel smiled. "You know, that's exactly what Bannog
said. But if I had, his father would have thrown me out
of the castle. I don't want to lose Bannog. So I healed
her and promised to kill her later."

Bearwalker gave Ariciel a knowing grin. "So you've
caught the Human bug, then? Short-lived and strange,
but still. They grow on you."

"Yeah." Ariciel stared into empty space for a while.



"And this is no doubt the reason you are wearing
something now that wouldn't even turn a poke with a
finger?"

"Well, he likes it."

"He should. It suits you, in a non-combat kind of
way."

"What's the matter, dear? You haven't said a word all
night."

"Hmm." Griggin took a sip from his cup and pulled a
face. The coffee had gone cold! That was practically a
religious offence. He sighed and put the cup down. He
looked at his wife.

"Work trouble. Warlock type. The Succubus Neera is
not answering the summons."

Lenna raised her eyebrows. "They have found a way
to evade you?"

"Oh no. Or rather, nothing new. The only way for a
demon to avoid being summoned, is to attach itself to a
Warlock. Then, at least, only one Warlock can summon
it rather than just anyone."

"Ah. So what..."

"Someone has absconded with a Succubus."



"For their personal enjoyment? From what I know,
that's suicidal isn't it?"

"Yes, but I have a dark suspicion. I suspect that
young Puissance is, indeed, alive and well and has
acquired Neera. Which would have been an impressive
achievement, if she hadn't then pretended to be dead
and run off into the blue." Griggin frowned. "That makes
it an unforgivable act of... theft, for lack of a better
word. If my suspicion is correct, then no doubt she
intends to employ the demon against Lady Ariciel. This
might prove to be somewhat hazardous for her.
Meanwhile, she knows nothing of this. It may be
prudent to warn her. Even assist her."

"So why don't you write her? I've got her address
here somewhere."

"I'm not sure of my facts. This is all mere conjecture.
I would not wish to alarm our Elf friend needlessly. That
might be counterproductive."

"I see. So what are you going to do?"

"Me? Nothing much I can do. We have already tried, 
and failed, to track the demon's ties to the here and 
now. It is not in the Eastern Kingdoms. Puissance may 
have taken it to Kalimdor. I don't think she could 
survive Outland or Northrend without growing much



stronger." He glanced at his wife, then got up. "I am
going to Darnassus. If I can contact the local Warlock
Society, then we can try to track Neera from there."

Lenna smiled. "I'll tell the kids to start packing."

Griggin shook his head. "No. This I must do alone.
You know that the business of a Warlock can be
unpleasant, don't you?"

"How can I not? You keep telling us all."

"I would very much like those tales to remain your
sole source of knowledge." He laid his hands on
Lenna's shoulders and looked into her eyes. "Not
personal experience. I go alone. Don't worry. I can
handle a little Warlock girl."

Lenna's throat seized up. She was worrying already,
but she knew that it was not worth arguing with her
husband when he was protecting the family. She forced
herself to smile.

"Be careful."

"Always am. I'll try to make this a quick job. I'll write if
I run into any delays."

Lirael walked up to her door, and heard the sound of 
her large drum. She grinned. Another victim to the



power of the drum. She opened the door and found
Bannog sitting in the middle of the room, looking
sheepish. She grinned.

"You put it between your knees. Then, you can vary
the tone by pushing them together. Let me show you."
Lirael sat down and demonstrated.

"Cool. How'd the lessons go?"

"Three long hours of turning shadowform on and off.
Even the slow ones can now do it in less than a
second. Not that anyone out there ever does, but I'm
sure we're all the better for it."

Lirael walked to her wardrobe, dropped her priestly
robes and started rummaging through her clothes,
picking a blouse to wear tonight. Bannog automatically
turned his head. Lirael selected a loose white blouse
and a blue silk skirt. As she dropped it on the bed, she
noticed Bannog staring resolutely at her collection of
oboes. Huh? An amused smile played on her lips.

"Why are you looking away like that? I thought you
liked looking at Elves."

Bannog turned round, slowly. His eyes locked onto
Lirael's face, somehow blocking out the fact that there
was hardly a thread of clothing on her.

"Aye, but you're not my Elf."



"Um... No. True. But then again, neither is Ariciel.
We're all our own Elves. You do look at her, don't you?"

"Well, yeah. But she's my girlfriend. That's different."

"I don't see why. You're not about to jump me
because you suddenly realise I have skin under all
these clothes, are you?"

"By the Light, no! But what would your friend Arador
say if he saw me staring at you?"

"Arador?" Lirael grinned. "He'd say nothing. Too busy
staring himself to worry about you."

To Bannog's relief, Lirael quickly put on her clothes
and he was able to relax. She still seemed puzzled.
Bannog tried to explain.

"It's probably a Human thing. We've got pretty strong
rules against, um, getting it on with someone else's
girlfriend. So we don't even look. You're not mine. Off
limits. Forbidden. Nothing to do with what you look
like."

Lirael laughed. "Oh good. I was worried for a second.
I know Humans take their monogamy seriously, but I
didn't realise just how seriously. Either that or you
Humans are just too straight for words! Loosen up a bit,
will you? Otherwise, you're going to find it difficult if
Ariciel finds someone."



"She did, once. She just told me, like 'Oh, and then I
met this Draenei girl and we had a great time and I got
to practice my non-elf lovemaking.' That gave me a bit
of a turn, I can tell you. It made me feel like... one of
many."

Lirael gave him a look. "What's bad about that? It's
healthy to have some variation. I've got three boys in
my groupe intime. They're vastly different. There's
Arador, there's one of the baritones in the Stormwind
Males, and there's a fellow priest from Dolanaar."

"Yeah, but which one of them do you really love?"

"Um. All of them?"

"Nobody among them that you would choose if you
could have only one?"

Lirael thought. "No, not really. Happily, I can have all
of them."

"Hm. So you could get it on with me, and nobody'd
mind?"

Lirael took a deep breath. Her tongue briefly
appeared between her lips. "Oh Bannog, I thought
you'd never ask. Come to me." Her slender fingers
strayed to the top button of her blouse.



Bannog gave her a friendly, neutral smile and waited
for her to stop joking and answer the question. Lirael
chuckled.

"Oh you're no fun! No, it's not as easy as that.
Groupes intimes are usually pretty delicately balanced.
Introducing someone new is always a bit, well,
complicated. You don't want to hurt anyone's feelings."

"Group and team?"

"Nono. Groupe. Intime. Intimate group. The group of
people you, um..."

"Shag?"

"What a lovely evocative word. Yeah."

"So you and Ariciel never..."

Lirael laughed. "No. She's very cute, but no. Because
mostly, I like boys. With nice big strong muscles. I'm
really not looking for another girl in my groupe."

"Another?"

"You're really bordering on the 'none of your 
business' part of the discussion, you know? Anyway, 
maybe once or twice a year, I get an itch that no man 
can scratch and I write a long letter to this girl I know in 
Dolanaar. She writes me back and we meet 
somewhere nice and emerge the next morning feeling



much better."

"You're right. None of my business. I'm just trying to
understand."

Lirael smiled. "Yeah. That's why I haven't smacked
you yet. Don't worry. Priestesses get the strangest
personal questions. Comes with the job. Well. I'd better
get going. How do I look?"

"Arador's a lucky Elf."

"If I decide he is. Well, best of luck with the priests.
They give you any trouble, remember they all have
glass jaws."

"All clothies have. The hard bit is keeping them
upright."

Lirael grinned, and turned round to leave. She turned
back to Bannog.

"Oh. Feel free to use the bed. Sheets are clean.
Fresh sheets are in that cupboard. Wash basket is
there. Candles are in the drawer there. She likes
candles. Well. See you!"

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

Lirael laughed, and left, leaving Bannog to think. His 
meeting with the priests in the Temple of the Moon was 
tomorrow. A pretty straightforward one at that. Tell



them about the castle, its resources and offer help to
any Elves who might be passing through Redridge.
Easy. Well. Ariciel was out on a Momentous Quest for
this Bearwalker person. She'd told him all about her
first and second lesson. Her first lesson had been one
of those get-into-your-mind kind of things. Observe the
student at a seemingly impossible task. The second
lesson was Talk Teacher Out Of Killing Me. That was
not part of the standard curriculum, but by some
strange chance Ariciel had some dark magic skill that
was so intensely forbidden that anyone who knew it
must die. A sudden desire came over Bannog to meet
Mr. Mathrengyl Bearwalker. With a grim smile on his
face, he got up and walked out of the door.

"Ah, mon ami. I can see that you are one of the
Warlocks of the old tradition. Kids these days don't
know how good they have it. Want to summon a
voidwalker? Just pop a soulshard. Do you remember?
We had to chant the exact name of the demon we
wanted. One syllable out of place and all that mana
down the drain. Those were the days."

"Yes, yes," said Griggin, trying to concentrate on his 
detection spell. Warlock Greenleaf did have a point,



though. They didn't teach young warlocks the finer
points these days. This detection spell, for instance.
You did need the demon's full name for that. "Neera"
was just a vastly simplified label for a name that, in this
case, went on for full twenty-three syllables. Griggin
completed his spell. Nothing. That didn't mean a thing.
It just meant that Neera was not out and about. Oh
well. Now that his spell was running, he could relax a
little. Just stay in this nice cave with the nice troglodyte
of a Warlock, and as soon as she emerged, he'd know.
Within a radius of a thousand miles. Griggin
straightened his back, laid his hands in his lap and
closed his eyes.

"I still remember the first time I summoned a
Voidwalker. His name was forty syllables long, and I
had to take special breathing exercises to pronounce it.
The joy as he answered my summons! But these
days... they don't understand the nature of demons.
Their passions, their desires."

"To kill us and anyone else in a two-mile blast
radius," mumbled Griggin.

"Exactly, my friend. Exactly!"

Griggin smiled, closed his eyes and tried to
concentrate.



"Like hell he is!" Trixie looked at her mother with an
angry scowl usually reserved for the Enemy and that
Night-elf. "How come it's all fine for him to run off on his
own and not for us?"

"Because he is your father and I trust his judgement.
I don't like it any more than you do, but if he says he
has to go it alone, then he has a good reason for it. You
know very well how much he normally wants to keep us
together."

Trixie took a deep breath.

"He said he wanted to keep us away from his 
Warlocking business. Thinks we might get upset if we 
see him mucking about with demons or something. 
Well, I'm not having it. I have to slash and stab people 
in my work. What he does can hardly be uglier." She 
pointed at Nix. "Take him. I've seen him use poisons 
that make big Orcs cry like little babies. On pretty girls 
who happened to be on the wrong team and got in our 
way." She pointed at her mother. "You burn people with 
those fireballs. I've seen what they look like afterwards. 
So none of us is exactly in the business of flower 
arranging. So Dad uses demons. Big deal. You always 
go full out on an enemy. I'd use demons if I could and it



would work better than a sword."

Lenna put her hand on Trixie's shoulder and gave
her an earnest look.

"He doesn't tell you everything that he tells me. We
all kill our enemies in whatever way we can, true. But
he has to do much worse things than that. If I'd told you
a Blood-elf had done some of the things he told me
about, you'd want to slice its throat. Your father has a
dark side, and it's darker than you can imagine. I
accept it because his good side is very, very good. But
he wants to shield you, and me, from it. Please let him,
Trixie."

Trixie looked back at her mother, sad now rather
than angry.

"Mum, I worry about him. He's going out into that
Night-elves' place. This runaway Warlock may not be
all he's facing."

Lenna smiled. "Your father has been getting into
trouble, and out of it, since long before you were born.
He can take care of himself. None better. He'll be
back."

Trixie looked at her brother, and nodded. She went to
her room, lay down on the lower bunk-bed, and fretted.



"Ah. Mr. Bannog. Finally we meet! Come in, come in.
I'm afraid I have to run in just a few minutes, but at
least I can point you at the right taverns in that time."
Bearwalker took off his fist weapon and held his hand
out to Bannog, who took it. His normal friendly
Warrior's smile was on his face. So this was the Druid
who'd wanted to kill Ariciel. Didn't look like it.

"Pleased to meet you, Mr. Bearwalker. Ariciel has
told me much about you."

"I deny everything," said Bearwalker. "I find it saves
time."

"I see. Well, I did know she was coming here."

"Ah yes. I'm afraid I sent her off on a Quest. One of
our dignitaries has just arrived in Shadowglen, and
needs some papers. Hardly worthy of her talents, but I
couldn't go myself and she was willing and able. She
should be back soon."

"I would have come looking."

Bearwalker looked puzzled. What was this Human
talking about?

"I'm not sure I understand what you mean..."

"What I'm talking about is the lesson that came after 
the one with the bear statue. The one where you were



deciding whether or not to dispose of my friend."

Mathrengyl Bearwalker fell silent. So she'd told him
about that. No reason why she shouldn't, but still. He
didn't like word of those things to get out.

"Well, luckily, that turned out as well as it could. The
offending talent is gone, and she was not using it
anyway. No need for drastic measures."

"Yes, Mr. Bearwalker. I s'pose that was lucky. I
don'like people threatening my Elf."

Bearwalker gave Bannog a slow stare.

"Mr. Bannog. Lady Ariciel is a highly talented, very 
intelligent, strong Druid with an impressive future ahead 
of her. She is an excellent student, she is always ready 
to help me, even if I insult her by sending her on fetch 
quests. I count her among my best friends and I would 
take a very personal approach to any who would harm 
her. The events you spoke of occurred when first I met 
her. She impressed me as deeply then as she does 
now. I will not have her treated as the property of some 
tin-wearing sword-fighter." Bearwalker bent over to 
Bannog. "I am one of the ancient shape-shifters and 
have survived battles where warriors like you would be 
snuffed out by the reactive armour of the common 
enemies. Still, you come here and threaten me? Would



you like to step outside, Mr. Bannog?" Bearwalker
scowled. "There are places where I need to be."

"Hiya! Well, Staghelm has his parchments. He was
as grateful as you would expect him to be. Now if you
don't mind, I'm off back to Lirael's. I want to find my
Human."

"He was here," said Bearwalker. "Honestly. What do
you see in him that is so compelling? He actually
threatened me!"

"Huh?"

"He'd somehow got it into his head that I wanted to
kill you, and indicated that he would seek revenge on
me if I did."

Ariciel closed her eyes, and thought a single word.
Men.

"Oh crap. What did you do?"

"Told him to get lost and pointed out who he was
dealing with."

"Hm. Well... he is fiercely protective of his friends,
especially me. I did tell him about Lesson Two."

"You may want to tell him again. Clarify a few things.
With pictures."



Ariciel smiled, and shook her head.

"Oh don't underestimate him. He's a very dangerous
man if he wants to be. I know of two people who he
really wanted dead. They both are. He's probably quite
aware of how strong you are. He doesn't go for the
beauty prize if someone needs to die." Ariciel took a
deep breath. "But, as a working theory, can we assume
that we're all friends here? Neither of you wants me to
come to harm. I'm touched and blessed. I'll have a
word with him and with enough strong drink we can sort
this out right?"

"I don't like stupid people. I realise that your
perspective is a bit different, but please do point him in
the right direction if he wants to hit something? Save us
both the embarrassment."

"Hah." Ariciel knew that Bannog liked to pretend he
was stupid to potential enemies. Bearwalker had
apparently fallen for it. Oh well. Time for some damage
control. She smiled, waved, walked outside, changed
into her cheetah form and dashed to Lirael's place like
a yellow bolt of lightning.



It was getting dark, and she wished she knew where 
the road was. She had lost track of the Humans and 
hoped and prayed to Elune that they had given up the 
search. She closed her eyes and listened round for 
anything that might kill her. Not only Humans, but 
wildlife. There were bears here, and cats that prowled 
around, hunting by night. She took a deep breath, 
taking in the smells. They told her nothing. She'd been 
so stupid to come out here. If only Orin was here. He 
was strong, and hunted bears. He'd keep her safe. But 
he was gone. She had been there when he was 
infected. A zombie had vomited on him, and she had 
been at his side for a day while he burned inside, 
scared to death of becoming infected herself. She had 
not been there when he died. He had sent her away, 
realising what he was turning into. He had been afraid 
that he might harm her. She'd bolted. Hadn't even tried 
staying with him. A choice that would haunt her to the 
end of her life. Something stirred to her right. For a 
moment, she thought someone had found her, but it 
was only one of the large flightless birds that walked 
the area. They didn't attack unless you attacked them 
first. She took a deep breath and started moving again. 
Maybe she'd find something she recognised, and could



make her way home.

"My sweet, my lover, my hero? Could you please let
my teacher live? He still has to teach me how to turn
into a Dire Bear."

"I don't like him. He wanted to kill you for no good
reason. I want you to be alive."

Ariciel gently put her hand on Bannog's arm, and
looked into his eyes.

"Mathrengyl never wanted to kill me. Trust me, if
someone would tell him that he would no longer meet
tainted magic users, then he would live out the rest of
his life with a happy grin on his face. He hates it. But he
has to. Letting them live is much, much worse. Even for
those unhappy misguided fools."

"Doing them a favour, is he? What if you hadn't been
able to convince him?"

"Doesn't bear thinking about. But luckily, Mathrengyl
Bearwalker is very intelligent, and a very kind soul.
You're as wrong about him as he is about you. I'd really
hate for you two to be enemies. He's a very good
friend."

"Is he really as good as he says he is?"



"Oh yes. The most powerful Druid in the city is
Arch-druid Fandral Staghelm, and Mathrengyl is the
only one who even comes near. I will love and cherish
you for the rest of my life, but if you two square off, I'll
bet on him."

Bannog grinned. "That good, eh?"

"Do not mess with the Druid. In fact, buy him a drink
and try to get him going on old times. That's a trick that
got Mira and me through some lessons that might
otherwise have been boring. He's a lovely guy, really.
Anyway, the night is young. There's dinner to be had
and after that, who knows?"

"Lirael has graciously allowed us the use of her bed,
provided we clean up after ourselves."

Ariciel thought a moment, then grinned.

"I think we can do better than that!"

 

"How much further?"

"Not much. Ten minutes tops. I could make it in five,
of course, but then, I am a forest dweller."

"I feel strangely rustic and unsophisticated. The trees
may speak to you, but to me, they are silent. Curse the
coarse stuff of which I am made."



"Oh, you make up for it in other ways, my love."

"That's what I'm hoping for."

Ariciel pointed ahead.

"There. The moonwell. Got the sleeping furs?"

"What? I thought you had them!"

"Very funny. Find a level space, would you?"

Bannog chuckled and rolled out the furs on a suitable
bit of ground. A few yards off, there was a pool of water
from which there came a magical glow. Ariciel's form
was silhouetted in the faint light. She stood there, eyes
closed, taking deep breaths.

"I love forests. I honestly can't think of any other
place where just standing still and breathing can be
such a pleasure." She looked over her shoulder at
Bannog. "This is where I'm at home."

Bannog dropped his pack on the floor, walked over
behind her and put his arms round her, saying nothing,
listening to the sounds. A strange quivering cry pierced
the night. Ariciel smiled.

"Strigid owl, hunting. They eat mice, the occasional
rabbit. The only things that can see better at night than
we can."

"How do you know?"



"Hunters have strigid owls as pets sometimes. They
use their eye of the beast spell. Oo. That was a young
bear, learning how to hunt at night from its mother."

"Bears? Here?"

"Oh yes. There's animals here that'll kill you and eat
you if they catch you. It's what makes this a forest,
rather than a garden."

"Hmm. So we'd better be quiet then?"

"No. Loud. Prey tries to be quiet. We don't want to be
prey."

"Um love? Are we likely to become someone's
midnight snack tonight?"

"Not very. Predators stay away from the Moonwell.
But then again, you are very tasty."

"I'm in love with a woman who gets turned on by the
idea of being mauled to death and had for dinner."

Ariciel looked round with that special grin on her
face. "So you've never done it anywhere outside where
you could be found?"

"Not by anything with teeth and claws."

Ariciel turned round and put her arms round his neck.
"Well then. Open that bottle and you're in for a treat."



She was so hungry, so cold, so tired. She'd found the
road, but she was so much farther south than she
wanted to be. It would take her at least three hours to
get to Auberdine. She was taking a chance. The road
was normally safer than the forest, but you could easily
be found on the road. She did not want to be found.
She had started running, but found that she could not
keep it up. So now she walked, occasionally breaking
into a trot when she heard something. What a horrible
place. The undergrowth was thick with thorns. The
animals wanted to kill you for food. The Humans
wanted to kill you for- She swallowed. For their
entertainment. She rubbed her eyes. Stupid girl.
Running around in forests. You're not made for it.
Night-elf though she was, the thing she wanted most
was her bed, a blanket and a door between her and the
night.

There was a deep yowl of some animal to her right. 
Eyes wide, she turned round to see an enormous white 
bear, watching her. Tears welled up in her eyes. There 
was no way she could outrun this animal now that it 
had seen her. Please don't be hungry. Moving an inch 
at a time, she moved past the creature. It opened its 
great maw, showing white teeth. Oh please! But the



bear was just yawning, not attacking. Small step by
step, she moved along the road. As soon as she dared,
she turned round and ran, ignoring the pain in her legs,
until she could run no more. She found a place in the
shadows, and made herself as inconspicuous as she
could, curled up in a ball at the foot of the tree. Her
teeth started to chatter, and she set her jaw. She
closed her eyes, just for a few seconds. In a minute,
she was asleep.

"There's nothing quite like sleeping in the moonlight."
She wriggled her shoulders and tried to move even
closer to Bannog.

"Strange, you didn't seem to be asleep."

"Well, after that." Ariciel turned onto her back and
smiled at her Human. Bannog stirred and sat up. He
looked down on Ariciel, who looked up at him.

"We'd better get back. I've got my meeting in the
temple and no doubt that boss of yours has more
errands to run."

Ariciel smiled and put her hands behind her head. 
She found that if she wanted to watch her boyfriend get 
dressed, as one does, she had to be quick. One of the



things that army life teaches you is to get from nearly
naked to battle-dressed in under a minute. For some
reason, she couldn't bring herself to ask him to slow
down. By comparison, her own getting-dressed ritual
was a lot less efficient, because she had to retrieve
items of clothing from a rather large area. She looked
round, and found her blouse hanging from a tree.
Strange. How'd it get there? As she buttoned up, she
found that Bannog had already rolled up the furs. She
pointed, and they set off.

 

"Hey. That bed has not been slept in. Where have
you been?" Lirael turned her stare on Ariciel. "Tell us,
my dear. We must know."

"Had a picnic out by the moonwell and spent the
night there."

Lirael looked pious. "Ah. Giving praise to the
Goddess for blessing us with the Gift of Pleasure."

"Like mad, yeah. Well, I'd love to stay and discuss
my love-life with you, but I have to run. Bearwalkwer is
using me as a delivery service. Again."

"Tell him to pay more or get stuffed."

"Hey. Twenty silver already. Courtesy of the 
Cenarion Circle. For a bit of travel on the flappy and a



run through the woods. Not badly paid. Well, see you
later."

"Ladies and gentlemen, in the Redridge Mountains
lies the castle of Caer Bannog. We have three outlying
farms, and produce barley, fruit and vegetables. In
addition, we breed horses both as riding animals and
as pack animals. They are swift and hardy. It has come
to our attention that the Night-elves of Darnassus are
moving troops into Stormwind. In an attempt to help
combatting the Scourge, we offer safe harbour and
lodging to any of the Darnassus soldiery who require a
place to stay. We can accomodate a force of up to
thirty soldiers within the castle walls, and twice again as
many if they are willing to camp outside the wall. We
will provide board and lodging free of charge. Supplies,
we can sell to you at market prices. This is our
contribution to the war effort against the Scourge."

One of the warriors stirred.

"What about the Redridge Orcs? I have been in
Lakeshire, and unless much has changed, they still
occupy Stonewatch Tower."



"Sir, the Redridge Orcs are under orders from their
leaders not to attack us. Though King Varian has
declared war upon the Horde, these orders have not
changed. My father and the Orc Chieftain have an
accord whereby neither attacks the other. Any soldiers
who rest at Caer Bannog will be under similar orders."

"Hm. It seems to me that is rather a large risk to take
just for some fruit and bread."

"In that case, we can bring these resources to you in
Stormwind."

The priest who presided over the meeting nodded.

"Then, that will be the way of it. Our clerks will draw
up the orders. In the name of Darnassus, we thank you
for your offers and contribution."

Bannog smiled politely, and returned to his seat.
Bunch of sissies. Offer them free food and drink for
ninety soldiers and they complain about the rough
neighborhood. Oh well. If they're that worried, let them
pay for food.

Ariciel was running along the road to Auberdine, in 
her Elf form. She had delivered her message and had 
wanted some exercise. Bannog wouldn't be out of his



meeting till the late afternoon, so she had all the time 
she needed. Stupid delivery quests. Mathrengyl was 
right, though. Send someone a letter and they can 
simply throw it away and ignore it. The crucial bit of her 
job was to stand in front of them for long enough, 
demanding an answer. Oh well. With the proceeds, she 
and Bannog could take Lirael out someplace nice. She 
ran on, concentrating on her breathing. She found 
herself thinking about Puissance. Stupid girl. Where 
could she have got to? Could be anywhere, really. But 
she'd need a trainer if she wanted to get anywhere, and 
with her little trick, all the legitimate ones would be 
unavailable. So she'd have to go underground. If she 
wanted to beat Ariciel, she had a long way to go. She 
ran past the white bear. Rumour had it that it was the 
pet of a hunter who had disappeared. Poor thing. It had 
apparently been ordered to stay, so stay it did, except 
for quick trips hunting for deer or landstriders. 
Puissance. She tried to feel angry at her, but she 
couldn't work up a proper rage. Well, stuff her. She 
could go on skulking about wherever she wanted. 
Ariciel didn't care. Still, Puissance would probably bear 
a grudge. She seemed the type. And then, most likely 
at a most inconvenient time, the little bitch would sneak



up behind her, summon some demon or other, and call
her name.

"Ariciel!"

Ariciel turned round like a flash, hands glowing with
magical energy, ready to beat off the attack. Someone
came running at her, dark hair flowing in the wind,
calling her name. She threw herself at her, holding on
for dear life, head on Ariciel's shoulder, calling her
name again, and again. Ariciel let her magic flow away,
and slowly put her arms round her attacker.

"Lesta."



Part 13: Those whom the gods would

destroy, they first make happy

"Lirael? Oh Elune be praised you're home. I found
Lesta back. My girlfriend from Auberdine. She's been
sleeping rough in the woods. Not used to it poor thing,
and she was all alone. I need a place where she can
stay the night. I can't ask you to put up me, her and
Bannog as well, you're already putting up with so much
and I love you for it, but I need someplace private,
because if Bannog sees her, he'll get entirely the wrong
impression and if she sees him in all his combat gear,
she'll think he's out to rape and kill her. She's had a
run-in with the mages of Master's Glaive, bastards.
Lesta was terrified, but she gave them the slip and then
she had to walk home through Darkshore at night, all
alone. Poor girl fell asleep under a tree and almost died
from the cold, she had no blankets or anything, and
then she came out and saw me and I almost shot her
because I was thinking of Puissance, can you
imagine?"

Lirael blinked.



"What?"

"Do you know of any place here where I can put
Lesta for now? She needs a bath, and some food. Her
clothes are all torn and she hasn't had anything to eat
since yesterday morning, so I've put her in the tavern
and got her some food but they made her sit all to the
back, because she's not properly dressed. Who cares
anyway she needs help!"

Lirael took a deep breath, put one hand on Ariciel's
shoulder, the other on her mouth.

"Right. Slow down. Deep breaths. From the
diaphragm unless you're out to seduce me."

"Uh... you?"

"Just kidding. Now then. You have found your
girlfriend wandering in the Darkshore woods?"

"Yeah, chance of one in a million! I was just running
along and out she came! I hardly recognised her, but
luckily she recognised me and she..."

"Slow down! So that's a 'yes' then. What's her name
again? Just her name please."

"She... Lesta."

"Good. Lesta. Where is Lesta?"

"In the tavern, all the way to the back. She..."



"Good. The tavern. Is she having a meal there?"

"Yes. I..."

"Right. So she's fine there for now. Now. You want to
put her somewhere safe for a bit, so you can prepare
her to meet Bannog, and prepare Bannog to meet her."

"Yeah, and so she can have a bath and some clean
clothes. Hers are all torn. Much too thin for going into
the woods. She..."

"Quiet! Stop talking and close your mouth. Sit down."

Lirael stepped over to the table and filled a large mug
with water, which she gave to Ariciel.

"Drink. All of it. Now."

Ariciel opened her mouth to say something. Lirael
gave her a look. She closed it again. Then, she drank
the water.

"Good. More?"

Ariciel gave the mug back. Lirael refilled it, then
handed it back. Ariciel emptied it in one long slow
draught.

"Feel better?"

"Yes, I... Yes."

"Good." Lirael held out her hand. "I knocked my hand
on the table. Could you do me a regrowth?"



Ariciel frowned. "Aren't you much better at healing?"

"Oh girl. Shut up and do it."

Ariciel shrugged, concentrated and cast Regrowth on
Lirael's hand. Lirael smiled.

"Thank you. More water?"

"Yes, please." Lirael refilled her mug, and Ariciel
drank in small sips. She closed her eyes for a few
moments, then opened them and looked at Lirael over
the rim of her mug.

"I never would have taken you for a breast girl."

Lirael's eyes glinted. "Had to say something to knock
you out of your happy place. Sex. Always works. Right.
Has tranquility and serenity been restored? Then let's
go to the tavern and see who we can pick up."

 

"In you go. You're in luck. This place used to belong
to the parents of one of the singers in the choir. Zombie
plague took them, so the place is empty. As long as
you don't wreck it, you can stay the night here.
Tomorrow, we'll see."

Ariciel stepped in with Lesta, arm round her 
shoulders. She looked round. The house was even 
smaller than Lirael's, but there was a loft. A fireplace



was to the West wall, with a stack of firewood next to it.
Old people had lived here. There was a table with two
chairs by the window. two more chairs were by a
double bed. A half-full glass of water was on one of the
chairs, a book on the other. The bed was neatly made,
if a bit dusty. Ariciel looked at Lesta, then at Lirael.
Lirael smiled.

"You take care of her. I'll wait for Bannog to show up
and talk to him before sending him over."

Ariciel let go of Lesta for a moment to hug Lirael.

"You're wonderful. Thank you."

"I am, aren't I? A miracle I'm still so modest. Later!"
She disappeared.

Ariciel turned round to Lesta and inspected her. She
was a mess. Now that she'd calmed down a bit herself,
she could see why the innkeeper hadn't wanted her to
mix with the rest of the guests. Hair in tangles, several
tears in her dress, all muddy, vacant stare. Ariciel
smiled at her. She could almost see her mind floating in
from a long, long distance. She smiled back.

"Hello Lesta. Let's get you cleaned up."

"Can undress myself. Don't bother."



"Right then. I'll start a fire." Ariciel stacked a few logs
and kindling in the fireplace, lit it with a match. Ah, a
kettle.

"Be right back." She walked outside, and filled the
kettle from the water-butt. The fire wasn't hot enough
yet to boil water, but she put the kettle on anyway. It'd
boil in its own time. She looked round at Lesta, who
was standing in the middle of the room in her
underwear, holding up her dress in front of her.

"Ruined. Damn woods."

Ariciel took the dress away from her, rolled it up and
threw it in a corner. She stepped up to the bed, picked
up a pillow and beat the dust out of it. Then, she pulled
up the blankets, looked at Lesta, and pointed.

"In you get."

"Oo. Are you joining me?"

"Maybe later. Come on. Get in."

Lesta stepped into the bed, pulled the covers over
her and looked at Ariciel.

"'s not what you used to say."

Ariciel sat down on the bed, smiled, and stroked
Lesta's hair.



"You're knackered. No use to anyone. Get some
sleep. I'll get the house going by the time you wake up."

Lesta smiled from far, far away. She put her hand on
Ariciel's arm.

"I'm glad you're back."

Ariciel felt a wave of pure joy course through her.

"So am I."

"Right. We send in Morgan to keep their attention,
then we pour in the arrows and the bolts, but hold back
enough so they keep thinking Morgan is the biggest
threat. They stay a nice long way away and we can
cream them. Got it?"

Mareva peered at the strange creatures. "What are
those things anyway? They look like birds, but they
have arms."

"Arakkoa," said Stetson. "They did evolve from birds,
but that was a long, long time ago."

"You talk too much," said Oxana. "They are in our
way. Get on with it."

Stetson nodded, and spoke a few words to Morgan. 
Morgan growled and rushed off while they readied their 
missiles. The strange bird-creatures screeched as



Morgan tore into them like a fox into a henhouse.
Mareva's fire totem sprang to life, and she carefully
selected targets, hitting them with pinpoint accuracy.
Stetson's arrows picked off feathered creatures,
glowing with green magic. Oxana stood up, and cut
loose. Unending streams of magical arrows shot from
her outstretched fingers and crashed into the Arakkoa.
A wild grin was on her face. The feathered creatures
turned away from Morgan and ran straight at Oxana,
weapons raised, magic crackling in their fingers.

"Oh crap," was Stetson's opinion. He dropped his
crossbow and drew swords. Mareva fell back a few
paces and replaced her fire totem with a fresh one. She
resumed firing while Stetson hacked away at the
bird-people.

Oxana laughed, and a dome of bright light formed
over her. The creatures screeched in pain, and were
thrown back. The light disappeared, then appeared
again, destroying the Arakkoa that hadn't been killed in
the first blast.

Stetson stood still, breathing hard. He turned round
to Oxana.

"You psychotic bitch! I said keep your sodding fire 
down! That's the third time you're doing that! Are you



trying to get us all killed? What the hell is it going to
take to make you stop doing that?"

Oxana looked at Stetson, eyes burning with an inner
fire, and laughed again.

"Only Death itself, my friend. Only Death itself."

She raised her hand, and a whirlwind of dark blue
energy blew about her. After a few seconds, it
disappeared. She looked at Stetson.

"Oh stop complaining. Don't you feel more alive now
than you ever did?"

Mareva put down a healing stream totem and
watched a bird bite on her forearm seal up and
disappear. She stared at Oxana.

"Keep this up, and you may feel more dead than ever
you did," she said.

Oxana's eyes narrowed. "Is that a threat?"

"No. It is a simple assessment of the likely results of
your present behaviour. As one of my paladin friends
likes to say: Bloody clothies should keep their sodding
heads down or they get hurt."

Stetson stared into the south-west. Only about three 
more hours riding left till they got to Shattrath. They 
could survive that, couldn't they? He glanced at Oxana,



who was summoning her cat mount, chuckling to
herself.

"Mareva, what's that Engineer's phrase again?"

"Depends on company. If any suits are there, it is
'There may be some challenges ahead.' If it's just
engineers, it's 'We are well and truly screwed.'"

Stetson sighed, and spurred on his Elekk.

"Heh. So one of Ariciel's former girlfriends has shown
up? Oh, that's always awkward. Even among
Night-elves I presume."

Lirael smiled sweetly. "Former? I don't recall Ariciel
telling me that she let her off. Most likely, she's still her
girlfriend."

"Oh. Ah. Right." Bannog looked thoughtful.

"Welcome to the wonderful world of polyamory. Oh
don't look at me like that. It could have been worse.
Could have been a boyfriend and a girlfriend."

"Hm. Yes." He sighed, and raised his hands at Lirael. 
"I've more or less gotten used to Ariciel having a 
girlfriend somewhere. She likes girls as well as boys, 
and I'm not a girl. So fair enough." He sighed. "But her 
having another boyfriend would feel like I'm not giving



her what she needs. Don't think I would like that."

Lirael touched Bannog's hand.

"Well, I can't tell you how to feel. Still, none of my
boyfriends thinks less of himself because I have others.
I don't think less of myself because Arador has another
girlfriend. She's nothing like me. You may have seen
her. Silyenna, one of the guards. They do things
together I'd never want to. With bits of metal that I
wouldn't let him bring within a mile of my body. I once
made the mistake of asking them to explain what one
of them was used for. Ow. Ow. Ow."

"Huh. I once knew a Blood-elf. She was imprisoned
in the cell next to Ariciel in Searing Gorge, so we
busted her out as well. Now she had some seriously
weird ideas."

"Oh? What?"

Bannog told her. Lirael gave him a blank stare.

"There is not enough 'Ewww' in the world! Why on
Azeroth would someone want to do that?"

"I don't know. So I thought I'd go with Ariciel instead."

"Oh, that must have been a hard choice."

"I still lie awake at nights. Looking at her, and very
happy."



 

The door opened, and Ariciel walked in. She looked
nervous, but determined. She stood in front of Bannog,
put her hand on his chest.

"My love, there's something you should know. I..."

"Your girlfriend has shown up," said Bannog.

"Uh... yes." She glanced at Lirael.

"She told me," said Bannog. "How is she?"

Ariciel let out a breath she hadn't realised she was
holding. She closed her eyes a moment.

"Asleep. She's had a rough time. Me disappearing a
while back, then Orin being taken by the plague. And
yesterday, the poor girl was almost caught by the
Human mages in the Glaive." Her eyes found
Bannog's. "She needs a bit of loving care. Plenty of
sleep. Some good food. Lots of hugs and cuddles."
She swallowed. "In fact, I may have to go a bit further
than... just hugs and cuddles. It's how we heal the
mind. I know how it must make you feel, but she's so...
I can't... not do it."

Lirael looked from one to the other. Her calm grey
eyes settled on the big Human warrior.



"She's not making this up, Bannog. Making love to
someone is our best way of restoring a hurt soul."

Bannog smiled, and looked at Ariciel.

"Olive oil," he said. Ariciel smiled, remembering.

Lirael blinked.

"Is that some obscure secret signal? Very rude, you
know, speaking in code."

Ariciel laughed. "When I came back from Searing
Gorge, all battered and bruised, he took me up to the
room and smeared olive oil all over me."

"I didn't have any proper massage oil, and this came
closest," said Bannog.

"Ah," said Lirael, making a mental note to try this.

Bannog laid his hands on Ariciel's shoulders, and
gave her a long look. Ariciel smiled nervously. Bannog
pulled her to him.

"What you have to do, do it. I won't give you a hard
time over it. Did that once, and didn't like the result." He
kissed her. "Now. Do I get to meet this girl?"

Ariciel smiled up at him. "Yes! Of course, yes! Come
with me!"

"Whoa!" Lirael waved her hand. "First, you don't want 
to wake her up now, and second, Bannog, lose the



hardware. You look way too scary in chainmail. Ariciel,
you get back first, see how she is and talk to her. I'll
entertain your boyfriend for about an hour or so, then
send him over."

"Unless you need more time," said Bannog
innocently.

"My goodness," said Ariciel. "I wasn't planning on
jumping her right now! But Lirael is right, I need to talk
to her first, so she won't be as jumpy around Humans.
Oh, and I need some clothes for her."

She grabbed her pack, pulled out her robes. "We're
still the same size, I think. Well. See you later." She
touched Bannog's cheek. "Thank you."

They looked into each others eyes a moment. Then,
Ariciel disappeared out of the door. Lirael gave Bannog
a long, slow smile, shaking her head.

"You are so far away from the conventions of your
people, and you're not even flinching. Amazing. Just
want to let you know I realise that."

"In the end, she's my girlfriend. I want her to be
happy. I want to watch her being happy. The rest is
details."

He started to remove his official Caer Bannog
chainmail.



 

Ariciel sat on the bed, watching her girlfriend asleep.
The fire was going. The kettle was almost boiling.
She'd lugged a big copper bath into the room, and filled
it with water. A few metal buckets of water were
standing in a corner of the fireplace, warming up. She'd
opened the windows and a cool breeze blew through
the place. A house needed people to become alive. Her
housekeeping skills hadn't left her, but she was never
going back to being a chamber-maid. People asked a
Druid to do something for them. She looked down
again. Lesta's face was very quiet. Ariciel wanted to
stroke her hair, but that would wake her up. The kettle
boiled. Ariciel picked up a rag, wrapped it round the
copper handle of the kettle and poured out steaming
water into the teapot. The rest, she dumped into one of
the buckets of bath water. She turned round to see
Lesta awake, watching her.

"You're really back. I wasn't dreaming."

"I'm really back. Though I do travel a bit more these
days."

"Can't blame you. This place is a dump. Everybody's
dead. All the High-borne. Orin. And you, I thought. Your
mum?"



Ariciel sadly shook her head.

"Berciel?"

"Also dead."

"Plague?"

"Horde."

Lesta sat up, wincing at sore muscles. Then she got
up, walked over to Ariciel and put her arms round her.

"You're here. I'm here. It's not perfect, but it'll do."

"Oh. It's not all sad. There's someone I want you to
meet. He'll be along in half an hour or so."

Lesta's eyes shone. Ariciel breathed in slowly,
remembering how she lost herself in that look, so many
years ago.

"What. You've got a new boyfriend?"

"Yes. Bannog."

"That doesn't sound like he's from here. Where's he
from?"

"Um... Redridge mountains."

Lesta looked puzzled. "Never heard of that. Where is
that? South Kalimdor?"

"Eastern Kingdoms."

Lesta frowned. "But that's not a Night-elf place.
There's Humans there, and Orcs, and other... things."



"Um, yes. That's right. I ended up there running from
the High-borne." She clenched her teeth. "He's not
Kel'dorei. He's a Human."

Lesta's eyes opened wide, and her mouth fell open.
For several breaths, she said nothing, just stared.

"You are sleeping... with a... Human?!"

"Uh... Yes."

"You do know what Humans are capable of, don't
you?"

"Oh yes. Trust me, I do. He's not that kind of
Human."

"Oh, he's all cute and fluffy is he?"

"Hell, no! If he wants to, he can be scary as hell."
Ariciel chuckled. "As well as cute and fluffy and I didn't
say that."

Just to give her something to do, Ariciel picked up
the buckets of hot water and poured them into the bath.
She jerked her head at the steaming water.

"Get naked and get in."

"Huh. Getting it on with Humans. Bet you they can't
even get up a proper onde-plaisir in bed." Lesta pulled
off what little she was wearing and stuck her toe in the
hot water. She carefully lowered herself.



"That's right, they can't, but you can do it for them."

"So they make you do all the hard work?"

"Yeah, unless you don't use the onde. They're quite
happy to do the hard work then."

Lesta looked over her shoulder at Ariciel. "What? A
la manière des bêtes? Oh my. That's... barbaric."

Ariciel emptied a jug of warm water over Lesta's
head.

"Yes," she said, happily.

 

There was a knock on the door. Ariciel got up from
the bed, walked to the door and opened it. Bannog was
wearing his red shirt, reinforced leather trousers, but no
weapons or other armour.

"Can I come in? I won't scare her, I promise. I'll keep
my clothes on." Ariciel giggled and stepped back.
Bannog walked in. Lesta was sitting on the bed, eyes
wide open, trying to push herself through the
head-board of the bed.

Making no sudden moves, he walked over to the bed 
and sat down on it, with a friendly smile on his face. 
Bannog and Lesta looked at each other. She had dark 
green hair. He'd seen other girls with green hair, but



that had been dye. This was her natural colour. Her
long eyebrows were the same colour. Her eyes had the
same pale glow as Ariciel's and those of any other
Night-elf he knew. Her lips were slightly parted, and
dark. Her skin was a bit darker than Ariciel's, and
where Ariciel's face had some of those small
imperfections that aren't really imperfections at all,
Lesta's face was, even to his carpenter's eye, perfectly
symmetrical and unblemished, aside from a small fresh
scar on her cheek, where presumably a branch or
something had hit her. Her clan markings were almost
exactly the same as Ariciel's, except that hers had an
extra branch at the bottom. Bannog smiled, and slowly
held out his hand to her. Lesta stared at it, then back
up to Bannog's face. Slowly, slowly, her hand let go of
the collar of Ariciel's robes, and she put her hand in
Bannog's large coal-shovel of a hand. Bannog
squeezed as gently and un-threateningly as he could.
Lesta gave a nervous giggle. Bannog grinned.

"Hello. I'm Bannog. What's your name?"

"Lesta."

"Hello Lesta. You are beautiful."

Ariciel leaned on Bannog's big shoulder, and winked
at Lesta.



"Now, do I have taste in women or what?"

Warlock Greenleaf had thankfully buggered off to get
some food. Griggin opened his lunch box and smiled.
In among the crusty flatbread, there were some
homemade biscuits and a note simply saying "Be safe."
He munched on the biscuits. They were uncommonly
good. In the fire, his portable coffee maker had stopped
gurgling, and he poured out a steaming hot mug. Not a
blip had shown up on his detection spell. It was about
to run out, and he recalled the true name of Neera. He
would have to chant it out without error to renew the
spell. How long should he try for? It was a rare warlock
who would not summon her demon at least once a
week, especially if she were travelling in hostile
territory. Not that Darkshore was especially hostile, but
to a runaway Warlock, all places could suddenly turn
nasty. Griggin sipped his coffee and dunked another
biscuit.

Stupid girl. Rather than try to talk Lady Ariciel out of 
her plans, which, if he was any judge of character, 
would not have been impossible, she had gone rogue. 
Did she even realise what she'd done? The moment 
she sneaked out of the cave where the Succubi were



summoned, she had doomed herself. Her life, as she
knew it, was over. Any legitimate Warlock was under
strict orders not to let anyone, anyone at all, treat
Demons in any way that would be a breach of the rules.
There were a great many rules, but they all boiled down
to a simple guideline: We are already annoying demons
by summoning them in the first place. Do not make it
worse. He sighed. With any luck, he'd be able to
subdue, sedate or bind Puissance and transport her
back to Stormwind, where the Warlock Society could
deal with the distasteful business of disposing of her
properly. Griggin's face did not show any sign of
emotion. "Disposing of her properly", in this context,
could well compete for the euphemism of the century. It
involved an extended period of torture, followed by
execution. These things were thankfully rare, but
occasionally, they happened. Not because the Society
was especially vindictive, but because demons were.

In the early days, the days that Warlock Greenleaf 
recalled so fondly, several demons had broken free of 
the control of their masters and gone on killing sprees, 
spreading terror among the innocents. By the Light, 
they were clueless back then. Ways had been 
developed to limit the discomfort to the demons, and to



ensure that if it did break free, it would take its revenge
on the poor fool who summoned it, and be satisfied.
But that only worked if you treated your demons well.
Somehow, Griggin doubted that Puissance would care.
And that would, regrettably, make it necessary to
appease the demon. These tasks were assigned at
random. Griggin had been chosen only once, and had
only been able to complete his task by constantly
reminding himself that every cut of the blade, every
stroke of the whip, every touch of the glowing irons was
one that would not be committed upon a dozen
innocents. He sincerely hoped that the lot would not fall
on him this time. Griggin could still easily recall the
man's face, as he laid glowing hot irons on his chest,
with the demon looking on. He had seen young
Puissance once or twice, and the idea of having to do
the same to a young girl made his stomach turn.

But it had to be done. If not, the Succubus would go 
completely out of control. He had seen the effect once. 
A healthy, peaceful village had been turned into a grisly 
ghost town, with the mutilated corpses of men, women 
and children strewn about. That had been a 
Voidwalker. Succubi were immeasurably more cruel. 
Sometimes, Griggin wished that he had taken up



something nice and wholesome, like, oh,
poison-making, rather than Demonology.

He shook himself from his gloomy thoughts. Perhaps
Puissance would be dead after all, and none of this
would be necessary. He sighed. He didn't believe it for
a moment. The detection spell had run out. Griggin put
away the food his wife had lovingly prepared for him,
stood up, closed his eyes and started the chant that
would ultimately lead to suffering and death.

"I said I would get you to Shattrath alive and well,
and that's what I did. Job done. Oh. You want to tie that
a bit tighter."

Mareva shot Oxana a filthy look, and tied down the
strips of Netherweave round Stetson's arm. The
bandage started to glow as it did its work.

"You might have told us about the warpstalkers, and
that they can suddenly jump at you from out of
nowhere."

"You mean you didn't know? Noob. Warp. Stalkers. 
That might give you a hint, unless you've been living 
under a rock." Oxana spread her arms, blinked, and 
suddenly shot forward ten feet. "See? I do it all the



time. Short-distance version of a portal."

"Portal."

"Yes. Portal. You don't run everywhere, do you?
Anyway, I need to get to Ironforge and sell all this
leather. You want to go up to Aldor Rise, and set your
hearthstone so a mage can return you to the inn there.
Don't go to the Scryers. Whiny Blood-elf zlotniks."

Oxana closed her eyes, and concentrated. Circles of
glowing runes appeared all round her, and there was a
strange metallic grinding sound. She opened her eyes
and a vision appeared before them. They could see the
lava flowing through the central basin of Ironforge: the
Great Forge. Oxana hefted her pack on her shoulder.
Despite everything, Mareva smiled.

"It's a shame you couldn't have portalled here. Much
easier. Thank you anyway. It was... interesting."

Oxana looked over her shoulder, raising her
eyebrows.

"Of course I could have portalled here. What makes
you think I couldn't?"

Stetson looked up. "You could have magiced us
here? So why didn't you?"



"Are you dim? I needed the leather. Give my best to
Minalei. Try the sweet nectar. Favour the road travelled
by few." Oxana stepped through the portal, leaving
Stetson behind with his mouth hanging open. Mareva
saw his expression, and held out for at least ten
seconds before she burst out laughing. She waved a
finger at him.

"Don't waste your breath stating the obvious. Come
on. Let's go."

Stetson shook his head.

"The stupid woman never thought to ask. I am a
hunter. I have about fifty stacks of knothide leather
gathering dust in my safe deposit box. She could have
had half of them if she'd just portalled us here."

They walked through a tunnel up to the upper city,
resolutely looking ahead as beggars tried to get
coppers and silvers off them.

"Oh well. Never mind. Let's go and find this tavern. I
once knew a girl named Minalei. I wonder if it is her."

"Not much chance. It's not like names are unique."

"I tried out a threesome with her and Viral. Results
were distinctly sub-optimal."



Stetson chuckled. "This was before you found out
about the stimulating influence of Undead?"

"It was on board Exodar. You cannot read all day.
The food was uninspiring. I saw all the movies in the
first month. What can you do?"

"Sing. Learn to play the khitan. Start a religion. Find
out if there is really such a thing as a highest prime
number."

"I do not sing. My silence is much appreciated, both
vocally and instrumentally. Those who started religions
all ended up believing in them and went mad. I already
know there is no highest prime number."

"Which leaves only sexual experimentation."

"Precisely. Viral conked out half way through. Minalei
was most disappointed. If this is her, of course."

"Of course."

They had stopped in front of the elevator to Aldor
Rise. Mareva smiled.

"Is there a fire?"

"No."

"Good. We may use the elevator. By the light! There
isn't even a handrail! Someone could fall off."



"Apparently, people pay attention, or there would be
stacks of dead bodies at the bottom."

The elevator reached the top. They walked into a
square, where a cordon of soldiers was standing, being
talked to by their commander. With a last command,
they all set themselves in motion and filed out of the
exit. Mareva looked at their disappearing backs.

"Return home safely, my brothers."

Stetson pointed. "The inn. Oh. It's rather small."

"As long as they have drink and one free table."

 

"Dyonis A'k... Hold on. Do I know you?"

Mareva grinned. "I am fully clothed now, so I forgive
you."

A slight frown appeared on the caregiver's face. She
blinked, then her face turned a few shades darker.

"Exodar! Viral! You are... Minerva?"

"Mareva. I am glad to see you, Minalei."

"Forgive me for not recognising you sooner. The
journey on Exodar was a bit of a blur."

"That would be the best way to endure it."

"How is Viral?"



Mareva looked at her sadly. "He is dead. Blood-elves
killed him on Bloodmyst Isle."

Minalei took a short breath. "I am sorry to hear it. He
was a kind soul. May he rest in peace."

"May he be part of the Light Everlasting." Mareva
paused a moment, looking far away. "On a happier
note, meet my friend, Hunter S'dezo'Houn."

Stetson smiled. "Arquenon Porous. Pleased to meet
you."

Minalei gave him an appreciative look. "Can I help
you?"

"We would like to set this inn as our home. Also, I
need to know where the bank is. And the Portals. And
the Naaru A'Dal."

"You will find the Aldor bank at the bottom of the
elevator, if you turn left. A'Dal is easier to find." She
pointed outside. "He is under that shaft of light in the
middle of town." Minalei smiled, with gleaming eyes.
"And I will be happy to set your hearthstone to this
place. May I?"

Mareva and Stetson handed over their hearthstones.
Minalei held each of them in her hand. There was a
glow of magic, and she handed the pebbles back.



"Will you be returning here often?"

"I imagine so. The portals here are very convenient."

"Oh by the way," said Mareva. "Oxana sends her
greetings."

Minalei's eyes grew large.

"She's not... um. Is she here in Shattrath?"

Mareva shook her head. "She zoomed off to
Ironforge after boosting us here." A look of relief
passed over Minalei's face, before she could stop it.

"Forgive me. She is a good customer, and she has
never been anything but perfectly kind to me, but things
tend to become... rather lively when she is around."

Stetson laughed. "You don't say! She is a woman for
whom the phrase 'Aggro Magnet' was invented."

Minalei gave Stetson a sad smile. "There is a reason
why she is so... reckless, but it is not for me to say, and
I don't know the full story anyway."

"We will ask her when next we meet," said Mareva.

"Don't. She takes exception to any prodding into her
past. Perhaps she does not wish to be reminded."

"Hm," said Stetson. "It's not our business anyway." 
His eyes wrinkled. "Well, I've got a little banking to take 
care of, and I need to go to the auction house. I will



return presently."

Mareva and Minalei watched as Stetson's tail
disappeared in the direction of the elevator.

"Are you still into sharing your boyfriends?"

Mareva gave Minalei a little smile. "If you don't mind,
I would like to give it a miss in his case. Selfish, I
know."

"I still have the Goblin jumper cables."

"Keep them as a present."

"You seem to have put on some weight."

"Oi!"

"Oh, in a good way." Lesta's fingers ran over Ariciel's
biceps and shoulders. "Your muscles have grown
bigger. You've grown. You're much stronger than when
we were in Darkshore together."

"I suppose I am. I've learnt so much from
Bearwalker."

"Oo! Bear shape?"

"Bear, Sea lion, Cat and Cheetah."

"Oh my." Lesta's eyes looked at things far away. "I
haven't even found my calling yet. What do you think?
Am I a Druid to be?"



Ariciel giggled. "Let's find out. Want to go for a
cross-country run to Dolanaar?"

"Hell no!"

"Probably not then."

"What? Druids prefer a run in the woods to lying in
bed with their lovers?"

"How about lying in bed with your lover... in the
woods?" Ariciel's cheeks glowed, remembering last
night.

"Getting dirt everywhere? No thanks."

"You bring sleeping furs. Honestly. But if you don't
like woods, you can't be a Druid or a Hunter. You're far
too pretty to be a Warrior. Priestess? Priestesses are
nice. Just look at Lirael."

Lesta sighed. "I sell sticky things to children on the
Auberdine pier, for Fiora Longears. Maybe I'm just a
dull, simple merchant."

"You're not dull. I don't have a dull girlfriend."

"You don't have a dull boyfriend either. You're right, I
think he can be scary, but he's not all that bad."

"Careful, girl. You may end up liking an icky Human."

Ariciel thought of Bannog. He'd been so nice to 
Lesta. Something in her must have touched his



damsel-in-distress nerves. He'd told her about his
family back in Redridge. His sister. His brother. How
he'd met her. The trip to Menethil. Lesta hadn't said
much, but slowly, gradually, she had relaxed and
started laughing at his stupid jokes. She'd told Bannog
about their time back in Darkshore, with the
High-borne. Ariciel had watched Bannog's face then.
He hadn't even winced at her mentioning, in passing,
they were lovers. And then, he had got up, and left for
Lirael's place.

"Hey," Lesta pushed Ariciel's hair out of her eyes.
"You're smiling. You're thinking about your Human,
aren't you?"

"Yes."

"While you're in bed with me."

"Sorry. Anyway, you brought it up."

Lesta stroked Ariciel's cheek.

"He makes you happy. I'm glad."

She ran her fingers along Ariciel's ear, all the way to
the tip. Then, down again. Ariciel shivered. Lesta's
fingers continued, down her neck, further down.

"Hey. I gave you those. You're still wearing them?"

"Never took them out since."



Lesta's hand slid lower.

"And Orin gave you that one."

Ariciel closed her eyes.

"Yes. The last one, I got myself." She sighed.
"Week's wages, with the stones. Worth every copper.
Saved up for three months. All mine. Nobody sees it
except when I show them."

"I bet your Human found it."

"Bannog. Call him Bannog. And yes, he did. Didn't
distract him, though. Dedication. Focus. I like it."

Lesta leaned her head on her hand.

"Right. Now, I'm curious. If they can't do an
onde-plaisir, what do they do?"

Ariciel opened her eyes and gave Lesta a grin.

"Come here. Close your eyes."

Lesta did. Ariciel gently put her lips on Lesta's, and
kissed her. Lesta opened her eyes.

"That's... strange. Nice, but strange. Why close your
eyes?"

"Don't know. Bannog says never trust anyone who
kisses you with their eyes open."

"How would you know?"

"Human magic. They feel it. Go on. Try."



They kissed again.

"It's kind of nice, in a strange way," said Lesta. "Was
that with your eyes open?"

"No."

"Well, that's no use. Try again."

They ended up both opening their eyes and staring
at each other, which gave them the giggles. Eventually,
they calmed down.

"Enough with these strange Human ways," said
Lesta. "Come here." She looked deep into Ariciel's
eyes, letting her hand run up and down Ariciel's body,
wandering, re-acquainting herself.

"Keep doing that, and there will be Consequences,"
said Ariciel.

"Any good reason for there not to be?"

Ariciel thought. Whatever you need to do, do it, he 
had said. She had studied his face while he said it. 
He'd meant what he said. She took a deep breath. But 
then again, that didn't mean he wouldn't be hurt if she 
did. He didn't like the idea of her sleeping with anyone 
but him. When she had told him about her night with 
Mareva, he'd almost got up and left there and then. 
She frowned, and set her jaw. Bloody unfair. Did he



think she'd just walk away and leave him? Mareva and
she had only played a bit. She'd been able to
experiment with her one-sided onde-plaisir, and
Mareva... had enjoyed every minute. Two warm bodies
available. No reason not to enjoy. Good feelings all
round.

Ariciel studied Lesta's face. This, on the other hand,
had more meaning. Lesta was hurt by loss, fear, pain,
solitude. She needed a warm body against hers, a
friendly voice telling her that everything would be
alright, and how wonderful she was, and gently glowing
hands touching her. Ointment for the tormented soul.
And damn it. She'd known Lesta for years. She'd
known her before she'd known Bannog. She couldn't
turn her away! Anyway, Bannog already thought they
were making love now. No use denying Lesta... or
herself. She found her breathing had grown faster.
Realised only now how much she had missed Lesta.
Ariciel laid her hand gently on Lesta's cheek, ran her
fingers down her chin, holding her breath.

"Well?" Lesta's hand found its way to a particularly
nice bit of skin on the back of Ariciel's neck.

Ariciel gave in. If there were any explosions as a 
result, she'd pick up the pieces tomorrow. She closed



her eyes, concentrated and her hands started to glow.
After a few heartbeats, so did Lesta's

Stetson returned to the inn, smiling to himself. He
saw Mareva sitting at the tavern's only table, talking to
Minalei behind the counter. A half-empty mug of cider
was in front of her. She hadn't seen him yet, and he
stopped a moment to look at her. Long black hair
flowing, relaxed pose, radiating confidence. Stetson
smiled. Wonderfully wry sense of humour, that rare
talent to drop exactly the right words in when they were
needed, and still, the ability to look at the world and be
amazed and delighted by it. He walked over to her.

"Is this seat taken?"

"Push off. I'm waiting for my boyfriend. He is a big
hunter and I want to do unspeakably depraved things to
him."

Stetson sat down anyway. "By the Light. If you call
them depraved, I may not live to see another day!"

Mareva laid her hand on his forearm. The
Netherweave bandage had all but disappeared. She
looked at Stetson and smiled.

"Please, my love. Joke about anything, except that."



"Understood. Are you ready to meet A'dal?"

"Yes. Let's go."

They said goodbye to Minalei, and walked off side by
side to the great elevator. As they waited, they watched
the beam of light that shot up from the central dome.
Underneath would be A'dal, the Naaru. Naaru were
beings of pure energy, who projected themselves into
the here and now in shining, geometrical forms of pure
Light. They were the nearest thing Draenei had to
gods. Mareva walked on, deep in thought. There was a
Naaru on board Exodar. O'ros. The only creature who
could wrap his mind round the immeasurably complex
calculations needed to propel the ship to its destination.
And yet, they had failed. The journey that should have
taken no time at all, had taken a whole year. Mareva
had always wondered about this. Had Exodar truly
failed, or was this a way of keeping its crew in reserve?
She could hardly imagine a safer hiding place than a
half lightyear away, in the outer reaches of space.

Stetson nudged her. They were about to enter the 
central dome. Mareva looked up, trying to keep her 
mind free of doubt, free of expectations. What would 
the leader of many Naaru tell her? A simple line of 
quests? Words of wisdom to strengthen her heart



against whatever the Universe would throw at her?
Nothing?

As they approached, she felt... refreshed, in mind
and in body. A sound, like that of the windchimes she
had outside her room as a child, was in her ears, or
perhaps in her mind. She felt... welcome. Hesitating
slightly, she looked up, to see A'dal. Shards of pure
light revolved slowly round a bright white heart.
Mareva's hand found Stetson's, and squeezed, hard.
Stetson let her. They stopped.

"Guide me, A'dal," said Mareva, without opening her
mouth to speak.

"What guidance do you desire?"

The words formed in her mind, without the
roundabout way of going through her ears.

"I am troubled by the events of this time and place. If
not enough is done, then the worlds of Azeroth and
Draenor may both be plunged into unending darkness.
I fear the Lich King and the Scourge, and I would not
have our future lives wasted if I did not do my part."
Mareva paused. "But I do not know what that part is."

"You are a child of the Eredar. Many paths are open 
to you. Some lead to darkness. Others do not. You 
already have a store of wisdom greater than many of



your kind. Would you truly ask me to point out the one
right path?"

"Four times now, I have nearly been destroyed. First,
when Exodar came down. Then, I was nearly slain by
Orcs in the Redridge Mountains. I was almost taken by
the plague. Finally, I was in mortal peril in the Eastern
Plaguelands. Each time, I survived when I could just as
easily have died. Am I being saved for something? Am
I supposed to do something before I die?"

"The Eredar, and Humans, and Dwarves, and
Gnomes, even Blood-elves, Orcs and Trolls, each are
not strong enough to turn back the tide. But they are
many. Each of the creatures of Azeroth and Draenor,
from the mightiest of the mighty, to the snakes that
crawl on their bellies through the grass, all heed the call
of the light, and strive, unless they are corrupted, and
their desires turned to their undoing. Blessed are those
who have been tested, and yet have not fallen from
their purpose. You need no guidance. You know
already."

Mareva wanted to protest. She really, really had no 
clue which way to walk when this converstion was over. 
Maybe Stetson would know. She didn't dare look at him 
for fear of losing her connection to A'dal. She knew



already. Strength in the face of adversity. Corruption, to
be avoided. A'dal had told her nothing. Was she in
danger of being corrupted? Not very. Always. Nothing
was certain. A'dal continued.

"You know someone who is in great danger of being
lost. Your help will be needed. You, and only you, will
be able to."

"Stetson?"

"No, not he. I cannot say more. The future is not
certain."

As gently as sunset, the feeling of connection faded.
She found Stetson was looking at her, eyes moist,
smiling, happy.

"What?"

"Don't know how to say. Give me some time. Are you
done?"

"Yes."

Stetson held out his hand to her. She smiled and
took it.

"My love, we can go anywhere we want. Portals
everywhere. What shall it be?"

Mareva frowned. Someone, somewhere, was going 
to need her help. No clue who it was, no clue where, no



clue when. Well, if you don't know where you're going,
any road will take you there. She closed her eyes,
turned round and pointed. Stetson raised his eyebrows.

"That is a Horde portal. Better not."

"Hm. Exodar? I can show you my room. Only slightly
worse for the Imperfect Landing."

"I don't like glowing wildlife."

"Ironforge? We haven't seen Peterselie in a while,
and if she is not there, we can take the train to
Stormwind."

"Much better. Let's go."

Bannog knocked on the door, and after a pause it
was opened by Lesta, who put her finger on her lips.

"Quiet. She's asleep. Come in."

Lesta was wearing Ariciel's robes. Probably didn't
have any other clothes here. Hm. That meant that
Ariciel was wearing... She wore nothing in bed with
him. Why would it be any different with this girl?

Moving as quietly as she could, Lesta poured out a
mug of hot tea and handed it to him. He smiled as he
took it, and her fingers brushed his. He took a small sip,
burning his tongue.



"How are you?"

Lesta sat down, leant back in her chair. She had nice
legs. Bannog realised that this probably went a long
way towards reconciling him to the fact that his love
was sleeping with another. Lesta pulled her robe over
her knees.

"I was cold and hungry, but now, I've eaten and I'm
warm. I was in great danger, but now I'm safe. I was all
alone, everybody I knew dead or gone, but now,
Ariciel's back." She closed her eyes a moment. "In
other words, I'm much better. Only the memories to
take care of." She leaned her head back a little. "I'm
afraid you didn't see me at my best, yesterday. I do
have a functioning brain in here somewhere, honest."

"Rough couple of days, I understand?"

"The worst. I've never been so scared in my life.
Those bloody Hu... uhh Mages." Lesta smiled. "Sorry.
Still can't get used to Ariciel finding a Human for a
boyfriend."

"I found her, actually. And she was under threat from
a bunch of Human bastards. So no offense taken."

"It's easier if you can just look at people's ears and
see if they're good people or not. But Ariciel loves you,
so you have honorary ears."



"That's the nicest thing anyone ever said to me."

Lesta laughed. She had a nice laugh, as well.
"Remember. The last few Humans I've met, apart from
you, were complete rotters. I'm really glad to meet one
who isn't." Lesta leaned forward a bit. "You pulled her
out of that horrible place in Searing Gorge. I'll never be
able to thank you enough for that."

"No need. She saved my skin a few times." Bannog
gave her a vague smile. "We thank each other now and
again."

"Heh. I know. She speaks highly of you, actually."

In the bed on the other side of the room, Ariciel made
some happy noises, turned over and buried her face in
the pillow. Lesta nodded.

"Well quite."

"Hm. If anyone had told me a year ago that I'd be
sitting here, talking to my girlfriend's girlfriend, I'd have
said they were mad."

"I'm sorry. I know absolutely nothing about Human
courtship rituals." She gave a wry smile. "I suppose I'll
be forced to find out."

"Oh, it's easy. One boy, one girl. Anything else is
weird."



Lesta shook her head. "Don't know how you cope."

"By being weird occasionally."

Lesta bent forward, and put her hand on Bannog's
arm.

"Maybe in three months' time, we'll all be in the same
bed together. Maybe not. Maybe she'll just be a very
busy girl. But I know it'll be wonderful. We'll make it
work. We're good at making stuff like this work."

"It still gets me, that you don't seem to mind. I mean,
I've learnt not to, but in the beginning, I did."

"Well, I don't. Don't mind at all. In fact...." A
mischievous grin appeared on Lesta's pretty face. "I'll
tell you something you really want to know. Turn her to
jelly in your fingers."

Bannog just raised his eyebrows. Lesta looked back
at Ariciel. Still asleep.

"You get behind her, then you run your finger from 
her ear to her chin like this." She illustrated. "Now when 
you do that, she'll look back at you. When she does..." 
Lesta came a bit closer and continued in a whisper. 
"Run your tongue along the underside of her ear. Slow 
as you can. It'll break her head, because she'll know it 
was me who told you, but she'll melt completely." Lesta 
sat back. "It's how I convinced her that she liked girls,



too."

Bannog nodded at Lesta. Was there such a thing as
too much useful information? He was almost convinced
there was. He finished his tea and put the empty mug
in the small basin. Lesta got up from her chair.

"Anyway, I'd better get myself off to Auberdine. Fiora
will be asking herself where I've been. I'll have a hell of
a time explaining."

She walked over to the bed and gently stroked
Ariciel's hair. Ariciel looked up at her, and they
whispered together in Darnassian. Lesta walked to the
door, waved, and was gone. Ariciel swung her legs out
of bed. Bannog noted that his earlier assumption was
correct. She came over to him and hugged him.

"Well? What do you think?"

"Seems nice enough. And she's full of interesting
facts about you."

"Oh? What?"

"Something about the underside of your ear and you
going to jelly."

Ariciel stared. "She told you that? Oh my! How will I
resist you now?"



"And that that was how she convinced you that you
liked girls."

"Hah. Sorry Lesta. I already knew that. I was playing
innocent with her. It did convince me that I really liked
her, though." She stood before Bannog. Her grey eyes
carefully studied his face. "Are you alright with this?
Really? Please tell me if you aren't."

"I think I can cope with Lesta being there. Don't know
how they'll take it at home, though."

"We'll cross that bridge when we get to it."

Fiora Longears smiled gently at her customer. Her
honoured customer.

"Well, for mana, you want a yellow gem, such as
amber. Boosts intellect, and hence the mana pool."
She showed her an amber necklace.

"Hmm. By how much?"

For you? An infinite improvement, my dear.

"Not much. These necklaces are mainly decorative
items. For the more powerful enhancements, you'll
need to go to an enchanter."

"Are there any here?"



Well, thought Fiora, I can do you a pretty good one,
only I won't.

"No, you'd need to go to Darnassus or Stormwind.
But I doubt they would give you one."

"Why not?" She gave Fiora a dark look.

"The more powerful jewellery can be dangerous to
the unprepared."

"Dangerous? I could simply put it on, couldn't I?"

Oh, I don't know. If you can do spell work while in the
throes of a grand-mal migraine, then I suppose it's just
what you need.

"That would be inadvisable, miss."

 

There was a noise of running feet to Fiora's left.
Fiora looked, and sighed with relief. Elune be praised, it
was Lesta. She'd been worried sick about her. She
frowned.

"Hello stranger. Where have you been? Did you think
you could take a few days off without telling me? You're
lucky I haven't been able to find a suitable replacement
for you!"

Lesta raised a hand in the air, and twirled round on
the spot, making her robe billow out.



"You're absolutely right, I should have told you I was
going to Astranaar, but... whatever you say, you won't
be able to spoil my mood."

"Hm. I'd say it's a bit early to start drinking, but you
seem too coordinated for that. What is it, girl?"

Lesta put her hands on Fiora's shoulders.

"Ariciel is back! I thought she was dead, but she is
back! And she's got a new boyfriend, a big Human, but
he's a nice guy anyway."

"Ariciel... Oh yes! Well she was back some time ago,
but you weren't here then. Must have missed her. Well,
you can tell me all about it later. Go get your tray and
start selling. There will be trouble if there is a single bit
of candy unsold by tonight."

"Will do! See you in a bit."

Lesta walked off along the pier. Fiora smiled at her
customer, who was staring at Lesta's back.

"Sorry about that, Miss. Would you like this
necklace?"

"I don't know. It doesn't go with my hair. Do you have
it in black?"

"Black... amber? No, miss."



"Well, not much use then, is it? Goodbye!" The girl
trotted off in the direction of Auberdine, leaving Fiora
shaking her head.

She'd quite liked living among the Humans. They had
pathetically short lifespans, so they needed to squeeze
the experience of a lifetime into, oh, eighty years or so,
which made them wonderfully passionate. But
sometimes, they managed to raise cluelessness to an
art form. Black amber. Silly girl. Fiora didn't know why,
but for some reason Warlocks were the worst of the lot.



Part 14: Live enemies are bad for you

Lesta opened the door to Fiora Longears' small
house on the Strand. The door was locked, but if you
knew where to push, the lock would pop open and you
could enter. She entered the storeroom, picked up her
tray and started emptying small bags of candy into the
various compartments. The day was sunny and bright,
so lots of people would be out and about in Auberdine.
Better bring lots. When the last compartment was filled,
she put on the cover and attached the strap that would
go over her shoulders. She put the tray on the table,
then stepped back into the storeroom to fetch the bag
of change from its hiding place. When she returned,
she noticed that she was not alone. A Human woman
was in the door, leaning against the door frame, arms
crossed, waiting patiently. Lesta recognised the
customer Fiora had been talking to, and bowed her
head at her.

"I'm sorry Miss. We don't sell from the house. Only
on the pier and in town, if you want candy."

"That's alright," said the woman. "I'm not here to buy 
anything. I just want to have a little chat. You



mentioned a name I remember. Umm... Aricel?"

Lesta's face shone. "Ariciel? That's right. She's my
girlfriend. I thought she was gone for good, but she's
back. Are you a friend of hers?"

The woman's smile faded a little. "Not... exactly. I
used to live with her, a while back." She grinned, as
though enjoying a private joke. "I think I kissed her
once."

"Oh, you're from Caer Bannog? Bannog is here, too,
though if you want to see him, you have to be quick.
He's leaving this afternoon. I'm sorry, but Ariciel didn't
mention you."

"No, she wouldn't. Never mention the old girlfriends
to the new ones eh?"

"No, you're wrong. She told me about Bannog as
soon as I had recovered a bit."

"Ah, but did she ever mention your existence to
Bannog? Before you fell into her arms?"

Lesta stared. "Um... I don't know."

"There you go. Out with the old, in with the new."

Lesta shook her head. "No, she isn't like that. Maybe
you've got the wrong person after all."



The woman sighed dreamily, tilting her head back a
little.

"Long silky smooth white hair? Pale grey eyes? Blue
single stroke clan markings over the eyes? Just the
right amount of chest? Thighs to die for?" Her
dream-like expression disappeared as if a candle had
been blown out. "Piercing between them?"

"Uh... that's... right. Were you... lovers, then?"

"I'd like to say we were. One thing's for sure, though.
We're not lovers now."

"Uh. Would you like me to take you to her?"

"I don't think so. In fact, she's probably the last
person I'd want to meet. Actually, I travelled the whole
bloody Great Sea to be on a different bloody continent
as she is. You see, when we parted company, she
made me a promise. Would you like to know what?"

Lesta stared wide-eyed at the woman, and shook her
head.

"She promised me that when next we met, she'd kill
me. Oh, and she did that Elf-thing with the eyes, so I
could see that she meant it. So no, we're not friends
anymore. But that's alright. I have a new friend." Her
eyes shone, and her lips parted, showing her white
teeth. "Would you like to see her?"



Without waiting for an answer, she raised her hands
and crushed a small piece of glass in her hand. Magic
started to flow. Lesta watched her, rooted to the spot,
as lights played round her. Suddenly, there was a hiss
of breath, and Lesta looked round. In the small room,
there stood a dark-haired woman. And yet, it wasn't a
woman. Her body was strong, trim, athletic. She wore
some leather strips by way of armour. Horns were on
her head, and on her back were black leathery wings.
Her eyes shone with a cruel pale blue light, and in her
hand was a long whip.

The Succubus raised her whip, and brought it down
on her own thigh with a crack. She... it, gave a satisfied
sigh as the red welt on her bare thigh healed up and
disappeared.

Puissance walked over to her Succubus, stroked its
arm and laid her cheek against its shoulder.

"Isn't she beautiful? She's all mine. She does
everything I say, and she does it very, very well."

The succubus sneered, and hissed. Lesta shrank
back, eyes large with fear. Puissance shook her head,
sadly.

"I'm sorry, girl. I really can't risk you telling Ariciel I'm 
here. Not after all the trouble I've taken to hide myself.



Everybody thinks I'm dead, and I rather like it that way."

"I won't tell... I won't tell anyone! I swear! Please!"

Puissance gave her a sad look. "Oh, you say that
now, but we both know that the first thing you'd do if I
just let you go is to run to your friends and blab your
heart out. I really can't allow that." She turned to the
Succubus. "Neera? Kill her. Quickly." She turned back
to Lesta. "Nothing personal."

Neera hissed again, and raised the whip.

"Oh wait." Puissance grabbed Neera's arm, looked
into Lesta's eyes, drinking the fear. Lesta's breath
came in fast, shallow gasps.

"You're the bitch's girlfriend. So I'm afraid it is
personal. Don't kill her quickly, Neera."

She let go of Neera's arm.

 

In his cave to the north, by the waterfall, Griggin
suddenly looked up. Not bothering with the head strap,
he picked up his direction finder goggles, and held
them up in front of his eyes, adjusting wheels for
distance and azimuth, till the yellow dot merged with
the bright red spot in his mind. He plotted the numbers
on the map. Auberdine. North Auberdine. By the sea.



"Got you."

Warlock Greenleaf looked up.

"You have found your mark, mon ami?"

"I have. Time to summon the Walker and hunt." He
fished in his pocket for a soulshard.

"Wait," said Warlock Greenleaf. "Summon him the
old way, the right way. Chant his long and glorious
name."

Griggin glared at Greenleaf. Then he popped his
soulshard. Ten seconds later, Thuljuk appeared.
Griggin bowed to him, then jumped on his
mechanostrider. He scowled at Warlock Greenleaf's
outraged face.

"It's called progress," he said. "Try it sometime."

He kicked his strider into gear and sped off for
Auberdine.

Bannog drummed his fingers on the table. She still 
wasn't back. The boat would go in an hour. Too short 
dammit. What if he took a griffin? That ought to buy him 
some time. He shook his head. She wasn't back yet. 
Something was up. No time to play. He quickly put on 
his chain, put his sword on his belt and headed out the



door. First stop, Cenarion Enclave.

 

"No Mr. Bannog, I do not know where she is. Have
you come to accuse me of murdering her? Again?"

"Now that's what our Quartermaster at Caer Bannog
would call an interesting remark, but I was working on
the assumption that you are her boss, and might have
sent her somewhere."

"Well, I haven't. She came in this morning, but I
hadn't any work for her, so she took a griffin to
Auberdine to look up her girlfriend. I take it she is not
back yet?"

"She's not. Auberdine isn't such a rough place, is it?
There's candy girls there."

"It is well protected, by warriors and druids. We do
not tolerate foul play in Auberdine."

"That's nice. Nonetheless, I think I'll have a quick
look there to see if there's any stuff going on despite
your intolerance."

Bearwalker thought a moment. This Warrior was 
about to leave. Surely, Ariciel would want to be back in 
time to send him off properly. He sneered. Though he 
still did not understand the attraction. No matter.



Perhaps something was up after all.

"Take the griffin, Mr. Bannog. I'll join you presently."

 

Half an hour later, Bannog touched down in
Auberdine, with a grim look on his bearded face.
Griffins are fast. He walked down the bridge that
connected the platform to the inn, to find Bearwalker
already there. The next thing he saw was Ariciel riding
into the place. She jumped off her cat, and it
disappeared. She ran up to Bannog, then looked at
Mathrengyl Bearwalker. She raised an eyebrow.

"Are you both looking for me? Aren't I a popular girl!"

Bearwalker nodded. "And now we have found you.
What was keeping you?"

Ariciel fretted. "Can't find Lesta. She should be
around here somewhere, selling candy. Stars and
stones, merchants should be easy to find! You can't
sell stuff by hiding in a corner! I was riding up and down
Auberdine, but I can't find her anywhere."

"Did you ask Fiora?"

Ariciel slapped her hand to her forehead.

"Right. Shan't be a minute." Bearwalker changed to 
his travel form, and ran off along the pier. Bannog



looked at his disappearing tail. Ariciel grinned.

"They're old friends. Really old. Over a century."

They waited a few minutes, and presently, Fiora
Longears came walking up with Bearwalker.

"I sent her to get her stuff at my place, then out to
make the world a sweeter place. You must have seen
her. She's good at being seen!"

Ariciel shook her head. Fiora shrugged.

"Well, let's go to my place, and see if she's been
there."

Together, they briskly trotted to Fiora's place. She
frowned.

"Something's wrong. The door isn't closed properly.
It's a bit rickety, and if you just bang it shut it won't
work. You need to put your foot against the bottom."
Fiora's eyes narrowed. "Lesta knows that."

"Get behind me," said Bearwalker. He took a deep 
breath and turned to his Dire Bear form. He'd never 
seen the point in starting small. If you have an 
extremely powerful fighting form, use it early and often. 
Bannog drew his sword, and stepped up to the door. 
He gave it a little push, and it opened, Sword ahead of 
him, he stepped in, with Ariciel behind. It took his eyes



a few seconds to get used to the dark. When they did,
he turned round in a flash, and spread his arms,
looking at Ariciel.

"Don't go in."

"What? Why not?" She tried to push past him.
Bannog laid his hand on her chest, and pushed. She
staggered back.

"Do not go in."

Anger flared up in Ariciel's eyes. She ducked under
Bannog's arm and went in anyway. Bannog closed his
eyes, an expression of pain on his face. From inside,
Ariciel's cry of anguish pierced his ears, his mind, his
soul.

 

Bearwalker changed back to his Elf form, and walked 
in. His fingers reached out to Lesta's throat, and he 
didn't know whether to hope for a pulse. There was 
none. He sighed. The poor girl had been killed with a 
whip. That meant a succubus. That meant Warlocks. 
Outside was a mechanical sound. He found a table 
cloth, and laid it over Lesta's face, such as it was. He 
turned round, and stepped outside. A Gnome had 
arrived, mounted on one of the metal bird-things that 
they used. Bearwalker didn't like them, a clumsy image



of a living thing.

"I see I am too late," said Griggin. "What has
happened?"

Bearwalker saw the large blue Voidwalker. Another
Warlock. If this kind of thing kept up, he'd have to
organise a pest control group.

Ariciel's head was on Bannog's shoulder. She was
sobbing quietly. She raised her head, eyes red, tears
streaking her face.

"Lesta's dead. Killed. By some Lightless Warlock."

Griggin took a breath. Well, he could have expected
that. One does not summon a Succubus for nothing.
He bowed his head.

"My sincere condolences, Lady Ariciel. May I
examine her? It may help me to find the Warlock who
did this."

"Stay away from her! You Warlocks have done
enough!"

Bannog took Ariciel's head in his big hands, and 
looked into her eyes. Ariciel said nothing, then burst out 
crying again. Bannog laid his hand on her hair. His 
eyes turned to Griggin's, and he nodded, imperceptibly. 
Griggin said nothing, commanded Thuljuk to stay with a



gesture, then quietly walked into Fiora's house.
Carefully, he raised the cloth, and looked at what was
left of Lesta's face, her torn clothes, her body, noting
details that only he could possibly understand, and that
he would not want to explain to anyone, least of all
Lady Ariciel. With a sigh, and a small bow of the head
to show respect to the dead girl, he put the cover back
over her.

He came out of the house with a grim, sad
expression on his small face.

"It is as I feared. This was done through the demon I
was tracking. I can name she who did this."

Ariciel looked up.

"Puissance," she said.

Griggin nodded.

"She has stolen the succubus Neera. Her life is
forfeit. I will seek her, and do what must be done."

Ariciel suddenly raised herself to her full height. She
slowly turned round, letting go of Bannog.

"Like hell you will. I'm going to track her, find her, and
kill her, like I should have done weeks ago."

Griggin bowed his head.

"I will renew my detection spell, and find the demon."



Ariciel stared at him, then changed to her black cat
form. She sniffed round the door, found a trail, and set
off at a run.

Bannog looked at Bearwalker.

"What are you waiting for, Mr. Bannog? Go after her!
In her current state of mind, there's no knowing what
she'll do."

"Right." Bannog ran after Ariciel.

"I will go to the temple, and come back with a priest,"
said Bearwalker. He took a deep breath, changed to his
flight form, and flew off in the direction of Teldrassil.

Griggin raised an eyebrow. "I thought that was not
allowed."

Fiora gave Griggin a cold stare. "Rules are there for
the guidance of the Wise, and the obedience of fools.
Now, Mr. Warlock, what were you planning to do?"
With slow steps, she walked into her house, staring at
the wreckage of her home, and the wreckage of the
poor girl she'd taken under her wing.

"How am I ever going to get this clean again?"

 

Outside, Griggin started his chant. Success 
depended on whether Puissance had dismissed her



demon or not. It took a soulshard to summon a
Succubus, and she might be running out. The spell
completed. A red spot appeared in his mind. Griggin
jumped onto the back of his mechanostrider.

"You can run, but you can't hide. Follow me, Thuljuk.
Slay all who attack me."

"I obey."

Stetson walked up to the mailbox that was outside
the Ironforge bank. Oo. Lots of gold. Someone had
picked up his auctions. Nice! Someone next to him was
swearing in Draenei. He looked round. Oh, so nice to
hear his own language spoken abroad. Shame about
the vocabulary.

"Hello Oxana. Did you sell your leather?"

"Yes, curses. I would have made a profit, if some
zlotnik had not dumped twenty stacks of knothide on
the auction house at half my asking price. I had to buy
the lot of them to get any price at all. And now nobody
wants to buy any more."

"Oh. That was you, then? Thank you! That paid for
Mareva's Elekk, that did. I'd have given them to you for
a portal to Shattrath, mind."



Oxana's eyes slowly ronded on the hunter, and for a
moment Stetson thought he would find out how well
Hunters burn. Then, Oxana started to laugh.

"You miserable bastard. I now have ten stacks of
Knothide stinking up my mailbox because I do not have
the bank slots."

"Best place for it. Well, I have to run."

"Don't bother. My fireballs have a very long range."

 

He found Mareva sitting at a table in a tavern. Her
flagon was still full, and she was glaring. A dark
expression was on her face.

"Well, that went well. Oxana sends her best."

"So what? Have you finished playing?"

"Eh? What's up?"

"Nothing." Mareva looked round. "I don't like this
place. Why'd you bring me here?"

Stetson studied Mareva's face. He'd never seen her
in this foul a mood, without at least some clue as to
what was wrong.

"What is the matter, Mareva?"

"Like I said, nothing. Let's go somewhere else."

"Where?"



"Don't care. Just get me out of here."

"Your wish is my command, my love."

"Whatever."

Bannog ran as fast as he could in his chainmail.
Ariciel ran as fast as she could in her sleek black cat
shape. Bannog had a problem. He was panting as he
went, strong though he was. A long way ahead of him,
he could hear growls and the strange noises of some
bird-like creature. Oh damn. He set his teeth, and
settled into a longer stride, slower, but he would arrive
with energy to fight. As he cleared some bushes, he
could see Ariciel being attacked by four Moonkin. She
was clearly winning, but the Moonkin managed to hurt
her by sheer numbers. With a final dash, Bannog
charged them, channeled his rage and struck out with a
Thunder Clap. The Moonkin, already hurt by Ariciel's
attacks, fell over. Cat-Ariciel's head turned round to him
for a moment. Then, she started walking round, sniffing
the ground, looking for the trail she had been following.
She growled, turned back to her Elf form. Bannog could
see cuts on her arms. Blood was on her face from a cut
to her forehead.



"Damn! I've lost it! Stupid Moonkin."

"Lost what?"

"The trail. I was following it, but those Moonkin bled
all over it and spoilt it. Crap. How am I going to find it
back now?"

"Ariciel..."

"What?"

"Calm down, my love."

"Don't tell me to calm down! I'll calm down when
Puissance is dead. Not before."

She changed back to her cat form, and started to
search in ever growing circles. Bannog revolved on the
spot, following her. He rolled his eyes, ran out a few
steps and grabbed Ariciel by the scruff of her neck. He
shook her till she changed back to her Elf form.

"What?!"

"You are not helping anyone. Griggin is on it. He can
home in on her using his Warlock spells. Now if you run
into something bigger than these bird-things, then you
may die too, and you can lie in the grave next to Lesta."

"Pff. I can take on anything you'll find here. Including 
Puissance." She took a breath, and prepared to turn 
back to her cat form. Bannog grabbed her shoulder and



shook her.

"Let go of me! I want to kill Puissance! I should have
killed her. If I had, then Lesta would be alive."

"Then bloody well let the experts do what they are
best at! While you're flailing about here, Grigging is
heading straight for her. Follow him and you'll find
Puissance."

Ariciel gave Bannog an icy stare.

"Take your hand off my shoulder. Very well. I will go
and find the bloody Gnome Warlock, and he'd better
not get in my way when I find her."

She concentrated, and this time turned to her cat
form without Bannog interfering. She lowered her
muzzle to the ground, concentrating on her tracking.
Then, she raised her head, and set off. Bannog sighed,
took a few deep breaths and set off after her.

Puissance looked at the soulshard in her hand. Well, 
that was another chance to summon Neera. Better not 
squander it. She put it in her pouch, and looked again 
at the corpse of the Moonkin that had so kindly given 
up a bit of its living essence. Neera stood nearby. 
Puissance's eyes shone. She really was a very efficient



killer.

"And you're all mine," she murmured. Neera said
nothing.

This cave looked like a good place to hide for a
while, now that she'd cleared all the vermin out of it.
Just have her gorgeous pet guard the entrance against
any that might wander in, and she could sleep here.
She let her eyes rove over Neera's body. A construct,
she knew, but such a nice construct. What a pity she
couldn't fully enjoy it. Well, she probably could, but only
once, and then she'd be dead. Puissance scowled. She
wanted someone else to die first, slowly. She pointed at
the slain Moonkin.

"Neera dear? Get rid of that, will you? It's starting to
smell already. We're going to lie low here for a bit." She
reached into her pocket and pulled the wrapper off a
piece of sticky toffee.

"I do hope you've brought enough for everyone."

Puissance turned round, hands at the ready for a
shadow bolt. Then, she relaxed. It was only the little
Gnome from the Warlock society.

"Sure I have. That Elf girl had lots. Try one, they're
nice."



"No thank you, Bad for the teeth. Unlike yours, mine
will have to serve me for years to come."

"Griggin Steambender. What are you doing here?"

"Warlock Puissance, I've come to hold you
accountable for your crimes. You have stolen the
aspect of the Succubus Neera, and you have put it to
unforgivable uses."

"Really? Oh my. Whatever will I do?"

Griggin folded his four-fingered hands on his
stomach. His face betrayed nothing of his thoughts.

"You can do one of two things. First, you can come
with me to Stormwind, where I will hand you over to the
Society's... specialists. They will summon Neera for
you, and spend a day or so explaining to you precisely
why you shouldn't have done what you did. Then, they
will execute what is left of you. By fire, if they deem you
not penitent enough."

"Oh, I don't like that much. Is there something else?"

"Yes. You face me."

"Hah."

Griggin frowned.

"I must confess that I have a slight preference for the 
latter. I have seen what you did to that poor innocent



girl."

"Well, Neera did it, actually."

"A weak excuse. You have complete control over her
actions. The deed is yours, and you will pay for it."

"Oh, I mustn't make it sound like I disapprove. Such
dedication. Such skill! Now if I had that whip, I'd just
have hit her as hard as I could, till she stopped moving.
But Neera! She starts slowly, eyes first, then lets the
little thing get used to more and more pain, without
letting her pass out. She was screaming till almost the
very last. I can't wait to try it out on the Elf bitch."

"You flatter yourself. Lady Ariciel can wipe the floor
with you, and your Succubus. And so can I."

"Oh my little Gnome friend. I have a Succubus. You
have only a Voidwalker. I'll have Neera take care of
you, and then I'll train up a bit more, and let Neera
display her skills on Lady Ariciel." She spat the name
out.

Griggin bared his teeth in a vicious scowl.

"I do not intend even to sully Thuljuk's fists on you.
Observe." The Gnome turned to his Voidwalker.
"Thuljuk, I thank you for your services. Please return to
your demesne in peace."



"I obey," said Thuljuk, and disappeared.

"Now, that's a novel strategy. Maybe you enjoy
pain?"

"I do not intend to allow you to cause any more pain."

"I'd like to see what Neera can really do, little one.
Go on. I'll give you the first move. Then, I'll have Neera
kill you as slowly and painfully as she knows how."

"Very well," said Griggin. He raised his hands by his
sides, and started a chant. An inner light shone from
him as he did, not white like a Paladin's, but deep,
dark, purple. Without any warning, the chant ended.
Griggin nodded at Puissance. Puissance raised her
eyebrows, looked at her arms, looked round her.
Nothing.

"Whatever that was, it failed. And here I was, hoping
for something interesting. My turn, I think. Neera
darling? Kill him. Make it hurt."

"No."

Puissance's head slowly turned towards Neera.

"What?"

"No. I will not do your bidding."

Griggin coughed.



"I forget. They won't let you summon a Succubus
before the twentieth lesson. Do they teach you before
that how to re-establish your control over a minion,
should you lose it?"

Puissance made no reply. She stared at Neera, who
slowly unrolled her whip.

"You said you wanted to know what a Succubus can
really do," said Griggin. "I think your wish is about to be
granted."

Neera struck out. Puissance cried out, and clasped
her face, blood welling up between her fingers. Griggin
folded his hands on his stomach, and observed.

Cat-Ariciel ran through the woods, whirlwinds 
blowing round in her mind. Guilt. Grief. Frustration. 
Anger. Cats can't cry, but she would have. Lesta. My 
wonderful Lesta. She's dead. Tortured to death by 
that... She sped up, in the direction where she could 
vaguely sense Griggin's presence. If only she'd have 
bashed her head in, in Redridge. She could have run 
into a few Orcs afterwards, made up a story about how 
she barely escaped with her life, after they killed 
Puissance. But that would have been worse. The Orcs



would have violated the Accord, and all hell would have
broken loose, with accusations and denials flying all
over the place, followed by bloodshed. She could have
let Puissance kill her. But then, Lesta would have been
alone. She could have gone with her to Auberdine, but
how could she have known that Puissance would be
there on the bloody pier? She should have hunted her
down and killed her. Bearwalker and Bannog were
right. Don't leave live enemies. She had failed, and
because of that failure, Lesta had had to endure...
Cat-Ariciel yowled. Baring her fangs, she ran even
faster.

 

Griggin was concentrating hard. He had one more
thing to do. Render the demon Neera safe. He had
started casting his spell when Puissance stopped
struggling, and finished preparing it just when she
finally lost consciousness and the demon Neera burst
the blood vessels in her thighs to make her bleed to
death. It was revolving in his mind now. He had one
question to ask of Neera, and the spell to cast if the
answer was no.

"Succubus Neera. You have taken your revenge on
this woman's body, as is your right. Are you satisfied?"



The succubus turned round to the Gnome, and
Griggin reflected that if the young men could see a
Succubus like this, fangs bare, blood smoking on those
lovely curves, claws extended, then they might possibly
be dissuaded from desiring them so much. The
demon's breath hissed through her teeth, and she
spoke.

"No. The flesh-creature touched me. Her stink is on
my arms, and legs, and breasts, and hair. Her body
could not carry the proper suffering for such a crime. I
thirst for more blood." She cracked her whip, sending
tiny drops of blood flying through the air. "But I will be
satisfied if you will give yourself to me."

"That is out of the question. I am not a party in this
crime, and will not suffer its consequences. I gave you
your revenge. You must leave, unsatisfied."

The Gnome held his hands in front of him, and a ball
of yellow light appeared between them. With a small
push, the ball shot forward, touched Neera, and
engulfed her before she could even move a muscle.
Griggin cried out Neera's true name.

"Thus I name you, and thus I banish you from this
world, for now and all times, never to return. Go!"



The ball of yellow light contracted, and Neera's form
was crushed to nothing, until the ball, no larger than an
egg, disappeared with a small noise. Griggin closed his
eyes. Damn. He could have done that with Puissance
still alive. The Succubus Neera would have been lost
either way. But then again, that would merely have
been a stay of execution for Puissance. Even if Lady
Ariciel would not have torn her to shreds, the Warlock
Society would have. So much suffering. That poor
young Elf girl, Puissance, even the demon Neera. The
spell he had used had cut off the demon from this
world, and, metaphorically speaking, put a hot poker on
the wound, cauterising it. All for nothing. He walked
over to the body, and looked at the tattered remains
that had once walked Azeroth as Phyllis of Eastvale.
The wounds had stopped bleeding. She was probably
dead already. Still, no need for anyone to suffer more.
He drew his dagger, positioned it below her left breast,
and pushed. There was no reaction. He pulled it out,
and wiped it on a bit of Puissance's dress before
sheathing it. He took one last look, then walked to the
mouth of the cave for some fresh air.

 

"Where is she?"



Ariciel had come running up through the woods, and
changed back to her Elf form. Her eyes burned at
Griggin, who bowed his head.

"She is dead. She lost control of the Succubus, who
then killed her. I removed the Succubus. I would advise
against entering the cave. It is not a pleasant sight."

"I didn't come here for a pleasant sight. Let me in. I
have to see the body."

Griggin stood aside, and gestured. Ariciel went in.
Her boots sank a little way into the soft sand on the
bottom of the cave. It was a Moonkin cave, she could
see. Only Moonkin, descended from owls as they were,
would illuminate their dwellings with luminous
mushrooms. To Ariciel's eyes, it was a bit on the dark
side. To a moonkin, it would be brightly lit. Ariciel barely
avoided stepping on the body of the luckless Moonkin
that had found itself in the same cave as Puissance
and her murderous girlfriend.

Slowly, she walked forward, to where she could see 
the ravaged bit of Humanity lying on the floor. She 
kneeled by the corpse. It was her alright. With one long 
finger, she turned the head. That earring, she 
recognised. She wiped her finger on her trouser leg, 
and stared blankly. So now what? Put in a few whacks



with the staff, and maybe a few bolts of Moonfire? To
what end? She was gone. She'd fled to where Ariciel
could not follow. Probably talking to the White Lady
right now. Better luck next life. Ariciel sighed, and stood
up. It wasn't that Puissance hadn't suffered enough.
That demon seemed quite capable, and there was
hardly any skin left on her. Bones were visible here and
there. But Ariciel had wanted to be the one to kill her.
Break every bone in her body, then put her hands on
her throat, make her look into her eyes and squeeze till
she went limp. Or something like that. Well, no such
luck. Ariciel turned round, and walked to the mouth of
the cave. Bannog had arrived. So had Mathrengyl
Bearwalker. She was surprised at how calm she
suddenly felt. She was not alright by any stretch of the
imagination, but she could... function. Slowly she
walked over to Bannog, put her arms round him and
pressed her face against the metal rings of his
chainmail.

"Sorry for being nasty to you."

His hand was on her hair again, stroking gently.

"Don't worry my love. Everything is going to be
alright. Going to be just fine."



No, it wouldn't. Not in a hundred years would
everything be alright. But she'd live.

"I am truly sorry, my love."

"Feel better now?" Stetson picked up the bottle of
Qrovna, and refilled both their cups. Mareva stared
ahead of her, at nothing in particular.

"I was channeling. I've never felt that before. It
happens only if someone you know has a very, very
strong emotion."

Stetson gave Mareva a dirty grin.

"Such as..."

Mareva laughed. "No you zlotnik. Not even that will
do it. Anyway, that would be very trying on a Shaman's
boyfriend. No. Someone I know, felt more miserable
than ever before. And lucky girl that I am, I get to
experience part of it. Would you like to be a Shaman? I
wouldn't. I don't even get a pet. All I have is bloody
totems. And other people's nightmares."

"Channeling again?"

"No. This time, I am annoyed and cross on my own 
account." She picked up her cup and tossed down the 
vile liquor in one gulp. She held out her cup to Stetson,



who refilled it without comment.

"I think I'd better find out who it is, and cheer them
up. Otherwise, I will be a most unentertaining
girlfriend."

"Not a chance. A'dal assured me that you would love
me until the day you die."

Mareva looked at Stetson over the rim of her cup.

"I have endured much of the speech of managers. I
bet you, that as soon as this wears off, I can point out
to you five different ways in which that can suck like a
black hole." She gulped down her Qrovna. "Without
even trying hard."

Stetson sipped his drink, and screwed up his face.

"How you can drink this stuff, I will never
understand."

Mareva laughed. "You are doing it wrong. You are
not supposed to taste it. Anyway, I think I should
probably not have any more. It would make getting
down from here a bit hazardous."

"True. The view is worth it, though. You can see the
boats coming in all the way from Northrend."

"Yes. I thought making me climb all the way up here
was some sort of therapy, but it works."



A small door opened behind them, and the angry
head of the lighthouse keeper poked through it.

"Right. Get your blue arses off my lighthouse. You're
obstructing the light. And get that bloody cat away from
my fish!"

Stetson looked round.

"In a minute. Mareva? Do you feel like visiting Caer
Bannog? Perhaps the great sadness you spoke of has
occurred there."

Mareva put away the bottle and cups.

"As good a guess as any. It will be nice to see
Selena again, and Ariciel, and Bannog. Whoa! Do you
think the nice Human will let us use the stairs this
time?"

In the Darnassus cemetery, a small group of people 
was standing round a freshly dug grave. Griggin 
Steambender was there. So was Fiora Longears, and 
Lirael wearing her priestly robes. Lesta's body had 
been wrapped in linen, and covered with a cloth. 
Bannog and Bearwalker together lowered her into the 
grave. Ariciel stood silently, staring at the form that only 
yesterday had been her long lost girlfriend. She tried to



cry, but no tears came. Ariciel threw a handful of dirt
into the grave, followed by the others. Then, she took a
few steps back and watched Bannog and Bearwalker
fill the grave. Still, she did not cry. She looked round
her. There were large trees. The grass was growing.
There were flowers. Wisps drifted lazily on the wind. So
many growing things. So much life. She looked at the
small mound of earth. Still, no tears.

"Ariciel?" She looked over her shoulder. Fiora
Longears stood behind her, a friendly smile in her
strange, blue eyes, hand on her shoulder.

"This morning, when Lesta came back to Auberdine,
she was almost dancing with joy. When she told me
you were back, her face was glowing with it. I have
never seen her so happy since I met her. What
happened to her, was beyond horrible, but before she
died, she was the happiest girl in the world. All because
you were back, and loved her as you still do now.
Remember that when the bad times come."

Fiora gave Ariciel a hug, touched her cheek, and set
off in the direction of the portal, and home. Lirael put
her arm round Ariciel's shoulder, whispered in her ear.

"Any time of the day or night. You want to talk, come
to me. I'll throw Arador out if need be."



Ariciel giggled. They all went down to the tavern, for
a few final drinks before each going their own way.
Ariciel walked between Bannog and Lirael, with
Bearwalker and Griggin behind. Bannog sighed.

"I wish I could stay, but I'm already late in returning.
These orders have to go through, or there will be
hungry soldiers in Stormwind."

"I'll be fine. I have work to keep me distracted and my
very own priestess! I'll come back to the Caer in a few
weeks."

"Do feel free to drop in on your way through. I have
nigh-limitless reserves of coffee. Young Bieslook was
asking for you!"

Ariciel thought of the lively young Gnome girl. She'd
never have thought it, but she liked children. Maybe
some day... she looked at Bannog. Could they even?
She'd have to ask Lirael.

Bannog trudged on. The second funeral today, 
though the first one had not seen as much ceremony. 
They had brought Puissance's body to Mathrengyl 
Bearwalker's secret cemetery, dug a grave and 
dumped her in. No prayers, no spectators except 
Griggin Steambender. So that part of Ariciel's story was 
true. It did fall to Bearwalker to... dispose of



practitioners of dark magic. Bannog did not envy him
his job. As master-at-arms of Caer Bannog, it fell to him
to keep discipline among the soldiers, and deal out
punishment as well as rewards. So far, nothing serious
had happened. The worst he'd had to do was assign
someone to some extra hard duties for picking a fight.
He shuddered to think that one day, he might have to
send someone to the axe man. Better not let things get
that far in the first place.

 

They went into the tavern, found a table, sat down,
ordered drinks. With at least two fighters being present,
the conversation quickly turned to the relative merits of
various fighting tactics.

"But of course," said Bearwalker, "Elf warriors tend to
have greater strength than Human or Gnome ones."

"Oh really?" Bannog flexed his muscles. "No need to
feel sorry for us, Mr. Bearwalker."

"It is a simple scientific fact. We can lift more weight
than Humans can. Which isn't to say, of course, that a
Human couldn't defeat a Night-elf, but they would need
to be far better trained."

Griggin protested. "Brute force isn't everything, Mr. 
Bearwalker. My daughter can bring down a warrior



more than twice her own weight, and has done so on
several occasions. Even non-magical fights are won or
lost in the mind rather than by pure strength."

Bearwalker nodded graciously at Griggin. "That is
true, of course, but we are limited by our physical
capabilities. Having higher limits gives us more
options."

"I'm still not convinced you guys are always stronger,
either."

"Statistics do not lie, Mr. Bannog."

"Only one way to find out." Bannog put his elbow on
the table. "Let's settle this like real men."

"I hate to point out the obvious, Mr. Bannog," said
Bearwalker, "but I'm not a man. Real, or otherwise."

"Doesn't mean you're a sissy does it?"

"This is pointless. I am much older than you are, and
have had more time to develop. You still have to reach
the peak of your abilities."

Bannog banged his elbow on the table. "Stop making
excuses."

"Oh very well, then." Bearwalker sat down opposite
Bannog, and took his hand. "On the count of three?"



"Three," said Bannog. Their hands shuddered as
they started to push. Nothing happened for a while.

"Have ye started yet?"

"No. Have you?"

"Sod this. It's cuttin' into my drinkin' time." Bannog
took a deep breath. His muscles bulged and his face
turned red. Bearwalker frowned, as his arm was
pushed backwards, slowly, inexorably. He put in more
effort, and progress stopped.

"Oh no, ye don't," growled Bannog. He concentrated,
and redoubled his effort. Bearwalker's arm started to
descend towards the table.

"My turn," said Bearwalker. He took a few quick
breaths, then pushed back with all his might. Their
arms rose again, tilted to the other side. Bannog gave a
low growl, and gave it his all. He might as well have
tried to move Teldrassil itself. His knuckles hit the table.
He grinned.

"Right. That settles that. Thank you, Mr. Bearwalker."

"Impressive for a Human, Mr. Bannog. Come back in
five years or so, and try again."

"If the Light grant it, Mr. Bearwalker."

 



Ariciel and Bannog were walking to the Rut'theran
flight point, with Bannog rubbing his arm, chuckling to
himself. Ariciel looked up at him.

"What are you so happy about? You lost! Or did you
let him win?"

"Hell no! You mean you couldn't see? But I
arm-wrestled an ancient shapeshifter Druid! It's like
breathing fire at a dragon!"

"I'm glad you two are at peace, though."

"Yeah. Still hate to leave, though. Are you sure you'll
be alright? If not, come to the Caer with me."

Ariciel shook her head.

"Can't. I still have lots to learn. Don't worry. Just be
ready for me when I do return."

"Count on it."

 

Ariciel took a deep breath as she saw the hippogriff 
disappear in the distance. She slowly walked back to 
the little house. Lirael had offered her a bed for the 
night, but she wanted to be alone for a while. She 
opened the door and stepped in, closing it behind her. 
The fire was burning low, so she put on a few more 
logs. She filled the kettle and made tea. Three mugs



were on the table by the window. She picked them up
and put them in the small washbasin. One, she rinsed
out. The large copper bath was still in the middle of the
room, so she dragged it out, and turned it over,
watching Lesta's bath water disappear into the grass.
The bath went back into its normal place, and she went
back inside. As she closed the door behind her, her eye
fell on Lesta's torn and muddy dress, still lying on the
floor where she'd dropped it. With a trembling hand,
she picked it up, held it up to her chest. She closed her
eyes. Tears finally came. She stood in the middle of the
room, crying quietly, for a very long time. Then, she
sniffed, slowly walked over to the fireplace and threw
the dress into the fire, watching as the flames
consumed the thin linen.

"Goodbye, Lesta. Goodbye, my love."



Part 15: The mirror cracked from side

to side.

 

She was standing in the wood, eyes closed, lips
slightly apart, breathing, taking in the scents. Apart
from the buzzing of insects, and the singing of birds,
there wasn't a sound to be heard. She stood perfectly
still, quarterstaff forgotten in her hand, one tip gently
resting on the ground. Her face was turned up to the
warm sun. There was the soft sound of hoofbeats to
her left. She opened her eyes to see the slender form
of a Dryad, one of the children of Cenarius, as it
approached her, shy but smiling. Ariciel smiled back at
her. Dryads had the body of a deer, but where a deer's
head would be, they had the torso of a girl, much like a
Centaur, though Dryads were much more graceful and
beautiful. The Dryad's smile widened.

"Hello. I'm Therylune. You're beautiful. Would you
like to be my friend?"

"Of course. But haven't we met before? I think I
remember you from this place."



Therylune smiled again. Smiling came easy to her,
and when she did, somehow, the sun seemed to shine
just that little bit brighter.

"That's possible. Lord Cenarius has not given us very
long memories." Her eyes shone. "But that means that
we get to make new friends all the time! I love making
new friends."

Ariciel laughed. "Forget your own name next, do
you?"

The Dryad's laugh was like water trickling down a
mountainside, the sound of pure joy.

"Of course not, silly! Who'd forget their own name?"
She turned her delicate head this way and that. "I love
this place. The trees and the flowers are so pretty, and
they smell so nice!"

Ariciel took a deep breath. "Hmm. Yes. You come
here often, then?"

"Oh yes, yes! I love it here! Ahh. The great
Outdoors!"

"Umm, do you ever meet anyone else here?
Humans?"

A cloud passed over Therylune's face, and her smile 
faded briefly. "Oh, I don't like them. They scare me.



They have glowing hands. I always have to hide from
them." Therylune beamed. "But then, there are always
new friends to keep me safe! I'm so lucky to have so
many friends! They make the bad people go away. I
don't like the bad people." She took a step towards
Ariciel. "Is there trouble? Would you keep me safe?"

Her front left hoof met with something soft on the
ground. She looked down into the staring eyes of one
of the Human mages. Ariciel's blood-stained hand
gently brushed Therylune's cheek. Therylune looked
round nervously. Wherever she looked, there was
another body.

"Of course, Therylune! In fact, I already have. Twice
now." She pointed. "Do you remember what's over
there?"

"The... the road?"

"Yes! Very good! Do you like the road?"

Therylune nodded, not daring to disagree.

"Wouldn't you like to be there?"

Eyes wide open, Therylune nodded again.

"Then get!" Ariciel slapped her on the haunch, and 
Therylune galoped off like a startled deer. Ariciel 
watched her go. There was a small choking noise at



her feet. In a fluid motion, she swung her staff and
brought it down with crushing force. She felt strangely
unsatisfied. True, these were the scumbags that had
tried to rape and kill Lesta, but significantly, they were
the scumbags who'd tried and failed. Still, it would
teach them not to bother Night-elves in this place. She
looked round at the corpses. Well, it would teach the
others. Ariciel frowned. What others? Should've left a
survivor to tell the tale. Obviously not thought this
through. She sighed. A waste of time, then. It had felt
good at the time, but now, she just felt empty. She
turned round, and staff trailing, slowly walked to the
road.

Bannog came riding through the gate, to be greeted 
by Quartermaster and Gerrig. He dismounted, holding 
the bridle in one hand, and led his horse to the stables 
to the left of the entrance. In the smithy next to it, one 
of the craftsmen was fitting new horseshoes on a 
horse. He held the hot horseshoe to the horse's hoof, 
and there was a sizzling sound, and a burning smell. 
Bannog knew very well that this did not hurt the horse, 
but still, it always made him wince to see it. He handed 
the bridle to one of the stable hands, and turned to



Gerrig.

"Brother! Good to see you. How did your business
go?"

"Very well. You should have seen the demonstration.
Very impressive. So impressive, in fact, that I bought
five then and there." Gerrig pointed at six covered carts
standing in the courtyard.

"Get one for free?"

"No, that's tools and paraphernalia. The Light prevent
it, but if we're attacked now, they'll find that Caer
Bannog has grown teeth. Big nasty ones, too."

Bannog sighed. Caer Bannog was not like one of
those castles that are built mainly so that the Gentry
could have a quiet retreat in the country. It was a
proper fighting castle, with arrow slits instead of
windows, thick walls that could shrug off all but the
heaviest attacks, a deep moat round it, and definite
opinions on the difference between In and Out. Still, it
had been his home, and while he lived had never come
under attack until quite recently. Part of him was sorry
to see the happy memory of his childhood disappear.
Oh well. He walked over to one of the carts and peered
under the covers.



"Bah. You always get the fun jobs. All I got is boring
trade missions."

"Don't let Ariciel hear that. Anyway, next time you
buy the weapons, and I'll bring your girlfriend to
Darnassus. All go well, I trust?"

"Not altogether. We met with some adversity. Long
story. I'll tell you when I talk to Father."

 

Bannog put his fingers on Old Bannog's work table
and looked at his father and Gerrig in turn.

"Now what I'm about to say must never leave this
room. If it does, it'll just stir up trouble for people who
don't need it, for no good reason."

Old Bannog looked at his son, both amused and
slightly annoyed.

"Right. Out with it."

"Puissance did not die when everybody thought she
did," said Bannog. "She faked her own death, to get
away from Ariciel."

Old Bannog raised his eyebrows.

"Why? She was already getting away from here, and
Ariciel wasn't likely to come looking for her."



"On the way out, she tried to kill Ariciel," said
Bannog. "Unsuccessfully. Now at the time of that fight,
Ariciel said that she'd kill Puissance if ever they'd meet
again. That must have spooked her enough to make
her bolt. Unfortunately, she decided to steal a
Succubus as well. The Warlock Society takes a dim
view of that. So, she ran all the way to Kalimdor."

Gerrig grinned and nodded. "And you ran into her?"

Bannog shook his head. "No. She ran into a friend of
Ariciel's. And killed her. Messily."

"Ah," said Gerrig, "And Ariciel caught her?"

"No, but one member of the Warlock Society did.
They fought, and Puissance lost control of her demon.
Big mistake. I'll leave out the details, but rest assured,
Puissance did not survive. I helped bury her."

"Her lie come true after all," said Old Bannog. "How
did Ariciel take it?"

"Lesta was a very dear friend. Probably the last link
she had to her past. She's devastated." Bannog's face
showed Ariciel's pain. "Especially after that business in
Searing Gorge. Her teacher and her friend are keeping
an eye on her, but still..."

Gerrig nodded. "She'll recover, though. Night-elves
are remarkably resilient."



Bannog glanced at Gerrig. Based on your extensive
knowledge of Night-elves, Brother?

"Ariciel has a very strong spirit. Stronger than many
others I know. But this will take time. So be nice to her
when she comes back."

Old Bannog poured more tea into his tea-cup. "We'll
keep it in mind when she returns. How did the rest of
the business go?"

"I got lots of orders, especially for grain and fruit, but
we're not getting any guests. They don't like our
neighbors."

"Can't blame them for that," said Old Bannog.
"Though the mighty army of Darnassus shouldn't be so
scared of Chief Gharash and his friends. I told him what
we'd be doing, and he said fine, and that he had
something similar going on. He's asked for another
meeting tomorrow."

"Do any of us have to come along?"

"No. You familiarise yourselves with our new toys. I'll
take a few men."

Gerrig frowned. "Aren't you taking too great a
chance?"



Old Bannog shrugged. "Our accord has so far served
us both well. Gharash's Orcs would be happy to put us
all to the sword, but Gharash is honourable."

"All you know is he's kept up his end of the bargain
till now. Trusting him would be taking things altogether
too far."

"Hence the few men. They'll be quite able to protect
me long enough to get away if things turn sour." Old
Bannog frowned at Gerrig in a fatherly way. "Anyway, if
you or Bannog come along, two officers will be in
danger."

"I still don't like it," said Gerrig.

"Noted," said Old Bannog. "Anything else?"

"Yeah. Wilkinson is back. He should have lots of
information on our neighbors."

"Good. I'll ask him in next."

Ariciel walked into Bearwalker's room. He was
standing by the window looking out, deep in thought.
She coughed, and he looked round.

"Young Ariciel. What's going on in the Master's
Glaive?"



"Nothing much. Same old same old. They were still
experimenting with the same sorts of magic they
always had. At least up to now."

"Oh? What happened?"

"Well, one of them spotted me and I had to fight
them. I won. Go me!"

"You what?"

"Well, I was walking up to see what they were up to,
and one of them saw me. They still thought we don't
know about them, so they thought they'd try to keep me
quiet. After, as they put it, having some fun with me. I
killed them. Serves them right for bothering Lesta."

Bearwalker stared. "You fought... a dozen guys?"

"And two girls. They were nasty. Kept out of each
other's weapon range so I had to hit one while shooting
at the other. Got them in the end though. Nothing that a
few Regrowths won't take care of."

Bearwalker stayed quiet for at least ten whole
seconds. Ariciel raised her eyebrows.

"What?"

"You were using stealth, weren't you? Cat shape?
Prowling?"



"You know? I may have forgotten that. Anyway, there
will be no more magic being done there for a while.
That's a win, isn't it?"

Mathrengyl Bearwalker gave Ariciel a friendly smile.
Oh girl? I can see a lot of delivery quests in your near
future. Just until I no longer have to add "And don't kill
the lot of them" to every reconnaisannce mission I give
you.

"That was... very enterprising of you. Thank you. At
the moment, I haven't got any jobs for you, so enjoy the
rest of your afternoon." He reconsidered. Who knows
what the silly girl might get up to when left to her own
devices? "In Darnassus, though. I'm waiting for a few
reports, and if they turn up I might have a job for you."

"Right ho, Boss. I'll be at home if you need me.
Bannog said I should write often while I'm here." She
grinned at Bearwalker, waved and walked out of the
door, leaving a very worried Druid trainer staring after
her. He ran his hand through his long, dark hair, and
shook his head. Time for a little chat with that Priestess
friend of hers... Liri... Lirael. That's it. He ran towards
the Temple of the Moon at a brisk pace.

 



He found Priestess Trainer Jandria in her usual place
by the temple door. Druids and Priests did not tend to
socialise much, but he'd seen her once or twice at
official functions and the odd ecumenical meeting or
two. She was his favourite kind of priestess:
wholesome-looking, pretty, friendly, and dressed in a
simple light green dress that went well with her light
green hair. Her elaborate clan markings showed her to
be at least three hundred years old.

"Lirael? Oh, she's off. She'll probably be in
Saelienne's tavern, singing lewd songs with her
disreputable friends."

"They're mostly with the choir, aren't they?"

Jandria grinned. "Yes they are, so I speak from
knowledge. All sweetness and Holy Light in the temple,
and all grubby Human songs by night."

"Who says our international relations aren't enriching
our culture?"

"Hah. 'My inclination lies in your cuckoo's nest'.
Honestly. Don't these yokels know that a double
entendre should have a clean meaning as well?"

"Oh well," said Bearwalker, "Give them a break. In
person, they're as straight as an arrow. Singing about it
is about the worst thing they can do."



Jandria grinned. "Mr. Bearwalker, don't tell me you've
tried and failed!"

Bearwalker gave her a faint smile. "Miss Jandria, I do
not 'try', nor do I 'fail'."

"Hah. I bet you a bottle of fifty-year old green that
you won't get anywhere with her." She jerked her head
at the Human portal trainer, who was standing a small
distance away with a contemplative look on her face.

"Hmm. No time, nice though she looks. I really need
Lirael now. I have a feeling that one of her friends, my
student, is about to go off the deep end."

"Ariciel? Oh my. Well hurry then."

Bearwalker blinked. "You know her?"

"I know of her. Lirael asked me for advice. Poor girl
lost her mother, sister and lover to violence in the
space of a few months. And to top it off, she's in love
with a Human. Which is a whole subject in itself. But
Lirael is dealing with it admirably. I'm giving her lots of
merit marks. She deserves them. That girl sounds
pretty messed up."

"Hm. Let's see if we cannot un-mess her. She's very
talented, and I'd hate to see all that training go to
waste."



"Well, go find Lirael at Saelienne's then."

"Thanks."

 

"Why Mr. Bearwalker! Not often do the senior Druids
of the Cenarion Circle patronise my humble tavern. I
hope I have wine to suit your tastes!"

"Actually, I'm looking for someone. A priestess
named Lirael. Is she here?"

"You just missed her. She's off home, said she had
some new canticles to practice. Her friend went with
her. Apparently, it's a duet."

Bearwalker frowned. "Can't these priestesses stay
put for five minutes? All I need is a quick word with
her."

Saelienne's face was completely straight. "I have a
feeling she'll stay put for some time when she gets
home. Some of these canticles are pretty difficult, and
need lots of practice." She radiated innocence. "They
may not want to be disturbed."

"This is important. Where is her house?"

Saelienne gave him a long look. Oh well. On his
head be it. She pointed.



"Follow the path to the end of the Tradesmen's
terrace. Then, walk on till you find a pool. Her house is
on the other side." She raised her finger. "Knock and
wait. Don't just enter. Like I said. They don't like being
disturbed while practicing."

"Right. Thanks."

 

Lirael's place was easy to find. The light was on. Oh
good, she would be home. He walked up to the door,
and raised his hand to knock. Suddenly, he stopped.
His jaw dropped. While he could hear voices, they were
not singing, unless these were very experimental
cantos. He hesitated. On the one hand, this could
probably wait. He could simply go away for a while and
come back later. On the other hand, he didn't know
how long the, um, practice would last. Damned if you
do... Bearwalker took a deep breath, and knocked on
the door. There was a dead silence within. Then, a
moment later, the door was pulled slightly ajar, and
Lirael looked out, dressed in robes, barefoot, with her
black hair ruffled. She didn't have to say a word. Her
eyes said: "If this is not important enough, there will be
Pain in your future." She recognised him.

"Mr. Bearwalker. What brings you here?"



Bearwalker bowed his head.

"Forgive me for disturbing you. It's Ariciel. I spoke
with her this afternoon, and I'm very worried about her."

Lirael took a deep breath, puffed out her cheeks and
ran a hand through her hair. Then, she nodded.

"Give us a moment." She closed the door.
Mathrengyl Bearwalker could imagine some whispered
discussions and stumblings going on. A few moments
later, the door opened again, and Lirael invited him in.
Inside, he immediately recognised Arador, and nodded
politely at him.

"Pleased to meet you, sir. I am a great admirer of
your work."

"It is nearly always good to meet admirers, Mr.
Bearwalker. Thank you."

Lirael stood to one side, arms crossed.

"Right. Now what is this about Ariciel?"

Mathrengyl's eyes found hers. "This morning I sent
her on a recon mission to the Master's Glaive. Nothing
special, not very dangerous. Just find out whether the
mages there are still practicing the fairly harmless stuff
they always have."



Lirael took a breath. "She is back, isn't she? Or was
she hurt?"

"No, nothing like that. In fact..." Bearwalker paused.
"Instead of just watching them, she walked right up to
them, and fought and killed them all." His eyes didn't
leave Lirael's for a second. "Each and every one of
them. She said it would serve them right for disturbing
Lesta."

A painful look came into Lirael's eyes, and she
winced.

"Ow."

"Indeed. I sent her home, and she's probably writing
to her Human now, but you may want to look her up
and see if she's alright. I'm taking her off any jobs that
involve the Enemy for now. I can't imagine the kind of
turmoil her mind is in now. If it gets worse, I'll send her
off to Moonglade for some expert counseling, but I'm
counting on your friendship. It's always a bit, um,
embarrassing to be sent to the spirit priest."

Lirael nodded. "I'm on it." She gave Arador a wry
smile. "Sorry."

Arador's eyes wrinkled. "We can always practice
later."

"Yeah. When there's no bloody Druids around."



 

Bearwalker found himself walking with Arador in the
direction of the Temple, where Arador's house was.

"Again, I apologise for disturbing you. Normally, I
would never have, but the situation..."

Arador waved a hand in the air. "You were right to.
Ariciel is a very good friend of Lirael's, and of mine as
well. I would like nothing better than to see her happy
and untroubled again. She has seen things that nobody
should have to. I hope we'll be able to bring her back
into the Light."

"She has come back from some hard knocks before.
But this last thing. For some reason it affected her more
than all the things that went before. Or maybe she
never recovered fully from those, and this is the last
straw."

Arador stared ahead.

"She will recover. She has a long life before her, and
many joyful things to look forward to. As well as more
sorrow, but then again, who hasn't?"

Mathrengyl said nothing, and they walked on in
silence.

 



Lirael knocked on the door to Ariciel's place. There
was no answer, but the door wasn't locked. Quietly,
she opened it, and went in. Ariciel was sitting by the
table, looking outside. A quill pen was in her hand,
poised over an almost empty sheet of parchment in
front of her. Lirael looked over her shoulder. It said
simply: "Bannog, my love," and nothing more. Lirael
gently put her hand on Ariciel's shoulder, took the pen
from her hand and put it down. Then, she pulled Ariciel
to her feet, and put her arms round her.

"Lirael? I just killed fourteen people. Fourteen. Men,
women. Because I wanted to. Killed them!" She looked
up into Lirael's eyes. "What am I turning into?"

Lirael pulled her friend a bit closer, and put her hand
on her hair. For a while, she said nothing. Then, she
ran her hand gently down Ariciel's cheek.

"You've been hurt. Not only in the body, but in the
mind. In the soul. You feel you no longer are who you
once were. That's why you're not thinking straight."

"I don't like who I'm becoming. I tried to think what
makes me different from the evil ones. What makes me
different from..." She took a shivering breath.

"Different from Puissance? Easy. You don't like to 
hurt people. You don't like to have someone killed, inch



by inch. You don't enjoy the screams. You could never
watch while even your worst enemy, not even
Puissance, burnt to death."

Ariciel shook her head. "You're wrong. I went into the
Glaive. Didn't even try to hide. I just walked up to them,
and they attacked." A desperate look was in Ariciel's
eyes. "Lirael, it felt so good! It felt so good to feel their
bones breaking under my staff. To watch them burn to
death with my Wrath spells. Just afterwards, I felt so...
so... peaceful!"

"And then?"

"Then what?"

Lirael smiled. "After you felt peaceful, what
happened?"

Ariciel sniffed, and looked down. "Some stupid Dryad
showed up. Blathering on about the great friends she
was making and how nice it was."

Lirael laughed. "What? Therylune?"

"Uh... yes." Ariciel frowned. "You know her?"

"Everybody knows her. Arador and I pulled her out of
the Glaive once. The silly thing always, always walks
back in. What did you do?"



Ariciel rubbed her forehead. "Pointed her at the road
and gave her a good slap on the hindquarters to get
her going. The mages lying around must have spooked
her a bit. I must have spooked her a bit."

"You didn't kill her as well?"

"What?! No! Of course not! Can't kill people just for
being stupid!"

"I know that people have died trying to rescue her,
you know. You'd probably have done everybody a
favour if you'd just have broken her neck. You're a
strong girl. She's a scrawny little deer-thing. Easy!"

"But you can't do that! She's not bad. She's just
incredibly naive and has the attention span of a gnat."

"So? Silly thing is probably wandering round in the
Glaive right now, waiting for some other poor sod to
pull her out. Just so she can get in again five minutes
later. Ooo! Pretty flowers! Oh dear. Lots of nasty
mages around. Oh help! Why didn't you just put her out
of everybody's misery? It's not like anyone'd miss her!"

Ariciel stared. "She's got a sister. Called Therysil.
She'd miss her."

Lirael took Ariciel's face in her hands.



"Do you think that Puissance would remember her
sister's name? What do you think that little Warlock
bitch would have done to Therylune? Puissance
enjoyed watching people suffer. People like Lesta.
People like you. You were too strong for her, but Lesta
wasn't. You could not save Lesta from her. You could
not even avenge her. So you took it out on other people
who'd tried to hurt the girl you love."

"Used to love."

"No. You still love her. Always will. You wanted so
much to protect her, and you couldn't. That's the
difference between you and Puissance."

"So why did I kill all those people in the Glaive,
then?"

"Because you're not thinking straight. You wanted to
protect Lesta, or failing that, others like her. If you were
yourself, you wouldn't have bothered. But you're not.
So you did a stupid thing. Don't you worry. You're a
good person. Hurt and confused, but good. Come with
me. You're not sleeping alone tonight."

"But... Arador?"

"Off home. Your boss knocked on our door while we
were practicing canticles. Told us about you."

Ariciel's jaw dropped. "He didn't!"



"Oh yes he did. Don't worry. He'll live."

Mareva waved at the Lakeshire flight master, and
they rode off at a leisurely pace. Morgan was trotting
along between the massive shapes of their mounts.
The innkeeper had found some lovely leftovers and
bones for him. Morgan was a happy cat. They rode
past the rocks that used to be the favourite ambush
place of the Blackrock Orcs, before the accord. They
even saw a few Orcs there, but they were playing dice
and didn't even look at them. Mareva looked at the
stars and the road. They could have stayed at the inn,
but for some reason they both were eager to find the
castle. Besides, it was a beautifully clear night. Being
blessed with excellent night vision, they easily found
their way through the Redridge mountains, until they
heard a strange creaking noise ahead. Whatever it
was, it was moving only slowly. The Draenei looked at
each other, and reined in their elekks, slowing them
down to a walk. Mareva pulled out her long-view and
peered ahead. Her mouth fell open and she passed the
tube to Stetson.

"That is some serious equipment," she said.



Stetson focused the long-view on the slow-moving
column. "What are they? Mangonels?"

"I think so, but larger than the one we took from
Ogre-mage Far'rokh." She looked at Stetson with
wide-open pale blue eyes. "These catapults are meant
to break castles. Do you know of any castles in the
vicinity?"

Stetson gave Mareva back her long-view. "You
know? I think I do. I think we ought to proceed to Caer
Bannog at full speed."

Mareva put away her long-view. "I agree. Shall we
give these people a wide berth?"

"Sounds good." Stetson turned his elekk about, told
Morgan to follow and they galopped off into the woods.

"Good morning, Chief Gharash. What have you to
discuss?"

Chief Gharash motioned Old Bannog to the bench
opposite him, a serious look on his old face. Old
Bannog reflected that for a Warrior Orc to become that
old, he had to be remarkable indeed. Orcs led a rough
life, and usually a short one. Old Bannog sat down.



"The battle against the Scourge is about to become
more difficult, Sir Bannog, but not due to any of their
doing."

"How so?"

Chief Gharash frowned, and stared at the table for a
moment. Then he looked up.

"Some krypdyr leaked word of our accord to my
masters, who disapproved of it. I am afraid this means
the end of our agreement. I have been ordered to
recommence a proper campaign."

Old Bannog took a deep breath.

"We knew from the start that it could not last." He
shook his head. "I won't deny, we have been
strengthening ourselves against the Scourge. No doubt
you have been doing the same. We were trying to
avoid us wearing each other out for the benefit of the
Scourge. I wonder now if all we did was make the
resulting explosion a lot worse."

"That may well be the case."

"So. Now what? Are we going to have a siege again,
like that of Ogre-mage Far'rokh?"

Gharash scowled. "Far'rokh was an imbecile. You did 
the Horde a great favour by ridding us of him. But I am



not at liberty to discuss my strategy with you. I have..."
The old Orc briefly closed his eyes. "An overseer. I
have my orders. I cannot ignore them." He held out his
green-skinned hand to Old Bannog, who took it.
Gharash' eyes looked sad, and tired. "Forgive me."

"What is there to forgive? We are on opposing sides.
I count myself lucky that so far, we have had no
bloodshed between us, but you can ignore your orders
no more than I could mine."

"Not for that," said Chief Gharash.

Old Bannog frowned. Then, realisation dawned. An
immeasurably sad look came to his old eyes.

"Oh no..."

He felt a sudden, sharp pain in his back, and gave a
short gasp. He opened his mouth to speak, but no
words came. Darkness closed in, and he slumped
forward onto the table.

Gorm Bladebreaker drew out the dagger, and looked
at it. He made a move to clean the blood off it, but then
snarled, and threw it into a corner of the room. He
looked accusingly at Gharash, who nodded.

"I know, curse them. We have followed our orders."



"I am a Warrior of the Blackrock Clan. From the day I
was born, to this day, I have not stabbed a single
enemy in the back. I have the scars to prove it."

Gharash stood up. "I know. May the spirits forgive
us. Have the body brought to the gates of Caer Bannog
as the last act in our accord. Tomorrow, we attack." He
turned round and stepped towards the door. Gorm
made a noise.

"Chief, you should not go unaccompanied. The
accord is no longer in effect."

Chief Gharash scowled. "I will walk. And may I meet
the men of Caer Bannog, and die with what little honour
I have left."

Stetson peered through the leaves, and saw the 
castle lying in the valley. Finally. The night had been 
one of endless roundabout ways, short-cuts, brief 
scuffles with enemies and similar annoyances. At least, 
there seemed to be no need to take the secret 
entrance. He turned round and waved Mareva on. She 
handed him the bridle of his Elekk, and mounted up. 
Side by side, they rode to the castle. The guard at the 
top of the wall recognised them, and waved. Mareva



first, they gallopped through the gate. Now-lieutenant
Smitty came walking down the stairs to greet them.

"Hunter Stetson! Lady Mareva! Welcome back to
Caer Bannog!"

Stetson jumped off his mount, nodded briefly.

"Close the gates! Trouble! Took us all night to get
here. The Orcs are restless."

"They can't be. We have an accord! We don't bother
them, they don't bother us. In fact, Sir Bannog is
meeting with them right now."

"Then when he gets back, maybe he can explain why
three heavy mangonels are wheeling in this direction.
Also, your accord does not seem to include Draenei.
We got jumped by four, and Morgan had already eaten.
Lots of leftovers."

"Gate! Four orcs are approaching, with a cart.
There's a box on the cart."

Smitty looked up at the lookout. "What sort of box?"

"Two yards long by one. Made of wood. Oh. They've
stopped. They're turning round, and running off. What
the hell?"

"A question in search of an answer, soldier." Smitty 
stepped into the barracks and shouted for four



volunteers. Three men and one woman stepped out.
Given this and that, they opened the box outside the
gates. Even from a distance, they could see that it was
bad. They closed the box, then rolled the cart into the
courtyard.

"Close the gate and fetch Master Bannog and Sir
Gerrig."

Smitty frowned. "What's going on?"

The guard just shook his head. "Get them. Really,
Lieutenant."

Smitty gave him a hard look, then lifted the cover on
the crate. He stared for one second, then closed it
again. He turned round.

"Battle stations! Raise the drawbridge! Close the
portcullis! We're at war!"

She lay back in the soft pillows, smiling up at the 
beautiful green haired woman, who was sitting on top 
of her. She put her hands on her lover's thighs and 
slowly ran them up to her breasts. Lesta took a deep 
breath, briefly closed her eyes. Then, suddenly, her 
eyes opened wide. She screamed. Blood welled up 
between Ariciel's fingers, and she quickly pulled them



away. Lesta screamed again. Streams of blood ran
down her body, onto Ariciel's. Ariciel desperately tried
to stop the flow with her hands, but wherever she
touched Lesta, more wounds appeared. Lesta's
screams were now so loud that Ariciel could not tell
whether she herself was screaming as well, or not.
Then suddenly, Lesta was silent, and her body fell
forward. There was a hand on Ariciel's shoulder, and
she opened her eyes.

"Ssh. It's alright. It's only a dream."

Ariciel looked into Lirael's eyes, shaking.

"Deep breaths. You had a nightmare, but it's passed.
Come here."

Still shaking, Ariciel lay back down. Lirael put her
arms round her. Ariciel closed her eyes, taking comfort
in the warmth of Lirael's body, her soft voice, her arms.
Slowly, slowly, afraid of what she might see next, she
allowed herself to drift off to sleep again.

 

"So. Did you manage to finish that letter?"

Ariciel nodded. "It still doesn't seem right. It makes
me sound so... whiny and desperate."



"Let me see." Lirael picked it up and read. She didn't
agree. It was a bit more emotional than the things
Ariciel usually wrote, but that was dry stuff. Reports.
Essays.

"This'll do fine. He'll understand. Come on. To the
mailbox."

Lirael half dragged her friend to the mailbox. She
stood there, letter in hand, hesitating.

"Come on. Drop it in. You'll feel much better for
having told him."

"Hold on. There's a letter for me. From the Caer."

Glad of the excuse, Ariciel opened the letter, and
read. Her mouth fell open and she turned pale.
Wordlessly, she handed the letter to Lirael.

"I have to go to the Caer. He needs me."

Lirael read:

My Love, 

 

We are once more at war with the Blackrock 

Orcs. To our great sorrow, the first victim in this 

war is my father, Sir Bannog of Caer Bannog. He 

was murdered in a cowardly manner by the



leader of the Blackrock Orcs. His body was

delivered to us, thank the Light, and buried with

proper ceremony before the attacks began. So

far, Caer Bannog stands. Should you need to

gain entrance, light a fire by the secret entrance.

Its secret has been betrayed, and we had to flood

the tunnel, but a feral Druid should have no

problem negotiating it. Do not fear for me, my

love. The walls are strong, and so are our

sword-arms. The Blackrock Clan will pay the price

for their betrayal. 

 

Yours, Bannog.

 

"I'm going," said Ariciel. "I can't sit here while Bannog
is in danger."

"But what would you do there?"

"Fight by his side. Die if I must. I will not have
another of my loved ones taken. Not while I'm alive. I'm
going."

Lirael gave the letter back to Ariciel, and rubbed her
chin.



"You should not go alone. You're not up to it. You're
in a strange mood, Ariciel. You'd get reckless, pick a
fight on the way and get yourself killed." She pointed
her finger. "I'm coming with you. Someone has to keep
you from doing stupid things."

"Oh no you don't. I'm going into danger. People are
trying to break down the castle. If they find you inside,
the Temple Choir will have to look for a new soprano."

"Pff. Tiriel has been waiting forever for a chance to
get into the spotlight. The choir can survive without me
for a few weeks. Just till I can see you're alright in
there."

"Huh. And how were you going to get there, then? I
can travel pretty fast if I need to. And I do need to."

"Elissa Dumas, the portal trainer, owes me a favour.
She can teleport us both to Stormwind. You've got your
hearthstone, right?"

Ariciel's face fell, and she shook her head.

"Ogres took it away from me when I was in Searing
Gorge. That means I'll have to slog it." She looked up.
"You'll beat me to Stormwind. That's embarrassing."

"Naah. Saelienne has hearthstones. I was always 
losing them before I started travelling all over with the 
Choir. You go get one, and I'll go talk to Shan'do



Jandria." Lirael grinned. "We're supposed to do a
special project this term. You're it, my dear. Also this
way, I get to study Humans in their natural habitat."

"Oh great. And I thought you loved me for my
endearing personality."

Lirael laughed. She took Ariciel's letter to Bannog out
of her hand and dropped it in the mail box. She
reached out and put her hand on Ariciel's cheek.

"Helping people deal with their problems is what I do.
Well, what I'm training to do anyway. What sort of a
priestess would I be if I'd just let you drown?"

Ariciel swallowed. She took a deep breath.

"Thank you."

 

"Hearthstones? By the gross." Saelienne dug under
the counter. "Want me to set it here?"

"No! Can you keep it to where it was before I lost
mine?"

"Certainly. Though I usually set it when I give them to
people. I want them to return here."

"Will all my flight points still be on there? It would be
a pain if I had to go to all those places again."



"Oh yes. The places where you've been aren't really
on the stone. They're in your head. The stone just lets
people look at them."

Ariciel nodded. "I need to be in the Redridge
Mountains. Quickly. As far as I know, my home is still
set to Northshire Abbey. Never set it anywhere else so
that'll come in handy now."

Saelienne gave the pebble to Ariciel. "Hold on for a
second. Wait for it to soulbind. There. Now can I have it
back a moment?" The inn-keeper held it in her hand,
and concentrated. "Yes. Northshire Abbey. Find a
friendly portal mage, show them and away you go."

"Excellent. That'll save me lots of flying and sailing.
Thank you Saelienne."

"Ande'thoras'ethil, Druid Ariciel."

 

It was time. Ariciel had spoken with Bearwalker, who 
was deeply worried about her, but could see why not 
going would be worse. She'd talked to Lirael, before 
she stepped through the Stormwind portal opened for 
her by Elissa Dumas. She had written to Bannog, 
though the letter would probably not reach him before 
she did. She was packed. She stood by Lesta's grave, 
in a few moments' contemplative silence. Then, she



turned her face to the Temple of the Moon, and set off.

Elissa Dumas was one of the very few Humans who
lived in Darnassus. She taught passing mages how to
work the magic that would send them through the
Twisting Nether. Portal Mages had set up markers in all
the Alliance capital cities, so that people could travel
there from anywhere in the world. Everyone with
sufficiently advanced magical skils could learn how to
use these markers to move themselves and even
others. These days, that mostly meant Elissa taught
passing Human or Gnome mages. Night-elf mages
were not very popular. Their magics didn't always sit
comfortably with the natural flow of energies used by
Priests or Druids. Ariciel always felt vaguely
uncomfortable around Mages. Trainer Dumas looked
friendly enough, though. She spoke Darnassian, with
an accent that Ariciel assumed was Stormwind or
Goldshire.

"Druid Ariciel. Good day to you."

"Ishnu-alah, Trainer Dumas."

Elissa blinked slowly. "You must forgive me, Druid
Ariciel. My mana is low. I have done much work this
morrow."



Ariciel looked at the woman. Her eyes didn't glow like
those of Night-elves, but that was normal. Still, she
looked tired.

"Shall I come back later, when you are restored?"

Elissa Dumas closed her eyes a moment, then shook
her head.

"Lirael told me about you, and your need. I will do
much for Lirael." Her eyes softened when she
mentioned Lirael's name. "She sang beautiful at my
wedding. Nobody else would. I can do a teleportation
for you. Where do you go today?"

Ariciel took a deep breath, and closed her eyes.

"Home," she said. "I want to go home."

"Very well," said Elissa. "It will be a teleportation. I
cannot do a portal before I am restored."

"Thank you."

Elissa put her hand on Ariciel's shoulder, and she
heard the sound of magic being done. For the smallest
moment, she felt like she was floating in water, or
falling through the air. Then, she smelled the familiar
scents of Elwynn Forest. She heard a voice behind her.

"I can't believe my old eyes! Ariciel?"



She turned round, and looked into the face of the first
Human who had been genuinely nice to her. She hid
her face in her hand. For Elune's sake, why had she
said "Home", and not "Stormwind?" Oh well, she'd have
to run to Stormwind to pick up Lirael, then. Meanwhile,
she folded her hands and bowed her head at the old
priest.

"Ishnu-alah, Father Eolas. It is good to see you."

"Do you think that is wise, Sir?" Gelt's weathered, 
scarred face did not betray any emotion. From under 
his black and grey hair, dark, empty eyes regarded 
Bannog earnestly. Bannog looked back. Who'd have 
known a year ago they would be employing people like 
this? Still, here he was. A rogue. An assassin. A skilled 
one, too. Bannog's father had called him in when the 
accord with the Orcs was first agreed upon, to spy on 
the Orcs, under strict orders to let missions fail rather 
than risk being caught. Gelt and his friends had been 
good at their jobs. They had brought back a wealth of 
information. But this, they hadn't seen coming. Possibly 
due to the fact that the Horde could move very fast if 
they needed to. Still, Gelt did not like to be 
outmaneuvered, and he felt a measure of guilt for the



situation.

"If we cut the head off the snake, who will surrender
to us?"

"I am not interested in their surrender," said Bannog.
"I intend to wipe them out and drive off any that I
cannot kill. I want them to be disorganised when we
strike, under an inexperienced leader."

"That depends entirely on who they have, to replace
Gharash. I know of leaders who will not need long to
get the whip hand in."

"I intend to strike quickly after you kill the leaders.
Can you do it?"

"Certainly. We know exactly who sleeps where in
Stonewatch Tower. It'll be a pleasure. Still, I find that
the Horde functions quite well, even when
disorganised."

"As long as there are no clever leaders to organise
two- or three-pronged attacks on us."

"Very well," said Gelt. "When would you like us to
strike?"

"I want to be at maximum strength when we strike. 
Sir Roland's men are coming back from their training 
the day after tomorrow, and half of them need to come



here. So do a number of Sir Wilfrid's men. We'll need to
assemble a strike force, which should take only a few
hours, so that means about three days."

Gelt frowned. "You should not have told me that, Sir.
It is valuable tactical information and I am going to be
at risk of falling into the enemy's hands."

Banog mentally slapped himself. Gelt was right. He
sighed.

"I apologise. Have you any missions planned
between now and then?"

"I have."

"Cancel them and give them to one of your
associates instead. By my error, you have a few days
off. Use them well."

Gelt nodded. He liked working for inexperienced
masters about as much as he had liked having his
teeth extracted, but at least this one was capable of
learning.

"I will give the jobs to Wilkinson. He will not fail. Now
that the accord is no more, do we still need to prioritise
on not being seen, rather than gathering the
information at all costs?"



"Gather the information we need. If the Orcs sleep
worse at night because they know we are watching
them, so much the better. Be especially alert on any
changes in the command structure. If a new leader
appears, I want to know."

"I will send out my men immediately. We will have
the information by tomorrow. We will do a quick check
again before we are due to kill the leaders."

"Good. Unless something happens, we strike
Stonewatch Tower in three days. Payback time."



Part 16: I know how to fight, thank

you.

 

"Oh, I'm dreadfully sorry, but I can't stay. I have
people waiting for me. But do come with me. You'll like
this. Come!" Father Eolas waved Ariciel on.

"Uh, sorry Father. I cannot stay either. I have
someone to pick up in Stormwind. Damn. Lirael will
think I'm giving her the slip. I teleported to the wrong
place. I have to go."

"Not tonight, you don't. The roads aren't safe at night.
Better stay the night here and go to Stormwind
tomorrow. Shouldn't take you more than a few hours
running. But at night, you could meet all kinds of
unsavoury characters. Oh. Would you like a drink? I
can't possibly drink all this on my own and whatever I
don't drink, I have to tip out." Father Eolas offered the
bottle to Ariciel. She hesitated. Lirael would be waiting,
worrying about her. She could probably make it, even
by night.

"Where is your friend?"



"Stormwind."

"Right, and where are you going?"

"Caer Bannog, a small castle in the Redridge-"

"Ah, I know Caer Bannog. You wouldn't have made
that tonight, even if you'd have started from Stormwind.
Your friend will probably wait for you in Stormwind.
Have a drink. Calm down. Stay the night here and have
an early start tomorrow." He offered her the bottle
again. She accepted it, took a big swig, coughed,
politely wiped the bottle on her sleeve and handed it
back to Father Eolas, who took a small sip, sighed and
turned it over. Ariciel grinned.

"And in that accursed place, no grass would grow
again."

"Either that or it becomes the happiest grass in the 
world. What have I done?" Father Eolas walked off, 
with Ariciel following, till he came to a water-basin that 
had been built against the wall. The water streamed 
from a fountain that had been carved in the shape of an 
enormous lion's head. Ariciel remembered it well. Each 
time she came home from a trek in search of her 
family, drinking from that fountain had meant she was 
home. Father Eolas pulled up the sleeve of his robes, 
and watched the bubbles come up as he held the bottle



under. Ariciel watched him curiously.

"Why are you replacing strong drink with water? Are
you hoping nobody will notice?"

"In a way, yes. Follow me."

 

Father Eolas walked into the Abbey, with Ariciel
behind. Ariciel looked inside, and saw a large group of
people in the Hall of Arms. The large stone table in the
middle had been cleared, as was often done for
demonstrations. She followed the monk into a side
chamber where a brown-skinned man was waiting.
Father Eolas handed him the bottle, and he sniffed it.

"Ahh," said Wu Shen, "It's the good stuff."

"Oh, that would be a cruel, cruel joke."

"It would. Are you going to announce me?"

"Aye. Come along, young Druid."

Ariciel gave Wu Shen a nod, then followed Father 
Eolas into the hall of Arms. It was filled to capacity. 
People were even standing on the balustrade above 
them. Ariciel smiled a private smile, as she noticed 
people looking at her. That's right boys. Long ears, and 
all that comes with them. She watched Father Eolas 
step up onto the table and bang his staff to get some



silence. There was a great hush.

"Ladies and Gentlemen! It is not often that we at
Northshire Abbey have the opportunity to learn from
one of the true Masters. Normally, this man teaches
only Warriors, but tonight, he has agreed to show the
Paladins of Northshire some of his special fighting
styles. Without further ado, Master Wu Shen!"

Nothing happened. Father Eolas looked over his
shoulder and shouted again: "Wu... Shen!"

Wu Shen came staggering into the Hall, and pushed
Father Eolas out of the way. He stood in the middle of
the large round stone table, and swayed from side to
side. He took a long drink from his bottle, then belched
loudly. He looked round the hall, at the assembled
paladins, and lost his balance. With some amazingly
fast footwork, he managed to stay upright. He giggled
at some private joke, then drew himself up to his full
height.

"The mosht important thing!" he shouted. He looked
puzzled for a moment, trying to remember what the
most important thing was. Ah. He beamed, and held
the bottle upside down over his mouth.

"Proper inshulation! No Orc freak ever come near 
me! Because I'm Insulated! From th'pain!" He frowned.



"Don'like the pain. Hurts. But I'm in... vincible! Hic!" He
tried to take another drink, and almost fell over
backwards doing it. He frowned. This bottle wasn't
working properly. Ah. He knew about this. If you hold it
upside down and no drink comes out, it's...

"Empty! Light damn it!" He drew back his arm and
threw the bottle. It sailed through the air and shattered
on the armour of one of the paladins who was already
wearing chainmail, unlike his brothers in arms, who had
to make do with leather or even just robes.

"Now I'm pished! Off! Wanna beat someone up!
You!" Shen pointed at the Paladin he'd just assaulted
by bottle. Father Eolas elbowed Ariciel in the side,
chuckling to himself.

"Oh. Good choice. That's Bors. He's the son of a
nobleman, and doesn't he like to let us poor clods know
it?"

Ariciel watched the lad. He looked like your basic
fighter type. Rough kind of face. Nice big muscles.
Short cropped, blond hair. Quite cute actually, if you
ignored the arrogant frown. There was a murmur in the
hall. Several dozen variations on "What the hell?"
Ariciel looked at Father Eolas, who shook his head.

"Just watch. This is going to be fun."



Bors had stepped onto the table, and frowned at
Shen. "What do you want with me, you drunken fool?"

Shen shouted at Bors, spittle flying. "Do you think
you can beat me? Do you? Well come on! Show me
what you can do! Right here!" He pointed a brown
finger at his chin. "I'll have you for lunch!"

Bors wrinkled his nose. "Duels are fought for honour,
little man. I would earn none from beating you up."

"Pff! Yer mother hassa... hassa... beard! Hihi!" Shen
chuckled to himself. "Beard."

Bors' face turned a few shades redder. "I am
descended in a straight line from Daelin Proudmoore,
you fool. You would do well to show some respect."

Eolas grinned. "Oh, not quite that straight, my lad.
Even the great are sometimes struck by desire."

Ariciel watched Bors in amazement. Was he really
that thick? Even if she hadn't known that Shen had
been drinking nothing but water, all kinds of alarm bell
would have gone off in her head. For one thing, he was
staggering all over the place, but so far, he hadn't put a
foot wrong. He swayed on his feet, then bent forward
and put a hand on Bors' shoulder to steady himself.

"Yo mother... ssso ugly... that she needs..." He 
raised a finger, frowned, then raised another. "Two!



Two bagsss... In bed. She does." Shen looked at Bors
with a drunken grin. "One for for for overrer head
and..." He took a deep breath "One for over my head
for when hersh breaks!"

He burst out cackling with laughter as Bors growled
and aimed a murderous left hook at Wu Shen. By some
amazing coincidence, Shen was leaning back at the
time, and the stroke passed in front of his face. Bors
followed up with a powerful right uppercut, but that one
missed, too, as Shen fell on his back, still laughing his
head off. He raised his legs in the air, pushed against
the floor with his shoulders and flipped back onto his
feet.

"Missed me!"

Bors charged, fists raised, at the small brown man,
murder in his eyes. Wu Shen chose this moment to fall
over to one side, inadvertently getting his leg in front of
Bors' running feet. Shen rolled through on his shoulder
and was on his feet again, as Bors crashed into his
fellow Paladins. Nobody helped him to his feet, but he
got back up, eyes glaring. His hand went to his sword,
and there was the sound of metal.

Ariciel's eyes opened wide, and automatically her 
hand went to her staff to come to Wu Shen's aid if



necessary, but Father Eolas put his hand on her arm.

"Easy, Ariciel. See what happens now."

Bors slowly walked forward, and stepped onto the
table where Shen was still swaying back and forth.

"Die, you miserable excuse for a Human!"

His sword hissed through the air as it swung round in
a great arc. Ariciel winced as Shen's erratic movements
miraculously brought him out of the way of the attack.
Bors aimed a vicious sweep at Shen's midsection, but
Shen fell over backwards, kicked himself into the air
and leapt over the approaching blade. He landed hard
on the floor and lay there a moment, stunned. Bors
followed up with a hard downward stroke, but Shen
rolled out of the way and the sword hit the stone table
with a bone-jarring crash. Once again, Shen jumped to
his feet from his back, and Ariciel made a mental note
to learn that technique. It looked too cool for words.
Shen pointed a brown finger at a point that was moving
in circles round Bors' head.

"Missed me! Again! Hihi!"

Normally, going berserk was the hallmark of the 
Warrior, but this Paladin managed it. Ariciel was 
impressed. They could almost see the red mist round 
Bors' head as he bellowed, and stabbed out at Shen,



who swayed out of the way, lost his balance and
grabbed Bors' arm to steady himself. Bors crashed
forward and his fellow pupils scattered to the four winds
as he was thrown at them, sword out. He landed on his
face on the floor. Shen had apparently decided that
enough was enough. With a wonderfully
choreographed swaying move, he was on his feet and
followed Bors. He took hold of Bors' arm, and twisted it
behind his back till Bors dropped his sword. He picked
it up and gently laid it against Bors' throat as he held
him down with no apparent effort.

"Or, perhaps, that was someone else's mother." All
the drunkenness had left his voice. He let go of Bors'
arm, got up and held out his hand to Bors, who now
realised, belatedly, that he'd been had. Slowly, he
came off the boil, and held out his hand to Wu Shen,
who pulled him to his feet and gave him his sword
back. Then, he stepped back onto the table and
adressed the crowd.

"Honoured Paladins, what you have just witnessed is 
a demonstration of the Eastern fighting style known as 
Zhui Quan, or 'Drunken Fist'. As you can see, it relies 
heavily on improvisation, deception and agility. When 
executed well, it gives the opponent no chance to



predict where you will move. Also," Wu Shen grinned
like a maniac. "It makes you look like a complete
pillock. Which is never a bad thing for an enemy to
think. Now for the more agile ones among you, I can
show you a few of the basic techniques. I can show you
how to use momentum to increase the force of your
punches, and how to kick from awkward positions."

 

Ariciel and Eolas were sitting next to each other on a
bench in the Hall of Arms, being treated to the sight of
about a dozen Paladins swaying about drunkenly, and
loudly insulting each other's mothers. Wu Shen passed
among them, offering bits of advice.

"So, young Ariciel, how have you fared since last we
met? Found your family?"

"In a way. We found Berciel, but she was... changed.
She attacked us and we had to kill her. Before she
died, she told us that Mother was dead." A hard look
came into Ariciel's eyes. "Trainee healers were using
her to... practice on."

"Ah. I've heard of that practice. It makes perfect
logical sense, if you are an evil-minded bastard with no
respect at all for life."

"Like Berciel?"



Eolas shook his head. "Don't judge her too harshly.
Given the situation, she had to adapt, or perish. But
you say 'We'. Who is, or are, the others?"

Ariciel leaned her back against the wall. "Mareva.
Interalia. Bannog. Mareva is a Draenei Shaman, and a
very good friend. Interalia is a Gnome rogue. She let
me out of the cage when I was captured. Bannog is a
Human warrior. I'm on my way to the castle of his
father, Old Bannog, who has been murdered. My friend
Lirael is coming along, and she's the one I have to pick
up in Stormwind."

"You seem to have made many new friends since
last we spoke."

Ariciel stared at a Paladin who was trying, without
much success, to flip back onto his feet in the same
way he'd seen Shen do it. She sighed.

"Just as well. All my old friends and family are dead. 
Mother, Berciel, Lesta. That was the worst one. I got to 
see what the little Warlock bitch had done to her. I 
wasn't there when Mother died, and Berciel was dead 
almost before she knew what hit her. But Lesta..." 
Tears welled up in Ariciel's eyes. "She was innocent. 
Hadn't raised her fist against anyone in her life. When 
we found her, there was hardly anything left of her.



Killed by one of those Lightless Succubi. Made to suffer
as long as she could."

Eolas stared at the ground. "I'm very sorry to hear
that."

"I couldn't even avenge her. Before I found the one
who killed her, she was already dead."

"Revenge is not good for the soul, Ariciel. It may
seem like the restoration of balance, a life on either end
of the scale, but it is merely another life lost." He turned
his old eyes to the Elf, sitting next to him, shoulders
drawn, face pale and wet with quiet tears. "I am glad
you did not find the murderer alive. Killing her would
have damaged you more even than her."

"It seems I'm already damaged. I took revenge, but
not on Puissance. On a few mages who'd tried to kill
Lesta before I found her. You are right. It doesn't help."

"This friend of yours. Who is she?"

Ariciel smiled through her tears. "Lirael. She's a
singer in the Darnassus Temple Choir. A priestess. You
should meet her sometime, she's lovely."

"Ah. It's a long time since I heard them sing. Possibly
before her time. Why is she accompanying you?"



"To keep me from doing stupid things. She's
probably right. I feel like there's hundreds of little
springs in my head, all waiting to go 'Ping' and make
me slaughter hundreds."

"Concentrate on her. Concentrate on your new
friends, and what you feel when you think of them.
Concentrate on your family, and how they made you
feel before tragedy struck. All this anger. Let it wither
and fizzle out."

"Easier said than done."

"I didn't say it would be easy. But you need to do it.
You're an Elf. You can't live for a thousand years if you
don't let go of your anger."

"I may have the opportunity to channel it away.
Bannog's castle is under attack. I may have to help in
the fight."

Father Eolas looked doubtful. "Maybe. Anyway, I will
pray for you. Your spirit is strong."

Wu Shen joined them. End of lesson.

"That was fun. I have enough taunting material now
to last me a lifetime. There's actually a few among
them with some talent. I need a drink. A real one, this
time."



"Then you shall have it! Dinner time. Joining us,
Ariciel?"

Ariciel rubbed her face with her long fingers. Then
she nodded.

"I'd be a fool not to."

"So what am I going to do now, Father? Is it the right
thing to do, to assault Stonewatch Keep? To have our
own murderers kill those who killed you? All I want is
for Redridge to become safe again. I want Selena to be
able to walk out of the front door and hunt, the way she
used to. I want Gerrig to be able to concentrate on
breeding the best horses and growing enough food to
last us all through Winter. And I want the weight of this
castle off my shoulders."

Then, my son, you need to move. We are strong. We
can defeat the Blackrock now that we have had our
training. You can't simply kill those who present
themselves at the castle. You have to get to the source
of trouble. Can't mop with the water still flowing out of
the barrel.

"But if I drive all the Orcs from Blackrock, won't we 
simply have to deal with another place to defend? At



least Caer Bannog, we know how to defend.
Stonewatch? It's lying half in ruins as it is."

Maybe. I tried making some kind of peace with them.
You know how well that went, Son. I wish the bastards
hadn't back-stabbed me, but I never had the illusion
that we'd sounded in a great new era of peace. The
best you can do, is make it clear to the Blackrock what
kind of price they will pay for attacking us. There are
more Blackrocks in other places than Stonewatch
Keep. Make an example of it.

"But what if we fail? Then we'll be worse off. I wish I
had your experience, Father. Just today, I gave
important information to a man about to risk capture by
the enemy. Luckily, he pointed it out, or it could have
been disaster."

Oh, you'll learn my son. I just hope you'll learn fast. If
you don't, everybody in the castle will die. But don't let
that worry you. They won't say "I told you so".

"I still don't know enough about the enemy. What's
their strength? Do we even have a chance?"

You are asking a dead man for tactical information, 
my boy. Time for a quick sanity check. Anyway, what's 
the problem? Need information? Go get it. That's what 
Gelt and his unlovable rogues are there for. I didn't



summon them out of their maggot-holes in Stormwind
for nothing.

 

The door opened, and Bannog saw the blue-skinned
face of Mareva. She came in, looked round the room.

"I heard voices inside. What are you doing?"

"Talking to my father," said Bannog. Mareva pulled
up a chair, and sat down opposite him. She put her
elbows on the table, folded her hands. She studied
Bannog's face carefully. He looked tired. Tired, and fed
up. Bannog stared back at Mareva, then suddenly, the
glint that Mareva knew and liked came back into his
eyes.

"Don't worry, Mareva. I haven't gone round the bend.
I just find that the answers come more easily if I
pretend to ask my father and imagine what he might
have said."

"I do worry about you. You seem perfectly alright.
You are polite, patient and do not shout at anyone. You
are friendly to the soldiers. You have not taken
unnecessary risks."

"And this is bad, because?"



"Because it is not consistent with the behaviour of
someone who has just lost his father to cowardly
murder. A terrible thing has happened to you, and you
seem unaffected." Mareva's eyes narrowed. "You are
storing your anger somewhere, aren't you?"

Bannog briefly closed his eyes. He didn't want to tell
Mareva about the tiny red ball of fire, now almost a
tangible object, that was located somewhere behind his
mid-riff. Whenever something happened that he should
get upset about, he channeled the anger into this store,
like a water-skin. One day, it would burst. When that
happened, Bannog did not want any of his loved ones
to be there.

"I'm fine, Mareva. My father is dead. Nothing will
bring him back. If I start walking round like bad weather
made Human, I will only sully his good name. I'm
saving my anger for the people who killed him."

"Precisely," said Mareva. "I hope you will soon have
the opportunity to vent that anger. I have seen you
angry before now, and you... what is that phrase again?
I heard one of the soldiers use it." Mareva turned her
eyes to the table a moment, then looked up again. "Ah.
Scare the shit out of me."



Bannog laughed. "Good to see your study of our
sayings goes well. Though you may want to stay round
the women rather than the soldiers. I imagine they have
a bit more classy sayings."

Mareva chuckled. "You have never heard women
talk amongst themselves. Pray that you never do. But
seriously, Bannog. Take care of yourself. Project the
image of Under-chief Gharash on a training dummy
and beat it to bits if you have to. Nobody will know and
it is good practice."

"Sounds like a plan. Maybe I will. Meanwhile, how
are you two doing? I heard you had a bit of a scuffle
last night."

"We were patrolling in the same area as a few
Blackrock outrunners. We saw them before they saw
us. Morgan could have taken them on his own. Our fire
was merely ornamental. I cannot keep from thinking
that this is too easy and that the worst is yet to come."

"You're still risking your life out there. I'm immensely
grateful that you do it, but please do take care. Ariciel
would never forgive me if something happened to you."

"Neither would I," said Mareva.



She was sitting in a cell, quietly swearing at herself,
the people who had captured her and the world in
general. They had at least given her a robe of some
description, as they guessed, correctly, that she would
have all manner of useful devices in her own clothes.
Sodding beginners' mistake. Always check if the
sodding room is empty before looting it. Just in case
some sodding big knight is sleeping in the bed and
bops you on the head while you're not looking. But he
had been an incredibly quiet sleeper.

She'd woken up here, naked, hair untied, and with 
aches and pains in places she did really not want to 
mention. She took stock of her surroundings. Iron bars 
all around, including above. A lock that you can pick 
with a bent nail, provided you have one. She didn't. 
Wooden bunk, straw mattress. She put on the robe 
against the chill. She was the only guest in this 
particular area. No guards, either. Hmm. She walked 
up to the bed and pulled up the mattress. Sod. No nails 
in the bunk to be pulled out and used. The thing had 
been put together with nuts and bolts. Her fingers were 
strong, but she couldn't undo nuts with her bare hands. 
She dropped the mattress, and examined the next cell. 
Someone had been lucky enough to be given a



blanket. Though 'lucky' was likely stretching it a bit.
Probably swinging from the gallows right now. She lay
down on her own bunk and tried to reach the blanket.
Damn. About an inch would do it.

From out of nowhere, there came a terrible scream.
She turned her head round to the door, and swallowed.
Crap. The words 'Where have you hidden the loot?'
started rolling round in her head, and it did not cheer
her up. She stretched hard, and with two fingers
managed to grab a corner of the blanket. She pulled it
to her, through the bars. She tested the fabric. Good.
Nice strong military issue blanket. Whoever it was,
screamed again. Rack? Hot irons? With trembling
fingers, she put the blanket to her mouth and started
tearing it into strips. She had just arrived in Stormwind.
She had no loot. Exactly the kind of thing that the nice
Humans would not believe while she still had unburnt
skin. Better to avoid the issue.

Working with the speed of the inspired, she twined 
strips of blanket into a rope. Tested it. It would hold her 
weight. Good. She didn't simply want to fall down onto 
the floor. She tied the rope to her on one end, put her 
bare feet to the iron bars and shimmied up. She 
climbed hand over hand to the middle of the cell.



Holding on with one hand, she threw her rope over the
bar, and with a little effort managed to tie two
half-hitches. It'd have to do. She took a final deep
breath. Farewell, cruel world. She let go.

Ariciel, in cheetah shape, ran through the gates of
Stormwind. For some reason, it cheered her up.
Stormwind looked so wholesome, with its bustling
crowds of all shapes and sizes, the guards in their
polished armour, and its clean streets. She changed
back to her Elf form, and set off towards the Blue
Recluse. It was as good a place to start looking for
Lirael as any. The streets of Stormwind were very
familiar to her. She remembered walking round here
with Bannog, in that delicate stage just before falling in
love. Waiting for the Tram go get moving again.
Meeting Lirael for the first time. She ran past the
stockade, over a few bridges to the Mage Quarter. Ah.
there it was. She opened the door, and found Lirael
sitting at a table, with a dark-haired Elf. That must be
Milo, then, Lirael's friend in the Stormwind Male Choir.
Lirael grinned, and waved.

"Hiya! What took you so long?"



"Had to watch someone get drunk and fight off a
paladin. Milo, I presume?"

Milo nodded his head at Ariciel. "And you must be
Lady Ariciel. Pleased to meet you." He had a rich, deep
voice. Ariciel could see what attracted Lirael to him. He
was a picture. Luxurious, dark, long hair. Small neatly
trimmed beard and a wonderfully intelligent look in his
eyes.

"Likewise. I must admit that when Lirael told me you
were in the Stormwind Males, I thought you'd be a
Human."

"Eww," said Lirael. "Who'd want to date a Human?"

Ariciel looked down on her. "I'll have you know, they
can be utterly adorable and affectionate. I wouldn't
trade him in for the world!"

"Chacun a son gout," said Lirael.

"Oh hi, sweetie! Didn't see you come in, so I didn't
get you any drink. Would you like some?"

Ariciel turned round to see a tall Elf woman standing
next to her, drinks in hand. For an Elf, she had dark
skin, and even rarer, brown hair. Milo gave her a warm
look, and took the drinks out of her hands.

"May I introduce? My wife, Elvira."



"Pleased to meet you. My name is Ariciel."

"As am I. So you are taking Lirael into the cold hard
lands?"

"Well, not very cold. There's no such thing as bad
weather. Only insufficient clothes."

Milo nodded. "Just as well we went shopping then.
She was wearing priestly robes when she came here!
Hardly an outfit for roughing it."

Lirael reached behind her, and showed Ariciel a
white coat, lined with fur. Ariciel took a breath, and felt
the fabric.

"Oh, that's beautiful," she said. Thin, she thought, but
beautiful. "Which reminds me, I have to get some
supplies as well. I'm travelling a bit light."

"Of course. Would you join us for lunch, after you've
made your purchases? My treat."

"I'd love to. I won't be long."

 

She left the tavern, and made a straight beeline for 
the tailor where she and Bannog had bought their new 
clothes, all that time ago. The Gnome lady actually 
recognised her, which was amazing. Ariciel bought two 
thick woollen jumpers, and a water-tight cloak. Lirael



was a bit taller than she was, so she tried on the
clothes herself and allowed a bit extra. The trousers
were a bit trickier, as she was certain that Lirael's
thighs were smaller than hers. Oh well. Warmth before
style. She stuffed the clothes into her pack, waved
goodbye to the Gnome lady, and went to a food
merchant for some trail rations. With that done, she
returned to the Recluse to rejoin Milo, Elvira and Lirael.
Lirael had never seen the Great Outdoors in her life,
and Ariciel was not about to let her suffer for her
generosity.

The guard came in, and took one look at the cell.

"Oh damn."

In the middle of the cell, the small body of a Gnome 
was swinging gently back and forth, on the end of a 
rope fashioned from a blanket. Damn. He'd been 
looking forward to breaking this one. For some reason, 
it always amused him to see such a little Gnome on a 
big rack. They had susprisingly loud voices, too. He 
swore at the stupid guard who'd left that blanket in the 
next cell. Bit busy having fun to watch the details, are 
we? Prisoners here were usually under no illusions as 
to what would happen to them. A friendly chat to find



out where they had hidden the shinies, then a long drop
down the hole. You could figure out that some of them
would try to avoid the friendly chat by making their own
arrangements. Well, couldn't be helped. He produced
his key, opened the door and grabbed the rope,
preparing to cut down the Gnome girl.

With amazing speed, the little girl grabbed his wrist 
and twisted it. the knife fell out of his hand, and the 
Gnome girl caught it. She stabbed out, and blood 
spattered all over her robes. The guard's eyes became 
empty, and he fell down, leaving the Gnome girl 
swinging back and forth in the middle of the cell. She 
grabbed the rope above her, which went under her 
arms, cut it with the knife and fell the three feet to the 
floor, landing on her feet. She glanced at the guard's 
body. Killing the extras usually didn't get you any 
points, but she wasn't about to take chances. Right. 
Next thing, find some clothes. She took a deep breath, 
and made herself inconspicuous. Then, on bare feet, 
she sneaked to the door where the guard had entered. 
Ah. A small storeroom. A little way off, another guard 
was sitting on a stool next to a rack, upon which a man 
lay, eyes staring wildly at the ceiling. The guard was 
smoking a cigarette. Between the puffs of smoke, he



asked the man on the rack a question. The man shook
his head desperately. The guard sighed, and crushed
out his cigarette on the man's chest. He gave a
shivering, hoarse cry, and the guard turned the
windlass again.

The Gnome girl closed her eyes briefly, as the man
cried out again. Just let me get to my kit. I'll give you
some answers. Quiet as a mouse, she opened the door
to the storeroom. With satisfaction, she saw stacks of
boxes placed neatly on shelves. Good. Nasty buggers,
but organised nasty buggers. She quickly went through
the boxes, till she found the one containing her leather
armour. With a great sigh, she quickly put on her kit,
and put away her knives. Her eyes glowed, as she
found her lucky silver coin. She made its familiar weight
dance through her fingers, then put it in its usual place
in her bra. She looked over her shoulder. Right. Now
for a little controlled violence.

 

"You know, we can stop this, and I'll call in the priest.
He'll fix you up in no time. Wouldn't that be nice? Just
tell us where you've hidden Miss Benson's gold, and all
this will be over."

"It's behind you," said the Gnome girl.



The guard jumped, turned round, and saw the little
Gnome. She stabbed up with her dagger. The guard's
mouth opened wide, unable to scream. The Gnome
twisted the knife, and pulled it out. The guard fell down,
twitching as the poison did its work. The gnome walked
round to the man on the rack. With quick movements,
she undid the straps round his arms and legs, and
helped him sit up. The man groaned, trying to hold both
his arms in the other. Tears and filth were on his face,
and he was shaking.

"Thank you," he stammered.

"You're not out yet. Can you walk?"

"I will. Crawl if I can't."

"You know the way out?"

The man nodded. Slowly, gingerly, he got to his feet.
The Gnome girl looked away as he rose. The man
examined the dead guard, then turned round to the
Gnome.

"You've ruined his trousers."

"I'm sorry."

"I'm not. I'll find something in the storeroom instead."

The man limped into the storeroom, and came out a 
while later, wearing trousers that were too short for him,



and leather chest armour. On his belt was a dagger.

"Let's go."

There was a loud thud. Bannog stirred from his bed,
ran to the window and looked out. In the distance, he
could see three heavy catapults, and they were hurling
boulders at the front door. Bloody rude. A swarm of
Blackrock orcs was running for the main gate, hoping
that the boulders would make a breach in the wall for
them to enter. Within a minute, Bannog had his chain
on, as his plate armour took too long to put on, and was
running down the stairs to the gate. His fists beat on
the parapet.

"Smitty!"

Lieutenant Smitty appeared next to him.

"Sir?"

Bannog pointed. "Get rid of that, will you?"

Smitty looked, then nodded. "Permission to use the
Hwacha sir?"

"Use what you need, Lieutenant."

"Aye, sir. Want me to try and capture the balistas?"

"Don't bother. Torch the things."

"Right you are, sir!"



Smitty ran down the stairs, shouting orders. Bannog
looked back at the approaching Orcs and the siege
engines. A grim smile was on his face. Time to teach
the bastards not to disturb his beauty sleep.

"Hwacha number one forward! Make ready! Lower
the drawbridge! Make ready to open the portcullis on
my command! Horsemen, to the left! Stay out of
bowshot of the door!"

With creaking wheels, one of the carts was moved
forward behind the portcullis. Bannog looked down
from the wall, as the cover was taken off, and the
instrument was revealed in all its terror. A large wooden
frame was set on top of a two-wheeled cart. In the
frame were two hundred steel-tipped arrows. Bannog
knew. He had counted them. There was a hand on his
shoulder. Gerrig stood next to him.

"Were you going to play with our new toy without
me?"

"Never. Oh. If Smitty pulls the rope and nothing
happens, I'll never forgive you. Is that clear?"

"Hah. The Goblin said that he'd never had anyone
complain of failures."

"Yeah. There may be a reason for that."



The brothers grinned at each other. Life was about to
get interesting. The Orcs came in range of the
mini-balistas on the North and West tower, and bolts
started to rain down among them, spearing several as
they ran.

"Smitty! They're in range!"

"Raise the portcullis! Hold ready to fire!"

The orcs were now so close that they could hear the
war cries. They were a fearsome sight, running in no
discernible order, spurred on by an Ogre behind them.
Creaking, the portcullis rose. The Orcs reached the
bridge.

"Fire!"

The soldier behind the cart took a deep breath, then 
pulled the rope. Two-hundred vials of acid burst, 
spilling onto the ignitors. With a sound like a dragon's 
breath, two hundred rockets launched at the same 
time, into the approaching group of Orcs. As they hit, 
the secondary charge ignited, and exploded. The result 
was devastating. Within two seconds, an approaching 
army of Orcs was turned to a writhing mass of broken 
bodies. Those who still could, turned tail and fled, only 
to be shot down by the Ogre-mage, who was under 
orders to kill any deserters. The East mini-balista



twanged, and a yard-long bolt speared the Ogre-mage
through and through. One of his heads looked
incredulously at the shaft protruding from his chest.
Then, he fell over.

"Horsemen! Attack!"

With a sound like thunder, thirty horses ran over the
drawbridge, crushing the bodies of the assault force
under their hooves as they raced towards the balistas.
Bannog looked behind him.

"Hwacha number two! Target the balistas! Maximum
range!"

The second cart rode forward, past its brother.
Soldiers were already frantically reloading it with new
rockets , and attaching the primers to the main firing
rope. Hwacha number two trundled forward, then the
soldiers aimed it upwards, at the balistas.

"Fire!"

Once more, two-hundred arrows ignited at the same
time and flew over the heads of the horsemen, towards
the target. In the distance, two-hundred explosions
burst asunder Orcish armour, or rained down on the
siege engines. When the horsemen arrived, they had
little else to do but kill a few survivors and two mages.
Gerrig grinned.



"Oh, I must write a letter of recommendation about
this. Look at the grouping!"

"Yeah. That ought to give them pause next time they
feel like visiting us. Ah look. Up they go!"

In the distance, they could see the soldiers tipping
over the vats of burning oil onto the siege engines. The
men ducked as the ropes caught fire, broke and swept
about. Then, seeing their job was done, they rode back
to the castle, to the cheers of their comrades. Bannog
slapped Gerrig's shoulder.

"That's one for Caer Bannog, none for the Orcs."

Gerrig gave Bannog an earnest look.

"Not so, brother. We are still behind, and it will be a
long time before we draw level."

Bannog's grin faded. "You're right. Still, they won't try
that again."

Lirael pulled her coat round her, and shivered. It had
started to rain. She loved her new coat, but still. She
was freezing. Ariciel was happily riding next to her, face
turned up to the rain, silly girl.

Ariciel looked round, and concern was on her face.

"You alright?"



"S-sure," said Lirael.

Ariciel reined in her cat, jumped off and started
looking in her pack. She pulled out a cloak and gave it
to Lirael, without comment. Lirael hesitated. Putting on
the cloak felt like a betrayal of Milo, who'd given her
this lovely coat. This lovely thin coat. Lirael put on the
cloak.

"Thanks. You sure you don't need it yourself?"

"I'm fine. I have lots of layers on. I should have given
you some pointers for clothing. I'm sorry."

"You Druids do this for fun?"

"All the time. Will you look at that view?"

Lirael looked. They had come to a clearing in the
woods, and the whole of Redridge lay before them.
Large red rolling mountains. Miles and miles of them.

"Very nice. Any chance of a working toilet here in the
woods?"

"None whatsoever. That, at least, is an advantage of
having a bear shape."

Lirael stared at her friend for at least ten seconds.
Then, she got it, and closed her eyes laughing. She
grinned at her Druid friend.

"Let's keep moving."



 

They were sitting on a small hill, looking Eastward.
Ariciel had made a fire, and Lirael was sipping tea. It
felt good to be off her feet for a few moments. They had
come to a bit that was too difficult for their mounts to
negotiate, so they had walked. She turned her eyes to
Ariciel, who had put her staff between her legs to sit on.
She was staring in the distance, a sad look on her face.

"What's up, girl? What are you thinking about?"

"Lesta."

"Hmm?"

"Not about what happened to her."

"No?"

"It's just... Oh, I shouldn't talk about her."

Lirael closed her eyes, breathing in tea-fumes.

"You know, I'm cold, wet, miserable, and I have a 
blister on my foot that comes back every time no matter 
how often I heal it. I'm in a place where at any moment 
bad nasty Orcs can come and attack us, and I'm 
convinced that you outdoorsy types are a few stitches 
short of a tapestry." Lirael took a small sip of her tea. 
"And then, the sun comes out, and wherever I look, 
there's something bright, colourful, glad to be alive. I



can see the Light pouring itself out into everything from
the largest tree to the smallest blade of grass, all
striving, growing. And into you and me." She took a
deep breath. "Thank you for taking me and showing me
this." She turned her face to Ariciel, and gave her a
smile. "I may not be ordained yet, but I am a priestess.
If I were prone to gossiping, people wouldn't tell me
things I need to know. In one ear, out the other.
Nothing in between to stop it."

Ariciel chuckled, said nothing.

"If it bothers you, out with it."

"When I met Lesta, I was a chamber maid, She was
selling fresh flowers to the Manor. Then one day, she
dropped a bucket of wildflowers on the floor, and I
helped her clean it up, and she bent over to pick up
something and I found I just had to touch her bottom.
One thing led to another and before you know it, we
were in and out of each other's beds." Ariciel smiled. "I
was all 'Oh my! I've never done this before!', which was
a filthy lie, and she was all set to teach me what girls
can get up to together. And it was all lovely, especially
with Orin joining in as well."

"Mm hmm?"



"Well, then the whole thing with the High-borne
happened, and I went to travel to foreign places, make
my way into the world, and push myself through those
two years of searching, and all those lessons from
Bearwalker, and..." Ariciel looked round at Lirael.
"Meeting Bannog, and falling in love, and being
captured by Ogres and escaping. You know how I met
Bannog right? Those Defias cutpurses. They almost
got us. Do you know what I'd need to do now to beat
them? Cast Thorns on myself and let them hit me. The
bite-back would kill them." Ariciel looked at her mug,
which was empty. She shook out the last few drops and
put it in her pack.

"Back at the Manor, one of the sons of the
High-borne nobles tried to force himself on me. He was
much bigger and stronger than me, so I let him. He
gave me some money to ease his conscience, and that
went into the piercing fund. Knocked too weeks off the
wait. If the same lad would try that again now, I could
force myself on him."

Lirael drained her mug, and stowed it. "You've grown 
stronger. You're no longer the chamber-maid for whom 
the greatest adventure was getting in bed with two 
people at the same time. You've done things. Seen



things."

"Yeah. And then I found Lesta back in Auberdine,
and instead of flowers she was selling candy for Lady
Fiora." Ariciel stared in the distance, not really seeing.
"And for her, still, the greatest adventure was getting in
bed with me. And maybe another one into the bargain.
If I'd have told her about Searing Gorge, she'd just
have stared, and said nothing. And eventually, I'd have
grown tired of her and let her off. And I feel awful about
that, but it's true."

"I see. Well, it happens. People drift together, then
drift apart again. You're right. You are no longer just
Lesta's lover. You're a very capable Druid, and a
fighter. At least Lesta didn't have to see you leave her."

"Yeah. Good thing she died before that, eh?"

"Nothing that happens is completely good or bad. It's
all shades of grey."

"Bloody dark shade of grey."

"True. But if Lesta had met Puissance after you'd let
her off, then it would be worse."

"I suppose. Well. Ready to get going again?"

"No, but I will."



He didn't do badly for a Lug. Kept himself out of
trouble, hid when she told him to. So far, they'd made it
without attracting anyone's attention. She could see the
exit. Things got a bit challenging at that point. There
were lots of guards there, and it almost seemed like
they were expecting trouble. Come on guys. Just a little
Gnome. All this activity is entirely uncalled-for. She
thought of the Human. She might be able to sneak past
those guards, but him? Never. His arms and legs
weren't up to either sneaking or running. She could, of
course, just leave him here, but that would be half a
job. Poor sod would be worse off if he'd get caught
again. She frowned. What in Azeroth was all that
weaponry about? The two dead guards wouldn't even
be missed yet.

"I think someone big is making a run for it. Maybe we
can get lost in the confusion."

"Well, you're not sneaking past them in your
condition, unless you do stealth."

"Not a chance. I'm a Paladin. Or used to be,
anyway."

"Maybe we can grab one of them and disguise you."

The Human ex-paladin shook his head. "They know
my face. I used to be one of them."



"So you're a Paladin, and you went out stealing?"

"No, I bloody didn't. Some bastard set me up, and if I
get out he's going to find out what I think of him."

"What we need, is a distraction."

"Let me think..."

 

"Eh lads? How would you like a shot at running out of
here?"

"Piss off. I know there's at least a dozen guards out
there."

"So? There's at least twenty of you here. They can't
take you all."

"Yeah, right. You may not have noticed, but they
have spiky things. We don't."

"So jump a few guards and get their swords. Do I
have to tell you everything?"

"Sod you."

The Gnome Rogue listened to her Human friend
trying to convince the prisoners to come out. So far, it
was going swimmingly. In plate armour. Carrying a
king's ransom in gold. She pulled the door ajar.

"The door is open. Want me to tell you what you're in 
for once you get down in the cellar? It's not pleasant.



And if you pull together, most of you will get out."

"Up yours, shrimp."

The Human sighed. "Bloody Defias. They can't even
take a shit without orders."

The Defias prisoner frowned. "Hey! We're the
Brotherhood man. Don't disrespect us."

"You're a poor sap prisoner behind an open door.
They have racks down there, and nice hot irons. I even
saw a few Iron Maidens for if you've really pissed them
off. You rush them, they'll run you through. Trust me,
that's much better. I've done the other thing."

A door behind him opened, and one of the prisoners
stepped out.

"I'll do it, if you're coming. And the little runt too."

The Gnome glared. "The little runt opened the lock to
your door. Don't annoy me, lug."

Slowly, one by one, prisoners came out of their cells,
until a critical mass was reached and they all came out.
Some enterprising thugs fashioned weapons out of
table legs.

"Way out is that way, boys."

 



In the disorganised fashion of mobs, the crowd
marched on to the exit, Gnome Girl and her Lug
somewhere in the middle. It wasn't long before one of
the guards spotted them. The Human ex-paladin
shouted.

"Get them, boys!"

The stockade guards came rushing in, swords out.
The Gnome rogue engaged her stealth and
disappeared from view. The Human solved the problem
by playing dead. Given that there were now several
dozen Defias Brothers on the move, nobody looked at
another unmoving body. It was not a fair fight. The
armed guards steadily drove the Defias back into the
prison. One of the corpses carefully lifted its head, got
to its feet and hobbled out of the door.

"This way! Into the water!"

They jumped in with a great splash and swam under
the bridge. There, they paused a while, grinning at
each other. The Human held out a big hand to the
Gnome. She took it.

"My name is Osric."

"Interalia."

"Seems we've made it."



"So far. Let's get out of here."

Quietly, they swam out. Interalia knew you could get
out of the water somewhere near the harbour, and was
making for it. Osric winced at painful limbs as he swam.

"I thought you paladins could heal yourselves?"

"We can. I got excommunicated. Can't call on the
Light anymore."

"Bummer."

"Yeah. When I clear my name, I plan to get
re-communicated."

"Tell them to get lost."

"Can't. The rotter is still in there somewhere. Once I
get him, all will be well."

"Here's the stairs."

 

They climbed out of the water and walked in the
direction of the harbour.

"Well, it's been fun," said Osric. "Until we meet
again."

"Best of luck," said Interalia, and meant it. With a 
wave, they parted. Interalia scanned the surroundings. 
Her face lit up. Ah! Gnome dwellings. She could get 
some supplies, weapons, food, or at least some clothes



there. She needed a disguise. And then, she needed to
get out of here and give the nice lugs the chance to
forget about her.

"Eeny meeny minie moe," said Interalia, and pointed
at a door. She walked up to it. Hmm. Slightly more
complex lock than usual. She fumbled in her sleeve for
her lockpicks and opened the door as quickly as the
usual occupant. She stole in. Ah. Living room to the
left. Bedrooms to the right. She went into the master
bedroom and opened a wardrobe. Aha. Nice dresses.
Very good. She pulled a few off the coat hangers and
selected a dark blue one. She held it in front of her. It'd
do. She started to take off her clothes. Suddenly, she
froze.

"Hello. Don't move. As one rogue to another, this is
the nasty stuff on this blade. Warn me if you want to
swallow. Welcome to Steambender Manor."

They came upon them, without any warning. Big 
tusked warriors. Six of them. Ariciel jumped off her cat, 
raised her hands, and started shooting Green Fire at 
them. She needed two shots to take one down. Not fast 
enough. Lirael was looking wide-eyed at Ariciel fighting, 
when suddenly there was a noise behind her, and a big



hairy arm was wrapped round her, and a blade pressed
to her throat.

"Have you! Kek!"

Ariciel heard, and looked over her shoulder. She
turned round, and the expression on her face was
terrible to see.

"Put down hands, or little Elf scream."

Lirael shook like a leaf. This was it. There were
simply too many of them even for Ariciel to fight. They
would kill her before her eyes, and then... Great tears
trickled down Lirael's face. She would never see Arador
again, or Milo. She would never sing again in the choir.

Ariciel slowly walked towards Lirael. The other Orcs
had stopped and were jeering at her.

"That close enough. Want to see blood?" The Orc
laughed. "Maybe little first? Cut ear off?" He moved his
dagger from Lirael's throat to her ear.

"Lirael! Ne bouge pas!" No need to say that. Lirael 
was stiff as a board. Ariciel raised her left hand, fingers 
up, then closed her fist. With a creaking noise, great 
green roots grew out of the earth, and twisted 
themselves round the Orc's arms and legs. Then, they 
pulled the Orc away from Lirael, large thorns pressing 
into his flesh. The Orc cried out, as Ariciel walked



towards him, slowly raising her arms.

"Nobody. Touches. My. Friends, and LIVES!"

Her arms came down in a swift move, and a
monstrous ball of energy slammed down onto the Orc.
In a second, his entire torso was turned into a charred,
blasted mass of flesh. Ariciel whirled round, white hair
flying, and took a deep breath. The other Orcs came
rushing up, seeing what had happened to their
comrade. Ariciel's firebolt hit the first one in the chest,
and he exploded into a shower of gore. The other three
stopped dead, gaped, turned round and fled. With a
great cry, Ariciel shot another one, who was dead
before he reached the ground. She raised her fist, and
brought it down. A shaft of Moonfire consumed another
Orc. The last one kept running. Ariciel shot a green
firebolt after him, but it dissipated before striking and
the Orc kept his head down and ran. Ariciel cried out.
Wordless cries of pure anger. Then, she lowered her
hands, still shaking, and turned to Lirael, who had her
eyes closed and hadn't moved from the spot. She didn't
dare look behind her. Her lips moved quietly. As Ariciel
walked up, she could only just hear what she was
saying.



"Where the fear has gone there will be nothing. Only
I will remain." Lirael slowly opened her eyes, and
looked up at Ariciel. A grim smile appeared on her face.

"Remind me, dear, never to make you angry at me."

Ariciel took deep breaths, and made herself calm
down. The beast put back into its cave.

"Seven more miles to the secret entrance. Can you
cope?"

"Yes."

Griggin paced back and forth in front of the rogue,
who was sitting on a chair, arms cuffed to it using Nix'
very well-designed handcuffs. Interalia stuck her chin
up, and defiantly looked up at him.

"Now what am I going to do with you? I probably
should hand you over to the guards, but recent events
have left me somewhat... disgusted with torture. On the
other hand, I can't leave you cuffed up here till we get
back. You'd starve. Or escape. Can't let you go, either.
You'd come back here and empty the place out, now
that you know it's going to be deserted."

"If you're going to kill me, just say so."



Griggin scowled. "I do not kill people merely for trying
to steal. There's been quite enough killing already."

Griggin looked at his wife, who stared angrily at the
rogue.

"I'd kill her. That blue dress cost a fortune. You gave
it to me."

"No fireballs indoors, please."

"That's a Bieslook rule," said Lenna, wriggling her
fingers.

Griggin smiled at her. "A rule for one is a rule for all,
lest it become tyranny."

"Then what do you suggest?"

"Only one thing remains. We take her with us."

Nix grinned. "She can be our team mascot!"

Trixie simply stared at her father, mouth open.
"When I get to be as old as you, do I go mad too?"

Griggin shrugged. "Any suggestions are welcome, as
long as she isn't dead or in the hands of the Guards at
the end of them."

Bieslook came walking forward. Nix put a hand on
her shoulder before she could get to Interalia. The
young Gnome stared at Interalia's face.

"She's got sad eyes."



Nix ruffled Bieslook's hair. "That's because she got
caught. I caught her! Go me!"

Interalia looked from one to the other, and kept quiet.
She smiled at Bieslook, because she seemed to be the
friendliest one up to now. Bieslook beamed at her.

"You can come with us! You won't be sad anymore. I
was sad till I went with Lenna."

"You didn't try to steal my dresses, dear," said
Lenna.

Bieslook looked at her feet. "Stole cookies."

"That was a while back, dear, and we've forgiven
you."

"Can you forgive her as well?"

"In a while, dear. Say, a hundred years or so."

"Good!"

 

Griggin had put their mechanostriders in front of the
small cart that he used to carry his engineering kit.
Interalia was in the cart, under the cover, guarded by
Nix and Trixie. Bieslook sat between Griggin and Lenna
in the front.

"Everybody nice and tight in the back?"

"Yes," said Trixie, holding on.



"Ready," said Nix.

"Couldn't move if I wanted to," said Interalia.

"Right! Off to Caer Bannog we go!"

Interalia's jaw dropped, and she was almost thrown
out of the cart as they started moving.

Ariciel stared down into the no-longer-secret
entrance. It was filled with lovely moat water. So... A
swim then. She rubbed her chin. She had her sea-lion
form, but Lirael didn't.

"Lirael? Can you do water-breathing?"

"Nope. You're not thinking of going in there, are
you?"

"Well, loads of Orcs are watching the front door. This
is easier. For me, anyway."

"Yeah. I've never seen your sea lion shape."

"It makes my bum look fat," said Ariciel.

"How long can a sea lion stay under?"

"Normal sea-lions have lungs. They can stay under 
for half an hour or so. Druids in aquatic form get a 
built-in waterbreathing spell. I can stay under for a 
week. Well... I think I'll go in and reconnoiter a bit. See 
if there's air on the other side. Stay in here and keep



quiet."

She gently lowered herself into the water, turned to
her sea lion shape and went under. She'd walked in
and out of this tunnel many times before. Strange to be
swimming now. Sea-lion-Ariciel arrived at the other
end, and found she could stick her head above the
surface. Ah. Air. Good. With some difficulty, she turned
round and swam back. She changed back to her Elf
form and called up to Lirael.

"There's air on the other side. Come on in! The
water's lovely!"

"I can't swim that far under water. In the dark.
Underground."

"I'll change again. Hold on to me, and I can pull you
through in thirty seconds. You've sung phrases that
long. Get in!" Ariciel splashed water up and over Lirael.
Lirael frowned, held her nose, closed her eyes and
jumped.

"Right. Hold on, and I'll pull you through."

Ariciel turned back to her aquatic shape, and Lirael 
put her arms round her neck. The sea lion grunted. 
Lirael took a deep breath and tapped Ariciel on the 
shoulder. Ariciel dived, and with powerful strokes shot 
away into the tunnel, with Lirael hanging on for dear



life. Soon, they emerged on the other side. Ariciel
turned back to her Elf shape, and considered knocking,
but Lirael was yelling her head off, which probably
worked just as well, and required more immediate
attention. She grabbed Lirael's shoulders, and made
her look into her eyes.

"Easy! It's alright! I've got you." She looked again.
Lirael was laughing! She raised her arms in the air and
made big splashes.

"I want to do that again! My goodness! The speed! I
imagine you can really move if you don't have to pull
me along!"

Ariciel grinned. "Well, yeah."

 

There was a grinding noise above them, and they
looked into the face of Quartermaster. Ariciel saluted.

"Evening Quartermaster. Two Elves to enter, please.
Mildly moist."

Quartermaster was suddenly pulled away, and a
large arm was thrust down. With a yelp, Ariciel was
pulled out of the water, and crushed to a familiar, broad
chest. For a moment, nothing happened.



"Bannog? There's another one down there. Don't
forget her!"



Part 17: Ready. Set...

 

Bannog reached down into the corridor that until
recently allowed one to cross the moat with dry feet.
Lirael took a firm grip on his arm and he lifted her out of
the water.

"Now this is an entrance that's hardly worthy of the
Darnassus Temple Choir's star soprano," said Bannog.

"Fun, though! Did you know how fast Ariciel can
swim?"

"Got a demonstration in the pool by Stonewatch
Falls. She's faster in Sea-lion shape, but nicer to watch
in Elf shape."

"I bet she is," said Lirael. She looked round the small
room. "What's that smell?"

Quartermaster signalled the man on the ropes above
them, and guided the heavy stone lid onto the
entrance.

"Crispy Orc," he said. "The bastards knew about our 
secret entrance, so they thought they'd come in and 
murder us in our beds. Pretty enterprising lot. They'd



brought some device for getting the lid off, and that's
heavy. It's also alarmed, so they interrupted my beauty
sleep. Nobody interrupts my beauty sleep."

"You need it," said Bannog.

"Exactly. The beauty I was sleeping with quite
agreed. So I turned on the oil and dropped in a match.
My eyebrows are still growing back. Up the stairs here,
Ma'am. Allow me." He walked up, with the Elf girls
squelching behind him. Bannog walked behind Ariciel.
He stroked her bottom. She looked round and raised an
eyebrow.

"Still wet," said Bannog.

"Got a towel?"

"Up in my room."

As they reached the top of the stairs, Lirael looked 
round the place. She'd never been here, but it looked 
like most of the castles she'd been in. Functional. Walls 
mostly bare, except for the occasional tapestry, 
presumably woven by Bannog's mother. She closed 
her eyes a moment, trying to hear the voices of the 
people inside. Even though it was early in the 
afternoon, people went about their business quietly. 
The death of Old Bannog affected all. A young boy 
came out of the dining hall, and stared at her. She



smiled at him, and the boy's face turned red and he
disappeared out of a door. Lirael shivered.

"Not a step further! What do you think you're doing?"

Bannog turned round. "Hullo Marcia. We've just
fished two Night-elves out of the tunnel."

"I can see that, you big oaf! They're dripping all over
the floor! Look at the poor girl. Her teeth are chattering!
This way, ladies."

Like a whirlwind, Marcia swept across the hall, to the
kitchen, which was winding down from providing lunch
for about a hundred. Chamber-maids were stacking
bowls and putting them away. Pot-boys were scouring
the cauldrons that had held porridge. A few leftover
loaves of bread were put in a basket, later to be
toasted. Mareva was sitting at a table, talking to one of
the chamber-maids. She turned round, saw Ariciel,
grinned and waved.

"Warm wishes to you! Have you had a good trip?"

"Relatively uneventful," said Ariciel. "Orcs are getting
up themselves here."

Lirael started to say something, but Marcia walked to
the middle of the room, took a deep breath and
shouted.



"Right! Everybody who doesn't have breasts, out!
That includes you, Quartermaster!"

Quartermaster snorted. "I have walked these lands
for over sixty years. I should know what a pair of
woman's breasts looks like. Human, Dwarf of Elf!"

"And we can do without your appreciative comments,
thank you. Get out! Not you, Maisie! You'll get them
later on."

Without too much grumbling, the male occupants left
the kitchen. Marcia rubbed her hands.

"Good. Lady..." She raised her eyebrows at the tall,
dark-haired Night-elf.

"Lirael."

"Lirael. Pleased to meet you. Get out of those wet
clothes and give them to Maisie there. You too, Ariciel!"

Ariciel cast a longing glance at the door, up the
stairs.

"I'm fine. Take care of Lirael first."

"Not on your life. You'll catch your death like this. Off
with those clothes."

"Look, I'm a Druid. I do this all the time. If I had to
change every time I took a swim, I wouldn't have time
for..."



Marcia pointed a finger at Ariciel. "Off with those
clothes, or I'll give you a hand. You don't want to go
prowling around those Orcs sneezing every minute."

Ariciel frowned at Marcia. Marcia looked back without
flinching. Seconds passed, then Ariciel sighed, and
started undoing the straps on her armour.

"Good girl. Right. Leona? Go get a few blankets.
Mareva? Chest of drawers behind you. Bottom drawer.
There should be towels in there. Toss us a few, will
you?"

Mareva rummaged in the drawers and took out
towels, which she handed to Lirael and Ariciel. There
was a glint in her eyes and she lowered her voice.

"Would you like me to do your back?"

Ariciel pulled a face. "No dammit. Bannog."

Mareva laughed, and shrugged. "Get wet again
later."

"Naah. I'll just jump him the first chance I get."

"There. Problem solved."

 

Lirael was sitting in front of the fire, a blanket 
wrapped round her and a steaming bowl of soup in her 
hands. Her eyes were closed, and a happy grin was on



her lips. She opened her eyes and turned round to
Ariciel, who sat next to her.

"I love these people." Lirael raised her voice a bit.
"People? I love you."

Leona put a hand on Lirael's shoulder. "Nothing like
a bit of soup to make you feel human again. Want
some more? I've got a bit left if you want it."

"Please," said Lirael. She felt too comfortable to
comment on her feeling Human. She handed over her
bowl, and Leona emptied the pot into it.

"Oh, Ma'am? Are you likely to turn into a wild animal
at some point?" She shot Ariciel a glance. "Just asking.
Sort of thing I'd like to know in advance, is all."

Lirael grinned and pointed her thumb at Ariciel.
"Animal shapes are her thing. I do Shadowform. Means
I go dark and somewhat transparent, but I keep all my
limbs in the shape they are now. She's a Druid. I'm a
priestess."

Leona nodded slowly. "Servant of the Light?"

"Servant of Elune, but mostly servant of people.
Healing of mind and body."

"Hm. With those murdering devils at our gates again,
we can use a bit of that. Eat up, my child."



Lirael looked at the woman who was probably about
thirty years her junior, and sipped more soup. Chicken
soup with hot spices. She must get the recipe. She
hadn't cooked for Elvira and Milo in months. She was
well and truly behind. This might help. She handed her
empty bowl back and moved a bit closer to the fire.

"That lady, Marcia. She does know how to organise."

Marcia overheard her, and grinned broadly.

"I have two strapping sons and a husband. If you
don't know how to put your foot down once in a while,
you end up a smear on the wall. Speaking of which, I
have children to look after. I'll see you at dinner time."

The small cart was slowly making its way up to
Lakeshire. Lenna was sitting next to her husband in
front, an arm wrapped round Bieslook, who had fallen
asleep.

"What are we going to do with her?"

"Oh, when we get to Lakeshire, I'll ask Nix to get a bit 
careless with the handcuffs. She'll disappear into the 
undergrowth and for her, the path of least resistance 
will be to go bother someone else rather than go back 
to Stormwind where they're already looking for her.



She'll be out of your hair before tomorrow."

Lenna put her hand on Griggin's leg. Her eyes
gleamed at him.

"I wasn't really going to kill her, you know?"

Griggin's moustache bristled. "I know. Poor girl. Life
can't have been easy for her."

Lenna frowned. "We're not taking on another stray,
my lief. Bieslook is utterly adorable. She's not."

"Like I said, she'll be gone by tomorrow."

 

Interalia fidgeted. Unfortunately, Nix had done an
excellent job on the design of the handcuffs. They did
not pinch or cut off her circulation, but they were
impossible to shift. Nothing worse than having a Rogue
design stuff against other Rogues.

"Hey!"

Nix looked up. "What?"

"Any chance of getting me out of at least one of
these cuffs?"

"Haha. No."

"You'll have to get them off sometime, you know. I
assume you're not going to let me starve. How will I
eat?"



Nix grinned. "If you're a good girl, I'll feed you. If
you're not, I'll let Trixie feed you."

"Hah. And how about it coming out the other end?
Are you going to help me with that as well?"

Nix said nothing.

"I've got an itch behind my ear," said Interalia,
truthfully. Nix shrugged, reached out and scratched.

"Up a bit..." Interalia closed her eyes and sighed.
"Ahh. Bliss."

Nix gave her a look. "I know what you're trying to do,
you know."

"Good for you. Don't stop scratching... Aww."

Nix sat back. "So. Were you always a thief, or were
you on the run, or what?"

Trixie laughed. "I'll bet you she was a right..."

"I was a prostitute," said Interalia. She gave Nix a
smouldering look, full of promise. "I know twenty-seven
different ways to please a man. Three of them, I don't
need to use my hands. For the best ones, though, you'll
need to give me at least the use of one hand."

Nix swallowed, looking at Interalia with new eyes.
Trixie laughed.



"Hey, your dark-haired sultryness? Remember that to
get out of those cuffs, you need to seduce me as well."
Trixie scowled. "And to do that, you'd need to grow
another body part."

Interalia smiled. "You don't think I can seduce a girl if
I need to? All part of the job, cutie. The words 'I don't
like to do it with a girl' don't really cut it in a brothel."
Her eyes gleamed adoringly at Trixie. "And I just looove
pink hair."

"Get your fingers anywhere near this pink hair, and
I'll beat the stuffing out of you."

Interalia shrugged. "May as well. Some of my
regulars did. Pays more than straight, and a few streets
down, there was a nice priest who'd heal us for free."

"Huh," said Nix. "Do you mean that there's really
twenty-seven different ways to let a guy get on top of
you? Really?"

Interalia turned her face back to Nix. "Hell yeah. Oh...
Hold on. You? On top of me?"

"Uh... yes... hypothetically."

"Ha! Then I now know twenty-eight different ways!"

Trixie groaned. "There isn't a dwarf with a beard as
long as that one!"



Interalia laughed. "Had to be said, though. Ah well. It
wasn't all bad. Once in a while, you'd get a customer
where you didn't mind all that much." She nodded at
Nix. "You remind me a bit of him, actually. You've got
the same..."

Interalia hesitated. She should have thought that one
through before saying it. She scanned Nix for some
distinguishing feature. Sadly, if there were such a thing
as 'Totally unremarkable Gnome Magazine', Nix would
be on the cover. On all of them. Normal short dark
blonde hair, regular kind of face, not ugly, but not
particularly handsome either, not particularly muscular
or particularly thin...

"Eyes," said Interalia.

Trixie poked her brother. "Hey! Did you know that the
word 'gullible' is not in the dictionary?"

"No," said Nix, clearly miles away.

"Anyway, I stopped doing that a while back. I used to 
help myself to the customer's valuables after they'd 
collapsed into a happy little puddle. Then I figured that 
if I just bopped them on the head, I could avoid all the 
unhygienic sweaty stuff. Then, I figured I didn't want to 
stay in the brothel after all and took off. The pimp sent 
some heavies after me, and a Rogue helped me shake



them off, for a Midnight Special, and I followed him to
his trainer and found that I was pretty good at sneaking
and hiding. So that was the start of a very successful
career. And then it got a bit too hot in Ironforge, so I
thought I'd try my luck in Stormwind. Not very lucky, as
it turned out."

"Get caught?"

"Yeah. First bloody night. I don't recommend the
stockade. It's not comfortable. Got out by sheer luck."
For a moment, Interalia's seductive smile faded, and a
steely look was in her dark eyes. "I don't ever want to
go back in there."

"Aw, come on. So they toss you in the nick for a
while," said Trixie. "Serves you right for clawing other
people's stuff."

Interalia's eyes turned back to the Warrior girl. 
Probably all of thirty or forty years old. Still thought that 
the world was a happy place, or would be once they got 
rid of the Horde. She could tell her, of course. About 
the things that Humans did to you in there. The racks, 
that pulled your arms and legs out of their sockets. The 
hot pokers in the fire. Whips. Chains. Little rooms with 
only a metal chair in them. Execution chambers, just a 
hook in the ceiling and something to stand on. Above



all, the people who devoted their time to making other
people suffer. Suffer more pain than they could stand,
and then some. The screams. Interalia's muscles
tightened against the handcuffs. She forced her mind
away from the darkness. It would't help her get loose
and get out of here.

"It's not a nice place."

Her ear started itching again. She rubbed it against
her shoulder. Her big, dark eyes turned to Nix.

"Please?"

Nix reached out and scratched.

Blackrock Warlord Gath'ilzogg ran his fingers
between the ears of his drake pet, Singe, and looked
down on the old Orc, who was sitting at the table
opposite him. Under-chief Gharash looked up at him.
Warlord Gath'ilzogg was a big Orcish brute, wearing
plate and chain armour. Chief Gharash was not
impressed. The Orc suffered from delusions of
grandeur. And he was his superior officer. What had he
done to deserve this?

"You have failed me, Under-chief Gharash. A 
hundred swords lie dead. Three valuable catapults are



destroyed. What have you to say for yourself?"

Chief Gharash' eyes narrowed. "The enemy had a
weapon that we did not know about. I have not seen
these weapons in these lands before. They are of
Goblin origin, used in the East."

"Did your spies not inform you of this, then?"

Gharash scowled.

"No, Warlord Gath'ilzogg. Not since you ordered
them to report only to you. If they have informed you,
why did you not pass on the information to me? That
would have been most helpful."

That was utter nonsense. Gharash was still given all
the information the spies gathered. They knew who in
the Keep was competent, and who was not. However,
this new weapon had remained secret. All they had
reported was that a few carts had entered the castle,
presumably supplies. Food for the Human soldiers.
They hadn't been able to enter the castle, so nothing
more was known.

"I will ask the questions here. After the initial attack,
which was a spectacular failure, why did your soldiers
not attempt to defend the catapults?"

"They are not experienced enough. Some of them 
hardly know which end of a sword goes into the enemy.



They are here to learn the craft of war."

Gath'ilzogg's eyes narrowed. "Do you doubt their
courage?"

Under-chief Gharash stood up so fast that his chair
clattered back onto the floor. He was too old for this.
His fist hit the table, and he glared at Gath'ilzogg.

"Our recruits would run through fire for the Horde.
You insult their honour by even suggesting otherwise.
Having our own Ogre-mages execute those who
recognised a superior force and ran, was..." Gharash
thought a moment. "Madness. A waste. Idiocy!"

Chief Gharash paced around the table and stood in
front of Gath'ilzogg, who overlooked him by a head.
Gharash did not let that bother him. He'd brought down
much larger things than this krypdyr in his time.

"If I may remind you, the task of Stonewatch Keep 
was never to launch an attack on the nearby Alliance 
strongholds. We were taking the raw recruits, training 
them to the level where they can survive small to 
medium battles, then sending them on. The nearby 
Alliance wildlife was practicing material, nothing more. 
Until you changed policy, we merely trained up our 
Warriors, then sent them away." Chief Gharash pointed 
a finger to the North-east. "Over there at Caer Bannog,



they have also been training up their soldiers, but they
are keeping them. They have grown much, much
stronger since the old days of Ogre-mage Far'rokh.
Even with all our soldiers, we can no longer contain
them. If they get it into their heads to visit us here, then
we are lunch."

Gath'ilzogg laughed. "With such an attitude, our
defeat will be a certainty indeed. I can see now why I
was sent here. Clearly, this place needs a more
capable leader."

Gharash took a deep breath. He knew as well as
Gath'ilzogg did himself who was to blame for the recent
disaster. Gharash was too old to take this kind of crap
from a fallen-up incompetent from Blackrock Mountain.
He squared his shoulders and glared at the so-called
Warlord.

"I was fighting the battles of the Horde when you 
were barely continent. I have served the Horde with 
honour and dedication for more than fifty years. This 
assignment was to be my last. A way for an ancient 
Warrior to serve out his last days and still make himself 
useful to the war effort." Gharash pointed his finger at 
Gath'ilzogg's face. "It was your command that we 
provoke the wrath of Caer Bannog by murdering the old



Warrior. Then, it was you who told us to mount a frontal
assault on the castle. Even without the aid of that
hellish weapon of theirs, they would have had a very
good chance of defeating us. So now, not only have
you made them angry at us, you have also revealed
our weakness to them. Just before the death of Old
Bannog, we sent off another batch of Warriors to
Blackrock Mountain. So now, we have only the trainers,
yourself, me, and a large mass of recruits. What does
this suggest to you?"

"Nevertheless, the blame is yours, and I will report
this to Blackrock Depths. Perhaps you should hope that
you do not survive the oncoming battle. We will be
victorious!"

Gharash laughed inside. He knew exactly into whose
hands that report would be delivered, and it was one of
his friends, who probably owed his life to Under-chief
Gharash.

"You do that. Anything else, Sir?"

"No. Get out of my sight."

"Aye, Sir."



Griggin peered ahead along the road, then pulled the
reins. The cart came to a standstill. In the back of the
cart, there were a few muffled cries as Gnomes were
tossed about. Lenna raised her head, startled.

"Trouble?" She pulled Bieslook closer to her.

"Band of Orcs ahead. About fourteen or so. Can't
charge through with the cart behind."

Nix' head appeared between his parents' shoulders.

"What's up?"

"Get ready, son. Trixie too. We're going to have a bit
of a scuffle."

"Oh great. Can't we go round?"

"Not with all the equipment. The bastards know
where to set up their roadblock."

"Right then. Heads up, Trixie! Fourteen Orcs. Six for
me, six for you."

"Had worse." Trixie grabbed her two-handed sword
and jumped off the cart. "Let's have them."

Lenna had woken up Bieslook. "Stay behind me,
dear."

"Yes Lenna. Can I shoot?"

"Not this time, dear. It gives you a headache."



Griggin took a deep breath, popped a soulshard, and
summoned his Voidwalker.

"Why have you summoned me?"

"To protect me and mine, for which I thank you. Slay
all who attack me."

"I obey."

Interalia stirred. She was still handcuffed to the cart,
as the Steambenders prepared for battle.

"Nix."

"What?"

"Uncuff me. I can help if you give me my knives
back."

"Yeah, but you can also make things a lot worse."
Nix gave Interalia a long hard look.

"Aww, come on. If this goes badly wrong, then what
do you think those Orcs will do to me if they find me
here, like a sitting duck?"

Nix looked round at his father. Griggin nodded. Nix
climbed back onto the wagon. He placed his fingers on
the handcuffs and concentrated. The enchanted steel
springs opened and the cuffs came off. Before Interalia
could move, he grabbed her wrists and whispered to
her.



"I am trusting you, when I know I really can't. I just
wanted you to know that I know. Also, if you make
trouble and we get hurt because of it, I will find you and
drown you in your own vomit. That clear?"

Interalia looked over her shoulder into Nix' eyes, and
saw he meant it. She nodded.

"Understood. You're really cute when you're angry
you know?"

"Yeah yeah. Cut it," said Nix, giving Interalia her
weapons back.

"I plan to."

Griggin surveyed his small army. Big mage, little
mage, warrior, and two rogues. And one Warlock and
his faithful Voidwalker. Bit short on healers. It'd have to
do.

"Right, Steambenders and temporary addition. The
Voidwalker goes first, then Trixie. Once they have their
full attention, the rogues attack from the shadows.
Finally, the shooters cut loose. Any questions? No?
Here we go. Thuljuk, attack!"

Interalia gaped. "Thuljuk?"

The large blue creature looked round to her.

"I know you."



Thuljuk glided towards the enemy, and attacked.

 

The Orc spotted Thuljuk as soon as he started
gliding up, and their archers laid down fire. Thuljuk
ignored the arrows cutting into his magically-armoured
body, and slid forward at speed. Trixie followed behind
the blue Voidwalker, silent up to the last moment, when
she let loose a high, piercing battle cry and dashed
forward, sword out. Nix and Interalia skirted round, one
on each side, shadows in the twilight of the Redridge
Mountains. Griggin, and Lenna with Bieslook hidden
behind her, slowly moved up, waiting for the right
moment to strike. When all the Orcs' backs were turned
to them, they started firing. Griggin used shadow bolts,
Lenna firebolts. Suddenly, one of the Orcs looked over
his shoulder and saw the shooters. With a great cry, he
turned round and rushed at the lightly-armoured
Gnomes. Griggin's eyes narrowed. He was angry at
himself for letting his attacks get out of control. Now,
the Orc had noticed them. Griggin hated knife-work.
Messy and it allowed the enemy to fight back. Nothing
for it, though.

Just as he drew his dagger, there was a sound like a 
rush of air. Interalia rushed up from behind, leapt up on



the Orc's back, reached round, cut his throat and ran
back to the fray without even waiting for the Orc to fall
to the ground. Griggin nodded grimly, then once more
concentrated on his shooting.

 

"Well, that was a short fight." Nix was cleaning his
daggers and applying fresh doses of poison for the next
fight. Sitting next to him, Interalia was re-doing her hair.
She didn't like to wear it down. She was an up kind of
girl. With practiced speed, she wove the strands of her
long dark hair into her usual standing-up plait, and tied
it up with a final knot. Knowing full well that he wouldn't,
she offered up her wrists for Nix to cuff.

"Oh don't be silly," said Nix. "You've been a great
help. Besides, dinner's coming up and on second
thought, I don't want to feed you after all."

Griggin inclined his head towards Interalia. "I thank
you for your help, Miss. I remove any restrictions we
have imposed upon you. Should you wish to leave, you
may do so with our thanks and blessings."

Interalia looked round her. "But I don't want to leave
yet! There's wild animals here. Besides, I have fallen
madly in love with your son."



Griggin chuckled. "He does have that effect on
women. But I did not mean 'Leave now'. You are
welcome to stay till we reach civilisation. Unfortunately,
since we've already passed Lakeshire, that will mean
either one of the Human camps, or Caer Bannog."

"Caer Bannog will do fine. I think I know someone
there. Oh, one thing. Thuljuk. Where did you get him?"

"He was returned to the free pool quite recently,
when his employer passed away. I acquired his hither
image."

"Aquaregis?"

"Indeed. A sad loss, but he died with honour."

"I know." A sad expression was on Interalia's face. "I
was there."

Griggin rubbed his chin, thinking. Ah.

"Then you were Aquaregis' um... slave?"

"Yeah. But since he's dead, I'm free again. Don't get
any ideas."

"Wouldn't dream of it. The legal complications would
stretch into infinity. I'll face Orcs rather than the
Gnomeregan legal board. Orcs are honest in their
intentions. You have no idea how kind Aquaregis was
to do what he did."



"Oh, I do. I'm breathing because of it."

"Well, then. All aboard that's going aboard. We're off
to Caer Bannog."

Lirael was standing outside the dining hall with
Bannog, Ariciel, Selena, that strange blue woman
Mareva, and her large boyfriend, Stetson. Gerrig and
Marcia had made their excuses earlier, leaving the six
of them to enjoy a quiet contemplative drink or two. The
tart, fruity Redridge Claret had been surprisingly good.
She must remember to get her hands on a few bottles
to take home. She yawned.

"We still have to find you a place to sleep," said
Bannog. "I'm afraid we're a bit stretched on the first
floor, though. Gerrig and family are in one room,
Stetson and Mareva in another. Ariciel's with me, at
least."

"You bet I am," said Ariciel. Nobody suggested letting
Lirael sleep in Old Bannog's room. Lirael put her hand
in front of her mouth.

"Oh, I'm so tired I could sleep on any horizontal
surface. Surely there's space in the barracks?"



"Haha," said Bannog. "No. Our soldiers are not a bad
lot, but letting a single Elf female sleep among them
could be interesting for all concerned."

"Oh she can sleep in my room," said Selena, turning
to Lirael, "If you don't mind sharing. I have a proper
double bed."

"That will do splendidly," said Lirael. A dreamy smile
was on her face. Soft pillows. Warm blankets.

"Settled then," said Selena. "Oh. Before I invite you
into my bed, you do like boys don't you?"

Lirael studied her fingernails, then gave Selena an
ingratiating smile.

"I have three boyfriends, and I like them very much.
So that would be a 'yes', then."

"My goodness! Three? Well, at least I'm safe, then."

Mareva raised a finger. "That does not necessarily
follow. Sister Lirael might have three girlfriends as
well."

Lirael laughed. "Three girlfriends as well as three
boyfriends? Bless me, I do need to sleep and eat and
practice singing sometimes." She gave Mareva a look.
"You, Lady Mareva, have been lied to a lot."



"Worse," said Mareva, "I have been told the truth a
lot, in the hope that I might misinterprete it. Starting
with the healer who told me that 'this won't hurt a bit'
when she re-set my shoulder. Needless to say, it did
indeed not hurt a bit."

"Oh, I'm happy," said Selena. "It's just that the last
girl to sleep in my bed was a bit of a disappointment."
Lirael winced and shot Ariciel a look. Let me tell you
about this thing we Elves call 'tact', sweetie. Luckily,
Ariciel seemed to have missed it. She was whispering
promises into Bannog's ear. He seemed pleased.

"Well, I am too tired to molest anyone. Any sighs of
pleasure will be due only to the fact that I haven't slept
in a proper bed for months."

Ariciel heard that, and laughed. "Oh poor dear! Did
Milo make you sleep on the floor?"

"Well, the sofa. He and Elvira are trying again, you
know? Not with me in the house, but still. I do hope it
works out this time. Elvira was so looking forward to
being a mother. And then..."

"Aww. Poor woman," said Ariciel. "She looks nice."

"She's a sweetheart. She's always trying out her new
recipes on me. Sometimes I think she's fattening me up
for the pot."



"Oh what's a little cannibalism among friends?"

 

They walked up the stairs, waved goodbye and went
into their rooms. Lirael looked round Selena's room. As
girls' rooms went, it was pretty empty. Large bed, chest
of drawers, wardrobe, mirror. Her longbow hanging on
a peg on the wall, quiver next to it, various items she
guessed were used in falconry. Very few... girly items.
No make up, a hair brush, small mirror. Trousers,
mostly leather, all of them practical. Dark green shirts
and a cloak. Selena was changing into a nightgown.
Lirael's eyes turned to the bed. Just one single night of
sleeping outside, and already she craved. She laughed
quietly to herself, then started to drop her clothes. She
paused.

"Uh... I'm not making you uncomfortable, am I? I do
mostly do boys, but I'm not, um, entirely innocent of
girls. If that offends you..."

Selena laughed. "Oh don't worry. I was only joking. I 
know Ariciel does girls and I'm perfectly happy to curl 
up next to her." She stared at the wall. "Puissance was 
a different story altogether. She didn't really scare me, 
but I did feel strange. Even before I knew. She turned 
out to be a nasty piece of work, though. I know I



shouldn't say, but I'm glad she's not here anymore."

"She's rejoined the Light," said Lirael. "I hope Fate
will be kinder to her next time. People aren't born evil.
Something always happens."

"I suppose." Selena got into bed. Lirael followed soon
after, wearing a borrowed nightgown that only went half
way down her legs. The white pillow gently enveloped
her head as she lay down with a sigh.

"So," said Selena, "Three boyfriends? How does that
work? And one of them is married?"

Lirael turned over and put her head on her arm.

"It works very well, actually. You never get bored.
You've seen Arador, yes?"

Selena nodded.

"Well, apart from him, there's Feanor. He's a fellow
priest who lives in Dolanaar. He's probably the most
intelligent person I've ever met. I love just talking to
him. It's not like he's imparting his wisdom on me, you
understand. We're just bouncing ideas off one another."

"Uh huh," said Selena.

"And then there's Milo, who gave me that beautiful 
coat. He's a baritone in the Stormwind Males." Lirael 
grinned in the dark. "What can I say? He's a baritone,



and I'm helpless against deep voices. Ask me to come
hither in a rich deep voice and I'm yours forever."

"Bannog's got a deep voice," said Selena.

"He hasn't tried yet," whispered Lirael. "Don't give
him any ideas. I might not be able to resist."

Selena laughed. "Oh, he's already got an Elf. So
you're safe."

"Oh good. So. I've told you about all my boyfriends.
How about you? Do you have one?"

Selena shook her head. "None. Lucky for you, or
you'd be between Bannog and Ariciel now."

"Oh come on! This is a big castle, with lots of people
in. Surely, there's someone you watch with more
interest than others?"

Selena lay back, hands behind her head, and didn't
say anything for a while. Then, still staring at the
ceiling, she smiled.

"Joseph's nice."

"Joseph?"

Selena smiled. "Lieutenant Joseph Smith. Known to
his friends and vague acquaintances as Smitty. I'll point
him out tomorrow."

"What's he like?"



"Maybe three, five years older than I am. Pretty
strong. Nice muscles. I mean, not a big ape like my
brother, but... impressive. I've seen him at sword
training without a shirt on. I make arrows sitting near
when they practice."

"Sounds good," said Lirael.

"Mind you, he probably hates my guts."

"Oh? Why?"

"Well," Selena turned her face towards Lirael. "In the
last siege, I charmed him into letting me out of the
castle. That cost him a severe bollocking from both of
my brothers. And my father." Selena looked back at the
ceiling. "I miss him."

Lirael touched Selena's hair for a moment. "Good.
He was a good father then."

"The best." Selena smiled. "He taught me to shoot
with a longbow. He gave Hugin to me, when she was
just a chick. I was so happy."

"You'll be fine."

"Still miss him." Selena turned over, then looked over
her shoulder at Lirael. "Oh. Please, don't tell anyone.
About Joseph, I mean."



Lirael smiled. "Priestess. Won't tell anyone.
Promise."

"Good night, Lirael."

"Good night."

Goddess watch over you, Lirael thought. Then she
turned over and fell asleep.

Under-chief Gharash opened his eyes. Sitting on the
edge of his bed was a Human dressed in black and
grey, watching him. Gharash looked sadly at the man.

"You have come to kill me."

"I already have," said Gelt. "Just a little scratch on
the arm. You should feel the numbness spreading
already. It will spread across your body, then the brain."

"Why are you still here?" Chief Gharash tried to lift
his left arm, and couldn't.

"My associates are taking care of your lieutenants.
Gorm Bladebreaker, that Ogre-mage. If I know my
men, they won't even wake up. But you, I wanted to
see die."

Gharash' breathing slowed down.

"Why?"



"Old Sir Bannog saved me from the gallows, or from
being tortured to death. Every breath I draw, I owe to
him. You had your minion stab him in the back."

"Don't tell me... you never did."

"I won't. I am not the same quality Human as Old Sir
Bannog."

"How... long?"

"Minutes. There won't be any pain. No need to
endure anything. No need for courage. If my lover were
dying of a terrible disease, so would I end her suffering.
A gentle end for a warrior."

"I... hope."

"Yes?"

"I hope... I will be able... to see Sir Bannog... in the
Afterlife, where all... battles are fought... and quarrels...
laid to rest. I... hope... I am still..." The old Orc closed
his eyes.

"Worthy."

 

Gelt knew exactly the effect of each of his poisons, 
so he wasted no time checking for a pulse. He stole to 
the door, opened it and peered out. One floor up, along 
the corridor, there was a sudden burst of noise.



Orc-voices shouting. Metal on metal. Gelt frowned.
Hidden by his camouflage and his Rogue's tricks, he
made his way towards the noise. It would not do to
leave without knowing what's what.

Very carefully, Gelt walked up the stairs. In the room
at the end of the corridor, there was a fight going on
between one of his men, and about half a dozen Orcs.
They were large, and too many for Gelt, even with the
help of his unlucky comrade. As he watched, Wilkinson
was overcome, and pressed to the ground, kicked,
beaten. Then, two of the brutes pulled him to his feet.
An Orc Gelt had not seen before, started asking
questions. Who are you? What are you doing here?
Are there more of you? Wilkinson said nothing, feigned
unconsciousness, but it didn't work. As two of his
warriors held Wilkinson up, the leader punched him in
the stomach.

Gelt sighed, knowing what to do. He reached into a 
pocket for a blowgun and a dart. Wasting no time on 
sentiment, he aimed and blew. Gelt never missed. The 
dart, as large as a pencil, hit Wilkinson in the back of 
the neck, and he slumped between the two guards. 
One of them saw the dart immediately, looked where it 
came from and spotted Gelt. No time to lose. Master



Bannog must learn what he, Gelt, had found out. Gelt
ran down the stairs. Once he was out of sight, he hid in
the shadows. The Orc guards came running past, and
failed to notice him. At the end of the corridor, they
stopped, looked round and spoke briefly in Orcish. Gelt
recognised the name of Gath'ilzogg among the words
spoken. He knew what he had to know. Trusting the
rest of his men to have come out, he engaged his
Rogue's stealth once more and made for a window.
Once outside, he made for the rendez-vous point.

Bannog woke up, sat up and stuck his feet out of
bed. It was still dark. He walked up to the window and
stared out. Guards were making their rounds on the
wall. He walked back to the bed and looked down on
Ariciel, who was fast asleep. For a brief moment, he
considered letting her sleep and going off on his own.
He shook his head. She'd never forgive him if he did.
Not after all the trouble she'd taken to join him. He
gently placed his hand on her shoulder and shook her,
till he saw the light of her eyes.

"Battle time, my love. Get kitted up for Orc."

Ariciel stared, nodded. She got out of bed and 
started a circuit of the room, gathering up her clothes.



Bannog looked at her. She still scattered her clothes all 
over the place when the mood took her. His were all on 
the chair next to the bed. It had the advantage that he 
got to see her walk round the room semi-clad, picking 
up things and putting them on. Bannog figured he had 
half an hour or so. He started putting on his plate 
armour. This was not the time for half-measures. 
Calmly and methodically, he put on the leg pieces, 
boots, chest piece, shoulders, cloak. On his belt, he 
fastened the scabbard still containing Joran's blade. He 
still thought of it as that, even though Joran had given it 
to him at their parting, and was unlikely to return and 
ask for it back. It was probably still the best blade in the 
castle. On the other side, he put a dagger. That dagger 
had belonged to his father, and he carried it now in the 
hope of meeting the person responsible for his death. 
He took his shield from the wall and slung it on his 
back. Then, he put on his gloves and picked up his 
helm. Holding it under his arm, he turned round to 
Ariciel, who had finished putting on her armour minutes 
before him, and was watching him. She checked her 
supply of mana potions, and the one healing potion for 
when she ran out of mana. She grabbed her staff from 
where it was resting against the wall, and slung it on



her back, fastening it with a strap. Bannog looked her
up and down.

"Ready?"

"Ready." Ariciel put her arms round him, kissed him,
Human fashion, then looked deep into his eyes, Elf
fashion.

"Be safe, my love."

"And you."

 

Bannog marched out into the courtyard, where the 
soldiers were gathered. They were watching him with 
studied nonchalance. Interested in what he would be 
saying, but secretly expecting nothing much. There 
were about sixty of them, with more patrolling the walls. 
Bannog mounted his horse, and rode out in front of 
them. Though his face didn't show it, inwardly, he 
smiled. Just a few months ago, this was a group of 
about thirty men and women, lacking in confidence, 
lacking in equipment, lacking in spirit. They had 
invested. Now, there were thirty pikemen, most of 
whom could ride, twenty archers, and five healers. The 
last had been mostly due to Gerrig's efforts in winning 
over the support of the Paladins of Northshire Abbey. A 
significant number of the soldiers were guests from



other castles, who came here to train under
Quartermaster Declan and his assistants. The
understanding was that they would then also be
available for use in Caer Bannog's own campaigns.
Such as this one. Bannog stood up in his stirrups.

"This castle is known as Caer Bannog, and I am the
third in the history of the castle to bear that name. My
brother Gerrig's son is the fourth. We have lived in
these lands for two hundred years or more, and when
we are all gone, and our deeds forgotten or passed into
legend, still the castle will remain. I can say this with
certainty as I look upon you, the soldiers of Caer
Bannog. As long as men and women such as you call
this castle home, it will never fail."

"We do not lack for enemies. The Horde is ever at 
our doors, and even worse may await us. Five days 
ago, the Blackrock Clan hurt us grievously, by 
murdering my father, Sir Bannog, even as he held out 
his hand to them, hoping to put to rest the enmity 
between our races. The Blackrock Clan spoke in deeds 
louder than in words, and today is the day they will 
learn of the price owed to us for such treason. We will 
destroy them! Today, we march on Stonewatch Tower, 
to clear it of all Blackrock presence. We will slay any



Blackrock Orc at large in Redridge. We will slay any of
their servants, be they Human, Orc, Ogre or otherwise.
We will not take prisoners. We will give no quarter. We
will clean our lands of their presence. This, I swear
upon my honour! By the grace of the Light that drives
our bodies and our souls, we will do this."

Bannog put on his helm, drew his sword and raised it
in the air. Then, he lowered it.

"Move out!"

 

With a crash of booted feet, the soldiers set
themselves in motion. Bannog rode at the front. Ariciel
rode a bit to the side of the soldiers, on her large cat. A
strange smile was on her face. Bannog's speech had
stirred her, alright, but she felt oddly out of place. She'd
thought about joining Bannog at the head of the
column, but decided against it. Somehow, it wouldn't
look right. Somewhere behind her, someone called her
name. She looked round, and saw Mareva and Stetson
mounted on elekks. With a smile, she joined them.
Mareva grinned at her.

"I do appreciate a leader who keeps his motivational
speeches short," said Mareva. "It indicates a sense of
priority."



Ariciel nodded. "This is our land, they killed my
father, let's kick them out. Short and to the point. Still,
this whole business is a bit too organised for me. I like
it much better when we're just a small group."

"The four of us would take all week to get rid of all
the Blackrocks," said Stetson. "This is much more
efficient."

"He does look rather good in that armour. If
circumstances were different, he'd be enjoying himself
far too much. But he's not enjoying himself now. I worry
about him."

"So do I," said Mareva. "He behaves differently from
other people who have lost close relatives. I see no
anger, no grief. It is most concerning."

Stetson grunted. "He is saving it all up for that
special person. I would really, really hate to be that
person."

Ariciel watched Bannog. Knight in shining armour. 
Except that Bannog's armour didn't shine. It was a dull 
black, relieved only by two purple stripes down his 
tabard, between which was the crest of his house. He 
had his helm on, but his visor was open, and he was 
looking this way and that. He looked over his shoulder 
at her, and Ariciel smiled at him. She couldn't see if he



smiled back, and suddenly, a chill ran up her spine.
She realised, as if for the first time, that her lover,
friend, dearest in all the world, was a very dangerous
man. She took a deep breath. People were going to die
today. Please, Elune, let it not be him. Ariciel looked at
the path, and rode on.



Part 18: Hail to the night!

 

Bannog raised his fist, and the soldiers stopped. In
the middle of the road, in full view, stood a Human
Rogue, dressed in black and grey clothing.

"Good morning, Mr. Gelt. How are things?"

"As well as might be expected, Master-at-arms
Bannog. I have information you may find useful in your
assault on the tower."

Gerrig rode up. He didn't like Gelt much, but
recognised the need for such individuals to be
employed. He was glad his brother mostly dealt with
them, who didn't seem to mind that much. He looked
down on the man from his horse.

"What do you have for us?"

Gelt nodded politely at Gerrig. "I have found out that 
the new master of the tower is named Gath'ilzogg. He 
is a Warlord from Blackrock Mountain, who has fallen 
into disgrace. Thanks to some powerful friends, he was 
relegated to Stonewatch Tower instead of being sent to 
Outland. I am not certain, but I guess he was the, shall



we say, 'mastermind' behind the recent attacks on the
castle, and also the murder of your father. He may be
aware that we are coming."

Bannog raised his eyebrows. "How so?"

"One of my men, Wilkinson, was unlucky enough to
be caught. I could not break him free. There were too
many enemies."

"Oh damn. How much does Wilkinson know?"

"He'll carry no tales, Sir. I saw to that, at least."

Gerrig scowled. "You killed one of your own men? Is
that a deed worthy of the soldiers of Caer Bannog?"

Gelt's face showed no emotion at all, as he
answered Gerrig.

"If our lots had been exchanged, Sir, my dying breath
would have been spent on a prayer of thanks to him.
Do you realise what the Orcs will do to you if they think
you are withholding information that they need? They
don't use any of that stupid equipment that the Alliance
has in those little rooms in Stormwind that they don't
want anyone to know about. All they need is a length of
rope, and it will break the strongest man in an hour."
Gelt produced a dart from his pocket. "This will kill you
in ten seconds. Painlessly. I pray that when my time
comes, so will I pass."



"Still, you might have made an attempt to rescue
him."

"Sir, if I had, I would have been captured as well, and
you would not have learned the information I have for
you."

Bannog gave his brother the look that, since they
were boys, had meant 'Shut up'. He tuned back to Gelt.

"I am sorry for the loss of your comrade. He will be
remembered. Have you any more information for us?"

"Yes. Chief Gharash, Gorm Bladebreaker,
Ogre-mage Nal'Reesz and the three sergeants are all
dead. Gath'ilzogg remains alive, with most of the
Warrior trainers. The main force consists of new
recruits. No match for our soldiers, but there are many
of them. We should take care not to be overwhelmed."

"Any mages or weapons that we should be aware
of?"

"They have heavy crossbows in the towers that will 
pierce plate armour. Similar to the ones you have at 
Caer Bannog. There are three ogre-mages left, but 
those are enforcers, with no true battle-spells, though 
still lethal when encountered one on one. There are two 
guards on the Southern bridge, who are constantly 
watched from the tower. To the North, there are



patrolling outrunners and scouts."

Bannog nodded slowly, taking this in.

"We'll split up. Gerrig, you take half the force to the
North of the castle. I'll have the mounted pikemen, you
get the foot soldiers. Mr. Gelt, you and your associates
will take out the guards on the bridge. Then, our
mounted pikemen will charge over and be the first to
engage the enemy. Mr. Stetson?"

The Draenei hunter walked up, his face looking calm
and serious. His heavy crossbow rested in the crook of
his arm, and his large cat, Morgan, followed him
silently.

"Yes?"

"I believe that you are able to detect Orcs in your
surroundings?"

"I am."

"Good. Would you please go with Gerrig and his
men, and point out to them any Orcish scouts in the
area?"

"It will be my pleasure."

"Thank you. Smitty's with me. Ariciel..."

"I'm with you," said Ariciel. Bannog smiled.

"Is with me also. Mareva?"



Mareva's eyes moved from Stetson to Bannog,
considering. She wanted to go with Hunter Stetson, to
keep him safe. But there was this other thing... She
reached a decision.

"I will go with Bannog. I may be able to assist with
the assault on the bridge." She turned to Stetson. "My
love," she said, in Draenei, "I would like nothing more
than to come with you, but I have a premonition that I
will be needed here. Be safe."

Stetson smiled. "I know better than to disregard your
instincts. Stay close to the healers."

"Right. First, Gerrig and his men move into position.
We have to circle round the tower, so we will take some
time. When we are about to attack, we will send up a
red flare. Gerrig responds, and then let hell break
loose."

Bannog was down on one knee, peering ahead into 
the first slight glimmer of dawn. There was a noise next 
to him, and Ariciel appeared, in her black cat form. 
Bannog suppressed an urge to scratch her between the 
ears. He'd tried once, and almost lost a finger. I'm not 
your pet, my love. The cat shape shimmered,



disappeared, to be replaced with Ariciel's Elf form. Her
white hair almost shone in the darkness. She saw him
stare at her, and hid herself. Bannog still couldn't see if
magic was involved in that particular trick. He looked at
the bridge again. Two Orc guards were standing on it,
swords out.

"It's quiet," whispered Ariciel.

"Not for much longer," said Bannog. Ariciel laughed.

"You say 'Yes, too quiet'. Don't you know the
stories?"

"Oh yes. If memory serves, in that particular story,
everybody died. I don't like the way that story goes."

"Me neither. Stay alive, my love."

"And you. Come on. I've seen what I need to. Play
time."

They crept down the hill. Bannog pointed at Gelt,
then forward. Gelt disappeared into the shadows.
Smitty was watching Bannog, mounted on his horse at
the head of the mounted pikemen. Bannog stuck three
fingers up at him, and Smitty nodded, then looked over
his shoulder. His men were ready. He straightened his
shoulders, and prepared himself.



As Bannog watched, the two guards on the bridge
disappeared from sight. Almost immediately, a bell
sounded from the tower. Orcs started to pour out of the
doors. One of the archers next to Bannog stirred.

"They knew we were coming!"

"Us killing most of their commanding officers may
have been a bit of a hint," said Bannog. He stood up,
took a deep breath and gave the order.

"Attack!"

 

With the thundering sound of hooves, the cavalry 
galloped up to the tower, over the bridge. Bannog 
followed at a short distance, with the archers. All 
around the watch tower, flares were going up. That was 
a little addition of Gelt's unlovable rogues. It gave the 
Orcs something to think about. The archers were in 
range. They loosed arrows over the heads of the 
charging cavalry, and several Orcs fell. They managed 
three flights, then the mounted pikemen of Caer 
Bannog crashed into the enemy forces, jumping off 
their horses, shields and pikes out. There was the 
twang of a large bow from the top of the tower, and 
large crossbow bolts started to fall between the 
soldiers. Bannog winced as one of the bolts struck the



archer standing next to him. She stared in horror at the
arrow sticking out of her chest, then fell forward.
Immediately, arrows flew up to the tower. Most of these
hit the wall next to the arrow slit, and only a few
disappeared inside. It did not stop them firing.

"Into the tower! Archers, cover fire!"

The archers now fired at the Orcs between them and
the tower. The hairs on Bannog's neck stood up as an
arrow whizzed past him. It was a testament to the
archers' skills that they did not once hit one of their own
people. Bannog tried not to make any sudden moves.
The Orcs saw them coming, and fled into the tower.
The doors were closed, leaving a few luckless Orcs
trapped outside. In desperation they hewed at the door,
then turned round to the enemy. In seconds, all the
Orcs were cut down.

"Open that door!"

That was easier said than done. Soldiers hurled
themselves at the door, and hewed at it with their
swords, but the door had been built to withstand
precisely that. Bannog made a mental note to train up a
few men with axes or maces. For now, though, they
were stuck. He looked round.

"Ariciel? Can you shoot open that door?"



"Nope. You want a battle mage for that. My green fire
only works on flesh and bone. Sorry." She looked at the
door. "There is one thing I can try. I'll need a bit of a
run-up, though." Ariciel raised herself to her full height,
took a deep breath and let the magic flow. Her form
shimmered and disappeared, and in her place
appeared a large bear. Keeping a careful eye on the
arrow slits above, she backed up, and charged. Half a
ton of muscle and bone hit the door. A few cracks
appeared in it. Bear-Ariciel backed up once again, and
charged, cheered on by the soldiers. Great tears
appeared in the door. She shook her large head, and
backed up one last time. Bannog rushed out to her and
put his hand on her shoulder.

"When you get through, there's going to be lots of
pissed-off Orcs on the other side. Back up as fast as
you can, and let us handle them."

Ariciel nodded, took a deep breath and charged 
forward. The door cracked, and opened inward. 
Immediately, two Orcs rushed out, and hit Ariciel with 
maces. Ariciel's front legs gave, and she slumped to 
the floor. Bannog rushed forward and grabbed Ariciel's 
hind leg. Next to him, a pikeman grabbed her other leg. 
With a great heave, they pulled her free as the soldiers



ran past them and attacked the Orcs in the tower.
Ariciel's bear-shape shimmered, and disappeared to be
replaced with her slender Elf form. Blood was running
down her face, into her eyes. Teeth set, she cast a
healing spell on herself, then another. She lay back,
shaking, and wiped the blood away with her sleeve.
Bannog put his hand on her shoulder.

"Are you hurt?"

Ariciel shot him a filthy look.

"I'll live. Next time, you be the battering ram. Don't
you have a fight somewhere?"

"Uh. Yeah." Bannog got up, picked up his sword and
ran into the tower. The stairs were covered with dark
blood, and slippery. Several times, he had to step over
the motionless bodies of Orcs, before he reached the
top. People were shouting, but the fight seemed to be
over.

"Right! Let's see if these crossbows also work on
Orcs!"

Next to him, two soldiers looked up. They were doing
precisely that. Bannog raised his eyebrows.

"Oh. Good. Never mind me. Carry on."



He looked out of the arrow slit and had to duck as an
arrow came whizzing in, struck the wall behind him and
fell to the floor. Bannog swore. One of his own archers,
no less. Letting gravity take him where it would, he ran
down the stairs to shout at the forces outside.

"Cease fire! We've got it! On to the main tower!"

One of the archers, who had just drawn an arrow
back on his bow, lowered it and looked sheepish.

"Sorry."

"Yeah, yeah. Get on with it. Main tower Soldier!"

 

By the main tower, defense was fierce. These were
mostly the warrior trainers, and they were not
beginners. They had managed to halt the onslaught of
the Caer Bannog soldiers, who found themselves
unable to breach their defences. Bannog looked up at
the Stonewatch tower, and realised that somewhere
inside was the filth responsible for the death of his
father. Deep within him, the fierce ball of anger stirred.
A low growl started in his throat, and he rushed at the
enemy, shield and sword out.

With a great shout, he crashed into the defenders of 
the tower. His sword shot forward, and stabbed 
between helm and chestpiece of the closest warrior



trainer, who went down without a sound. Bannog ripped 
his sword free, slashed out at the next, who parried and 
counter-thrust. Bannog raised his shield, deflecting the 
blow and stabbed low. The Orc bellowed as Bannog's 
sword punctured his leg armour, and pierced his thigh. 
He fell back slowly under Bannog's attacks, then 
stumbled and fell. The soldiers stabbed him as he lay, 
and pressed on, into the building. One of the larger 
Orcs stood his ground, armed with a spear. Bannog 
made for him, trusting his men to take care of the 
smaller threats. He dodged a spear-thrust that would 
have skewered his head, and slashed with his sword at 
the hand that held the spear. The Orc moved just in 
time to avoid that, took a step back and struck at 
Bannog with the lower end of his spear, hitting him in 
the temple. Bannog reeled, ducking behind his shield. 
The Orc attacked again, and this time hit Bannog's right 
shoulder. Bannog cried out in frustration as his arm 
went limp. He pressed forward, and smashed his shield 
into the Orc, propelling him backward. The Orc grinned, 
knowing he'd scored a hit, and stabbed out again. 
Bannog deflected the thrust with his shield and dared to 
look at his shoulder for a splinter of a second. His 
shoulder piece was torn, and blood flowed from it. He



narrowed his eyes, and thrust forward again with his
shield, but without his sword, he could do no real
damage.

Just as he started to wonder whether he would be
able to win this fight, Bannog felt the warm glow of
magic around him. The pain he hadn't even realised he
felt in his shoulder, disappeared, and life returned to his
arm.

"Thank you, my love," he whispered. He attacked 
again. Short, fast stabs that slowly wrecked the Orc's 
armour. He feinted to one side, put the Orc on the 
wrong leg and lunged. His sword pierced the orc, 
through and through. The brute's eyes opened wide, 
and with one last shivering cry he thrust his spear 
forward, driving himself onto Bannog's blade. Blood ran 
from his mouth as he spat his last words in Orcish at 
Bannog. Then, he fell to the ground, almost wrenching 
Bannog's sword from his hand. With a mighty heave, 
Bannog freed his sword and stood still for a moment, 
breathing hard. All round him, his men were fighting, 
pressing on to the top of the tower. Ariciel stood to one 
side, hands up in her spell-casting stance, firing off 
healing spells at those who needed them. Blood was 
still on her face, but she shot him a defiant look as he



caught her eye.

 

Bannog turned round, and forced his way up on the
stairs. Enemy soldiers watched him come, and either
turned tail and fled, or fell to his carefuly measured
attacks. He thrust his way up the stairs, followed by his
pikemen. He was vaguely aware of Ariciel somewhere
behind him. Finally, he made his way to the top floor,
and stood there for a moment. A noise behind him
made him turn round, sword raised, until he saw it was
Ariciel. Her white hair was stained and matted with
blood, bright red and darker. Her eyes shone with a
fierce light. To Bannog, she had never looked more
beautiful.

"Last room, my love," said Ariciel. "Want me to
investigate?"

Bannog nodded. Ariciel sat down, and picked a bottle
from her belt. She drank in small sips.

"Mana break. Won't be a minute."

Bannog waited. She tossed the empty bottle over her
shoulder, stood up, and turned to her black cat form.
Then, she disappeared into the background and walked
into the room. Within a minute, she was back.



"Big brute of an Orc, with some kind of dragon thing.
Do you think that's him? If he's the leader, why isn't he
downstairs?"

Bannog raised his shield, and swished his sword
through the air.

"Let's kill him then ask questions."

Without another word, he walked into the room. At
the end, there was a small raised area. As Ariciel had
said, there was a large Orc standing by a table,
pretending to be engrossed in papers on it. He raised
his head, and pretended to notice Bannog.

"So. You have made it past my guards.
Congratulations on your tenacity. Your reward is to be
killed by me. A great honour for Human scum like you."

Bannog said nothing, and slowly, cautiously, walked
towards the Orc, sword ready to strike. The Orc drew
his scimitar, and hissed at his drake pet. It flapped its
wings, and eyed Bannog suspiciously.

"You must be the leader of that rabble from the
castle to the North-east. We will soon take care of your
little soldiers. I can hear them screaming already. I am
Gath'ilzogg, warlord of the Blackrock clan. I am your
worst nightmare."



"I've had my worst nightmare already," said Bannog.
"You are nothing."

"You flatter yourself, Human. I will feed your entrails
to Singe, and you can watch him eat them as you die."
Gath'ilzogg raised his scimitar, then paused, giving
Bannog a gleeful smile. "Oh, now I see. You must be
one of the sons of that old weakling I had killed a few
days ago. Gharash said the old man begged for his
life."

Bannog stopped dead. His face went pale, and he
started shaking. He raised his left arm, and with his
teeth pulled at the straps that held his shield to his arm,
not taking his eyes off Gath'ilzogg. The shield clattered
onto the floor. His hand went to his side, and he slowly
drew the dagger that had belonged to his father.
Gath'ilzogg laughed.

"Kill him, Singe."

The drake drew a deep breath, then belched flame at 
Bannog. Bannog turned round in a flash, and felt his 
back heat up as the drake's flames hit it. Then, he 
turned back and ignoring Gath'ilzogg, charged straight 
at the beast. His sword shot forward, and with a 
sickening sound pierced the drake, pinning it to the 
wall. Bannog's dagger flashed, and stabbed the



creature in the eye before it could move a muscle. The
drake fell to the floor. Bannog put his foot on the
carcass and pulled his sword free. Then, he turned
back towards Gath'ilzogg, who stared for a moment.
Then, he bared his fangs, and spat on the floor at
Bannog's feet.

"That will cost you, Human. I will make you beg for
your life, just like the worthless pig who fathered you
upon some nameless whore."

"I'll only beg one thing of you," said Bannog. He
slowly circled round, looking for weak spots in
Gath'ilzogg's defence.

"Don't die all at once."

 

Deep within Bannog, the bubble burst. All the anger,
carefully stored away for just this occasion, welled up
within him. Gath'ilzogg slashed out at him, but Bannog
was in no mood to parry. He let his armour take the
brunt of the attack, and struck out with his sword.
Gath'ilzogg dodged, and walked straight into Bannog's
dagger. Blood flowed from Gath'ilzogg's side, and he
leapt over the railing, into the middle of the room. He
bellowed defiance.



"Come here and die, Human maggot! I'll stick you full
of holes and scatter your limbs to the four winds. Your
soldiers are already dead. We will boil you alive!"

Bannog charged, sword and dagger out. Gath'ilzogg
parried the sword, tried to counter-attack. Bannog
pushed forward hard, and pushed him away.
Gath'ilzogg stumbled backwards, almost into Ariciel,
who was watching the fight with large, fearful eyes.
Gath'ilzogg saw her, and tried to grab her. Ariciel struck
out with her staff, and jumped back, out of his reach.
Gath'ilzogg laughed.

"Ha! You have brought your little whore with you,
then. Oh, I'll have some fun with her after I kill you. Or
maybe I'll let you watch as you lie bleeding."

Bannog growled. He yearned for blood. He yearned 
to tear this Orc to tiny shreds with his bare hands. 
Gath'ilzogg struck out at him. With the speed of a 
predator, Bannog leapt aside. His sword slashed out, 
hitting Gath'ilzogg's wrist. Gath'ilzogg's scimitar 
clattered onto the floor and his hand hung limp. He 
retreated to the other end of the room, backing away. 
Bannog followed him, slashing away at the Orc with his 
sword. Gath'ilzogg stumbled, fell onto his back, and 
scrambled further backward, leaving a trail of blood. He



tried to fend off Bannog's blows. first with his chain
armour, until it failed, then with his bare arms. Bannog
turned his sword round in his hand, raised it high, then
stabbed down, through Gath'ilzogg's thigh, pinning him
to the ground. Gath'ilzogg was breathing in fast,
shallow gasps as Bannog held his dagger in front of his
eyes.

"I'll give you this. You're not begging for your life.
Wouldn't matter if you did, 'cause I want you dead. This
dagger belonged to my father, till you had him
murdered. Time's up."

Bannog put his hand on Gath'ilzogg's head, making
him look up. Then, he carefully placed the dagger
under Gath'ilzogg's chin, and pushed it in, inch by inch,
until the point came out of the top of Gath'ilzogg's head.
With a jerk, he twisted the dagger and pulled it out. He
stood up, and pulled his sword free. Gath'ilzogg's legs
twitched, then he lay still. Bannog turned round, and
saw Ariciel, who was shaking. Her eyes were wide
open as she stared at him. She tried to say something,
coughed, then tried again.

"Holy crap."

Bannog stuck his sword in the wooden floor, pulled 
out a cloth and cleaned his father's dagger. When there



was not a trace of blood left on it, he sheathed it, and
cleaned his sword as well.

"Holy crap," said Ariciel again. "I sleep in the same
bed as you!"

Bannog sheathed his sword, and walked up to
Ariciel. He slowly put his arms round her, and pulled
her to him.

"It's over," he said.

Ariciel looked up at him, then, slowly, grinned.

"Do you think there's any Orcs left?"

"Let's go find out."

Bannog picked up his shield, and walked out of the
room, followed by Ariciel.

"Holy crap," she said, very quietly.

As Bannog and Ariciel emerged into the first light of
dawn, a strange hush had descended upon
Stonewatch Tower. The fighting mostly seemed to be
over. Healers had set up shop near the entrance to the
tower, and were treating the injured. Gerrig was
standing in the middle of the yard, directing people to
the healers. Smitty was standing by a group of soldiers.
Mareva stood next to him. She waved at Bannog.



"It would appear we are victorious."

"Yeah," said Bannog. He looked round, searching for
familiar faces, nobody seemed to be missing.

 

"Red flare to the North-west!" One of the soldiers
shouted, and pointed.

Gerrig turned round. "Flares? Who'd be popping
flares? We're all here!" He gave Bannog a quizzical
look. Then, realisation dawned. Gerrig pointed a finger
at Bannog.

"The Steambenders! We told them to send up one of
their big flares if they were near the castle, so we could
guide them in. Oh damn. I wasn't expecting them till
tomorrow. We need someone to go and guide them in."

Ariciel raised her hand. "I'm on it. Need a bit of a run
anyway. See you back sat the castle."

 

Even before Bannog could tell her to be careful, she
changed into her Cat form, and dashed off, leaving
Bannog scratching his head. He turned round. She'd be
alright. As he walked towards Smitty, he suddenly
stopped dead, and pointed.

"What in Azeroth are those doing here?"



A small distance away, being watched by pikemen,
four Orcs were sitting dejectedly on the ground. Smitty
stood to attention.

"Prisoners, Sir. They blundered into us, and just
dropped their weapons and sat down. Hadn't the heart
to kill them, Sir."

Bannog's eyes bored into Smitty's. "Bloody
prisoners? I think I was clear on the subject of taking
prisoners this morning. I said don't. It was quite a short
speech, so that you could easily remember it. Why are
they still breathing?"

Smitty's eyes narrowed.

"Permission to speak freely Sir?"

"Go on, Lieutenant. This should prove interesting."

"I'm disgusted with this battle, Sir. Between us, we've
killed two hundred Blackrock Orcs, and there wasn't a
thing they could do about it. We lost five soldiers, and
may the Light forgive me, with all respect to them, I'm
almost glad. Otherwise, this bloodbath would have
been pure murder. These Orcs weren't fighting
anymore. So we stayed our hand."

Bannog scowled. "My orders, Lieutenant, were to 
clear all these murdering bastards off our lands. You 
are complaining because it was too easy? If you have a



problem killing the enemy, then perhaps the military life
is not where you should seek employment. Now get rid
of them."

"Bannog." Mareva's deep voice sounded even.

"Bit busy Mareva. What about it, Lieutenant?"

Smitty blanched, but stood his ground. "Sir, These
Orcs may be accidental prisoners, but prisoners they
are. Executing them is against the rules. They must first
receive a court-martial."

"Bannog!" There was now a sharp edge to Mareva's
voice.

"I'll show you what kind of court-martial they'll get!"
Bannog's hand went to his sword and he turned to the
Orcs. Before he could take another step, someone
seemed to hit him between the shoulder-blades with a
sledge-hammer, and all his muscles tensed up at the
same time. He stumbled a step forward, then turned
around. Mareva was standing behind him, hands
raised, head tilted slightly to one side. Her eyes burned
with a fierce rage.

"Mareva?"

"Bannog?"

"You shot me!"



"Yes."

"You bloody shot me!"

"Yes. I shot you, and I did it on purpose. I can do it
again, and harder. May I have a few moments of your
time?"

 

Mareva stepped in front of Bannog, nearly touching,
and looked deep into his eyes. An ancient anger was
on her Outlandish blue face. Mareva did not like to be
ignored.

"Now that I have your undivided attention, listen.
Then, do what you will. You will remember the zombie
plague. I too was infected and as I lay ill with fever, I
had a dream. More than a dream. Dreams are a few
fleeting images, scattered and soon over. This, it was a
vision. It lasted a day or so."

Mareva's pale blue eyes looked away for a moment,
then snapped back to Bannog's. Try as he might,
Bannog could not look away.

"Stetson was dead. Ariciel was a shadow of her 
former self. You were... mutilated, and I... I was more 
frightening than you or I could ever imagine. I had lost 
that which made me what I am now, My... empathy. My 
love for my fellow beings. In fact, I no longer had fellow



beings. They were objects. Things."

Mareva paused a moment. She briefly lowered her
gaze, hesitating, wondering whether to continue. She
took a deep breath.

"I was torturing an Orc for information. I was very
carefully running my lightning through his brain.
Nothing anyone can do causes more pain to a creature
than that. I was methodically making him scream as
loudly as I could, and I felt no more than I would have if
I had taken a piece of paper out of a drawer. Then,
your father came down and sent me away. And you..."
Mareva pointed a finger at Bannog's chest. "You had
me shot like one would put down an elekk that had
gone mad." She moved her face a bit closer. "You were
right to do that. The thing that scared me the most was
that it could really happen. My mind, my soul, could
really be damaged as much as that. Then, I awoke.
Stetson and I reached the Argent Dawn healer just in
time to be saved."

Mareva crossed her arms, and though she was half a
head shorter than Bannog was, she managed to look
down on him.

"You are in terrible danger. You are at risk of being 
lost. So is the castle. Places and people do not become



evil overnight. It starts slowly. Today, you kill a few
Orcs. Big deal. You have killed dozens of them. Only,
these Orcs were no longer fighting you. They had
surrendered. That turns it into an execution. There was
no court-martial. That makes it murder. So maybe next
time, you capture a few Orcs, and they might be able to
tell you something interesting. Only they are not in a
mood for talking, so you have some of your men...
persuade them a little. Then when you do that out in
the open, you find that sensitive souls are upset. So
you take them downstairs into a storeroom. While you
are there, you may as well bring a few handy tools."

Mareva's face was cold and hard. The light in her
eyes flickered as she blinked.

"Then, there is a torture chamber at Caer Bannog."

Bannog looked horrified. "Don't be silly. I'd never..."

"Quiet. By that time, you will see that the worthy men
will already have left. Look at them. They are afraid.
They do not fear the Orcs, they are afraid of you, and of
what you might make them do. Soon after, the women
will leave. They will not stay in a place where their
children are woken up in the night by the screams of
prisoners. And then there will be only you left, and the
men with no conscience. And then..."



Mareva moved forward another few inches, and
lowered her voice to a whisper even Bannog could
hardly hear.

"Then, you may sit in your office, asking questions of
your father, until your voice gives out, but you will not
receive any answers from the spirit of your father. He,
and all he and this castle stood for, will be dead."

Mareva shook her head, looking sad now rather than
angry.

"Bannog, I like this castle. I like the people in it. They
are strong, but friendly. It is not just a band of soldiers
between strong walls, it is a home. I say again. It would
not happen in a few days. But every road starts with the
first few steps."

Mareva's face suddenly became hard again.

"Here and now. This is the first step. If you take it, if
you kill these sorry creatures, then you have put your
first step on the road to ruin. Once you take it, there will
be no turning back, because once you have had your
tail pushed, there is nothing that will turn you back into
a virgin."

Bannog said nothing. He stared at the Draenei
female in front of him, for a long, long moment. Mareva
looked back, unflinching.



"Then what would you do with them?"

Mareva cast a glance at the Orcs as they sat,
dejected, watching the exchange without understanding
the words spoken.

"Kick them out. Look at them! Even if we gave them
back all their armour and weapons, you could take
them on your own. They are no threat to us. Let them
go."

Mareva looked at Bannog's face. For a long time,
nothing happened. Then slowly, a smile crept over his
tired face. He drew his dagger and walked over to the
Orcs. He frowned. They weren't even tied up! He put
away his dagger and pointed to the North-east.

"Blackrock Mountain is that way. Get lost."

The Orc gaped at him.

"Tand bundolo?"

"Get lost. Sod off. Don't set foot in these lands again.
Get!"

The Orcs looked at each other, got to their feet and 
slowly started walking, with many a suspicious glance 
over their shoulders. Clearly, they expected the whizz 
of arrows and sudden death. When they were out of 
arrow range, they started to run. Bannog shook his



head as he watched them, then turned back to Mareva.

"You have your tail pushed?"

Mareva smiled.

"That was very rude. I apologise."

Bannog laughed. He turned away, then looked back
at Mareva.

"You didn't say you were sorry."

"No."

Ariciel ran. In her yellow spotted Cheetah form, she 
was faster, but she used her black cat form so she 
could detect any wandering enemies. Her mind was not 
on the job. It was filled with images of Bannog, hacking 
away at the Orc leader. She knew that he could hit 
harder than that. She shuddered. He'd been pulling his 
strokes, making the... fight last longer. That was a side 
of him that she'd never seen for herself before, and 
hoped never to see again. Revenge. Pure and simple. 
Make it hurt. Make it last. Ariciel's sharpened senses 
told her of a group of enemies ahead. Human soldiers 
were chasing them. She changed direction. She didn't 
want to see this. After a while, she changed course 
again, making for the point where she had seen the



flare go up.

Ariciel knew all too well that she was not innocent
either, killing all those mages in the Master's Glaive.
What she would have done if she'd met Puissance in
Darkshore, she didn't know. Would she have blasted
her out of existence with Wrath and Starfire, or would
she have beaten her to death slowly? She couldn't
remember what state her mind had been in at the time,
and to be honest, didn't want to. Father Eolas had been
glad the situation hadn't arisen, and now she had seen
Bannog, she agreed with him.

Ariciel raised her head, and twitched her ears
forward. In the distance, she could hear a mechanical
sound. She sniffed the air, whiskers vibrating. The faint
scent of burning oil was drifting towards her on the
wind. That could be a Gnome's mechanostrider. She
changed course to intercept. As she rounded a small
hill, the thing came into view, with a familiar figure
riding it. Pink pigtails were flapping in the wind of her
speed, and a determined look was on her small face.
Ariciel changed back to her Elf form, and called out.

"Oi! Short stuff! Are you lost?"

 



Trixie slammed on the brakes, and the
mechanostrider screeched to a halt, just a few yards in
front of the tall Night-elf. Trixie closed her eyes briefly.
Of all the Caer Bannog people she could hope to meet,
didn't it just have to be Tall Bimbo? Still, the woman
was a Druid. She might be just the one she needed.

"Hey you! Can you get rid of poisons?"

Ariciel nodded. She'd learnt several anti-poison
spells from Bearwalker. "Who's poisoned?"

"My mum. We were fighting off Orcs, and then she
got bit by a spider. We bandaged the wound, but we
don't have antivenom. Dad sent me to get help. Quick!"

Ariciel grabbed the reins of her cat mount, and spoke
the syllables that summoned it. Trixie turned round and
zoomed off. A few seconds later, she looked over her
shoulder. Ariciel had already fallen behind. Trixie hung
to the left, and turned her Strider round.

"Hurry up!"

Ariciel scowled. "Going as fast as I can! We're not all
riding metal things, you know?"

"Oh for the Light's sake, learn to ride and get a swift
mount, will ya?"



"Want me to turn round and go do that? I'm going as
fast as I can!"

"Damn you! My mum is dying! Get moving!"

Ariciel looked at Trixie's face, and swallowed her
next remark. Trixie's face looked frightened. Ariciel took
a breath. She'd never seen Trixie as anything other
than a small, annoying pack of pure agression. She
bent over the neck of her cat, and spurred it on.

"I'll do what I can. I promise. Show me the way."

They rode as fast as they could, Trixie zooming
ahead at times, then waiting for Ariciel, with an anxious
look on her face. Suddenly, Trixie stopped, and raised
her hand at Ariciel. She jumped off her Mechanostrider
and crept to the edge of a hill. Ariciel joined her. They
had come to the entrance of a small ravine, and
precisely at the entrance, there was a small band of
Orcs. The Orcs had obviously picked this spot just so
they could catch anyone who wanted to get to the lake.
Trixie swore under her breath, in Gnomish.

"Dammit. When did those get here? They weren't
there when I left."

Ariciel counted. Six. Usual size. Probably hadn't a
clue about what was going on back at the tower. Trixie
growled.



"They're between us and Mum. Let's have 'em."

"Hmm. This is where you'd want a big strong Warrior,
to beat 'em up." Let's find a way round, she thought.

Trixie looked round at the Elf, drawing her
two-handed sword. "What do you think I am? A
barmaid? I tank, you shoot. If I get too bad, feel free to
shoot a few heals, but concentrate on shooting. I got
Netherweave bandages. Ready?"

Ariciel closed her eyes a moment.

"Ready," she said.

Trixie leapt to her feet, and charged into the Orcs. 
The air in front of her blurred, and Orcs staggered 
backwards as though they had been kicked. Ariciel 
stood up, raised her hands and prepared to start 
shooting. She hesitated. A sad look was on her face. 
Trixie plunged in between the Orcs, and started 
hacking. Most of them were still stunned from her initial 
attack, and several fell before they even came to their 
senses. One of them raised a scimitar and tried to 
attack Trixie from behind. Shaking, Ariciel cast her 
Moonfire spell, and a shaft of merciless white light 
stabbed down. The Orc fell. Trixie shouted, and there 
was the sound of thunder. All round her, the Blackrock 
Warriors fell over. Trixie stood there, sword raised by



her side, like a tiny avenging angel. She looked round
for more enemies, then back at Ariciel.

"Well that was easy. Thanks for getting that one."

"Y-you're welcome." Ariciel tried not to look at the
corpses, and instead looked at Trixie's face. Something
occurred to her.

"Hey. That first attack. That was a Shockwave,
wasn't it?"

"Yeah. Why?" Trixie pulled out a cloth and cleaned
her sword before sheathing it.

"That's a protection talent, isn't it?"

"Yeah. Did that big Warrior of yours tell you that?"

"Well, we do talk sometimes, you know. So you're a
protection Warrior."

"Yeah. Is there a point to this?"

"Not really. I just thought that the Fury talents would
be more up your street."

Trixie sneered. "Dad wouldn't let me. Said it would
make me too agressive."

Ariciel looked at the bodies on the ground.

"Parents. They can be so unreasonable sometimes."

Trixie tapped her foot. "Shouldn't you be straddling a
cat or something?"



Ariciel said nothing, summoned her cat mount and
followed Trixie through the ravine.

Griggin sat on the ground, next to his small cart of 
engineering equipment. Lenna was in his arms, 
shivering with fever. Her face was still as a statue, 
apart from the occasional small gasp. She looked up at 
her husband. The Voidwalker stood a small distance 
away, watching them. Bieslook sat next to Griggin, 
Lenna's hand between her small fists. Fear was on her 
face. Nix was sitting on a nearby boulder, looking out 
for enemies, or his sister, or anyone. Interalia was 
leaning against the boulder, deep in thought. The 
woman wouldn't last more than an hour or so. They'd 
bandaged her thigh, but the poison was still in her 
blood. Interalia knew the effect. It wasn't pleasant. If it 
weren't for the chance that someone would come along 
in time, she'd have stabbed her quickly, and saved her 
the agony. If she was any judge of character, the 
husband would, before long. Nobody here was carrying 
antivenom. Stupid gits. She looked over her shoulder. It 
was the kind of poison spiders used to digest their prey. 
It would only get more and more painful as time went 
on, until her heart'd stop. Interalia looked up as Nix



stood up, put his hand over his eyes, and peered into
the distance. Poor kid. He was about to lose his
mother. Interalia didn't believe anyone would be here in
time. Griggin had said that the castle was a good hour
by Strider. Too bloody long. She should really have a
word with the Warlock, but she couldn't bring herself to
do that just yet. Something might happen.

"Where next?"

"Let me think. I think I recognise that hill over there. It
should be somewhere to the left."

"Alright."

Ariciel spurred on her cat, but Trixie shouted.

"Wait! I remember. It was a bit further on. That way."

"Sure?"

"Yes! No! Oh dammit. I don't remember!"

"Right. The place where you were. What did it look
like?"

"We were somewhere along the road, North of the
lake. Mountains to the North."

"That's the road to Alther's Mill. A big sawmill. Did
you see that?"



"Yes! We'd just passed that! Big sawmill. Lots of big
spiders and dragon things."

"That's the place. It's..." Ariciel pointed. "In that
direction. How far after you saw the mill?"

"Bout a mile or so."

"Can't be far then. Were you anywhere near the
road?"

"About a half-mile south of it. Trying to avoid Orcs."

"Good. Follow me. I think I know where they are."

They set off again. Ariciel turned to Trixie.

"Is Bieslook alright?"

"Yeah. Bieslook, Nix, Dad, some trollop we picked up
in Stormwind, all good. Just Mum. Hurry. Please!"

Ariciel nodded. Their mounts ran on.

"Griggin?"

"Sssh. Don't try to talk."

"Before I go. I've had... wonderful life, since... you.
Loved every minute. Even now."

"You're not dead yet. Trixie'll be here soon."

"No... she won't. Castle... too far."

"She's got my strider. It's fast. She'll be here."



Lenna smiled. "I know why you... sent her. Sitting
here... doing nothing. Tear her apart."

"Lenna?" Bieslook put Lenna's hand to her cheek.
"Don't go! Someone'll come and make you better."

Lenna smiled. "I hope so, sweetheart. Don't be too
sad if... not."

Griggin felt a hand on his shoulder, and looked up.
Interalia was standing behind him. She bent down, and
pressed something into his hand, then whispered in his
ear.

"Use this if it gets too bad. Back of the neck. Ten
seconds."

Griggin closed his eyes, pressing back the tears,
then looked back up at Interalia and nodded. He was a
Warlock. He had many, many ways of managing
damage to himself. He could exchange mana for
health, he could drain the health of other creatures to
heal himself. He could even sacrifice the hither image
of Thuljuk to protect himself. None of it worked on
others. No bloody use at all. In his arms, Lenna
shuddered, and sighed. He pressed her closer to him,
and hoped.

 



"Strider to the North!" Nix jumped up so quickly that
he almost fell off the boulder. "Hey! Here!"

Interalia glared. "Shut up! You don't know who it is!"

"How many bloody Orcs have you seen on
Mechanostriders? It's Trix! I'd recognise that sound
anywhere!"

"Yeah? Well look before you start shouting, will you?"

Nix scowled, and ran out towards the noise, not
caring about anything else. Interalia rolled her eyes,
and ran after him, eyes and ears wide open for
anything that wasn't a Gnome. Her knives were in her
hands, promising Trouble for any enemy. Nix was
running ahead, waving his arms, then suddenly
stopped dead. Interalia could see it as well. It wasn't a
Gnome. Oh crap.

It was a bloody Night-elf.

 

Ariciel spotted Griggin's cart, and made straight for it,
not even bothering to dismount. She could see it was
bad. Gathering up all her mana, she leapt off her cat
and kneeled by Lenna and Griggin, pushing Bieslook
aside. She looked into Lenna's eyes. Lenna smiled
through her pain.



"Lady... Ariciel. Take... Bieslook... castle."

"Not on your life. You take Bieslook castle. Now be
quiet, and let me work."

Ariciel placed her hand on Lenna's cheek,
concentrated, and cast her spells to remove poison.
Bearwalker had given her this one for free, after a
particularly nasty quest, hoping it would be useful. She
watched Lenna slowly breathe out, and close her eyes,
then breathe easy. A small wisp of steam escaped from
her lips. Ariciel smiled. Thank you, Mathrengyl
Bearwalker. She concentrated again, and cast
Regrowth, her staple healing spell, to counteract the
damage the poison had done to Lenna's small body. It
wore off. She cast the same spell again, and again,
until her mana pool was empty and she could cast no
more spells. She sat down, exhausted. Griggin opened
his mouth, hesitated. He closed his eyes, then looked
up at Ariciel.

"Is she...?"

"Asleep," said Ariciel. "She will recover, but I don't
have the mana for more Regrowths. Give me a few
minutes to fill up."

Griggin closed his eyes and sighed. For a few 
moments, he simply stood, gently rocking back and



forth, taking deep breaths. He looked up at Ariciel,
tears in his eyes.

"Thank you, Lady. Thank you. I..." He faltered.

Ariciel smiled. Someone's hand appeared near her
face. In it was a small bottle filled with blue liquid.

"Hey Rici? You may want this. Light knows why I
hang on to it, I don't use the stuff."

Ariciel turned round, slowly.

"Interalia?"

"In the flesh."

"What are you doing here?"

"Stuffing mana pots down your throat as usual. It's
not the best there is, but better than nothing."

"I'll have it. Thanks!"

Ariciel sipped mana potion. Just regular strength.
Wouldn't fill her up, but probably enough for a few more
Regrowths. She finished the potion and carried on
casting healing spells on Lenna till her pool was empty
again. She put her hand on Lenna's chest, looking for a
heartbeat, and smiled. Nice and regular. Time to move
her to the castle so Lirael could take a proper look at
her. She got up.

"Right. Let's get Lenna in the cart. Careful."



Ariciel was gently nudged aside, a room was cleared
in the cart for Lenna to lie in, then eight four-fingered
hands lifted up the Gnome woman and gently laid her
down with someone's backpack for a pillow. Bieslook
sat down next to her, eyes shining, holding Lenna's
hand.

"Knew someone would come to make you better,"
said Bieslook.

Lenna opened her eyes, smiled. "Yes you did,
sweetheart."

Griggin leapt into the box of the cart. Nix and Interalia
on either side of him. It was going to be slow going,
with only one strider in front of it, but Trixie rode the
other one. Before setting off, he looked round at
Interalia, and surreptitiously handed her a small metal
rod. Blunt end first. She accepted it without a word.

"Thank you," whispered Griggin.

Interalia's eyes met Griggin's. She lowered her voice.

"Would you have?"

Griggin looked at his feet.

"Light forgive me, but I don't know."

He pulled the reins and set the cart in motion.

 



Lenna woke up from the shaking of the cart, and
looked round.

"Where's Trixie?"

Nix turned round. "Riding out Mum. Checking if any
of those Orcish varknaaiers are waiting for us."

Bieslook's lips moved, almost silently. She giggled.
Then she pulled Lenna's sleeve.

"Lenna? What's a varknaaier?"

Lenna's eyes opened wide.

"It's someone who loves pigs very much, dear. But
not a nice word."

"Oh," said Bieslook, satisfied.

"Nix?" Lenna's voice could barely be heard over the
rattle of the wheels. Nix bent back. "Come a bit closer,
Nix."

Nix leaned back into the cart. Lenna's arm shot out
and there was a loud slap.

"Aww... Mum!"

"I've told you a hundred times. No bad language in
front of Bieslook! She's a spunge for things like that. I'm
not telling you again!"

"Sorry, Mum."



Interalia stared up at the sky, body shaking with quiet
laughter. Griggin sighed. Lenna would be alright. All
would be well.



Part 19: Aftermath

 

Selena was standing at the door to the keep. From
where she was standing, she could see the main gates.
She'd been warned against going on to the wall, for
fear of reprisal attacks from the Orcs. Her bird Hugin
was sitting on the roof of the armoury, watching her. A
few horses stood nearby, still like statues, apart from
an occasional swish of their tails. She was waiting. Her
brothers would be coming back any moment now, and
she wanted to be there the moment they arrived. She
made herself breathe regularly. Once more, she
concentrated on her bird, and sent her up into the sky,
gazing out through her eyes. Nothing. No line of
soldiers returning victorious. She broke the spell, and
Hugin flew back to her. Selena sat down on the top
step of the small stairway that led up into the keep.
There was a small noise next to her, and Lirael
appeared. Her long fingers gently brushed Selena's
hair.

"They'll be back. I promise."

"I know. Just wish they'd hurry."



"Could you help me? I need to boil lots of water and
make a few bandages. Ariciel told me you are good at
making bandages."

Selena's eyes turned to the gate, then back to Lirael.

"Sure. Just give me the linen and a pair of scissors."

"Got it." Lirael put her hand on Selena's shoulder,
and wanted to tell her not to worry. They went inside.

Bannog and Gerrig walked side by side into the
keep, and up the stairs to the library and war room.
Gerrig opened a cupboard and pulled out a bottle of
fortified wine and some cups. Then, he poured them
both a drink. Bannog raised his cup.

"Our foes lie dead, while we draw breath," he said.

"Ever be it so," replied Gerrig.

The door opened with a crash, and Selena came
storming in. Her eyes quickly took in the sight of her
brothers. Bannog had a torn shoulderpiece. Gerrig's
chest plate was dented. They were both upright.

"Oh the Light be thanked, you're alright."

Gerrig poured Selena a cup, and gave it to her.

"We are, little sister. In fact, we took only light 
casualties, by the grace of the Light. The Orcs were not



so lucky."

"Seven dead, five wounded, three grievous," said
Bannog. "With Smitty being the last of ours to be
wounded in battle."

Selena paused, cup of wine half way to her mouth.
She felt like a cold hand had reached into her chest,
and squeezed.

"Jo- Smitty? Is it serious?"

Gerrig nodded. "Most grievous. We are not sure
whether he'll ever sit at the table with us again."

Selena put down her cup.

"Where is he?"

Gerrig raised his eyebrows. "Smitty? Dining hall.
Lirael and Ariciel are working on him."

Selena turned round, golden hair flying, took a
breath, and stormed out of the room, down the stairs.
The brothers watched her go. They looked at each
other. Gerrig scratched his head.

"She did catch on that I was joking, right?"

Bannog rubbed his chin. "You know, that was Aspect
of the Cheetah. I think she may not have."

Gerrig drained his cup and poured himself another
one.



"Oh well. She'll be pleasantly surprised then."

 

Lirael put down her scissors, grinned and called out.

"Oh Ariciel, come and help me here. We have a job
to do for the good of womankind!"

Ariciel looked.

"Oh my. You're right. We can't stand idly by while this
work of art is being ruined."

Smitty looked over his shoulder. He was lying on his
stomach, on the operating table. Lirael had just cut
open his trousers. The broken shaft of an arrow was
protruding from his rear. He shot these horrible Elves a
filthy look.

"Just get on with it, will you?"

"Relax, Soldier," said Ariciel. "We'll have you
restored to full function in no time."

Selena rushed in, and took one look at them. She
closed her eyes a moment, and in the same prayer
thanked the Light, and vowed to murder both her
brothers and feed them to Hugin. She walked into the
room.

"Hello Joseph. They told me you were grievously
hurt. I'm glad to see it's not as serious as I thought."



"Thank you, milady," said Smitty. He caught Ariciel's
eye, and jerked his head slightly to the left. Ariciel bent
over, so Smitty could whisper in her ear.

"Lady, send her away. I don't want her to see me like
this."

Ariciel gave him a quizzical look, then gave a small
nod.

"Oi Short-ears. We're all out of towels here. Run out
and get some, would you?"

Selena sneered.

"That's no way to talk to the future Heiress to the
castle. Oh alright. I'll get you your towels. Then, if both
my brothers disappear in a freak accident, it's nothing
to do with me alright?"

Selena ran off. Smitty smiled an uncomfortable smile.

"Thank you, Lady."

"No problem. Now hold my hands. On the count of
three. One..."

Lirael yanked out the arrow, and cast her healing
spell. Smitty screwed up his face, and made a choking
noise. He gripped Ariciel's hands tightly.

"You... bloody healers... Still think we haven't caught
on to that 'count of three' thing do you?"



Lirael patted Smitty's unhurt buttock.

"Think of it as traditional, Soldier."

"That's Lieutenant to you. See the stripe?"

"Well, you've still got a nice butt, Lieutenant," said
Lirael. "Now get it out of sight. There's trousers in the
bag over there."

Griggin sat in a small corner of the dining hall, with
Lenna's hand in his, looking into her eyes as if he
would never look away again. Lenna looked back at
him, her eyes shining.

"You haven't looked at me like that since the
wedding. Perhaps we should get a spider pet."

Griggin laughed.

"You looked beautiful then. Even more so now."

Lenna turned to the small Gnome girl next to her.

"Bieslook? Could you go and find Trixie? I need to
ask her something. She's in the castle. Don't go out."

"Alrighty, Lenna. Back in a tick." Bieslook trotted off.

"Don't hurry," said Lenna.

Griggin laughed quietly. "Alrighty? Back in a tick?
Where'd she pick that up?"



Lenna reached out, put her hand on Griggin's
shoulder and pulled him to her.

"More importantly," she said, and kissed him.

 

"So you weren't really a..." Nix faltered, looking for
the right word.

"Hooker? Nope. That was just a sob story to get you
to uncuff me." Interalia put her hands behind her back
and jerked her shoulders. "The nasty customers used
to cuff me and beat me. With sticks." Her lip trembled.

Trixie grinned. "With nails in?"

"Big rusty ones," said Interalia.

Nix gave her a look.

"So you don't really know twenty-seven ways to, er..."

"Twenty-eight."

"Yeah?"

"No."

"Oh." Nix' face fell.

Interalia grinned. She leant over to Nix.

"I just know three or four, but they're really, really
good ones."

Nix opened his mouth, and closed it again.

Trixie scowled at Interalia.



"I hate you."

"Oh? And why today?"

"I want to make him squirm like that, but I'm his
sister."

Interalia closed her eyes, enjoying the warm sun on
her face. She was an only child, and not a very
welcome one at that. The little whirlwind of a girl didn't
know how lucky she was. She leaned her head back
against the wall of the castle, and sighed. She didn't
really get on well with people, at least not for longer
than maybe a few weeks. Any time longer than that,
and she invariably found herself with some possession
of theirs in her bags, and it was time to move on. She
knew it was stupid. But still.

"Found you! Trixie, Lenna wants to ask you
something. When she's done cuddling Griggin."
Bieslook was standing in front of them, eyes shining.
Interalia smiled at her.

"Hi Squirt! Don't rush. Maybe Lenna just wanted you
out of the way for a bit. For the best cuddles, you need
just two, you know?"

Bieslook shook her head incredulously.

"Lenna wouldn't tell lies! You shouldn't tell lies. Come
on, Trixie!"



A wicked grin appeared on Trixie's face, and she got
up.

"Well, hurry up then. I can't wait to find out what Mum
would want to ask me!"

Interalia looked at Trixie's back, as Bieslook tugged
her away in the direction of the dining hall.

Nix moved a bit closer. "So where are you going?"

"Dunno. There's always Gnomeregan."

"Oh don't go there! Glowing in the dark is very bad
for stealth. It'll take a century at least for Gnomeregan
to become inhabitable again. Some arsewipe flooded
the place with radiation to get rid of the Troggs. Shame
they can take it better than we can."

"Language dear," said Interalia. "Or your mum will
get you."

"Yeah," said Nix. "Yeah, she will." He smiled. "Have
you got any folks?"

Interalia shook her head. "None to speak of. My dad
doesn't know I exist, and my mum is in Dun Morogh
doing research into the effects of cheap booze on the
Gnome body."

"Oh," said Nix. Then, he looked at Interalia's face.
"This isn't a sob story to get something out of me, is it?"



Interalia sighed. "If only. I try not to think about it."

Nix put his hand on her shoulder. Interalia's eyes
snapped round, but he wasn't picking her pocket.

"I'm sorry."

Interalia smiled. "You're way too nice a boy for a girl
like me."

"Oi! Ariciel!"

Ariciel looked round, and saw Lirael in the door to the
dining hall-cum-infirmary. She waved at her friend and
walked over. Lirael was wearing a mostly white linen
working dress, and a white scarf over her dark hair.

"Hiya. What's up? Something with Lenna?"

"No, nothing like that, but I need your help with
something."

Ariciel followed Lirael to a part of the dining hall
separated from the rest with a few curtains.

"Wasn't Selena helping you?"

"Yes, but I don't like to ask her this. I've done all the
others, but I need someone strong."

Ariciel's eyes needed only a second to get used to 
the dark, and she took a breath. There was a large 
table, and on it lay the still form of one of the archers



who had been killed in the battle. Ariciel tried not to
breathe.

Lirael pointed at the crossbow bolt that was still in the
woman's chest.

"I need to get that out. Can't shift it."

Ariciel couldn't take her eyes off the woman. Girl,
really. Couldn't be more than twenty years old. And
now, she never would be. She was lying on her back,
arms and legs bent, her hand half way to the shaft of
the crossbow bolt, as if she were going to grab it and
try to pull it out of her. Someone had closed her eyes,
but her mouth was still open.

"Hey!" Lirael snapped her fingers. "Stay with me. I've
tried pulling it out, but it won't budge. Bloody barbs. So
we'll have to push it all the way through, and then pull it
out the other way."

Ariciel shivered.

"Can't we just saw off the shaft?"

Lirael shook her head.

"Come on. We can't send this girl back to her parents 
with half a bloody broomstick in her. We'll have to cut a 
hole in her chainmail so we can pull on the other end. 
I've got the cutters here." Lirael gave Ariciel a look.



"Being a priestess isn't all singing in the choir and
talking to people, you know. This is one of the less
glamorous parts, but a very important part."

"Why? She's dead. What does she care?"

"She doesn't. This is for her family. They don't want
to see her like this."

"Why put them through it at all? Just nail the coffin
shut, and be done with it."

"Because they need to see for themselves that she is
dead."

"Won't that hurt them more?"

"It will, but it will be one big crash of hurt, and then
they can start getting used to living without her. If you
don't show them the body, then they'll keep expecting
to see her walking in the door, and they'll never stop
hurting."

Ariciel stared at Lirael's face. Then, she nodded.

"What do you want me to do?"

Lirael pulled on the woman's shoulder, and turned
her on her side.

"You hold her steady, while I push. Mind the pointy
bit."



Ariciel walked round the table, and put trembling
hands on the woman's shoulder and waist. The limbs
felt stiff, and were still in the same position. Lirael took
a firm grip on the crossbow bolt, put her weight behind
it and pushed. The woman's body slipped from Ariciel's
grasp and almost fell off the table. Lirael frowned.

"Keep a grip, will you? It's hard enough as it is."

"Sorry. I... Sorry." Ariciel put one hand between the
woman's shoulder blades, the other in the small of her
back. She braced herself, and nodded. Lirael tried
again, and with a grunt pushed the crossbow bolt
through. There was a horrible cracking sound as the
metal point broke ribs leaving the body. Ariciel
shivered. Her breath was unsteady.

"Stars and stones, Ariciel, get a grip on yourself. If
dead bodies bother you, perhaps you might want to try
not making so many of them."

Ariciel closed her eyes. Lirael sighed, and put her
hand on Ariciel's arm.

"She doesn't mind. She's not here anymore. Her
spirit has rejoined the Light, and soon, she will be
reborn as a new person. What we are doing now, will
be a comfort to those who are left behind."



Ariciel nodded. Lirael looked into her eyes, and
smiled.

"Just one more should do it. Then, we can cut open
the chainmail and pull it through."

Ariciel put her hands back on the dead girl's body.
Her eyes found Lirael's. Lirael pushed again, and the
crossbow bolt went through, pushing up the chainmail.
Lirael picked up the cutters and cut through the metal
rings. The point of the bolt appeared, stained with the
girl's blood. Ariciel sighed.

"She never had a chance."

Lirael said nothing, and took hold of the end of the
bolt. With Ariciel holding the girl steady, she pulled it
out, and laid it down on the other table. She turned the
girl onto her back.

"Hold her legs, please."

Ariciel did, and Lirael pushed up the left arm, with
some difficulty as the body had already stiffened. The
other arm followed, and then, Lirael could finally pull off
the chainmail shirt that would have protected her from
swords. The chainmail joined the crossbow bolt on the
table. Next, the leather jerkin came off. Ariciel noticed
that she had a heart tattooed on her breast, with a
dagger in it. Embarrassed, she looked away.



Lirael tried to straighten the legs, but found she
couldn't. Ariciel gently pushed Lirael's shoulder and put
one hand on the girl's ankle, one on her knee. Her
muscles rippled as she pushed, and using all of her
strength, she straightened the legs. Lirael smiled her
thanks and pulled off the leather trousers.

Ariciel swallowed. Nice legs. Strong muscles. The girl
had been in good shape, up till this morning. Ariciel
looked away. The girl could no longer tell Ariciel to get
lost and stop staring at her.

With a spunge and a bucket of water, Lirael washed
the blood off the dead girl. Then, she put a linen
bandage round her chest. She had ugly dark marks,
like bruises, on her back, and on the back of her legs.
Ariciel wanted to say something, to see if her voice still
worked.

"Why the bandages?"

"Don't want her oozing through the gown," Lirael 
explained. She pulled a simple linen gown from a bag, 
and with some difficulty put it on the girl. The arms 
were folded over the chest, and the mouth was closed. 
Finally, Lirael brushed the brown hair and carefully laid 
it over the shoulders. For the briefest of moments, 
Lirael laid a hand on the dead girl's forehead, and



smiled. Then, she looked at Ariciel.

"Thank you. I couldn't have done it without you. Sorry
to put you through it. Could you help me put them all in
coffins? And then, we're done."

Ariciel nodded. Together, they lifted up the bodies of
the fallen, and laid them in the wooden coffins. They
nailed the lids on. Ariciel frowned. Lirael was putting the
fourth nail in, and they were very close together.

"Hey! If you keep that up, you're going to need a
hundred nails."

"I won't. This poor man got his head almost split in
two. The nails close together are a sign for the priest in
his home town not to open the coffin unless asked."

Ariciel watched Lirael as she stuck a few nails in her
mouth and hammered the lid shut.

"You are so kind. I would never think to do what you
just did. That poor girl. You made her look like a normal
Human again."

Lirael smiled at her. Her words slurred, as she tried
not to drop her nails.

"All in a day's work for a priestess. It's not all battle 
healing and shooting." She hammered in the last nail. 
The coffins were lined up against the wall for men to



come and put in the coolest bit of the castle. Then, she
picked up a bucket and washed her hands. Lirael's
calm grey eyes stared at the wall, or through it.

"I saw the smoke to the south-west. They tell me
they slew some two-hundred Orcs. Give or take a few
brothers, sisters and orphans, that means four hundred
unhappy parents. Some of them may be here to
avenge them. No reason that I can think of they
shouldn't. We would."

"They didn't have to come here and attack the
castle," said Ariciel. "Old Bannog was trying to form
some kind of agreement. The Orcs said no."

"That's the thing about peace. It only endures as long
as everybody keeps quiet. It only takes one
troublemaker to stir up the whole hornet's nest again."

"Let's hope the Orcs have learned to leave us alone
now."

"Probably not. Oh well. Enough of all this gloom. I
want some fresh air. And a large mug of tea."

"Follow me. I'll get you some."

"Comrades in arms! Dwellers of the Castle! We now 
honour our fallen! They gave their lives so that we



might live. Praise them!"

"We praise them!" The voices of the soldiers cried
out in unison.

Bannog needed only one quick glance on the list of
names. One by one, he called out their names.

"Steve Wilkinson, Praise him!"

"We praise him!"

"Eleanor McColl. Praise her!"

"We praise her!"

Ariciel sat next to Bannog at the High Table, looking
up at him as he read out the names. Eleanor. That was
her name, then. Ariciel had never spoken more than
maybe two words to her. She looked at her plate.

"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," chorused the men and women of Caer
Bannog.

Bannog kept a few moments of silence.

"Now for more cheerful matters! We have defeated 
the Blackrock Orcs. No more will they trouble Caer 
Bannog. This we have achieved by the might of our



arms, and the valour of our men and women! For this, I
thank you, and may your lives be long and blessed.
There are those among you who have done more than
their duty. I give you Mr. Gelt, though he is not present
at this time. His information gave us the chance to
surprise the Orcs and destroy their leaders. I salute
him."

"Next, I give you Hunter Stetson of Outland. His
observations kept you smelly lot out of trouble more
than once, and without him, this gathering would be
significantly smaller. I salute him."

Stetson laughed quietly, and pulled Mareva a bit
closer. He whispered in Mareva's ear.

"I thank you, Bannog of Azeroth."

"Oh be quiet. He's saying thank you."

"Next, I give you Lady Mareva of Exodar. Her kind
words of advice at a difficult time have proven
invaluable, and I promise to listen to her next time so
she will have to expend no mana to attract my
attention. I salute her!"

Mareva beamed.

"Lady Ariciel of the Cenarion Circle! She broke down
the door to the first watch tower where a band of
soldiers could not, at great cost to herself. I salute her!"



Many of the soldiers had distinguished themselves in
one way or another. Bannog saluted them all, to cheers
of all the assembly. Finally, he reached the end of the
list.

"Lady Lirael of the Moon Temple of Darnassus. Not
only has she healed many of us today, but she has also
done right by our fallen comrades. May her life be long
and blessed. I salute her!"

"And finally," Bannog grinned. "I do not wish this
person to be the butt of any jokes. If he is, I will get to
the bottom of it and kick their arses. I give you
Lieutenant Joseph Smith. He led the first charge into
Stonewatch Tower, and with great courage faced the
enemy. With even greater courage, he faced me, and
kept my hand from striking down those who were
already defeated. For this, I thank him. I salute him,
and I promote him to second Lieutenant."

"One more thing remains. I declare the siege of Caer
Bannog over, and may we never be assailed again! In
the light of this, I hereby relieve myself of command,
and give authority back to the rightful ruler of the castle,
my brother Gerrig, and may he rule as wisely,
courageously and with as much humility as I have
done!"



Bannog sat down to cheers and laughter. Gerrig
stood up.

"Comrades in arms, Dwellers of the Castle,
Honoured Guests. With my brother having taken care
of all the good bits, only one more thing remains to do.
Eat, drink and be merry! Let the feast begin!"

 

Ariciel looked at Bannog, who was sitting next to her.
People came in with large plates of food, and the
soldiers served themselves. Ariciel looked at the cooks
and other servants. Some people have to work even if
all the others are feasting. Would Bannog or Gerrig
remember them? Someone put down a dish in front of
her. It was Leona. Ariciel smiled at her, and she smiled
back.

"Thank you."

"My pleasure. Enjoy, dear."

Bannog, who had been talking to his brother, saw
that food had magically appeared before him and
served himself. Ariciel tasted. Darnassus style stew.
Good stuff. She looked round. All the others were
having Large Lumps of Meat, unadorned by any
vegetables. Ariciel laughed to herself. Someone in the
kitchen must like her.



Selena was sitting on her other side. She was
casting surreptitious glances at one particular table.
Ariciel grinned.

"He's a handsome guy. Great butt."

Selena turned round to Ariciel, and a cloud of anger
passed over her face. "What? Did she tell you?
Dammit, she promised!"

"Huh?"

"Lirael. Did she tell you?"

"Uh... Tell me what?"

"Nothing." Selena frowned at her plate.

Ariciel raised an eyebrow. Ah.

"You came cheetering in at full speed, and I had to
peel you off him. We Night-elves are very subtle
creatures, you know. We notice things like that."

"Pff."

"I think he likes you."

"Yeah?"

"Definitely."

"Hmm." Selena looked again. By some coincidence,
Second Lieutenant Joseph Smith was looking in her
direction. She blushed and looked away.

"Oh, I wish I could blush at will," said Ariciel.



"Shut up."

 

"Oh yes," said Bannog. "I am well impressed with
Smitty. He's got guts."

"Still, he disobeyed an order. Not sure if we want to
encourage that sort of thing. Discipline could go all over
the place if it spreads."

Bannog shook his head. "Blind obedience is good for
soldiers. My officers, I want them to use their heads.
Mareva was right. I was all ready to chop those Orcs'
heads off. That would have been bad."

"Hm. You might just have mentioned him, rather than
promoting him."

"I don't agree. I'm a scary guy when I'm angry. Smitty
isn't stupid. He knows what's what. Mind you..."
Bannog took a bite of pork's leg. "If I read the signs
right, we may have to promote him to something
altogether different."

"What do you mean?"

"Little Sister has a bit of a crush on the Second
Lieutenant, unless my eyes deceive me."

"Oh gods, no. Who's his father?"

Bannog laughed.



"You sound like Father. He's a blacksmith
somewhere in Lakeshire. We get armour plate from
him. Actually, I'm about to have Master Smith repair my
shoulder piece."

"Hm. A workman."

"Yeah. And a good one."

"Wasn't Selena supposed to marry some noble over
in Stormwind?"

"I'll let you break the news to her, brother. I'm next in
line to inherit the castle. Remember, we've met some of
those nobles. Wouldn't be seen dead with 'em, myself."

"Oh well. Maybe it'll come to nothing."

"Hope springs eternal."

 

Dinner ended, and the tables were pushed aside.
Barrels of beer were rolled in, and some of the soldiers
brought out musical instruments. Gerrig whispered into
the band leader's ear, who nodded, and struck up a
waltz. Gerrig held his hand out to Marcia, and together,
they opened the dance. Ariciel watched. Several more
couples stepped up. Griggin with Lenna. Stetson with
Mareva. Stetson looked unexpectedly graceful for such
a large person. Lirael nudged Selena.



"He's free. Get him."

"Shouldn't really."

"Yes, you should. If you don't, I will. Purely
professional interest, you understand. I need to check if
the healing spells worked."

"Oi! You've already got three!"

Lirael chuckled. "Always room for one more. Oh,
would you mind bunking up with Bannog and Ariciel
tonight?"

Selena gaped at Lirael. "You wouldn't!"

"Hey, I'm a Night-elf! We're well known for that sort of
thing. Now if he'd already have a dance partner, then of
course it would be very rude of me to interfere. But if
he's free, I'll have him!"

Selena looked at Lirael. Then, she stood up. Lirael
grinned.

"Good girl. Now get!"

Selena turned round and walked to the other side of
the room. Ariciel laughed.

"You are mean."

"Cruel to be kind. There she goes! Oh well. I'll have
to be a wall flower, then."



A soldier hovered into view, hesitating. Lirael gave
him a radiant smile, and stood up. She was about half a
head taller than the soldier, but he didn't seem to mind.

"Or perhaps not," said Ariciel. She looked round to
find her Human, walked up to him and prodded him in
the back.

"Oi. Ever dance with a Druid in the pale moonlight?"

"Oh, you tempt me."

"Not yet. That comes after."

 

The celebrations went on for a long time. After the
dance, there was singing. Marcia knew many Redridge
folksongs, and had a good voice. After three songs,
she pointed at Lirael.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we have a professional
singer among us: Sister Lirael of the Darnassus
Temple Choir. Do you think we can persuade her to
sing something for us?"

Lirael looked down, briefly closing her eyes.

"I would not want to intrude, Lady. My style is
perhaps not appropriate for this occasion."

"Nonsense," said Marcia. "It's high time we had a bit
of culture in this place. Three tunes, if you please!"



Lirael got to her feet, smiling. She gave Ariciel a look,
and whispered at her.

"Voice's not warmed up dammit. Going to sound like
a crow."

Ariciel grinned. "Do a folk song. Nobody'll know."

Lirael walked up, borrowed a lute from one of the
soldiers, and struck a few chords. She screwed up one
of the strings a tiny bit and began.

She sat down below a thorn

Fine flowers in the valley

And there she has her sweet babe borne

And the green leaves they grow rarely.

 

Ariciel sat rapt, her face turned up to her friend. She
didn't think Lirael sounded like a crow at all. The song
continued, a sad story about a woman who murders
her new-born illegitimate baby. The song finished, and
people were quiet. Lirael smiled.

"Right. Now I'm warmed up a bit, time for something
a bit more challenging."



Carefully putting the lute on the floor, she raised
herself to her full height, closed her eyes a moment and
took a deep breath. Then, the first notes of a
Darnassian hymn filled the halls of Caer Bannog.
Ariciel had heard Lirael practice this one many, many
times before, as she wrote essays on the doings of the
flowers and creatures in her little patch of the Teldrassil
forest for Mathrengyl Bearwalker. It was not the most
difficult work Lirael could do by a long stretch, but then,
for the really hard stuff you needed to prepare longer. It
brought to Ariciel's mind visions of blue skies and icy
mountains. Of flying. She sighed. Would she ever get
her flight form, and be able to travel the skies freely?
She must ask Bearwalker when she came back to
Darnassus.

Lirael finished the hymn, and smiled at her audience. 
She raised an eyebrow. Most of her audience were 
sitting there with their mouths hanging open. Only 
Ariciel, Mareva and a few others were clapping. Oh 
dear. She'd apparently somewhat misjudged the 
company she was in. Time to adjust the repertoire a 
little. A wicked glint in her eye, she took a deep breath 
and started on the next: 



Oh the minstrels sing of a Stormwind King of

many long years ago,

who ruled his Land with an iron hand though his

morals were weak and low.

His only outer garment was a dirty yellow shirt,

with which he served to hide his hide, but he

couldn't hide the dirt!

 

Ariciel took a startled breath, and clapped her hands
over Selena's ears, as all the depredations of the
various kings of Stormwind were described in
excruciatingly biological detail. The cheers and
applause at the end of the song threatened to blow out
the windows.

Then, finally, Lenna took the stage. Lirael was sitting
next to Ariciel, grumbling, until the first notes of Lenna's
song sounded out, high and clear, in a lament for
Gnomeregan:

Brandend zand en een verloren land, En een

leven vol gevaar...



 

Selena bent over to Interalia. "That's beautiful.
What's it mean?"

"Burning sands, and a lost country, a life of danger,"
said Interalia. Her voice sounded unsteady. "I used to
live in Gnomeregan. The sod who set off that bloody
radiation bomb died there, or I'd have had him. Would
have had to join a queue, most likely."

After Lenna's song, there was more dancing. Selena
didn't think twice now about tapping Smitty's shoulder.
She stuck out her tongue at Lirael. Lirael laughed. She
was dancing with a nice young chap who tried to speak
Darnassian at her. Ariciel wasn't so much dancing as
standing in front of Bannog, making rude remarks in
Body Language. This kept them both occupied. In a
quiet corner, Griggin and Lenna stood, Gently rocking
back and forth, not bothering anyone and unobserved,
quietly whispering to each other in Gnomish.

 

Ariciel was standing close to Bannog, with her arms
round his neck. He held on to her waist.

"You're not dancing anymore," said Bannog.

"J'en ai marre," said Ariciel. "Allons se coucher."



"I'm going to get into trouble repeating that in polite
company, aren't I?"

"Means I'm fed up. Let's go to bed."

"Good plan."

"You look very pleased with yourself," said Stetson.
He'd taken Morgan out for a quick run round the castle,
and had returned to find Mareva lying in bed, staring at
the ceiling, hands behind her head.

"I think I have a right to be. Today, I kept Caer
Bannog from turning into a place of dread. I think I've
earned some kind of reward."

Stetson started taking off his clothes, under Mareva's
appreciative gaze.

"How did you do that?"

"I told Bannog what would happen to him and this
place if he killed some poor sods who'd fallen into our
hands. He was still so wound up from killing the big
boss, that he wasn't thinking straight. Wouldn't even
listen to me at first. I had to get his attention somehow."

Stetson put his shirt on a chair, and unbuckled his
belt.

"What did you do?"



"Lightning bolt."

Stetson froze, one leg still in his trousers.

"You shot him?"

"Just a little bolt."

Stetson kicked off his trousers, and laughed till the
windows rang.

"Master-at-arms of the castle, lord of all things living
and dead, and you shoot him?"

"He was ignoring me."

"Engineer Mareva of Exodar, I love you."

Mareva smiled.

"And what have you done today, that Bannog should
mention you specially?"

Stetson snorted.

"Nothing much, really. Some zlotnik wanted to give
chase, and I told him that a few hundred yards further
on, there was a band of several dozen orcs and mages.
So they decided not to, and all saw the sunset."

"Excellent. Maybe we can reward each other."

Stetson gave her a filthy grin.

"What did you have in mind?"

Mareva said nothing, and pulled away the blanket. 
Stetson stared. There wasn't a stitch of clothing on the



woman's body. He checked again, just to be sure.
Correct. Zero items of clothing. Mareva looked up.
Well? Stetson sat down on the bed.

"Turn over," he said.

Mareva radiated innocence.

"Why?"

"So I can give you more pleasure than any woman
has ever had," said Stetson.

"No," said Mareva. "I am not interested."

Stetson raised an eyebrow, lay down next to Mareva
and laid his arm over her chest.

"Feel this," said Stetson. Mareva obligingly ran her
fingers from his hand, over large bulging muscles, all
the way to his shoulder, and back. Hmm. Nice. Well?

"I am much stronger than you are," said Stetson. "I
can make you turn over if I want to. Or..." He whispered
in her ear. "I can make you want to turn over."

Mareva's eyes gleamed at Stetson. Oh, they had 
played this game before. Several times before. Mareva 
thought back. Many times before. Her white teeth 
showed in a wicked grin. Embarrassingly often, in fact. 
So far, evidence showed that Stetson was indeed 
strong enough to make Mareva turn over. However, the



experiment contained a significant flaw. Mareva did not
really want to spend the whole night lying on her back.
She considered. Force or subtlety? Hmm. Today, she
felt like...

"You will never convince me to turn over, Hunter
S'Dezo'Houn."

"We'll see about that."

They had gone to bed with all the right intentions, but
for some reason, they had ended up lying quietly next
to each other, staring at the ceiling. Bannog sighed, as
if he wanted to be asked something. Ariciel obliged.

"What are you thinking of?"

"My father. I nearly lost him today. Again."

"How?"

"I let my anger get the better of me. I nearly did
things that I would have regretted all my life. Things
that would have appalled my father."

"That Orc? Gath... whatever?"

"No. Don't regret that. Not for a second. Bastard
deserved everything I gave him and more. But I nearly
snapped and went killing crazy after you'd run off to
find the Steambenders."



Ariciel looked up at the ceiling again.

"That would have been bad. So that's why you
promoted Smitty? For saving your... the ghost of your
father?"

"Not exactly. More for having the guts to do it."

"And then the last Orc in the place shoots an arrow in
his butt. Talk about bad luck."

"Better than anywhere else," said Bannog.

Ariciel lay back, and put a hand behind her head. 
She could feel Bannog's thigh warm against hers. He'd 
come through the battle almost unscathed, except 
when she'd had to heal him. That Orc leader hadn't 
even managed to land a single blow on him. He was 
doomed the moment Bannog laid eyes on him. Ariciel 
swallowed. He'd even held back. Made it last longer. 
Talked to him as he killed him. Cruel. Remorseless. 
Deadly. Flowing with a deep, deep anger that went 
beyond battle-rage. She glanced aside at him. His face 
was calm now, but she recalled the expression on that 
face as he was fighting. She had been truly, deeply, 
scared of him, and had never wanted to see him like 
that ever again. Her fingers absent-mindedly brushed 
his thigh. It made him smile. She watched him for a 
while. They had fought together. Many times. Fighting



was never nice. Someone tried to kill you, you were
trying to kill them. So you got on with it. Hit them hard
and fast, where it hurt most. You had no choice if you
wanted to live. But this fight... Bannog could have done
away with that Orc in a few moments, but he had taken
his time. Causing the Orc as much pain as he could. As
much fear as he could. Breaking him, body and spirit,
and taking pleasure in the breaking. She had caught a
brief glimpse of what was hidden within, and it
frightened her. She paused in her thoughts for a few
moments, then slowly allowed herself to move forward,
asking herself the question she'd been avoiding. Why
then, young Druid, are you breathing faster now,
thinking of it?

Ariciel raised herself on her elbow, and gave Bannog
a smile.

"Hey."

"Mm?"

"I didn't say before, but I'm glad you weren't hurt."
She rolled over, on top of him, and put her arms on his
chest. She looked deep into his eyes. "I haven't done
all the things with you that I want to do yet."

Bannog pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. "Glad
to hear it. Anything particular in mind?"



"Just the usual." Suddenly, she grinned. "Hold on.
Don't go away."

She got up, rummaged in her pack and pulled out a
red shirt, which she put on. She got back in bed.

"Make love to me. Human style."

Bannog blinked. Not that the request wasn't
welcome, but...

"So why did you put on a shirt if you want to..."

"I don't like it. Rip it off me. If it survives the evening, I
will be very disappointed."

"Why?"

"Don't argue. Do it. Not in the mood for sweet and
gentle tonight."

Bannog grabbed Ariciel, and rolled over on top of
her.

"Hm. I can be very much not sweet and gentle. But
that usually results in people getting hurt."

"I can heal. Move it, big Human."

Selena stepped into her room, a wild grin on her
face. Oh my... She sat down on her bed, and jumped
up, startled.



"Hey!" Lirael blinked. "Oh, it's you. Had a good night,
then?"

"The best. My legs are sore. You ducked out early!"

Lirael sat up, grinning at Selena.

"No I didn't. So. Smitty."

"Joseph. He was wonderful. We... danced. I'm glad
to say his leg is all better."

"Yes? Good. And?"

Selena frowned. "And nothing. I went up. He's
probably still down there."

"Oh come on. You sat on me. At least I deserve
some details."

"Well, he's very good at the waltz."

"That, young lady, is not the kind of detail I'm talking
about."

"It's the only kind of detail I have! I can do waltzes.
Anything else I just shuffle along."

"You enjoyed yourself, then?"

"Oh yeah. You?"

"I had a great time. I was dancing with this guy who 
kept trying to speak Darnassian with me. Obviously 
hadn't a clue. He kept asking me if he could eat me, 
drink me, put me on the table, sit with me on his chair.



At one point he actually asked me if I was frigid and
should he get me a coat! It was all I could do to keep
from cracking up."

"Hmm. Describe him."

"Dark hair, about a head shorter than I am, thin
beard, moustache. Wearing a green shirt, blue linen
trousers."

"Ah. Albert." Selena giggled. "You, Sister Lirael, have
been had."

"Huh?"

"Albert is the scribe. He's fluent in seven different
languages, including Thalassian, and can speak
Orcish. He translates Darnassian poetry into Common.
For fun! He knew exactly what he was saying."

Lirael stared.

"You sure?"

"Positive."

Lirael fell back into the pillows laughing.

"Oh you bastard! I'll get him for this!"

"Nix! Turn on the pump! Let's see how watertight this
tunnel really is."



With a hellish noise, the water pump sprang to life.
The big hoses moved like snakes as they filled up with
water. They ran from the keep all the way to the gates,
and out. A great jet of water spewed out of the end of
the last hose, into the moat. Griggin smiled. After all
these years, he still liked to make a fountain. Rainbows
in the sun. Some people gathered to watch, and
Griggin signalled Nix to turn it up. Great sprays of water
flew out over the moat. Lenna walked up behind him.

"I knew it! All this engineering stuff is just an excuse
to play with water."

Griggin said nothing, and held his hand in the water
jet. Water splashed all over Lenna, who squealed and
ducked. She crossed her arms and tapped her foot,
gently dripping on to the ground.

"Well in touch with our inner child, are we?"

"Yes Mum," said Griggin, happily. He wandered over
to the pump, and checked the meters. All was well.

Trixie walked up, wearing a diving suit, holding her
helm under her arm.

"Small leak about fifty yards in. Got any more
cement?"

"In the cart. Left side-box, two more bags."



"Right!" Trixie trotted off.

Mareva stepped up, and examined Griggin's water
pump. She sniffed the air.

"What does this pump run on?"

"Grain oil," said Griggin. "Hence the frying smell. It's
just a simple centrifugal pump, but it works, and it's the
biggest one I can fit in the cart."

"Ah. You are emptying the secret entrance."

"Indeed I am. I can see why they flooded it, but they
could have kept out undesirables with a simple steam
pump. That would have made the whole flooding
unnecessary. As a matter of fact, this looks like a great
site for Steambender's Tunnel Defender."

Nix grinned. "Formerly Steambender's Doorstep
Sanitiser, formerly Steambender's Relaxing Steam
Bath. It's one of Dad's best inventions yet. We rule at
engineering. We suck at marketing. Nearly boiled our
first customers."

"That was a clear case of user error," said Griggin.
"They let people in, then set it to 'Sterilise'. And I had
clearly marked that setting as well. Those people were
lucky that I was there the first time they used it."

Mareva laughed.



"Our cradles stood light-years apart, yet I name you
my brother. I have often observed how a machine can
be improved by replacing the bit behind the controls."

Ariciel watched the pretty water drops clattering
down into the moat. She looked round at Mareva.

"Replace? What with?"

Griggin sneered. "Yeast, in some cases. It's smarter
than some of the users."

 

After about half an hour's solid running, the hose
began to sputter and Griggin waved at Nix to shut off
the pump. Blessed silence descended upon the
courtyard. Ariciel watched as Trixie disconnected the
hose from the pump, and started to roll it up, squeezing
out the last of the water. Ariciel jumped in and gave her
a hand.

"Hey! I didn't see you at the party last night."

"Turned in early. Didn't feel like staying much."

"You don't like to dance?"

"Name me two guys my size. There's Nix and there's
Dad. Dancing with your father is lame. Going cheek to
cheek with your own brother is beyond lame."



Interalia laughed. "I don't think it's lame to dance with
your brother. He's actually pretty good. Showed him the
moves twice and off we went." She looked at the sky,
smiling. "And what they say about good dancers? It's
true!"

Trixie put the hose back on the ground. Slowly, she
turned to Interalia.

"You didn't! You... you..." she took a deep breath.
"Didn't!"

"Sure did. He was great!"

"You? And Nix? You..."

Nix came walking up, wiping his hands on a rag.
Trixie whirled round. She pointed at Nix.

"You? And... and.. her?! What have you done?"

"Don't tell her," said Interalia. "It's none of her
business."

"Like hell it isn't!" Trixie growled.

"Don't tell her what?" said Nix.

"Exactly," said Interalia.

Trixie breathed fire at them both, grabbed the hose
and ran off. She chucked it into the cart with
considerable force, and stomped off. Interalia sat down
on the floor and laughed till she burst.



"What did you tell her?" said Nix.

"Nothing! That's the best bit!"

"Tired of life, are you?"

There was a knock on the door, and Quartermaster
recognised the knock. He walked over and opened it.
He grinned broadly at the once-familiar visitor to the
castle.

"Porigg! Finally you see fit to drag yourself all the
way here! Has the wine run out in Lakeshire?"

Porigg laughed, dropping his satchel on the table.

"Well, it seems the Orcs have. I heard what you lot
did over at Stonewatch Tower. So I reckoned it might
be safe for a personal delivery."

Quartermaster disappeared into the larder. From
inside, his voice was heard.

"Not that safe, you old fool! We've used up the
current supply, but I'll bet the new lot are already
measuring up the tower for tapestries. And perhaps for
a few Human skulls to go with them."

"Pah. If rain and sleet and gloom of night can't keep
me, neither can a few greenskins. Anyway, I was sorry
to hear about the Old Man. He'll be missed."



Quartermaster returned, carrying a jug of wine and
two cups. His eyes met Porigg's and he nodded.

"Aye. He will. The curse of our age, my friend. Our
friends dwindle and all we get in return are these
youngsters."

Porigg sat down in his usual place at the table, and
accepted a cup. They said nothing for a while. Porigg
stirred.

"Anyway, lots more mail for you. No more from the
King, mind, but there's one all the way from Northrend,
bearing an Argent Dawn seal. For Young Bannog.
Looks important."

Quartermaster picked up the letter and looked at it.

"Ah. Paladin Peterselie. So she's in the cold hard
lands, then. Hope she's doing alright."

The door opened and Mareva appeared, looking
tired. Porigg stared at her, but recovered marvellously.
Draenei were becoming more and more familiar, even
in these parts. Quartermaster smiled.

"Lady Mareva. How can I help you?"

"If I may, could I have something to eat? I missed
breakfast because my patrol returned late."

Quartermaster scratched his head.



"I think there's some bread and cheese left. Will that
do?"

Mareva grinned. The local food still delighted her.

"Excellent. I was planning to go to the library and
read a bit before going to bed."

"Oh, in that case. would you take up these letters?"

"Of course."

 

Mareva walked up the stairs to the library. The door
to Old Bannog's study was open, and she saw Young
Bannog sitting behind the big desk. The desk was
covered with neat stacks of paper and various writing
implements. He was reading a parchment, and clearly
unhappy with what he was reading. Mareva walked in,
her hooves clunking on the wooden floor boards.

"What troubles you, Master-at-arms?"

Bannog smiled at her. "Retired Master-at-arms. Just
clearing up some of the administrative debris. I sent a
report to Stormwind on what we've done here. I wish
they'd replied as quickly to our calls for help!"

He gave the letter to Mareva. She read.



From King Varian Wrynn,

To Bannog the Younger at Caer Bannog,

Greetings,

On your resounding victory over the Orcs of the

Blackrock Clan, our most sincere congratulations.

As to the future deposition of Stonewatch Tower:

You are not to occupy it, nor do we find it

necessary for you to guard it against further

incursions by the Blackrock Clan. We are

confident they will not dare to return after this

staggering defeat. As soon as this is reasonably

possible, we will dispatch a force to occupy the

Tower, and workmen to restore it to its former

glory.

For the Alliance,

King Varian Wrynn (pp)

 



Mareva put the letter on the desk, and looked at
Bannog, one elegant eyebrow raised. Bannog picked
up another letter.

"It's not even from the King himself, just one of his
functionaries writing in his name."

"As I understand it," said Mareva, "Your King's
strengths lie not in intellectual pursuits such as writing."

"Few people can write with a sodding big Orc-slicer
in their hands," said Bannog. "Anyway, here's my
reply."

From Bannog the Younger at Caer Bannog, 

 

To King Varian Wrynn at Stormwind Keep, 

 

My Liege, 

 

I thank you for your kind words, but rest assured 

that it is no trouble at all for us to keep 

Stonewatch Tower safe from any forces that 

would occupy it, be they Horde, Scourge or even 

Alliance. Our workmen are second to none, and 

will already have started work by the time this



message reaches you. I fear that if we do not do

this, undesirable elements will attempt to

re-occupy that which we have fought long and

hard to obtain, to the undoing of us all. If this

course of action displeases you, then I suggest

you send a force of your own and if they are able,

they can take up residence in the tower complex. 

 

Your humble servant, 

 

Bannog of Caer Bannog.

 

Mareva bit her lip as she read this. She looked at
Bannog, carefully studying his face. A small smile
appeared on her lips.

"You do not intend to send this, no?"

Bannog laughed. "No. But it felt good to write it."

"I understand. I have written several fiery letters of
resignation myself, after some particularly bad jobs. I
never sent them, but it was a great relief nonetheless.
Be careful, though. If this gets into the wrong hands, it
may well be taken in entirely the wrong spirit."



Bannog got up, took the letter out of Mareva's hand
and dropped it in the fire. Then, he turned round to the
blue-skinned woman.

"Your words, as always, overflow with wisdom. I say
this only because I agree, you understand."

"Of course."

Bannog walked over to the window and looked out.
Across the moat, he could see Gnomes walking in and
out of the tunnel. So much for the secret entrance.

"I've pulled the men out of there. Chances are, the
Orcs are back already. Seems like a waste, doesn't it?"
He looked over his shoulder at Mareva. "Still, the
Blackrock now know that we have teeth here, and that
we are not afraid to use them."

Mareva leaned against the wall, and ran a finger up
one of her horns. She rubbed her fingers together.
Hmm. A bath, perhaps.

"I think King Varian's advisors wish to avoid
escalating the battle in their own back yard. If the
Blackrock are set on re-occupying Stonewatch Tower,
then they will send in a stronger force, which can only
unsettle this area. It is easier to let them, and ignore
them."

Bannog nodded. "Something like that."



"What will you do?"

"Keep a close watch on them, I suppose. Though
Gerrig insisted on sending Gelt and his unlovable
rogues packing. Can't say I entirely disagree. I'm
deeply grateful for what they did, but they don't go with
the rest of the crowd here. We'll pay them off and send
them back to Stormwind. Which will leave us short on
stealth. Can't have Ariciel doing it all."

Mareva nodded.

"Maybe you might want to ask Interalia. She is quite
capable and less..." She searched for a word. "Evil."

Slowly, a glint appeared in Bannog's eyes.

"She's a thief. I'll never be able to thank her enough
for her help in Searing Gorge, but still. She's a thief."
Bannog's smile broadened into an evil grin. "She'll
annoy the Lights out of Gerrig."

"Most probably," said Mareva.

"She's perfect. I'll have a word with her."

Mareva put her hand in front of her face and yawned.
Bannog noticed the letters she was carrying.

"More letters? There must hardly be a tree left near
the paper-mills."



"There is one from Paladin Peterselie. From a place
called Dalaran."

"Dalaran? That's a city near Alterac. It's filled with
mages, sorcerers and other cloth-wearers. What's she
doing there? As far as I know, you can't even get in."

Mareva shook her head. "The Kirin Tor moved it to
Northrend. I believe the city is like Exodar, a ship. I
would quite like to see the engines if it is."

Bannog smiled, produced his father's dagger and
opened Peterselie's letter. His face grew more serious
as he read, finally turning into a scowl.

"Bastards," said Bannog.

Mareva raised her eyebrows. "Bastards?"

"They sent her into Northrend for coming here and
helping us with the training of our men."

"That is unexpected," said Mareva. "Her friend,
Grain-wolf? He would explain to her bosses, no?"

"Korenwolf. He would. He's over there as well. I think
what we have here, what is that word again? The one
that makes you feel all red and angry? Starts with M."

Mareva scowled. "Management. What is she doing
there?"



"They've got her running bloody errands in a place
called Valgarde. Picking up some buggers' left
belongings in a place filled with giants. Not friendly
giants." Bannog looked at Mareva. "I've got to go and
help her. I owe her." His eyes fell on the stacks of
paperwork. "But I still have work to do here, too.
Damn."

"You cannot be in two places at once," said Mareva.
"The castle is important. Finish your work here, then
go."

"I suppose. Well, that'll make me get on with things."
He looked at Mareva, who was yawning again. "Get
yourself to bed, woman. You're dead on your feet."

"Hooves." Mareva stretched her shoulders, and
turned round to leave. "I will. If there is anything I can
do for you, ask. In about eight hours."

"I will. Now get."

"Father, see us now. We live. The castle stands." 
Gerrig fell silent. He was standing by the grave, his 
hand on Selena's shoulder. Bannog stared at the 
freshly stirred earth, and the large square marble grave 
stone that bore the name of his father. His own name.



The name of Gerrig's second son. And if the Light allow
it, the name of many more to come.

"I don't think we've seen the last of the Blackrock,"
said Bannog.

"Probably not, but we'll deal with them if they show
their faces here again." Gerrig's face was grim. "We are
not the pushovers we were a while back."

"So. Who's going to look after your farm now that
you're here?"

"Smitty. It's only fitting."

"He's not a farmer," said Bannog. "He's a fighter."

"Good. We're building another barracks near my
farm. I'm not having a bunch of Orcs burn down my
home again without a fight."

Selena looked over her shoulder at her eldest
brother.

"You're sending him away?"

Gerrig pulled his sister a bit closer.

"I am. It'll be a good opportunity for him to show what
he's made of." Gerrig grinned. "Why? You never ask
me about any of the other soldiers I send on missions."

"Very funny. Finally, I find someone I like, and you
bloody exile him."



Bannog coughed. "Exile. To a place not a half-day's
ride away from here. With a nice large farm, including a
hunting lodge. Fields of grain. A few apple trees,
though admittedly not as good as sir Wilfrid's. Could
you exile me as well, Brother?"

Selena fell silent. A thoughtful expression was on her
freckled face, as she contemplated... possibilities.

"A hunting lodge?"

"Oh yes," said Gerrig, seriously. "No aviary or mews,
though. But who there hunts with birds anyway?"

Selena said nothing. There were still horses in the
stable. She could go for... oh, a hunting trip. There
were plenty of rabbits to the south-east. Deer, even.
Hugin could certainly use the exercise. The Caer
Bannog kitchen was seriously low on fresh meat, what
with the siege. And she knew the lands to the
South-east like the back of her hand. No chance of her
getting lost, was there? Good thing too, because who
knew where she could end up?

Bannog chuckled to himself as he watched Selena's
expression and shot Gerrig a glance. Gerrig grinned
back.

"It's going to rain," he said. "Let's get back inside."



Part 20: Home and away

 

Interalia walked from the main gate to the keep. It
had stopped raining and the Great Outdoors looked wet
and muddy. Though she knew it was time to get going
again, today didn't seem to be the day for it. As she
entered the keep, she saw Blue Girl, who pointed at her
and came towards her. Interalia waited.

"Hullo Blue! Did you and your mate have a suitably
exciting night?"

Mareva frowned. "Why do you ask?"

"Oh, it's the polite thing to ask among Humans.
Personally, I think it's a bit intimate, but we should all
do our best to fit in, shouldn't we?"

Mareva smirked. "Miss Interalia, I have spent most of 
my working life being the new girl in one place or 
another. I can smell that sort of joke before you have 
even thought of them. I am too tired now to make a 
proper response. Anyway, Bannog wants to talk to you. 
I do not want to talk to you, but do not take it 
personally. If I do not go to bed now, I will fall over and



sleep in the hallway."

Interalia chuckled, waved and walked to the winding
stairs up. Blue Girl wasn't stupid. That's the thing about
lies. You had to know how to tell them. Delivery was
only part of it, and the best lies were those that you
didn't tell at all. You just gently nudged the sucker, so
that they would tell it to themselves, like she'd done so
well with...

"You!"

Interalia jumped out of her skin, and turned round.
Silhouetted in the doorway stood the small form of
Lenna. Her eyes were not glowing red, but they should
have been. her hands were by her side, fingers spread
out. Interalia opened her mouth to speak, but Lenna
interrupted her.

"You come into my house, trying to steal my dresses.
Then, you force your company on us, all the way here,
because we can't trust you not to empty the place if we
leave you. Then, you corrupt my children's minds with
your filthy stories about depraved sex. And now, you
rob my only son of his innocence?" Lenna looked at
Interalia, her jaw set. "Finally, you've gone too far. I'll
not let you get away with any more. It's a good thing
that you're not standing near anything that'll burn."



Interalia raised her hands. "Lenna... nothing
happened alright?"

"You call that nothing? Oh, I'm sure Nix will love to
hear that. Don't you think you've hurt him enough
already?"

Interalia took a deep breath, and readied herself for a
sprint. Just as she wanted to dash off, a long sword hit
the wall next to her.

"Oh no, you don't," said Trixie. She turned to Lenna.
"Get her Mum. I'll help you carry what's left to the
moat."

Interalia pressed her back to the wall, screwed her
eyes shut, and shouted.

"I didn't sleep with Nix!"

For a few tense heartbeats, nothing happened.
Interalia carefully opened one eye, to see Lenna
standing there, smiling at her.

"Why not? He's a nice boy. Doesn't often take
girlfriends home, what with all his engineering work."

Trixie laughed. "Oh come on. You didn't really think
we'd fry you right in the middle of the castle, did you?"

Interalia stared at Trixie. She took a deep breath.

"Of... course not."



Lenna blinked, and her mouth fell open.

"Oh my." She put her hand on her chest. "Oh my,
you did, didn't you?" Lenna stepped forward, and put
her hands on Interalia's shoulders. "Oh girl. I'm so
sorry. And after all you did for us, too," She looked into
Interalia's eyes. "I'm really, really sorry. I'd play this kind
of joke on Nix or Trixie, so I thought... Never mind."

Lenna pulled Interalia to her. "I'd never hurt you.
Never. Please forgive me."

Interalia blinked. She knew exactly what she'd have
done normally, to anyone who pulled a stunt like this on
her. But nobody, in her whole life, had ever apologised
to her. She thought back. Not ever. Especially not like
they meant it. She shook, then slowly, carefully, put her
arms round Lenna, stood there for a few moments, too
flustered even to pick Lenna's pocket. Lenna looked
into her eyes.

"Please, forgive me."

Interalia breathed slowly, and found that she did. She
opened her mouth to say it, but in the end just nodded.
Lenna gave her a wavering smile, jerked her head at
Trixie, turned round and walked out of the door, leaving
Interalia to burn off the excess adrenalin. Finally, she
took a deep breath.



"Well. That's one for the books."

She turned round, and walked up the stairs to the
library.

Mareva opened the door, and looked at the bed. A
warm happy glow surrounded her body as her eyes
roved the warm blankets and the crisp, clean sheets.
There was also a large male sitting on the bed, but for
now, that was just a side benefit. She started to drop
her clothes and pushed Stetson. To her surprise, he
didn't budge.

"Move over. Want to sleep."

Stetson's eyes seemed to return from a long
distance, and settled on her. He got up, and let her get
in. Then, he sat back down and stared again at the
letter he had in his large hands. Mareva closed her
eyes, pinched the bridge of her nose, then looked at
her friend.

"Is something wrong?"

Stetson didn't answer at once. Mareva sat up, put
her hand on his big shoulder. Stetson's gaze fell on
her.

"Family matters," he said.



Mareva nodded slowly. They had never talked about
each other's family. With all the destruction on Draenor,
it was rarely a happy subject, so the Exiles tended to
avoid it. Stetson crumpled up the letter in his hands,
and threw it into the brazier that kept their room warm.
He looked back at Mareva.

"It's my brother."

"Is he..."

"He was killed in one of the Scourge battles in
Kalimdor."

Mareva gently stroked Stetson's arm. "I'm sorry."

Stetson pointed at the brazier.

"That letter was from someone who's seen him."

"What, seen him die?"

Stetson shook his head.

"Seen him alive. If you can call it that." He looked
round at Mareva, and in all their time together, she had
never seen such an expression on his face. "He is a
Death Knight."

Mareva said nothing for a few moments, trying to
read off Stetson's sad face what the situation was.

"Does he still serve the Lich king?"



"I don't know. All I know he's been seen in a place
called Valiance Keep in Northrend." Stetson turned his
head towards Mareva. "I must go and find him. If he is
a redeemed one, I need to help him. If not..." Stetson
looked back at the fire. "Then I must kill his body, so
that his spirit may rest." Suddenly, Stetson jumped to
his hooves. "I must leave."

"Wait!" Mareva wrapped a sheet round her, and
grabbed Stetson's arm. "Bannog is also planning to
leave for Northrend. One of his friends is in trouble
there. It'll be safer if you travel together. A few days
won't make any difference."

"It may make all the difference," said Stetson. "I can't
say."

"If you go alone, you may not make it at all, and that'll
be worse than arriving late." Mareva put her hands on
his face. "I cannot survive in Northrend. You would
have to spend too much time protecting me. Bannog
can handle himself. Please do not go alone. I want you
to return to me."

Stetson looked deep into Mareva's eyes, and his 
face was calm. He ran a finger through her long dark 
hair, and gently pulled her to him. "I also wish to return 
to you. More than anything in this world or others. But I



must help my brother, either to die or be redeemed."

"I know," Mareva said. She blinked slowly, swaying
on her legs.

Stetson lifted her off the ground, put her in bed and
pulled the blanket over her.

"You are tired. You must sleep. I will return later."

Mareva sank into the soft pillows. Her eyes fell to.
Stetson looked at her face, then turned round and
made to leave the room. Mareva stirred.

"Hunter S'Dezo'Houn?"

"Mmm?"

A thin line of pale blue light in Mareva's eyes glowed
at Stetson.

"If you leave before I wake up, do not bother to
return."

"I won't. Sleep well, Engineer Mareva."

Lirael sat down, and put one bowl of porridge in front
of Ariciel, one in front of herself. Ariciel stirred. Too hot.
She looked at Lirael.

"Alors mon amie," she said, in Darnassian, "You are
leaving when?"



"I leave tomorrow," said Lirael. "But first, I must do
something." Her hand clasped Ariciel's on the table.
"Ma cherie, I've found love!"

"Oh Lirael, quelle chance! What luck! Who is the
lucky man?"

Lirael cast a careful glance over her shoulder.

"He is sitting behind me. His name is Albert. Look
carefully, he is the dark-haired man with the green
shirt."

Ariciel looked. "Oh, you choose well, cherie. A fine
specimen. Strong, yet subtle."

Lirael closed her eyes for a moment. "He is. And
tonight, I will take him through agony to ecstasy."

"Tu en es sur? Not all Humans appreciate the finer
arts of love-making."

"But he is so brave, Ariciel. No lesser gift will do!"

"Still, these Humans may not be familiar with the joys
of pain. You may want to start with the clamps, and
save the sharp knives for later, when he is properly
introduced."

"No time! I must have him before I leave. Selena told
me where he sleeps. Tonight, I will visit him and ravish
him. He will be mine for ever!"



"Madame!" Albert was standing behind Lirael, his
face pale as a sheet. "I could not help overhearing you,
and what you propose... It cannot be! Your... your...
ways, they are too subtle and delicate for a rough
paysan like myself."

Lirael slowly turned round, and gave Albert a radiant
smile. "A simple peasant? I think not! You would not
have improved your knowledge of our language so
quickly if you were!"

Albert's mouth fell open. He looked from Lirael to
Ariciel. Ariciel grinned. He looked back at Lirael.

"Touché, Madame." He nodded his head. "Please
forgive me my inappropriate behaviour of last night."

"Dis rien," said Lirael. "It is always nice to hear one's
language spoken in foreign countries. I am glad to hear
you speak it better than I thought. I will put you on my
table, if I may." Her eyes glinted. "You may even eat
yourself, if you wish."

Albert reached for his breakfast, then sat down.

"I very much enjoyed your singing last night. Was
that one of the ancient hymns to Elune? They say it
was first performed for Tyrande Whisperwind herself."

"It was. Though I'm not sure she'd approve of people 
singing hymns specially to her. She doesn't like to be



called High Priestess, even. It implies that there are
also low priestesses."

Albert ran his fingers through his thin beard. "Of
course. I read about her in an old history book. I never
realised that she would be alive today. Have you seen
her? They say she was the most beautiful creature
alive."

Lirael laughed. "Well, they would, wouldn't they? You
can hardly say of a legendary character that she had a
face like an old boot. Not that she has, mind, but I could
walk through Darnassus for five minutes and point out
ten girls prettier than she is." Lirael stirred her porridge,
looking in the distance. "But I could walk all of Kalimdor
for a thousand years, and never find anyone with more
power and compassion. She is the woman who once,
on her own, held off an entire army of Undead using
her magic alone." Lirael smiled. "And still, a child can
walk up to her with a hurt knee, and she'll heal her and
comfort her. It was what inspired me to become a
Priestess."

"Then perhaps, saying she was... is beautiful is a
convenient abbreviation," said Albert. "I would love to
go to Darnassus sometime and listen to the language.
It is quite melodious. But alas, my duties here..."



"Well, should you find the time, please come and visit
me. When I'm not in faraway places, you can usually
find me either in the temple or in Saelienne's inn."

Ariciel nodded. "With the new ferry service from
Stormwind, it's much easier. No need to slog it all the
way to bloody Menethil anymore."

Albert smiled at her. "I was born in Menethil, though I
haven't been there for many years."

"Oh. I left Bannog there when I went to Teldrassil. It
was always raining, and there were biting raptors and
crocolisks. Food's good, though, so it's not all bad."

"Ah, yes. The wetland crocolisks. Magnificent
creatures, aren't they? Their shape has not changed for
a million years."

Ariciel sneered. "One of them took a bite out of my
leg. Bannog turned it into handholds for my
quarterstaff."

"Well, yes. They are best observed from a distance."

"Oh yeah. The farther the better."

 

The door opened and Stetson walked in, followed by 
Morgan. Ariciel waved, and Stetson joined them at the 
table. Morgan somehow managed to squeeze his huge



feline body under the table and went to sleep on
Stetson's hoof.

"No breakfast?"

Stetson shook his head. "I already had mine a few
hours ago. I am looking for Master Bannog."

"Upstairs grumbling at the paperwork," said Ariciel.
"He's no fun at all at the moment."

"Maybe his upcoming journey to Northrend troubles
him," said Stetson. "It is not an endeavor to be taken
lightly."

Ariciel blinked. "He's going away? He didn't tell me!
Where's he think he's going?"

Stetson raised his hand. "As I understand, he did not
know himself until this morning. He is going to
Northrend to aid a friend of his, and so am I. We might
travel together a while."

"Friend? Who?"

"Mareva did not say. But please do not disturb her.
She is asleep."

Ariciel got up, and looked at her friends through
narrowing eyes.

"I'll ask Bannog instead."



Interalia's hand briefly disappeared inside her shirt,
to come out again holding her lucky silver coin. With a
thoughtful expression on her face, she made the coin
dance between her fingers. It was something to do
while her mind was busy,

"A job? What job?"

"Well," said Bannog, "After our defeat of the
Blackrock, they will naturally never dare to come back
to Stonewatch Tower."

Interalia grinned, and leant forward. She briefly
looked over her shoulder, then whispered.

"They're renewing the Great Anvil in Ironforge." She
held up her silver coin in front of Bannog's face. "For
one-hundred and twenty gold, I can get you the old
one."

Bannog laughed. "Well yeah. I don't believe it either.
Why my Liege wishes to hand the tower back to the
Orcs, I cannot say, but I'll be damned if I just let them
plan another raid on my castle. I need someone to tell
us what's going on there. Without them knowing about
it. Which is where you come in. Think you can do it?"

"Hmm. How long for?"

"As long as you want. Mind you, it'll be dangerous. If 
you get caught, there's nothing we can do to keep them



from hiding you somewhere and releasing you bit by
bit. Your pay will reflect that."

"Pay? How much?"

"Let's say we make you a sergeant. Purely for
administrative reasons. That'll net you forty silver a
week. Plus a place to sleep and a hot meal at least
once a day."

Interalia sat back in the chair that was several sizes
too big for her. She nodded slowly.

"Big Lug, you do know what kind of girl I am, don't
you?"

"Up to now, you've made your living by obtaining
other people's valuables without their permission or
knowledge. In short, you're a thief." Bannog put his
elbows on the table. "But if it wasn't for your help, then I
would be dead and Ariciel would still be in some
Lightless place in Searing Gorge having her arms and
legs chopped off and re-attached by trainee healers. I'll
never be able to thank you enough for that."

Interalia said nothing.

"Also," said Bannog, "I'm counting on you to be smart 
enough not to shit where you eat. If you relieve a few 
Orcs of their pocket money, then well done, I say. So 
why start on the Caer people? Just don't get caught."



An edge crept into his voice. "Either there, or here."

"Right. So my job is to sneak into Stonewatch Tower
and report to you on whatever is happening there."

"Not me. Gerrig. I'll be leaving for Northrend in a few
days. So you'll be working for my brother, mostly."

"Hmm. No offence, but he can be a bit of an arrogant
git at times."

Bannog grinned. "You'll get along fine. If it gets too
much, liaise through Quartermaster. Oh, you'll want to
go and see him anyway. He'll set you up with a place to
sleep. So. Do we have a deal?"

Interalia stared. She dropped her silver coin, but
caught it with a quick move of her hand before it hit the
floor. All her instincts told her to say no. It'd all end in
trouble. The temptation to get one over on these stupid
lugs would be overwhelming. But then again. She'd
have a home of sorts. That'd be nice. Find out how that
feels. Suddenly, she grinned.

"Forty five silver?"

"Forty silver and you get to pick what you want from
the armoury?"

"Deal."



Bannog stood up. Interalia's small four-fingered hand
disappeared in Bannog's.

"Welcome to the family," said Bannog.

 

The door opened. Ariciel stepped in. The expression
on her face balanced between concern and fireballs at
noon. Interalia grinned at her.

"Hi Rici!" She pointed a thumb at Bannog "Big Lug
gave me a job!"

"How nice. Could I have him to myself for a bit, dear?
Thank you." She turned to Bannog. "You're leaving.
Were you planning on telling me any time soon?"

Interalia had both the ability to make herself scarce in
seconds, and the wisdom to know when. She
disappeared into the shadows. Bannog put a hand on
Ariciel's shoulder.

"You were asleep. I found out this morning.
Peterselie is in trouble. I have to help."

Ariciel blinked. "What's wrong?"

"Some bastard sent her to Northrend as a thank-you
for helping us with the siege. She needs help, and I
don't see anyone else jumping in. Can't leave her to her
fate."



Ariciel said nothing. She'd heard of Northrend, and it
was not a happy place. It was said to be inhabited by
violent giants. Wykull or something.

"Will you be safe there?"

"Not by any stretch of the imagination," said Bannog.
"It's where Arthas Menethil, better known as the Lich
King, has pitched his tent for now. He's offering people
jobs over there. Trolls. Undead. Half-giants."

"I can face the wildlife here," said Ariciel. "Not out
there. Dammit. I thought I was finished training for a
while. But if I am to survive out there, then I need to
grow stronger. A lot stronger."

Ariciel looked unhappily at Bannog. She wanted to
ask him to stay here, but she knew already that he
wouldn't. One of his friends was in danger. If he'd just
stay here, he would not be the Human she knew.

"It looks like both Mareva and I will have to do
without our boyfriends for a while then."

"Huh? Is Stetson leaving as well?"

"He is. Also to Northrend. Maybe you can go
together."

"Depends on why Stetson is going there."



"Ask him. He didn't seem to want to talk about it,
though. It may be a private Draenei thing."

"I will," said Bannog. "I'm sorry. I was planning on a
nice long time together. But..."

"Oh well. Back to writing hot fiery letters, then. At
least you're not in the Army now, so I don't have to use
code anymore."

Bannog grinned. "It took even me a while to realise
what you meant by 'a relaxing run through the
wetlands'. Made my day when I did."

Ariciel wiggled her eyebrows. "None of those army
censors' business what we get up to." Her face turned
sad. "I'll miss you."

"And I you. Oh well. I can't leave for at least another
couple of days. I need to set up some kind of
intelligence network. That's what our Gnome girl is
going to do."

"Hm. Better make good use of the time we have
then."

"Haven't we been there before?"

Bannog was sitting at a table in one of the small 
villages of Redridge ruined by the wars. The place still



had a roof, at least, though you wouldn't want to go
upstairs. Smitty was standing behind him, a watchful
look in his dark eyes. Bannog's jaw set. History
repeating itself, only one generation down. There was a
whistle from outside and the door opened. An Orc
came in. Without uttering a word, he looked round the
room, eyes briefly settling on Bannog, then on Smitty.
Apparently satisfied, he turned round and waved in his
master.

The Orc leader, to Bannog, looked like any other one
of the brutes he'd encountered in the conflict. Good
quality armour. Scimitar. A bit shorter and broader of
build than Bannog was himself. Bannog pointed his
hand at the bench opposite, and the Orc sat down.

"Welcome. I am Bannog of Caer Bannog."

"I am Gath'Ilzogg, War-lord of the Blackrock clan."

Bannog raised his head a tiny amount. "Are all
war-lords called Gath'Ilzogg?"

The Orc scowled. "The one you killed was called
Mizar Gath'ilzogg. I am Jheren Gath'ilzogg. He was my
brother."

Time was when this would have moved Bannog. As it
was, sympathy was at a low. He acknowledged the
Orc's statement with a brief nod.



"You have returned to Stonewatch Tower. What is it
that you wish?"

"What I wish, Human, is to rip off your head and piss
down your neck. My brother may have been an idiot,
but he is still my brother. But my orders are to re-take
the Tower, no matter what the cost. You do not feature
in my orders."

In one swift move, Bannog drew his dagger and
drove it into the table between Gath'ilzogg's hands,
where it stood, trembling. Bannog glared at the Orc.

"This dagger belonged to my father, until the day that
your imbecile of a brother decided to have under-chief
Gharash and his lieutenant murder him. This is the
dagger I pushed into his skull the day we cleared the
tower of every last one of you misbegotten wretches.
Now if you want a piece of me, then feel free to try and
we'll repeat this conversation with whoever they send
to replace you."

Gath'ilzogg glowered at Bannog. "My wishes are
irrelevant. Only my orders matter. They are to take
Stonewatch tower, which we have now done, having
found it unoccupied. I assume you had a reason to
leave it."



"Orders from the King. My wishes, like yours, are
irrelevant. I have something for you." Bannog looked
over his shoulder at Smitty, who came forward and
handed Bannog a piece of black cloth. Bannog unrolled
it on the table.

"This is the crest of my house. Our soldiers wear it
on their tabards. Our citizens wear a smaller version on
their clothes. If you attack, disturb or even look at one
of these soldiers, but especially any of those citizens,
then we will repeat the exercise you have witnessed
before, only this time we will leave no stone upon the
other, no Blackrock alive in Redridge."

"Do you think we have only rank recruits in the Tower
this time?" Gath'ilzogg pulled out the dagger and
tossed it at Bannog. "You would pay a high price in
blood. My brother may have been delusional, but I am
not. You will not fare as well against trained warriors."

Bannog scowled. "If so, we would both lose, and the
Lich King would be the only winner. Shall we try to
avoid that? I offer you the same accord that my father
offered chief Gharash. You don't bother us. We don't
bother you. Everybody lives to fight the Scourge. Do
you accept?"



Gath'ilzogg looked into Bannog's eyes. Moments
passed. Then, he nodded.

"I accept. My warriors will not attack any of yours.
Your warriors will not attack any of ours. You will keep
your soldiers and spies away from the Tower. We will
not go near your castle. Let it be so."

Gath'ilzogg held his hand over the table. Bannog
took it. Gath'ilzogg stood up, turned round and left.
Bannog sat back and rubbed his head.

"Did you get a good look at him?"

Interalia appeared out of nowhere. "He looks a nasty
piece of work. Did you just promise not to send me out
there?"

Bannog smiled grimly. "Aye. Don't get caught."

"Hm. Understood. See you tomorrow morning."

"Lady Ariciel?" Griggin stepped up from behind his
cart. "Before I leave, I would like to thank you again for
saving Lenna's life. If there is anything I can do for you,
you have but to ask."

Ariciel smiled. Honestly, she couldn't think of
anything the little Gnome could do for her, unless... Ah.



"There is something, but I'll have to ask the master of
the castle. Could you wait a minute?"

"Certainly."

 

"A what?" Gerrig stared at the Elf, his mouth open.

"Bathroom," said Ariciel. "Well, shower room really.
Mr. Steambender is an expert in things like that. They
have them in Ironforge. Ask Bannog. Those things are
wonderful!"

"In my father's bedroom? Are you..."

"Well, you're not going to sleep there, are you? And
turning it into a spare bedroom is probably not what you
want either. So why not?"

Marcia frowned. "What's a shower room?"

"You stand in the room, you turn the tap and hot
water flows over you. I tried one in the inn in Ironforge.
You wouldn't believe how good it felt. Like standing
under a waterfall, but lovely and warm."

"Hmm," said Marcia, eyeing her husband.

 

Griggin stuck his pencil back behind his ear and
showed his sketch to Nix.



"Right. If we want to put the boiler in one of the
cellars, we're going to have to drill. If we do that here,
and here..." Griggin tapped the drawing with his finger,
"Then we can keep most of the pipes out of sight
behind the stairs. We'll also need to re-concrete the
floor, but Mr. Stonehand can do that for us. Drainage
goes down there... and into the moat below the
waterline. Nice and discreet. We'll put in an Optimal
Prime five-thousand, I think. They're nice and quiet,
especially at the level of usage expected."

Nix frowned.

"Don't you mean five-hundred, Dad? A five-thousand
will flood the entire room in ten seconds, and wash out
all the users. Let's not have a repeat of the Relaxing
Steam Bath fiasco."

Griggin smiled at his son. "I'm aware of that, but a
five-hundred won't power the soldiers' bathing facilities,
kitchen warm water supply, coffee making facilities,
central heating, and let's not forget the tunnel
defender."

"But they haven't asked for any of those things!"

Griggin grinned broadly.

"Well, I haven't told them they need them yet."

 



Trixie looked at her feet. "Interalia..."

"Yes?"

"I'm sorry for scaring you like that."

They were standing next to the cart. The striders
were hitched, all was ready. Nix was leaning against
the side of the cart, trying not to get involved.

"And rightly so."

Trixie looked up. "I mean I was right to get even with
you what with Nix and all, but I went over the top."

"Yes," said Interalia.

Trixie looked up. "You're going to drag this out for as
long as you can, aren't you?"

"Yes. Yes, I am."

"Well... You um didn't, but even if you did, it wouldn't
be any of my business. I suppose you can do what you
want with my brother."

"Wait," said Nix. "What?"

Interalia's eyes glinted at Trixie. She slowly turned
round to Nix.

"Oh thanks, Trixie," she said. Before Nix could move,
she grabbed his jacket, pulled him closer and kissed
him. Nix stood, stiff as a board, eyes wide open.

"Wstfgl," he said. Trixie nearly fell over laughing.



Interalia looked at Nix' face. If she wanted, she could
pick all of his pockets, then nick his jacket.

"You're a lousy kisser," said Interalia. "You need
more practice."

"Uh ya sorry," said Nix, slowly backing away.

Trixie stopped laughing, saw Nix' face, and started
again. She walked round the cart and got in the driving
seat, holding her stomach. Interalia watched Nix pull
himself together.

"You'll be back here, then?" Interalia grinned. "I may
be able to convince Sir Gerrig that what they really
need here is some enchanted steel handcuffs. Or
failing that, Lady Marcia."

"No need," said Nix. "We're putting in a shower room.
I'll be back. You're staying here then?"

"Yeah. Got to help out keeping an eye on the greens.
Only Rici can do real stealth here. The lugs would just
walk into things."

"Amazing how they still keep their buildings up,
considering," said Nix. "Oh well. They have the
Gnomes to help them with the difficult bits. Like the
copper piping. Go us! Anyway, as soon as we source
the materials, I'll be back. Want me to look you up?"



"I'd like that. One thing though. If you have the gall to
call me your girlfriend, I'll hurt you."

"The Light forbid."

Second Lieutenant Joseph Smith didn't particularly
like to be summoned for meetings with the Boss.
Especially not with two bosses. It generally meant
trouble, or more work, or both. He knocked on the door,
was let in, and put in a chair. He plied his face in an
expression of attentive politeness.

"Good morning, Sir Gerrig."

"Good morning, Lieutenant. Second Lieutenant, I
should say. How are you this morning?"

Oh great. The Man was showing an interest in his
well-being. This was going to be good.

"Very well, Sir, thank you."

"Good good. Well, Lieutenant, I have some orders for
you."

Smitty sat to attention. Here it comes...

"I am putting you in charge of the daily management
of the farm to the south-east. It used to be mine, but
with recent events, my presence here is required."



Oh damn. Did he look like a farmer? What was he
going to do, get behind the plow?

"Sir, I must remind you that farming is not my
expertise. Wouldn't it be more appropriate to assign
this task to one more experienced in that, um, field?"

Bannog grinned. "Relax Smitty, We're not expecting
you to get in among the turnips. The foremen can do
the actual farming. Your main job will be the new
barracks. You'll oversee its construction, and then run
it."

Whoa! Smitty took a breath. This was... unexpected.
It was a good job. Oh dear. What's the catch? There
must be a catch somewhere. They never just give you
a nice job, without a good reason. And then, he saw it.
They were sending him away from the castle. Away
from...

"Can I ask a question, Sir?"

"Certainly," said Gerrig.

"Does this have anything to do with... Lady Selena?"

Bannog glanced at his brother's face, grinning. He
turned to Smitty.

"Aye, Lieutenant. We must, at all cost, keep you 
away from our sister. Don't worry about her. We'll lock



her in her room till she forgets about you."

Smitty looked from Gerrig to Bannog and back again,
not entirely convinced. Gerrig laid his hand on the
table.

"Look, Lieutenant. We have eyes in our heads, and
we can see that our sister is, well, interested in you.
You must be aware of that, or you wouldn't have
brought it up. But this job has nothing to do with it. You
served us very well in the recent hostilities, and that's
why we're giving you a job in line with your abilities."

Yeah right. There was a military term for such a
statement, but not one to be used in front of one's
commanding officers. How had they got it into their
heads that he was after their sister?

"Sir, I assure you, I have no intention of..."

"Good." Gerrig picked up a stack of parchments and
handed them to Smitty. "These are the plans to the
new barracks. You'll need to keep a sharp eye on the
workmen, or before you know it, they'll turn it into a
town hall. Or a sawmill. You'll leave at your earliest
convenience. Any questions?"

Smitty blinked. He could think of several, but none of
these were likely to lead to joy.

"No, Sir."



"Excellent. If you need anything, send word to the
castle. Come and speak with me before you leave."

"Aye, Sir."

 

Smitty walked down the stairs, pack of parchment in
hand. Just what were they thinking? Sure, Lady Selena
was attractive enough, in a fresh-faced, healthy,
cheerful kind of way, but he could probably find several
girls in Lakeshire who were just as pretty, and most
importantly, didn't come with a sodding big castle
attached, not to mention two sodding big brothers. He
looked at the documents in his hands. My goodness,
they were ambitious. Sleeping space for at least forty
soldiers, with facilities. He couldn't help thinking that
when he just started, he'd have been quite happy to
live in a place like that, rather than the tents outside...

"Hey!"

Smitty stopped short, and found he'd almost walked
into Lady Selena. She grinned at him. He gave her his
politely friendly smile, normally used on dignitaries'
wives.

"Pardon me, Lady," said Smitty.

Selena smirked. "No harm done, Sir. I heard you 
were leaving for Gerrig's place. Are you going to clean



up my brother's mess for him?"

"Oh, I'd hardly call it that, Lady," said Smitty. "I've
been put in charge of building the new barracks at Sir
Gerrig's farm."

"You have? Well, they could hardly have picked a
better man for the job. Your father's a blacksmith, and
didn't your mother come from a family of
stonemasons?"

Smitty was taken aback. How on Azeroth did she
know that? And furthermore, why would she care? He
could think of an answer, but not one he liked
particularly.

"I never worked in any of those professions, Lady.
My older brothers followed in my father's footsteps,
which left me to pursue a military career." A military
career that, after a promising start, now looked like it
was going rapidly downhill.

"Oh you have older brothers? Aren't they just a
treasure? I'd trade you mine, but I'm not sure you'd fall
for it."

Lady, thought Smitty, I already have your brothers.
They are suspecting me of ungentlemanly intentions
towards yourself. I know what happened to the last
poor sap who tried.



"I already know your brothers, Lady. You don't know
mine, and I'm not sure that you'd prefer them to your
own."

"Ha. Mine told me that you were at death's door
when you came back from the fights." Blue eyes shone
at Smitty. "I was very glad you weren't."

Smitty looked at the bosses' sister. She was
something to look at, certainly. Blonde hair, very blue
eyes. Dressed in loose-fitting green and brown hunter's
garb that no peasant hunter girl would ever be able to
afford. Someone had taken the kind of girl Smitty liked,
and spent a lot of money on her to improve her. Money
best spent elsewhere, as far as he was concerned.

"As am I, Lady," said Smitty.

"I'll be sad to see you go."

Oh my. What had he done to deserve this? Easy.
Dance with her all night at the celebration, that's what.
Not that that had been any kind of punishment, far from
it, but he could hardly have refused the lady of the
castle. Oh well. Perhaps Sir Gerrig had been right to
send him away for a while.

"Cannot argue against orders, Lady. Speaking of
which, I'd better go and prepare myself. I have much to
do."



"Mustn't keep you then," said Selena. She smiled at
him, and walked towards the stairs. Smitty scratched
his hair, watching her go. She looked over her shoulder
once, then disappeared upstairs. Yeah. A change of
scenery would probably do him good.

Quartermaster looked up from his work, to see the
Gnome rogue girl standing in front of him.

"Good morning Miss Interalia, How can I help you?"

Interalia gave Quartermaster her charming smile.

"I have a request. You know I've slept in the barracks
these last few nights?"

"Of course," said Quartermaster. "I told Carl to put
you there. Is something wrong?"

"No no, nothing. Only I'll be dealing with confidential
documents and things, so I probably need to keep that
out of sight."

Interalia had been sleeping in the barracks. She'd not 
enjoyed it much. The bed was large enough, true, but it 
was large enough for her and the entire Steambender 
family. Also, there were soldiers. Soldiers with the 
wonderfully quaint sense of humour that soldiers all 
over the world have. The young lad who'd tried to put



her hand in a bowl of water to make her wet her bed,
would probably recover. Eventually. Sadly, the others
had not taken this as a cautionary learning experience,
but rather as a challenge. Pointing out that she had
forgotten more tricks than they had ever known, had
not helped. Lack of sleep was making her irritable and
less inclined to play nice. Time to win a little privacy.

"Now I've spotted in the corridor over there a store
cupboard that looks just large enough for a Gnome
bedroom, but it's locked. Could I have a look at it,
please?"

Quartermaster scratched his head. "Don't know.
What's in it?"

"Oh, just some shelves and a few trunks of stuff. Old
beer bottles. Lots of dust, but I can get rid of that no
problem." Interalia smiled disarmingly at
Quartermaster.

Quartermaster Declan looked into Interalia's eyes,
then chuckled. He stepped over to the other wall, and
grabbed a key from one of the spikes.

"Why don't we try this for a change?"

"A key? That's cheating!"

Quartermaster grinned. "Think of it as a highly
specialised, high-speed lock-pick."



They walked to the store cupboard. Quartermaster
opened the door.

Interalia shook her head. "See? That's just like work
for a lock. Locks want to be gently caressed and
seduced into giving up their secrets. You have to treat
them as gentle as you would your lover."

Quartermaster laughed. "Would you and your door
like to be alone for a while? Now let's see. What have
we here?"

The shelves contained mostly empty boxes, odds
and ends and empty bottles. There was a crate of beer
with six bottles still unopened, thick with dust.
Quartermaster took out one of the bottles and looked at
the label.

"Ah. Now there are some beers that mature slowly,
gaining depth of flavour as years go by, so that you
hardly dare open the bottle for fear of spoiling what
would be an even better experience the next year."

He put the bottle back in the crate.

"But this, sadly, is not one of those beers. Into the
moat with it, I say."

"More of a cider girl, myself."



"I can give you beers that'll turn you," said
Quartermaster.

"Oh, the times I've heard that," said Interalia.

They opened a few trunks, but they didn't contain
anything remotely valuable. Kitchen uniforms in fashion
when Old Bannog's father held sway. Blunt carving
knives. Incomplete sets of crockery. In a word, junk.
Quartermaster had seen enough.

"Well, if you help me get rid of this stuff, you can
have the commodious bedroom for yourself." He
looked at Interalia. "Soldiers giving you a hard time?"

"Oh, the feeling is mutual," said Interalia. "Best not to
let it develop into full warfare."

"Probably best. I'm sorry for the hassle. I'd have a
word, but what good would that do?"

"Nothing. Boys will be boys. Until you cut their
goolies off. They say dogs get much more affectionate
afterwards."

"Not if they see you do it, they don't."

 

They emptied the place of the debris of years, then 
chopped up a straw mattress for her use, which they 
put on the bottom shelf. The top shelf, they took down



and turned into a writing desk. A few trunks were left in,
for Interalia's secret documents. She made a mental
note to ask Nix for a few better locks. She grinned. For
free, of course. At least not for money. Quartermaster
gave her a good supply of candles and a Human
footstool to sit on. As a final touch, she grabbed a bit of
wood, and carved a sign to put on the door: 
 

BEWARE OF

GUARD GNOME.

DO NOT ENTER.

 

She chuckled as she stuck it on the door with a few
nails. Then she lay back on her bed, hands behind her
head. Much better. She surveyed her small kingdom.
She'd never really had a base of operations before.
She sighed, wondering how long it would last before
she messed it up in some way or other. She closed her
eyes and slept.

Lirael was standing in the middle of the courtyard, 
pack on her shoulder. Several people had come to see



her off. Ariciel stood by and fussed.

"Got everything?"

"Think so. All my clothes, bottles of claret, thanks
Quartermaster. Notes for Bearwalker. Messages for the
armour merchants. Did I miss anything?"

"Un moment, Madame, s'il vous plait." Albert came
rushing up, and handed Lirael a small leatherbound
book. "I would like you to have this."

Lirael leafed through the book, and smiled. "Those
are Darnassian love poems! I don't know at least half of
them." She looked up at Albert. "Are you sure you want
to give this away?"

"I know them by heart, Madame. Please be so good
as to enjoy them."

"I know I will. Thank you, Albert."

"Enchanté, Madame."

Lirael smiled, looked round.

"Well, I'm off then."

 

She mounted her cat, and watched Ariciel do the 
same. Together, they rode out of the main gate, to 
Lakeshire. They rode up to Ariena Snowfeather, the 
Human flightmaster in Lakeshire. Lirael put her hands



on Ariciel's shoulders, and looked deep into her eyes.

"Are you sure you'll be alright?"

"Positive. Thank you for everything." Ariciel pulled
Lirael to her, eyes closed. "Tell Trainer Jandria that I
am very satisfied, and will have no other priestess but
you."

"Try not to go on any murderous rampages while I'm
gone. That'll cost me points."

"I'll try not to."

The girls simply looked at each other for a few
moments. Then, Lirael spoke a few words to the flight
master, and with a final wave, she was gone.

 

Lirael's cat trotted up to Saelienne's in Darnassus.
Saelienne was busy helping customers spend their
money. Lirael waved, and went to see if she had any
mail. She grinned. Hey! one from Aletta.

Lirael my dear, 

 

I'm very sorry to bother you with this, but I've had 

boyfriend trouble of the worst description. I cannot 

possibly write it down, or I will tear this parchment



to shreds in anger. We simply must meet,

perhaps in Dolanaar by the moonwell, and

discuss it in person. In order that you derive some

advantage from this meeting other than hearing

my melodious voice ramble on about males in

general and this one in particular, I suggest, after

we tear this sad excuse for an Elf to tiny shreds,

that we do the following:

 

Lirael read on. Her cheeks turned purple. Oh my...
She turned the page over. There was more. Oh well...
The work of a priestess was never done. A dirty job, but
someone and all that. She walked into the inn.

"Saelienne? Do you have some honey by any
chance? Runny for preference."

The deck vibrated under Bannog's feet as the
steamer's engine engaged. The large wheel at the back
turned the sea to foam as they accelerated to Valiance
Keep in Northrend. He stared at the two small figures
on the quay, one blue, one pale white. A little smile was
on his face. As Stormwind harbour disappeared from
view, he waved one more time, and sighed.



"Mr. Stetson, here we are, both with the most
glorious girlfriends imaginable, and still, we sail for a
cold inhospitable place where practically everything
and everyone wants to kill us. Are we mad, or what?"

Stetson turned round to Bannog.

"They are magnificent creatures. If we do not go,
then the things that wish to kill us will come here
eventually, and put them in danger. They are what we
fight for."

"True words, my friend." Bannog breathed in the
fresh salty sea air. "Have you heard any news of your
brother?"

Stetson shook his head. "No. He was last seen in a
place called Valiance Keep. I suppose I will have to go
there and pick up the trail from there."

"Maybe he doesn't want to be found."

"Many things that I track do not wish to be found.
And yet, Morgan and I eat well."

"Hm. Well, I have had word from Korenwolf. He says
he will meet me in Valgarde, They have not been very
forthcoming with information."

"Perhaps they, too, do not wish to be found."

"Perhaps."



They left the aft railing and walked to the bow section
of the ship. There was nothing but sea on the horizon,
so they waited for anything more interesting to appear.

"We will see them again, Mr. Bannog."

"I'll make sure we do, Mr. Stetson."



Epilog: Going out hunting

 

She was grinning like a maniac. She knew she was,
and she couldn't stop herself. She had all she needed:
Hunting gear and some trail rations. Hugin sat in a
nearby tree, watching her. The farm was just a half day
away. She'd been there many times. But this time, it
wasn't 'Gerrig's farm'. It was now the domain of Second
Lieutenant Joseph Smith. And he was her prey today.
She thought back again to the wonderful night she'd
had with him at the celebrations. He'd been so kind to
her. And still, she knew how strong he could be when
he needed to.

She reached under the horse and tightened the
saddle belt again. Horses always did that. Blow out to
make the belt fit less tightly. And then, the unwary
horse rider would end up hanging under the horse.
They always forgot to keep it up, though. Selena
stroked its mane.

"I'm on to your little tricks, my dear. You're not 
keeping me away from my..." She stopped short of 
saying the words she was thinking of. There might be a



little work to do on that account. Well... Nothing to be
gained by waiting.

She jumped in the saddle, called out to Hugin and
rode off to the South East.
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