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Meese was stuck trailing after Gladlow again. He knew that when his young friend had the scent of a lost spell or a recently rediscovered bit of pre-Quake antiquity, he could only tag along and hope for the best. The best hope being utter failure followed by drinks at the pub. The only scent in his own nose was a damp, mossy, someone's-nappy-needs-changing sort of odor. He expressed as much to his companion.

The gangling wizard took a sniff and grinned down at him. "I'd say it's more wet-dog-in-open-sewer, but it means we're going in the right direction." His voice was always a surprise, too deep for such a narrow chest. He stomped along a moment more, listening to bird calls rise briefly over insects and frogs, and reconsidered his words. "Let's have a look at the map."

"Map? I thought you had it?" He smirked at his friend's sour look and snapped open the parchment. Meese had copied it from a large tome in the Institute archive. First, he had fallen asleep on the atlas and awoken only minutes before the library's closing, not having sketched a line. He jerked it away when Gladlow reached for it. "Easy lad, I had my nose in a book for hours."

Gladlow took it reverently and nodded sagely. "This is terrible." He held it at arm's length. "It looks like a small child's drawing of a cucumber."

Meese held up his hand impatiently. Being of the Dwarrow race, and more pertinently, Gladlow being oafishly tall even among men, Meese was shorter by exactly two feet. It would never occur to his fellow mage to indirectly mock his height by holding something out of reach, and Meese had taken pains to educate the local populace—through vengeance wreaked and fires set—what cost could be expected for mocking it directly. Jokes featuring the many other racial impressions left by his forebears, he returned with good humor and salty wit. Things like excellent low-light vision, agoraphobia, and drinking men thrice his size under the table. As long as no one pointed out his distinct advantage under tables. As for the rest, each was accepted or eliminated as it came. A foot-trippingly long beard was instead groomed in the Human style, while iron helm and hobnailed boots were replaced with comfortable academic wear. Smithing in general was a bit of a sore point, but not worth burning anything over. Folk assumed a certain penchant for stonecraft and the forging of weapons, all of which was bloody true. However, it pained him that the lessons taught at his adopted father's forge—a spectacularly Human man—were in him dismissed as some racial gift.

Meese snatched the parchment back from his friend's hand and turned it over in disgust as if it made some difference. It did look like a cucumber, but he had noted the relevant landmarks, and his memory was as good as any mage. Excepting Gladlow, he admitted to himself with pride. The lad's memory was uncanny. He would look right at home milking pigs and herding chickens, but beneath the smooth-faced, curly-haired farmboy lurked knowledge worthy of a sixty-year-old professor with two divorces and a bad back. He was smug in his ability, righteous in his resolve, and seemed to believe that what young women wanted was a good, hard lecturing.
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