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      Forced behind enemy lines. Ready to do battle with slavers, spiders, and ghosts. 


      Say hello to the new and improved Clyde Hatchett...Who's only a level four nothing. 


      He's on a (seemingly never-ending) quest to get back to his life in Glaton. And now, all that stands in his way are the Empire-hating Carchedonians, a death cult, and a traitorous party member. Oh, and a mythical city that very probably doesn't exist. Prepare to be blown out of the water on this cutthroat journey through the darkest corners of Vuldranni. Clyde has reached the end of his known world. And that's where the adventure begins. 


      Trick of the Night is edge-of-your-seat LitRPG action. Pick up this page-turner today!
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      Brunhilde -

      I’m looking forward to meeting you,

      and telling you a lifetime of stories.
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      We were heading to the City of Darkness to complete one more quest before heading home.

      Oh, and someone let Raynor tag along with us.

      Or, more appropriately, Raynor somehow wound up onboard, and no one thought to ask him to leave before we shipped off. We sailed into the sunset, ignoring the completely ruined town we’d just rescued. I mean, we weren’t equipped to help people rebuild a damn community, especially if any people in that community realized that I was the one who murdered their friends, children, relatives. Granted, I saved them as well, but I also killed a fair share of them to do so. I also didn’t want any of them to remember me as the guy who’d autopsied a friend in front of them.

      So, yeah, a quick departure made a lot of sense.

      Now, we didn’t exactly go far. We pulled the same maneuver as before, sailing toward the horizon and then hooking a sharp right to go north up the coast until we found our favorite little anchor spot near the cliffs.

      It was night by the time we got in place. Somehow Lux had managed to get the galley up and running, and we had a large steaming pot of fish something or other. Not quite mystery meat stew, more like mystery fish soup. But it was warm and made with love. Or, you know, something akin to affection.

      As we ate, there was little chatter. I think everyone was shell-shocked over the events of the previous week. And probably also a little distracted by the pile of sacks and crates in the corner. Our spoils from the looted mansions of Furtaxo.

      Nox Kvist had an ancient-looking tome resting next to his bowl of soup. I could tell he was perplexed with life, because for once he wasn’t actually reading. His face looked thin and pinched, and like he hadn’t seen the sun in quite some time. Kind of impressive that he maintained that pallor, considering all the time the whole group spent outdoors. I wondered how he even made the trips with us, considering how thin he’d become. Or maybe always had been. These days, without his black robes swirling around him, it was easier to see his gaunt frame. He seemed uncomfortable having to wear trousers and shirts. Maybe because he preferred space to secret books around his bony body.

      Lux, his adopted sister, sat next to him, eyes sparkling and beautiful as always. She had some sort of preternatural capability to look pretty no matter our circumstances. Also clean. She wore gowns into caves and came out with, like, designer streaks of mud and cool rips in them. On that night, her blonde hair almost perfectly framed her face, and her blue gown made her eyes pop, all the while highlighting her body quite well indeed.

      Opposite Lux, in both position and demeanor, sat Rose. She had reddish hair and incredibly vibrant green eyes, as well as a gnarly scar down her jawline. Her cheeks were round, almost like she was chubby, but she was incredibly muscular. Though that was more conjecture, because she most always kept herself in full armor.

      Harpy Sarden was the only one of us who seemed somewhere in the neighborhood of relaxed. But he was a long-time sailor, so it made sense for him to be happier on the water, the gentle slap of waves against the hull of our commandeered barque. He slurped his soup with ease, somehow navigating the spoon and soup through his magnificent white mustache and beard with no drips accumulating. He tapped his bare feet on the floor to some beat, but whatever song it was, I couldn’t tell.

      Next to him was Raynor, the newest member of our little family, who was pretending to be happy and go-lucky, like Harpy, but I definitely sensed an undercurrent of nerves. Like we might be tricking him in some manner, or waiting to kill him in the middle of the night. He kept looking like he was about to drop some joke onto the group, but then would suddenly rethink things and return to his soup.

      Grim the grimeling, a little monster that looked kind of like a monkey with big droopy bunny ears, snuck from his hiding spot in my hood, down the back of my chair, and up the back of Raynor’s chair. I, and likely everyone else, saw the little monster perched up over Raynor’s shoulder. When Raynor took a pause from a particularly juicy morsel of abalone, Grim reached out and snagged the meat off the spoon.

      Raynor, once again deciding not to speak, put the empty spoon in his mouth and looked confused.

      Grim hung on the back of the chair and chowed down with glee.

      I sat at the head of the table, eating the soup, trying to make sense of what was going on with the world. And, you know, my place within it.

      Oh, also there was a massive mimic hanging out against the wall, currently pretending to be a large chest with plenty of fancy locks — a secret we were still keeping from Raynor.

      “Are we still going to the City of Darkness?” Lux asked, breaking the silence.

      “I think so,” I said.

      “She brings up a good point,” Nox said. “What are our plans?”

      “The City of Darkness?” Raynor asked.

      “No reason to deviate from the quest,” Harpy said. “Not when there be adventure afoot.”

      “I would still like to go,” Rose said.

      “Once again,” Raynor interjected, “the City of Darkness?”

      “I feel I have to go,” Lux said. “I would prefer with you, Clyde, and this party. But—“

      “I get it,” I said. “You have been nothing but clear on your feelings on the matter. No one has said anything to the contrary—”

      “And yet we stop and have a little, what, adventure here?”

      “This was necessary.”

      “Was it?”

      “Did you see what happened to that town?”

      “Yes.”

      “You realize how bad that would be if it spread to a larger city?”

      “Obviously I can see the implications. But do you think it actually would have happened? I think the only reason that thing grabbed a toehold here is because this is a place of backwater idiots.”

      “Bit harsh,” Raynor said quietly.

      “And,” Lux continued unabated, “I saw what we got from completing the quest! Hardly seems like we were rewarded adequately for something supposedly world-ending.”

      “I’ll give you that,” I said, “but maybe there’s something to the fact that we didn’t really end things as much as just, I guess, put them off a while.”

      “Explain,” Harpy said sharply.

      “Well, we didn’t actually kill the thing, did we?”

      “Define thing in this context,” Nox said.

      “The awshit?” Harpy offered.

      “I really wish we could find a better name for it,” I said.

      “And who is to blame for that?” Rose asked.

      Several fingers suddenly pointed at me. At which point, Grim pointed at me as well. I frowned at the little monster. I think he smiled back? Tough to read grimeling facial expressions.

      “Yeah, get that, but still,” I said. “And yes, I am talking about the awshit.”

      “You didn’t kill it?” Harpy asked.

      “Did you get a kill notice?”

      “I did not…”

      “Exactly.”

      “Where is it?”

      I pointed to the bag hanging off a hook on the wall.

      A silence settled on the room as all eyes settled on the bag.

      “The thing capable of ending the world is in that bag?” Lux asked.

      “Presumably capable of ending the world,” I said. “Hey, did we just flip sides in the argument?”

      “Maybe. But that’s just another point to my initial claim that it isn’t world-ending.”

      “Can you two just stop?” Rose asked. “What are we actually arguing about?”

      “Might be more’n one thing at this point, lass,” Harpy said, spearing a piece of fish from the large pot in the center of the table.

      Lux frowned and smacked his hand. She pointed to the ladle.

      “The initial plan was to head to the City of Darkness,” I said. “I am still committed to that.”

      “Which is why we went the opposite direction just now,” Lux asked. “Aren’t we supposed to head south before going west?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But you have some other quest you want to complete first? Some other nonsense to keep me from what it is I have been born to do?”

      “Hey! No, that’s not what’s happening here.”

      “Seems like it.”

      “How much do you know about sailing?” I asked.

      “Not much,” she replied.

      “This boat is a bit big for the five of us here.”

      “’Tis a ship,” Harpy said. “And there’s six.”

      “Exactly,” I replied, then paused. “Wait, what?”

      “Six,” Harpy said. “Me, you, Lux, Nox, Rose, Raynor. Six.”

      “Right. Sorry. Six. The six of us can’t crew this ship.”

      “Lad’s right on that count. We be needin’ four souls at each mast, at least four belowdecks, a helms person, a carpenter, a cook, and a quartermaster.”

      “We have three masts, so that means twelve sailors, four more sailors below decks, and four specialized tradespeople for the rest of the ship.”

      “And that still be quite the skeleton crew aboard. Nothin’ close to ideal considerin’ we’re aimin’ to cross the ocean by our lonesome.”

      “Aren’t exactly alone if there’s six of us,” Raynor said.

      Harpy shot such a dark look at the former brigand that Raynor suddenly became very interested in his soup. He busied himself looking for his spoon, which was now in Grim’s thieving little hands.

      “Only fools try the ocean alone,” Harpy said, almost to himself. “For certain on a ship this small.”

      “Small?” I asked.

      “For the crossin’ of the ocean? Aye. For us’n a few more, the holds’ll store enough food, might’n even be enough water But for a full crew on a long voyage? Not a chance.”

      I pointed over at Harpy while looking at Lux.

      “That’s the crux of the matter,” I said. “We have too few sailors to make the trip south, and too few ships to make the trip west. And apparently, on top of all that, this ship is too small. Although I can probably get us more than enough water.”

      “What’s the plan then?” Lux asked. “Steal the Carchedonian navy?”

      “That would be pretty epic,” I said. “But as far as I know, they’re busy blockading Glaton at present. I was thinking we head to the next port up—“

      “Naraggara,” Harpy interjected.

      “Right,” I said. “Naraggara. We go there and hire on a crew.”

      “With what gold?” Lux asked. “We spent damn near everything getting from Raim to here. And now we have to forage for food and wait for you to magic in our water.”

      “What’s wrong with magic water?” I asked. “I filled all the damn barrels.”

      “Pity you’ve yet to learn to make a portal to the plane of Rum,” Harpy muttered.

      “I’ll be sure to work on that one,” I snapped.

      “See that ya do,” Harpy snapped right back. “Might’n be the only way we get some able bodies aboard.”

      “Might I just get a point of clarification?” Raynor asked.

      “What?” I asked.

      “What exactly is the City of Darkness?” he asked.

      As if on cue, the lights went out on the ship.
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      The cabin went immediately and completely dark. Which was weird, considering it’s not like someone could cut the power. Or that we’d forgotten to pay a bill. We had candles and glowstones, and yet, somehow, someone had managed to drop darkness on us. Weirder, though: it was also remarkably quiet. Not completely silent, but muffled. Forcibly so.

      Immediately, the humans at the table began scrambling.

      The door burst in, and footsteps thundered across the wooden deck.

      A quick flash into darkvision, and I saw armed and armored figures pouring in so fast I couldn’t count.

      Not knowing what else to do, I pulled the ultimate toddler move and slid under the table.

      I tried to count legs, but it was a maelstrom in the captain’s quarters, all sorts of fighting going on. Well, calling it fighting was being generous. It was struggling and subduing. With my party being the ones subdued.

      And all of it happened really damn fast.

      After a matter of seconds, all of my party members had been tied up.

      “Where is the elf?” a voice said.

      “He was here,” someone replied.

      “I saw him— yaaaarp—” a third person shouted as Hellion the mimic slurped them down.

      “What was that?” the first voice asked.

      I grabbed a dagger from my belt, rolled over, and stabbed it into the nearest boot, through to the deck below.

      Another scream.

      I left the dagger in the boot and rolled back underneath the table.

      “Yalarap!” shouted someone else as Hellion struck again.

      I had to do something, but my main battle-rattle was dropping fire in mass quantities, and it’s not like I could do that. I needed more spells. Rather, I needed to know what the hell I had at my fingertips.

      A quick thought, and my spell-list hung in the air at the side of my vision.
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        * * *

      

      Spells

      Lifeform Identification  (Lvl 1)

      Basic Object Identification  (Lvl 1)

      Minor Illusion (Lvl 1)

      Summon Familiar (Lvl 1)

      Minor Heal Self (Lvl 3)

      Stamina Regeneration (Lvl 5)

      Zeddington’s Infinite Key (Lvl 1)

      Silent Image (Lvl 1)

      Detect Secret Doors (Lvl 1)

      Satisfaction (Lvl 1)

      Summon Outsider Guardian (Lvl 1)

      Hold Monster (Lvl 44)

      Hold Humanoid (Lvl 23)

      Banish Undead (Lvl 10)

      True Vision of Shadows (Lvl 1)

      Vaux’s Brilliance (Lvl 1)

      Mage Hand (Lvl 1)

      Turn Undead (Lvl 1)

      Animate Minor Object  (Lvl 1)

      Force Burst  (Lvl 1)

      Finger of the Stone God (Lvl 1)

      Fireball  (Lvl 1)

      Summon Imp  (Lvl 1)

      Summon Celestial Ally  (Lvl 1)

      Summon Infernal Ally  (Lvl 1)

      Flamedart  (Lvl 1)

      Fill Minor Hole  (Lvl 1)

      Sticky Fireball (Lvl 8)

      Flameweaving (Lvl 3)

      Firespear (Lvl 2)

      Acid Arrow (Lvl 12)

      Acid Glob (Lvl 18)

      Snowball Storm (Lvl 1)

      Counterspell (Lvl 11)

      Light Orb (Lvl 2)

      Shield (Lvl 3)

      Remote Enflame (Lvl 1)

      Minor Wind (Lvl 22)

      Major Wind (Lvl 10)

      Minor Elemental Gateway (Lvl 1)

      Mending (Lvl 1)

      Light Self – Storage (Lvl 1)

      Silence Other (Lvl 9)

      Featherfall (Lvl 1)

      Greater Identification (Lvl 1)

      Create Life

      Sphere of Darkness (Lvl 1)

      Greater Blink

      Animate Flesh (Lvl 41)

      

      A gigantic bulk of the spells was useless. I saw a lot of stuff I’d never bothered to try out, and now wasn’t the right time. There were also the spells not listed that I knew I knew, all the necromantic ones. But I didn’t want to use any of them unless I had to. They were the spells of last resort.

      That thought made me think of the awshit in the bag of holding... which wasn’t on my belt. It was still hanging on a hook in the captain’s quarters. Which meant it was in prime snatching and peeking territory. As much as I didn’t find any qualms in hurting or killing those who’d come to hurt or kill me, doing it via the awshit was just a bad time waiting to happen for everyone involved.

      Better to make it a bad time for our uninvited guests.

      I grabbed for a dagger from my belt.

      No daggers.

      Oh come on.

      I needed to take a page from Rose’s short book on life and keep myself armed at all times. Probably armored as well. A quick count of feet, and there were still eight people in the room. Or sixteen, if they were all one-legged. Or, you know, two if they were spiders.

      Math was not helping me in this particular situation.

      Something heavy slammed against the table. I heard it crack.

      I fired off acid arrows at each and every leg. The angry green arrows almost glowed in the darkness as they shot at their targets.

      Screams and sizzles filled the air.

      Still, the table was not the place to be. I clenched my eyes tight and cast Vaux’s Brilliance, hoping it would affect those currently looking through the dark.

      The cabin lit up, almost painfully so, and I heard an immediate series of screams.

      I crawled out and saw eight figures, most of whom were clutching their eyes. One clutched a leg with one hand and blocked their eyes with another.

      “Feast up, Hellion,” I hollered.

      Despite having a sword sticking out of him, Hellion was unwilling to pass up a meal. He unleashed his tongue, darting it out to snatch up unsuspecting victims.

      I grabbed a sword out of the belt of one of our assailants and got to work with the stabby-stabby.

      Three were down by the time the fourth was starting to recover. A burly bloke wearing black leather armor, with arms so big he had to cut notches in his sleeves.

      He just grabbed my sword in his hand, ignoring the cut, and ripped it away from me.

      A sneer appeared on his face, as if he thought he had the best of me.

      I cast Hold Humanoid.

      His face froze in surprise.

      I smiled at him, then snatched my sword back just as someone else stabbed him.

      Rose was suddenly at my side. She yanked her sword out of the held man.

      “Stop showing off,” she snapped. She slid past me, her sword arcing through the air and lopping a woman’s head off with little aplomb.

      I paused and looked around the cabin.

      The scent of blood and combat hung heavy in the air. In that moment of inspection and introspection, Rose killed the last of our upright attackers.
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      It wouldn’t be fair to say any of us were prepared for what we saw now that the attack was over. Carnage, mostly.

      Waves lapped softly against the hull. Groans murmured around the cabin. An owl hooted outside. But really, all of that noise paled in comparison to the chewing and crunching coming out of Hellion as he consumed yet another body. A pile of metal and other indigestibles sat in a pile around the mimic. A small pile, but it was certainly growing.

      Our attackers boasted just one survivor. Luckily though, our side came through relatively unscathed. Nox had an impressive bump on his head, and Lux struggled to get the ropes off her wrists. But otherwise, we were unscathed. Judging from the weaponry they’d brought with them, this was not so much a kill mission as it was a capture mission.

      Harpy had the sole survivor tied tightly to a chair. Slight reversal of fortune, really. And Harpy was now sitting at the table, leaning back with his feet up and trying to clean his nails with a cutlass.

      I stayed by the starboard window, my back to the hull of the ship, and occasionally peeked at the shoreline.

      “You ready to have a wee chat with us, lad?” Harpy asked, glancing over at our captive. He still had my dagger implanted in his foot.

      “I will tell you nothing,” he seethed through teeth clenched against the pain.

      “Fair,” Harpy said. He let his chair hit the deck with a thump and stood up. “Hellion! Got another one here.”

      Hellion let out a rapacious burp, spitting out a dagger on the tail end of it.

      His huge purple tongue lolled out between horrific teeth, tendrils of saliva roping between the top and bottom of his chest-jaw.

      “Wait,” the prisoner said quickly.

      “Who’s still out there?” I asked. “Who cast the darkness spell?”

      “Our mage, the company mage. Brayton Exira.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “It is, there could be? I, or, uh—” he stammered as Hellion’s tongue slowly inched closer. “It is possible they ran away when, uh, things went south.”

      “And why are you here?” I asked.

      “They’re slavers,” Lux said, nursing his wrist.

      “That so?”

      The man nodded, his limp brown hair flopping in time. “It were nothing personal,” he said. “Swear. We got information that you were here and that you were free for the taking.”

      “One of your dead buddies mentioned they were looking for an elf. Why?”

      “Bounty. There’s a price on your head. Good one. And the blonde over there.”

      “Awful talkative.”

      “Seems little reason to hold back once I started. Hoping maybe I can get out alive.”

      I stared at the man for a moment, really trying to get a sense of who he might be, a Carchedonian, to be sure, and a slaver. Seemed wrong to let him go back out into the world and find someone who wasn’t able to fight back and send them into a life of servitude and bondage.

      “Are you a bounty hunter or a slaver?” I asked.

      “I am—” he started.

      “Slaver,” Lux said. “They’re all slavers.”

      “I am just a soldier—”

      “Soldiers fight for a country,” Nox said, still holding his head and wincing. “You fight for money.”

      “Semantics! Call me a mercenary then.”

      “Semantics matter,” Nox said. “It is what gives us civilization.”

      “Let’s take a minute before we start spouting off trite axioms that don’t really have a bearing on this?” I snapped. “Our choices are simple: kill him or let him go.”

      “Let me go,” he said.

      “Normally I wouldn’t count your vote, but you were first off the bat. One vote for live.”

      “He knows where we are,” Nox said.

      “And who we are,” Lux added.

      “I have no idea who you are—” the slaver said quickly.

      “He knows enough,” Rose said.

      “I doubt this’n has any information what’s worth learnin’,” Harpy said, stretching in his chair. “And I see little point to a slaver living any longer’n what he’s got to—”

      “It’s not true that I’m a slaver,” the man said, pleading. “This is the first time I have ever done this! I only did it to feed—”

      “You may fool some others here,” Raynor said, his face hard. “But I have seen you here before. I have witnessed you slink into townships in the middle of the night and pull out sleeping children—”

      “No—”

      “I have seen you before! And I know your name, Zephon.”

      At the mention of his name, all color drained from the slaver’s face.

      “You deserve no mercy,” Raynor said.

      “Hellion,” I said, “one more for you.”

      The tongue lashed out and wrapped itself all the way around the man and chair, and they both went into the massive mimic’s toothy maw. The slaver disappeared into the foul monster with a muffled scream.

      “Did you need to take the chair too?” I asked.

      The mimic paused mid-chew, and spit out some splinters.
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      Raynor and Rose went out into the night to make sure no one still lurked in the darkness. The rest of us worked on cleaning up the impressive mess left over from the attack.

      Thankfully, our pet mimic did most of the blood mopping, lapping up most everything we let him. But then that left thick trails of mimic saliva all over the place. It looked a bit like a snail orgy had taken place. Or a god had sneezed.

      “Seems as if we have yet to decide as to our preferred headin’, cap’n,” Harpy said, looking out the back window of the cabin.

      “I think we head north,” I said. “First, it’s not where they’d expect us to go. Second, we might go about freeing some enslaved people and see if that might give us something of a crew.”

      “Difficult to make enslaved people a crew,” he mused.

      “You have a better idea?”

      “Not in this moment.”

      “I say we go south,” Nox said. “Skip any more interactions with Carchedon. If we are unsuccessful in our efforts to catch those who might have gotten away, your presence here will only intensify efforts to acquire you and my sister.”

      “They don’t know which way we’re going,” I said.

      “It would mean leaving quite soon.”

      “You still have business in Furtaxo?”

      “No, but—”

      “Anyone else?”

      Silence as I looked around the room.

      “Then I think we’re out of here,” I said. “As soon as Rose and Raynor get back.”

      “And where shall we be headin’ cap’n?” Harpy asked.

      “North,” I said. “Naraggara. Let’s go piss off the Carchedonians a little more. See if we can get that bounty up to stratospheric heights. Which, whoops, I should have asked how much we were worth before I let Hellion eat that guy.”

      The mimic punctuated my statement with a burp.
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      Rose and Raynor had no success catching the rest of the bounty-hunting slavers. They found some horses left behind, a clear sign we had little chance. Something that, thankfully, they realized early on. And so we were back on the seas before long, sailing into the wind, thanks of course to my help slinging spell after spell.

      With the sun coming up off our starboard side, we found a calm spot to take a rest, about half a mile off the beach. We dropped anchor so we could hold up a minute or two.

      I collapsed at the helm, laying down on the deck, staring up at the blue skies above.

      “Doing okay up there?” Lux asked.

      I turned my head to see her peeking over the top of the stairs, our eyes mostly level.

      I nodded.

      “Just a bit winded,” I replied.

      She rolled her eyes, but then disappeared down the stairs. A moment later, she reappeared with a skin of water and a hunk of something masquerading as bread.

      “Eat,” she said, and headed off to mother the rest of the crew.

      It felt strange being out in the ocean, in what I thought was a large ship (but apparently not large enough), but with such a small crew. It took all we had just to get the ship moving at full speed. There were always too many things to do and too few hands to do them. It made me appreciate my role, since making wind and steering was simple compared to everyone else’s insane attempts to keep everything working. Raynor and Rose had to climb all over the rigging while Harpy screamed out various orders. Hell, even Grim the grimeling was getting in on things, monkeying around to the hard to reach areas to pull on small lines. He wasn’t up to tying knots (at least not yet), but I could tell Harpy was biding his time. I wondered if Hellion would end up helping too. Currently, he was snoring loudly in the captain’s quarters.

      Were I to hazard a guess — and since I know precious little about mimics, it’s all a guess — I’d have to assume that such a massive meal took something out of the guy. He had probably never eaten so well. Nine bodies? Ten? I hadn’t kept track of his grand total, but it was a bounty of flesh. He’d probably level up considerably after all that. I wondered what his new form might be. I wondered if there were limits to his forms, and if there were ways he’d be willing or able to help us we had yet to discover. So far, he was our last line of defense.

      Which reminded me that we hadn’t exactly mentioned Hellion to Raynor. Probably should have some sort of talk with him.

      Nox was working with his sister, providing water and food to the crew. All four of us.

      I pulled myself up and took a peek at my mana bar. Low, but climbing.

      I quickly strolled down the deck to Raynor, who was breathing heavy, covered in sweat.

      He looked over at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Something you needed?” he asked, then quickly added, “Captain?”

      “Um,” I started, “there’s, I just wanted to take a second and chat with you about the mimic.”

      “Yes, the mimic. Bit of a surprise there.”

      “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Were you going to mention it, but it just slipped your mind?”

      “It has been a little crazy here,” I agreed. “A couple of things have slipped from, um, I haven’t done all that I should in these times, and I apologize.”

      “The mimic is a pet then.”

      “Yes. Uh, well, not exactly. I wouldn’t say Hellion, that’s his name, that he’s a pet. He’s more than that. I think there’s more to him than we even thought. He seems to have a genuine sense of what’s going on and who we are, so—”

      “My dog knew who I was. What’s your point?”

      “He’s definitely not tame or trained, so I think that makes him different from your dog. In several respects. Also, your dog couldn’t just lap you up and eat you in a single bite.”

      “That was rather disturbing, to be honest. You never worry he will get hungry and just eat you in the middle of the night?”

      “It’s crossed my mind a few times, but he’s been, I mean, he hasn’t done anything like that yet, despite long stretches between food. Though, to be fair, we have no idea how much he needs to eat, or how often. He’s never let us know he was hungry. He just, I mean, sort of hangs out.”

      “And eats people you don’t like.”

      “I usually aim for more than just me not liking people. He hasn’t eaten you.”

      Raynor frowned. “Are you still sore I shot you?”

      “You shot me more than once. And then tried to hunt me down.”

      “Correction: I did hunt you down.”

      “Sure—“

      “Hey, that is an important distinction. Never let it be said Raynor allowed a quarry to walk free.”

      “I will make sure I let anyone and everyone know of your prowess hunting me down.”

      “Thank you. I presume this conversation is the one where you say you finally trust me as much as the monster in your midst? Or am I still that monster in your midst?”

      “I wouldn’t say you were ever a monster,” I said. “But you were a rather recent opponent. We were being careful.”

      “Ah. Careful.”

      “I can’t say you treated me differently when you brought me into your home.”

      “That was then. This is now.”

      “That was, like, four days ago.”

      “A lifetime, for sure.”

      “A fly’s lifetime.”

      “Still a lifetime, eh?”

      “I don’t think so. Just, I do trust you more now. You’re one of us, and I’m sorry if the precautions we took were, um—”

      “Offensive.”

      “Right. Yeah. I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. Means a lot to hear that. Takes a big man to apologize.”

      “Um, you’re welcome.”

      I stood there looking at him, and he did the same. We both realized that we had nothing more to talk about, both just stuck in this awkward moment. So we both tried to walk away at the same time. Just, well, he was at the edge of the ship, so he inadvertently went full speed into the railing and flipped over, dropping into the water below with a splash.

      “Man overboard!” I shouted.

      Raynor kicked up to the surface and spit out a mouthful of water.

      “You good down there?” I asked.

      He smiled as he did a slow backstroke.

      “Needed to cool off.”

      I just shook my head at the ruffian. Didn’t seem like there was much else to do in the situation.

      And that, more or less, turned out to be the template for our journey up the coast. We went slow and easy, keeping land in sight while we moved. Occasionally, we’d troop ashore and do a quick forage before continuing on. At night, we would anchor well off the coast and keep a watch at all times.

      My perpetual use of wind spells was a good way to grind my magical abilities, at least insofar as my abilities to make wind. Which always made me giggle a little.

      I also practiced making tiny holes in the elemental plane of water to refill the huge water barrels on the deck and in the hold.

      Anything and everything to practice any skill I could imagine being useful on our trip across the ocean. I tried to project confidence, but every evening, watching the sunset, I would remember the trip just from Glaton to Carchedon, the one that had wound up with us thrown into the Great Erg. That was just a sea. This was an ocean.

      Granted, at least according to what I’d heard, it wasn’t one of the bigger oceans on the planet, but it was still going to be substantially larger. That’s sort of one of the defining features of, you know, oceans versus seas.

      We didn’t see much in the way of civilization. There were a few pinpricks of light occasionally at night, and Raynor made several claims of seeing sails on the horizon, but nothing came closer. There was something nice about that. It gave me a reprieve. I felt comforted being amongst a group of people I trusted. And I was even starting to trust Raynor, despite how we met.

      I also got to know the ship better. It wasn’t as big as the baron’s ship we’d stolen in Fürstenbrunn, but it seemed big enough to do the job of being a ship. There were three large masts with tall sails. The center mast soared slightly higher than the outside ones, and held a crows’ nest. The helm sat atop the captain’s quarters, with crew quarters underneath that, at least for the higher-ranking members of the ship’s crew. Along the same level as the crew’s quarters were the defensive weapons, ballistas. Big things that were built as part of the ship’s structure, four aside in an alternating pattern to allow for oversized ballista bolts to be thrown. It was impressive and terrifying, because Harpy had just shaken his head when I’d asked him about the ballistas. “Small and pointless,” he told me.

      The third deck held the galley and the ship’s stores in the stern. The rest of the third deck and the whole of the fourth were devoted to the hold. Which was damn big, and basically empty, though there were plenty of hooks on the edges and support pillars for hammocks. It looked like most of the crew had to just find a spot to sleep, as there definitely weren’t enough beds actually built in. Though, having slept in a hammock on a boat, I would probably prefer it over a bed, anyway.

      As a group, we mostly took our meals outside, not wanting to be caught by another sneak attack. And over those meals, something really nice happened: we started to morph into more of an actual party. We’d have genuine conversations, and I felt like I was getting to know them. That we all cared about each other.

      The nights were long and cold, as the wind always seemed to kick up as soon as the sun set. Always coming from the west, always getting stronger throughout the night. As usual, I kept my sleeping to the minimum, and spent my nights grinding out skills. My first impulse was to focus purely on magic, since that seemed to be where things were going for me. At least as an adventurer within Vuldranni. But one night while I was playing with balls of light and gusts of wind, I decided I needed a new course of action. I’d seen many a caster so far, and they all seemed to have a tendency to stand up straight at the back of the battle, where they could throw spells with perceived safety. And yet, they were always exposed to errant arrows and sneaky backstabber types. I’d taken advantage of that sort of thinking many times myself. So if I was going to be a spell slinger, it’d behoove me to keep my sneaking skills well-developed.

      I started to use my time on watch for physical training. Turning the top deck and all the rigging into something like a parkour gym. Lots and lots of climbing. Lots of jumping, and also falling. Which meant lots of time healing myself. I trained Grim to play tag with me, and it became enormous fun. Granted, I never actually won. He was just too dextrous, his tiny body able to move through the space with jealousy-inducing ease. I caught him a few times, but he took no time learning the tricks I was using to grab him and finding new ways to get away.

      He fell in the water once, so I had to dive in and save him. I thought that might make him more careful, but it only made him realize diving in the water wasn’t that bad. So he became happy to throw caution to the wind. As well as throwing himself to the wind, because if he fell all the way to the deck, he landed just like a cat and would dart off again. I couldn’t pull off that maneuver nearly as well.

      The work was grueling and left me physically exhausted. Which was inevitably compounded when I spent my days at the helm, casting wind spells ad nauseam. But I found a perverse sort of joy in the work. It was difficult, but also enjoyable. The physical stuff just felt good to do, and it was paying off. I started to get notices of my skill increases and new skills I’d discovered.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Climbing (lvl 31).
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Silent Landing (lvl 4).
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve gained the skill Falling (lvl 1). Now you may fly through the air, albeit in a downward direction, with relative grace and ease. Do watch out for that stop at the end.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve gained the skill Chasing Small Creatures (lvl 1). No longer will little creatures be able to juke and dodge as well as before. Now you can capture those little buggers with relative ease and grace.
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        * * *

      

      And maybe because I was at such low level, relatively speaking, I got some attribute points:
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! Due to hard work, you’ve gained +1 DEX!
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! Due to hard work, you’ve gained +2 STR!
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! Due to hard work, you’ve gained +2 AGI!
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        * * *

      

      Add in the daytime grind, and I got:
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        * * *

      

      Look at that, you’ve increased your level on the spell: Minor Wind! (Lvl 21)
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        * * *

      

      Look at that, you’ve increased your level on the spell: Major Wind! (Lvl 15)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Congratulations! Due to hard work, you’ve gained +3 INT
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        * * *

      

      It was odd to get the intelligence bump. I didn’t feel smarter, and it’s not like I had a moment where I suddenly realized I understood nuclear physics. I wanted to know what intelligence actually did on a base level. And in general, get a better understanding of attributes and the world. Frankly, the typical Vuldranni response to character sheets and numerical values and everything was: meh, that’s how it works.

      Curiously, I thought I’d get a quest inserted by the world while thinking about something like that. But I guess the world wasn’t interested in anyone knowing more about how things actually worked in the ‘game.’

      Like all good times, it came to an end. One day we were amid deep coastal wilderness, and the next, the signs of civilization were unmistakable.
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      We’d spent another week and a half of slow-sailing up the coast. And as we moseyed around looking for a good spot to fish, a ship came out of a cove, screaming fast, and pulled up right behind us.

      It was an impressive display of control and skill, definitely far more than we had. Their ship was smaller than ours — two sails as opposed to three — but clearly built for speed and pursuit, with a large ballista prominently placed on the front. The crew all wore the same colors, and a Carchedonian flag whipped in the wind at their stern.

      “Hold there,” a voice called out. “Cease casting at once.”

      I let the wind spell go, and our sails fluttered as we let nature take over.

      “Drop anchor,” the voice called out again.

      Harpy walked to bow and released the anchor. It fell into the water with a plop.

      The Carchedonian ship came to a stop right along our port side, the ocean side, keeping itself between us and the open ocean.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lines were tossed over, and we dutifully tied them up.

      

      

      Someone I took to be an officer because of the lack of dirt or water on their clothes, plus they wore shoes, came to the railing of the Carchedonian ship.

      “Ahoy there,” the officer called out. “Who is the captain of this vessel?”

      I looked over at Harpy, and he looked over at me.

      “That’d be me,” I said, walking over to the railing and giving a hearty wave.

      “You fly no flag, elf,” he said. “Have you a name?”

      I smiled because I couldn’t tell him my actual name, and my mind refused to come up with anything other than the guy from The Love Boat.

      “Captain Stubing,” I called out.

      “Captain Stubing, I am Captain Itechy. Where is your flag?”

      “My flag... uh, seems to have, uh,” I looked around the ship to see if there was a flag somewhere, and caught Harpy shaking his head ever so slightly. “Right. Got ripped off in the wind.”

      “Is this the extent of your crew?” the Carchedonian captain asked, looking across my deck with what seemed like genuine surprise.

      “Uh, yes.”

      “What happened?”

      “Storm. With, uh—”

      Harpy coughed, and I nodded.

      “Bad storm. Washed some of the green recruits over. We were just coming, um, home with a—”

      “What port do you sail out of, Captain Stubing?” Itechy asked with a sigh.

      “We were going to put into Furtaxo,” I replied, “but something nasty seemed to be happening there. So we’ve been limping along, hoping to get to Naraggara with, uh, this skeleton crew.”

      “Ship seems in good shape for such a bad storm.”

      “Good carpenter,” I said, pointing over my shoulder at Harpy.

      “Oh?” the captain asked, eyebrow raised. He looked back at his crew, and I could tell some sort of unspoken conversation happened. “Mind if he does a spot of repair on our ship?”

      “I, uh, up to him really.”

      “See what I might do,” Harpy said, walking toward the railing. “No promises, though.”

      All of a sudden, the air of the encounter changed completely. The dour expressions on the Carchedonian crew disappeared, replaced with smiles. More invitations to come aboard their ship got shouted. Within minutes, Harpy began poking around their masts.

      They brought out a meal for us, with roast meat, fresh bread, even rum. It was nice to have a picnic in the middle of the day with a group of strangers likely out to hunt you and your buddies. Good fun. As long as it lasted.

      Lux remained hidden the whole time, staying inside the captain’s quarters. Which meant she missed a tasty meal with people who seemed like they were good. I had to remind myself that they were enemies.

      Itechy was more than happy to just chat, telling us how annoyed he and his crew were for being left out of the war, that they were going to miss out on promotions and all the war profits.

      “Have you been in much combat?” I asked.

      “Limited,” he said. “I have not had that honor, really. My family is, well, I cannot come up with a polite way to say this, but there is a fair amount of influence they wield, and they seemed to think it was important for me to have a naval commission, yet wanted to keep me out of any real danger, so here I am stuck patrolling the coast, looking for pirates and smugglers.”

      “Is there much of that around here?”

      “No,” he said with a wry smile. “Basically none. Not because we are somehow masterful at stopping it, mind you. There is just little call for it.”

      I was insanely curious about all the intricacies of the area, smuggling and trade and what-not. Just natural curiosity. Problem was, I was pretending to be from Carchedon, so I couldn’t be completely ignorant.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe it’s because they know you guys are about.”

      He laughed.

      “Probably,” he agreed.

      “You surprised us,” I pointed out.

      “Because you have no lookout posted. To be fair, I was surprised you were surprised.”

      “First time I’ve been captain,” I said. “Having a spot of trouble with, uh, my crew.”

      “Your crew?”

      “No, they’re great, just not enough of them.”

      “I hate to ask a probing question, but were you the captain when you began your voyage?”

      I paused for a second. “No. Last one willing to take the helm.”

      He nodded thoughtfully, then pulled a pipe out from a leather satchel and packed it. He took his time lighting it and pulling in deep mouthfuls of smoke. He held the pipe out to me, but I shook my head politely.

      He tried to blow smoke rings, but they mostly came out as little clouds.

      Itechy looked around to see where his crew was. Or, rather, how close they were. Then he leaned in to me.

      “Being a captain is unpleasant, even with a good crew,” he said softly. “I have served with great commodores and admirals, and there is little I can find in common with every successful command save one: the captain must be confident. Everything else will come, but the crew must follow you without hesitation. That only comes from confidence in yourself and your orders.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He gave me a fatherly smile, despite probably being roughly the same age as me, and patted my knee.

      “I wish I could lend a few hands to help you get north,” he said, getting to his feet, “but, alas, we have our orders. Who else will keep these empty waters safe from the scourge of nonexistent smugglers?”

      “I believe in you,” I said with mock sincerity.

      He gave me half a laugh. “There is one thing I might do to help...”
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      Social hour over and Carchedonian ship patched, we were back on our way, heading north, with a shiny new Carchedonian flag hanging off our stern. Essentially an all-access pass to Carchedon. And all thanks to Harpy. Well, mostly thanks to Harpy. I’d like to think my social interaction maybe got us a bit of extra juice. Though it wasn’t exactly important to assign who did what, better to just get our cruise on.

      And it actually had the feel of a cruise. The weather continued being wonderful, with gentle breezes and lots of sun. Things just seemed a little calmer and more pleasant on that stretch. We started to see evidence of civilization along the coast, with small villages and quays popping up here and there. Farther back among the trees, we spotted larger buildings with tall towers.

      There were also plenty of ships, mostly smaller ones, little fishing vessels heading in or out, depending on what they were trying to catch. Lots of smiles and waves. And we played along, smiling and waving back.

      Less fun was seeing the pleasure barges lurking closer to the coast, with rows and rows of oars poking out along the waterline. The barges were beautiful and huge, with lots of room on the top deck for what looked like all sorts of ‘fun’ activities. Including what looked like a grass field for some sort of tennis-like game. I shook my head at it all, feeling my disgust for Carchedon burning inside.

      Not the time to fight, I told myself.

      Instead, I angled us away from the barges, keeping the cries of fun and joy far away. Out of sight, out of mind.

      We came around a small peninsula topped with a tall lighthouse, and the grand splendor of Naraggara spread out in front of us. While I might be laying it on a little thick there, the place really was impressive. It was a flat harbor city of mostly white buildings along the blue waters, with hearty green temperate rain forests surrounding it. There were ships and boats everywhere, and it looked a bit like we’d have to run a maze to get to the docks.

      Until, naturally, a small boat carrying two men came up to us.

      Harbor guides, available for a small fee, to properly bring the ship into dock.

      I looked over at Harpy, who was nodding.

      We brought the guides aboard, paid their fees, and sat back as the two men got to work.

      One man hopped back into their little dinghy, and the other went to our helm. He stood there a moment, looking at me. Then I stepped aside and gestured that he could take over.

      The two men worked together, yelling at each other and the other harbor guides mostly, to bring the Grand Revenge into port. At which point, a portly man with a heavy stench of garlic and booze boarded and demanded the docking fee, as well as all the particulars of who we were and why we were visiting Carchedon.

      I was about to speak to the man when Harpy grabbed my arm and pointed up at the flag flapping on the top of our ship.

      So I pointed up at the flag flapping at the top of our ship.

      The portly man looked up, and his face drained of color a bit. Then he gave a slight bow of his head, followed by a quick “Welcome to Naraggara, sir.”

      I smiled and strutted off the ship like I owned the town. Or the ship. Which, you know, was technically stolen. But I could at least act like I owned it.
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      “Now remember,” Nox said in our little group huddle at the edge of the docks, “go nowhere alone. Do not drink anything from a stranger. Likewise for eating anything. Focus on what we need and let us get back on that ship and out of here with all due haste.”

      “Go nowhere, eat and drink nothing, and leave as soon as possible,” Raynor said. “Is that about accurate?”

      “Sadly, yes.”

      “That’s not what we’re going to do,” I said.

      Nox glared at me.

      “You realize we are unnamed, unhoused strangers who will no longer have the protection of our ship’s flag as soon as we leave the port,” he hissed. “We are worth our weight in gold! Some of us,” he looked over at his sister, “quite a bit more. Slavers here are looking for product. Always looking for product. We must be vigilant at all times.”

      “You know,” I said, “it might be a good idea for some of us to stay on the boat.”

      “Ship,” Harpy corrected.

      “Right, sure. But—”

      “You want me to stay inside and out of sight,” Lux said, hand on hip. “Right?”

      “I wasn’t necessarily—”

      “Fine,” she said, and stomped back toward the ship.

      “Might’n be a good idea if’n I stay with her too,” Harpy said.

      “I think Lux will be fine.”

      “By her, I meant the ship.”

      I frowned.

      He smiled, and before I could say anything, he walked back along the docks as well.

      “You want to go back too?” I asked Nox.

      He’d been watching his sister leave.

      “Oh, no, I, uh, no,” he replied. “Well, would you mind?”

      “Go on,” I said.

      He smiled and quickly scurried back to the ship.

      I looked at Raynor and Rose.

      “Either of you feel like going back to the ship?” I asked.

      “Not in the slightest,” Rose said.

      “I wou—” Raynor began, but then he caught what Rose said, and changed his tune. “Of course I want to go explore Naraggara. Be mad to miss the chance to see this city.”

      The three of us made an unlikely trio, Raynor still dressed like he was about to slip behind the trees and hunt a deer, Rose in full plate, and myself in mostly tatters that had once been nice, somewhat hidden under pock-marked leather armor. There were already eyes on us. I had a feeling as soon as we walked off the docks, the guards would approach us.

      “Might want to look a little less, uh, martial,” I said to Rose.

      “I look fine,” she replied.

      “They might have rules against being armored like that.”

      “Then let them try and tell me that.”

      She walked proudly off the dock. Sure enough, two guards approached, hands on their weapons.

      “Return to your ship, madam,” one of the guards said. “You will not be entering the city attired as such.”

      “What’s wrong with this?” Rose asked.

      The smaller of the two guards looked over at the larger one for reassurance.

      “No metal armor,” the larger guard said, his face impassive. “Unless you happen to be a secret member of the guard. Are you a secret member of the guard?”

      “No, I—” Rose started.

      “Then no metal armor. Return to your ship.”

      “Is leather armor okay?” I asked.

      “Are you with her?” the guard replied.

      “I am, yes.”

      “She comes in, I hold you both responsible.”

      “Fine. But am I cleared with this armor?”

      “That’s hardly armor,” the little guard said. “More like—”

      “It is fine,” Big Guard said firmly.

      Rose eyed the big guy up and down, lingering on the weapons along his belt.

      “We’ll be right back,” I said, and grabbed Rose by her metal arm, pulling her back to the ship.

      She glared at me.

      “I could have defeated them both,” she hissed as we tromped along the wooden dock.

      “Undoubtedly,” I said. “But we’re not here to start shit with every guard in Carchedon, and definitely not over something as silly as wearing armor.”

      “My armor is silly?”

      “Well, that’s not at all what I said, is it? Why are you spoiling for a fight?”

      She stopped and yanked her arm free of my grasp.

      “This is an evil country,” she said. “I aim to fight evil. Therefore—”

      “Let’s take a moment,” I said, taking a deep breath, “and think about things.”

      “You brought me forth—”

      “No. Not again. We stopped in Furtaxo because you made a valid point about stopping the evil monster there.”

      “Is this any less evil?”

      “I mean, yeah. Seems quite a bit less evil.”

      “That is like saying a broken ankle is better than a broken leg! It is still an injury—”

      “Can we get back on the ship where we can yell in private?”

      “Are you worried I will make a scene?”

      “Right now? Yeah,” I said, and got close to her. “You want to bring down an empire with millions of people in it by starting with two random port guards in a small city—”

      “This is a small city?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Not the capital?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “Their ruler isn’t in that palace?”

      She pointed toward the city, and I followed her finger to see a series of ornate towers rising up in what I’d guess was the middle of Naraggara.

      “I’m not even sure that is a palace,” I said. “And this is definitely not the capital city.”

      She looked at me, then at the cityscape, then tilted her head.

      “Oh,” I said. “Shit. Is this is your first time seeing a city?”

      “Yes,” she mumbled. “It seemed large to me.”

      “They don’t have cities in the Gloom?”

      “Not that I have visited,” she replied. “Certainly nothing like this.”

      “We can’t fight an entire country,” I said. “There are four of us capable of fighting against thousands and thousands of sol—”

      “I get it,” she blurted. “I get it.”

      She turned on her heel and walked toward the ship.

      “She’s going to be trouble,” I said.

      Raynor gave no response.

      A quick look around, and I realized he’d just entered the city without claiming to be with Rose or I. Just gone.

      “Well shit,” I said, and headed back to the ship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      After our aborted first attempt at entering Naraggara, our second visit went much smoother. Both guards gave us the stink-eye as we left the dock area and came into the city itself, but that was expected.

      The place was seriously clean; I’ll give Naraggara massive props on that. I suppose it’s easier to do when you’ve got a captive, enslaved population to assign all sorts of horrible tasks to. The grass was all cut to a set length, leaves were raked up, and manure seemed to disappear as soon as it appeared. There was even a pleasant odor to the area, a bit floral, a bit woodsy.

      Social classes were extremely easy to see. The wealthiest citizens got carted about while wearing incredibly delicate, light-colored clothing destined to show any and all dirt accumulated. Middle class folks walked on their own, wearing darker, heavier clothing — stuff that could hide wear and tear. Then there was the lowest tier, whom I assumed were enslaved people, who wore what looked to be remnants of clothes. A step above rags, with holes, hasty patch jobs, and riddled with stains. Few people wore armor, even of the leather variety. I spotted plenty of weapons on the middle-class citizens, but the uppers and lowers were all unarmed.

      It was notably different from my time in Glaton, and definitely a complete shock to my friend from Gloomguard. Every few blocks, I had to stop and remind Rose to close her mouth and act like she’d seen this sort of really-quite-basic life before.

      Being a port town, basically everything radiated out from Naraggara’s docks. It had a standard town layout, something so familiar I felt like I’d seen it a thousand times before. Which was impossible, since I could actually count the number of towns I’d been to in Vuldranni and still have fingers left over. There was just that sense about the place, that it was derivative and repetitive.

      Closest to the dock was the industrial area, with a load of warehouses and some pseudo-factory like places. Big smithies, wood-working shops, and the like. Those almost formed a ring. Almost, because in the central part, there was an enormous stone structure that looked an awful lot like a jail, except a teensy bit nicer, and outside of that was a market that sold an incredibly wide variety of goods. Right behind that market was a stage, and on the stage were tall wooden posts with chains dangling off the tops. The area was deserted, but it was an easy guess that Naraggarans kept their enslaved inside the big stone building and brought them out to the stage for sale to the highest bidder.

      Rose and I took a second lap around the market, half looking at the goods for sale, half looking at the gigantic building.

      A bell rang.

      The market shut down. Or at least all the market-goers and many of the stall-owners stopped what they were doing and turned their attention to the stage.

      The bell continued to ring. I looked over at Rose, who just looked back at me. Both of us confused and also, I think, a little excited. It was hard not to pick up on the energy of the crowd. Everyone else was chomping at the metaphorical bit for whatever was about to happen.

      Big gates opened up in the stone building. A man in robes walked out, carrying a heavy wooden podium. He set the podium down on the edge of the stage and walked away.

      A moment later, a woman in wispy silks strolled out with a large creature that looked to be a human-elephant hybrid, who was carrying a massive parasol to shade the woman. The woman went straight to the podium and stood there for a moment, the soft breeze from the sea causing her silk clothes to dance in an incredibly alluring, almost hypnotic manner.

      All murmurs in the crowd died away.

      I noticed the crowd had grown slightly as palanquins and the like were brought around by burly creatures of various species, the wealthy ensconced safely within, held above the dirty populace below.

      “Good afternoon,” the woman at the podium said, “and welcome to you, our customers. We have an excellent flock today. Good luck bidding.”

      She raised her hand, and a whip cracked somewhere inside the large building. A group of figures came walking out of the big open gates and formed a line across the front of the stage.

      I counted quickly, but Rose beat me. “Twenty-five,” she said.

      Most were human, or looked close enough to human that I couldn’t tell the difference. There were a few notably different species, though, including one of the elephant-looking fellows, much bigger than the parasol holder. Truly huge, with massive muscles bulging under a gargantuan head. Naturally, they’d chained that poor bastard up. Several of the ‘flock’ wore chains, mostly the biggest ones, but also one slim figure who actually had the most hardware of anyone.

      The group had only marginal clothes, to put it politely, showing off their physiques. And I suppose, their health, without providing a free show. Couldn’t have something so degenerate as nudity in the middle of a slave auction, right? There was a pretty girl wearing a cloak, and she was the most covered of all the ‘flock.’

      For a moment, the woman just let the crowd ogle her merchandise.

      I noticed that one of the heavier looking palanquins held two reclining older women who were having an ongoing discussion of what they saw, so I carefully took Rose’s hand and pushed our way through until I could hear.

      “... could be anything hiding under that cloak,” the woman in the purple chiffon robe said in between sips of something from a golden goblet.

      “Knowing Citrine,” the woman in blue replied, “that will be the grand reveal. A thousand gold on it being a kitsune.”

      “Nonsense. Citrine would lead with something of that value. And we would have heard of one. Naga?”

      “I see feet.”

      “Naga with feet.”

      “You needn’t take the bet if you feel you cannot come up with the answer.”

      “It is easy money to make. It cannot be a kitsune.”

      “Then what is your wager?”

      “Two thousand to your one thousand it is not a kitsune.”

      “Oooh, you are feisty this morning. Agreed.”

      “Are you planning to grab that gāthï? Add him to your herd?”

      “I doubt it. Look at him — too big. Just a brute, and a brute brings trouble. Let him go to the mines.”

      “You think he would fit in the mines?”

      “Oh, I might pay to see that. It is difficult to say if I have room in my herd for more at the moment. Are you planning on buying anything?”

      “If that girl is a kitsune—”

      “She is not.”

      “—I might be intrigued. And I think she is.”

      “If you are right, the winnings from me will cover but a fraction of her price.”

      “Do not concern yourself with the state of my finances.”

      “Then do not ask me to cover your bids.”

      “I would never.”

      “You did last week.”

      “That was a special occasion and I have since paid you back.”

      “True, but—”

      “I managed to flip that young lady for more than triple what I paid, and my mother was none the wiser.”

      “Triple? I heard it was double.”

      “You heard incorrectly.”

      “Hush! It starts.”

      The woman at the podium tapped a small metal rod on the podium, creating a high pitched xylophonic sound.

      The crowd quieted down immediately, and the auction began.

      A human male came forward and walked back and forth down the stage. The robed men on the stage, the helpers, turned him around, poked and prodded him, and then he stood there, looking glum. He seemed healthy, well-fed, reasonably muscled. His hair was longer, nearly covering his sunken eyes, and he sported a rough shave that did little to hide his weak chin.

      The bidding took place just like any other auction — you know, if you could divorce your mind from what was actually being sold. People held up hands, and the auctioneer called out prices. The auctioneer seemed to know most of the people doing the bidding. A few minutes later, and the man had been bought for five hundred gold.

      “Good price,” Purple said.

      “Bit high,” Blue said.

      “Looks bad for your kitsune,” Purple replied, “what with starting with that human.”

      “Hush.”

      Next up was a human woman. She was clearly not happy to be there, but who would be? She had to be prodded more than the man to do the walking and kept trying to keep herself mostly covered up. She went for two hundred gold.

      And on it continued, the prices seemed low to me, what with buying a person’s life, vacillating between 100 and 900 gold.

      A robed man gave the elephant-looking guy a shove.

      He didn’t move.

      The auctioneer looked over at the big guy with a raised eyebrow.

      She gave a nod, and the elephant guy went full rigid, and fell backward.

      There was a bit of hush in the crowd.

      Heavy chains were pulled out from the prison-fort and attached to the elephant man, the gāthï I think, and then he was slowly dragged back until the large doors closed on him.

      “Apologies for that, erm, disruption,” the auctioneer said. “Shall we continue?”

      And we did, knocking through the rest of the available bodies until we got to the cloaked woman.

      A robed man ripped her cloak off to reveal fox tails from behind. She was also naked beneath the robe. Fully nude. Then he brought her forward, arms held out to her side, on display.

      “Money please,” I heard Blue say to purple.

      Purple grumbled.

      The bidding started immediately, rocketing up past two thousand in a series of hands. Four thousand, five thousand. Then it was down to three people bidding up at five hundred gold a time. Blue and two men.

      Blue had the top bid at seven thousand five hundred, and the auctioneer was about to slam her gavel down.

      “Ten thousand,” Purple called out.

      Silence.

      “Ten thousand from Lady Quintessence,” the auctioneer said, trying, but failing, to hide the surprise and awe in her voice.

      For a moment, no one in the crowd said a damn thing. The kitsune girl tried to cover herself back up with the cloak, but those with her stood on her cloak, keeping it down on the stage.

      “Going once…,” the auctioneer said, pointedly looking at Blue. “Twice.”

      Blue remained silent. I couldn’t see her face, but I had the feeling it was quite red. I could almost feel the rage radiating out from her.

      “Sold to Lady Quintessence,” the auctioneer said with a slam of her hammer.

      The robed men on stage forced the cloak back on the poor girl and manhandled her back into the prison, back where everyone else had gone.

      In quick order, the remaining members of the flock were sold off, and the crowd began to murmur. The ladies in the palanquin were quiet.

      “You are quite malicious,” Blue finally said.

      “I fear for your finances, dear,” Purple replied.

      “My finances are just that. Mine.”

      “And yet, how often must I inject my own capital to ensure they do not throw you out onto the street? What would it do to our house if those about knew the level of your, erm, fiscal incompetence?”

      “I am not incompetent.”

      “I know how much coin you have to your name, darling, and you would not be able to cover the bill to gather your new young thing.”

      “You know nothing of—”

      “I am sure there are many young men more than happy to spot you a few thousand gold at a moment’s notice, but how would you pay them back?”

      “You saw those men bidding along with me. I would have—”

      “Did you not notice they dropped out?”

      “Because they knew I was willing to pay anything to get her. I won the auction.”

      “You overpaid, dear.”

      “You overpaid.”

      “I vastly overpaid, but ten thousand gold is barely an annoyance to me while it is the entirety of your fortune. There is no place nearby you could turn a profit with that kitsune in any reasonable timeframe, and you would tarnish your name and our house by your inability to repay your loan in time. Or worse, you would burn through every potential line of credit available in this city until you were stuck working with your own money.”

      “I disagree. You think you know the market so well—”

      “Allana, know that I appreciate your youth and vigor, but my patience has limits. You will respect me. You know well my abilities — you benefit from the fruits of my labor on a daily basis, young lady.”

      “Yes. I am sorry, Aunt Quintessence.”

      “Quite all right, I suppose. You are young; you must rebel against your elders to learn.”

      “What are you going to do with the girl?”

      “I have no idea, really. I suppose she would make quite the present.”

      “You would just give her away?”

      “I have no use for her in the slightest,” the woman said. “I am half-tempted to just ‘forget’ to pick her up until she has been used up by the guards.”

      There was a light bell ring, and the palanquin bearers began moving away under their heavy load.

      The rest of the crowd spread out, heading back to the stalls in the market.

      I could only stare at the empty stage, mystified and depressed.
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      Rose and I stood there as the market-goers swirled around us.

      “What’s the plan now?” Rose asked softly.

      “I’m still thinking,” I said, shaking my head. “Let’s keep moving.”

      Going through the market, we headed deeper into Naraggara. First through the commercial district, then the residential, and then finally open fields with big houses set far back from the road. Palatial estates cut out of the surrounding forests, with beautiful fields filled with workers. Enslaved people toiling, every which way we looked.

      I stopped at one of the low wooden fences and sat down.

      “Where are the walls?” Rose asked.

      “Supposedly not needed,” I said, still not quite believing the Carchedonians had managed to figure out country-wide monster suppression.

      Rose just frowned. “I don’t believe it.”

      I leaned over the fence and ran my hands through the grass.

      “Maybe the walls are farther out,” she said, looking down the road as it disappeared into the forest. “With enslaved people at their disposal, there’s nothing to stop huge civil projects.”

      “Like clearing the monsters and dangers from the lands and then putting walls at the borders?” I asked.

      “They did have a border wall...”

      I nodded.

      My mind had finally cleared enough from the horrors we’d just seen to remember our tasks. We had to sell the pilfered trinkets and treasures I’d snaked from Furtaxo. That was first on the to-do list. Given that we were in a whole new country, I didn’t think I’d need to use a fence — no need to find a Carchedonian Gideon to creep me out and give dirty deals. I could use a traditional market. I just needed to find one.

      Once we had coin, we could move to stage two: find a crew. My initial impulse there was, naturally, taking all the enslaved people I could and freeing them, then offering them jobs as sailors. Which could easily backfire, because I had no idea how many of said people might have the skill set to cover sailing. We could also, in theory, hire sailors. Which would probably be a much simpler process. But that would use up the bulk of our coin, coin we still didn’t quite possess as our goods were goods and not coin.

      “Back to the ship,” I said.

      “We are leaving Naraggara?” Rose replied.

      “No.”

      “I dislike it here.”

      “I know, same. But we have to do a few things before we burn the place to the ground.”

      “Figuratively or literally?”

      “The doing things or the burning?”

      “Burning.”

      “I’m aiming for figurative,” I said, hurrying back to the port, “though it would seem I have a penchant for turning it literal.”

      Another auction had already started at the market as we went by. A cursory glance showed there were just about as many enslaved people for sale, including the elephant guy, who looked substantially worse for wear. I was tempted to stop and watch again — it was such a horrific display. And yet, it wouldn’t do any good for me to witness another round. I knew it was terrible. I knew I wanted to stop it. I just needed some resources to get working on that. Which meant not stopping to watch.

      Back on the ship, we interrupted sailing class with an interested Lux and a disinterested Nox, who was reading in the corner rather than bothering to learn anything. Grim, on the other hand, darted around the rigging, doing a bang-up job untying knots. Not the most useful skill, but at least he was trying.

      Still no sign of Raynor. I started to doubt my newfound trust in the man.

      I grabbed our bag of treasures and headed right back out, Rose basically attached to my hip the whole time. Which I actually didn’t mind. Someone needed to watch over her; it would help no one if she got out on her own in the city. I could easily imagine her getting lost or in a fight. More likely in a fight. And then we’d have to break her out of prison as well as find sailors, and I really wanted to stop getting distracted by other quests and gigs so I could finally get on to the last major side quest and finally go the hell back home and deal with the real things in my life.

      Before I went down that mind-sucking daylight nightmare of trying to imagine what had happened in Glaton while I’d been gone, I focused myself back on the goings-on around me: marching resolutely back to the markets, my eyes open for a general store that offered at least a modicum of privacy.

      We wound up going through the primary market, where yet another round of enslaved people was on offer, through the industrial area, and into the more commercial area. We got a drink at a bar — or at least we purchased drinks at a bar — and asked the bartender for a recommendation as to where we might sell the spoils of adventure. That led us down another set of streets, back toward the port, just the southern edge of it, where there was a dilapidated-looking structure overlooking the ocean with a mostly broken ship at the end of a wooden dock, just about to crash into the water below.

      The Waiting Wife General Goods and Exotic Oddities.

      Bonus points fort he name. Just a bit long.
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      The store smelled musty inside, and it was smaller than I’d expected. There was just a counter mostly taken up by a large book, then a small space for a proprietor to stand, and then built-in shelves on a wooden wall. Shelves that were empty, save a few cobwebs.

      “Are you sure—” Rose began, but as soon as she started talking, the wall moved a little. An older figure wearing a hood stepped out and stood behind the book.

      It looked over at us, a snout peeking out from the darkness of the hood.

      “You have things to sell, yes?” The figure asked in a raspy voice.

      “Uh, yes,” I said.

      “Display,” the figure said, gesturing across the counter.

      I looked over at Rose, who had a hand on the hilt of her sword. Gently, I put my hand on her arm.

      She started, and snapped her eyes on me.

      “We’re fine here,” I said.

      She gave me a hard nod.

      I smiled and unloaded the goods from my bag.

      It took a few minutes to get all the pilfered products out onto the counter, and, once done, the figure went about inspecting everything.

      There were a few sacks of coins from various countries, several gold candlesticks, seven paintings, a tapestry, three ornate jewelry boxes, seventeen rings, twelve pair of earrings, twenty-one necklaces and chains, sixteen broaches, eleven bracelets, a sack of cut gems, and a magic wand in a black wooden case that had seventeen out of twenty-eight charges of the spell identify remaining.

      The figure tutted about, touching this and that, sniffing the paintings.

      “You would like Carchedonian gold?” The figure asked.

      I nodded.

      “Two thousand, six hundred, eighty-four gold and seventy-three silver,” the figure said.

      “Three thousand gold,” I replied.

      The figure stared at me. At least, I think they were staring. I couldn’t see their eyes, but they weren’t moving their snout.

      “Two thousand, six hundred, eighty-four gold and seventy-three silver,” they said again.

      “You drive a hard bargain,” I said, nodding. “Two thousand, six hundred, eighty-four gold it is.”

      “And seventy-three silver.”

      “Right, and seventy-three silver.”

      The figure brought out a heavy sack of coins and dropped it onto the counter. Then another. And another. And another, until we had  five very large, very heavy sacks and two smaller sacks.

      “You will leave now,” the figure said.

      I smiled, picked the bags up one at a time, gave them each a heft and deposited them into my bag of holding, very glad I didn’t actually have to schlep around pounds and pounds of gold.

      Then I left.

      “That was weird,” Rose said.

      “Always is,” I said. “Normal people don’t need to sell stuff like that.”

      “You ever think of maybe not stealing things?”

      “I’ve considered it.”

      “And?”

      “I choose to keep doing it. At least for now.”

      We headed back to the ship one more time. I wanted to deposit the bulk of the coinage into Hellion, and then give Harpy some gold to refit the ship. Which I realized meant that Rose would have to stay aboard and stand guard.

      Harpy was happy to throw someone else’s gold around, and I think Rose was relieved to get a break from the urban sprawl.

      I wanted to explore things on my own, go to some places Rose either wasn’t welcome or wasn’t able to traverse. So I went to the northern edge of the port, where a large fishery took up most of the real estate, filling the air with the stench of fish and fish by-products. Huge barrels of blood and fish guts were being loaded into low-slung wagons. I only knew what was in the barrels because one of them rolled off the loading dock and missed the wagon, cracking open on the stone road below, unleashing a minor tidal wave of nasty.

      The workers were not happy, and a quick blame game played out. One I ignored to slip into the alley between the fishery and the next set of buildings.

      A quick dart up the fishery wall, then a leap, and then I pulled myself onto the roof of the building next door. I crouch-walked to the front facade and peeked over the edge.

      I saw little activity looking across the skyline. I seemed to be the only one exploring the upper reaches of Naraggara during the day. It might change overnight, but at that moment, just me. Which was really the entire extent of what I wanted to know — I wasn’t planning for anything beyond a brief exploration.

      The city felt short compared to Glaton. There just wasn’t much verticality. Except, of course, for the behemoth monument to brutalism, the prison holding the enslaved people until it was their time to go on the auction block. That thing loomed above the rest of the surrounding area, menacing. At one point, someone had tried to make it look nice, carving reliefs across the heavy stone surface. But time and weather smoothed them enough that it almost looked like textured stone than anything specific.

      Notably absent: gargoyles. I hadn’t seen a single one as of yet. Made me think it might be a good investment if I were to make a few of my own gargoyles to carry around with me in case I needed a quick visit with Gazza, my stoney friend.

      I stayed there for a moment, just watching the city around me. Nearly uncountable numbers of seagulls and other sea birds moved around the docks. A few eagles glided high in the air to the north, fish eagles likely. Down below, I caught a bell-ringing, indicating, to me at least, that there was about to be another round of auctions.

      With no one else on the roof network, I made my way quickly around the northern portion of Naraggara until I was just across the street from the prison.

      The open market and auction space were on the eastern side of the building, facing away from the ocean. The other three sides of the building had extra wide streets around them, my guess to allow for increased wagon traffic. I saw a set of heavy-looking gates on the northern wall, and a nice set of doors on the southern wall. Nothing on the western wall. And, of course, no windows on any walls. Which was a bit of a shame — given the height of the place, there were unrestricted ocean views. Great place for a penthouse apartment. If, you know, you could ignore the untold suffering taking place below. Which it seemed like the Carchedonians had no problem with...

      There were one or two places I thought I could probably blink across, maybe, but it would be tough. The combined horizontal and vertical distance would be more than I’d ever tried. Which meant a daytime attempt was out of the question. I’d need the cover of night to splat against the cobblestones undetected.

      Back on street level, I took a stroll around the building, just being a happy little tourist. I bought a tasty treat, some sort of semi- frozen citrus drink that was a bit like lemonade, but kind of peppery. I looked over the wares in the market while watching another round of auctions.

      I tried to find any evidence of guards around the outside of the building.

      Nothing.

      At least, nothing easily visible.

      A second round about the building, and I started to notice several windows and balconies in the surrounding buildings with armored men and women watching over the activity below. These individuals were most definitely wearing metal armor. All were either on the second or third floors, no one on the ground floor. And while I couldn’t make out exact details of their armor, there was a decided similarity to them, which made me think they were along the lines of a uniform.

      So the guards were outside the prison. At least, some of them were.

      I did another round of the building, then found a spot to buy a bite of lunch.

      A friendly looking chap manned a food cart, frying up what looked like pies in large vats of oil.

      I got one, which was delicious, and took my time eating it. All the while watching the guards, memorizing faces.

      Somewhere in the middle of the afternoon, a face disappeared from the windows, then another and another. A second later, new faces appeared. I waited and watched, carefully scanning along the buildings in question until I saw a familiar face exit an otherwise nondescript door. And it was a good thing I recognized the face, because the person was now wearing a bland grey cloak.

      Almost by instinct, I looked at my wrist to check the time.

      Naturally, nothing there.

      I looked around and saw a clock on a small column, and made a note of the time.

      I slipped behind one of the exiting guards to tail her for a bit. I didn’t have anything planned; it was more general curiosity than anything.

      She was shorter than me, though in my new elf form I was taller than most everyone, and had a petite frame that was mostly covered by a heavy robe. Which, coincidentally, also covered up her armor. A short sword hung from her belt, bumping along her thigh. It looked shiny, unused. A small leather pouch on the opposite side had a strange shape to it, making me think it probably held something other than coins. Coins bunched up in a generally spherical shape in a pouch, but there were pointy spots amongst the leather.

      I moved quickly for a moment, like I had somewhere to be in a hurry, and bumped the guard as I passed.

      She cursed at me, and I called out an apology as I shifted into a run, shouting that I was so late for work and my boss would kill me, adding in some plaintive, pathetic excuses that I hoped would be quickly forgotten.

      I took the first turn I could, darting down a side street and then slipping into an alley and scurrying up the wall, flipping myself onto the roof mere seconds after I’d been on the ground.

      For a heartbeat, I remained in place, still able to see the main street.

      The guard glanced down the side street, and I could see anger on her face. But she didn’t stop or try to find me. She just muttered something to herself as she passed.

      I pulled out the pickpocketed pouch and looked inside.

      A keyring with fourteen keys. Heavy, old-school style keys, some of which looked like they went to rather complicated locks. So they probably weren’t for her house or home. Always nice to have the keys to the castle. Or, you know, prison in this case.

      And, for good measure, the world seemed to think I’d done enough to get a little boost:
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      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Pickpocketing. Now you can snatch stuff from the unwary.
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      I gave the keys a twirl, then made my way across the roofs until I got a few alleys away. Then I hopped down and strolled back toward the port. I ran through various ideas and strategies in my head, thinking the best manner of breaking into the prison. I guess that’s why I didn’t immediately realize that someone was walking next to me.

      “Lost in thought?” Raynor asked.

      “Jeez! A bit,” I said.

      “Seems best for you to be more attentive, given where you are. And who you are.”

      “Or maybe you’re just so sneaky I had no chance to notice you.”

      “Flattery is not your strong suit, though I will gladly take the compliment.”

      “You been having fun on your own?”

      “Quite a bit. It’s an interesting city, Naraggara. One I have not visited for quite some time.”

      “I thought you said you’d never been here.”

      “Did I? If I did, it was a lie. I would presume there is a fair amount you don’t know about me.”

      “You haven’t exactly been the most open book.”

      “Bit of distrust between us. Here and there, at least.”

      “True.”

      We walked a block farther in relative silence.

      “You have quite the bounty on your head,” he said.

      “You checked?”

      “I did. You and Lux are quite the wanted couple. But they seem to have a different idea of what you look like.”

      “I got a new haircut.”

      “I actually considered turning you in.”

      “I’m sure,” I said, though I felt more than a little betrayed he even considered it.

      “I didn’t, though.”

      “Seems like something you’d say even if you had turned me in.”

      “Perhaps. It is a life-changing amount of coin. But I have never been one to live life for gold. As evidenced by the fact I spent my time living in treehouses amongst daft men who tended towards malodorousness.”

      “I’m so glad? Is there a reason you’re telling me this? You want me to reward you for—“

      “I’m telling you because I’m trying a new thing: being honest and forthright.”

      “That’s new?”

      “Of course. If you claim surprise, then you are more fool than I ever realized.”

      “I suppose that’s not unusual for a brigand.”

      “Not the most honest of professions, no.”

      We returned to a silence until we passed near the auction stage.

      “Have you a plan?” Raynor said softly.

      “The start of one,” I replied.

      “Oh? Dare I ask for specifics?”

      “You think we should talk about it out here?”

      “Depends on the amount of a plan you have, and what you intend to say about it. But, then again, you might be right. Naraggara, and Carchedon in general, are rather paranoid about, well, everything.”

      Raynor steered me off to one side until we were standing along the wall, somewhat isolated from the general public, but with both a view of the auction site and the docks.

      “You still intend to save the enslaved people?” Raynor asked in a voice just above a whisper.

      “I do,” I said. Though truth be told, I was having doubts about the whole process.

      “And I take it you have spent the day gathering all the information you’ll need to pull off this caper?”

      “Not sure I’d call it a caper, but, yeah.”

      “So you have a map of the interior?”

      “Not yet—”

      “You have plans to escort your friends from the auction house to the ship?”

      “Pretty much thinking we go—”

      “Bribed the guards at the two entrances so you can get in and out?”

      “Uh—”

      “Know how we might outrun the navy, considering we will be the only ship trying to slip out in the middle of the night?”

      “You bring salient points—”

      “You, meanwhile, seem to mistake this auction house for something besides the center of wealth for the entire city. Are banks in Glaton ill-guarded? Treasuries left with their doors open? And even then, should you steal the gold from the king’s vault, you need not worry about the coins reporting their own theft for their freedom or another reward?”

      “You think it’s impossible then?”

      “I think success is improbable, especially given our timeline. Weeks or months to plan? Plenty of gold to grease palms and ease passage? Then we might make a good attempt at it. But to waltz into town and assume we can pull this off in a single night is foolhardy at best.”

      I stared at him for a moment, but he was not about to meet my eyes. Instead, he swept the area for anything of interest.

      Raynor made a lot of sense. Since their economy ran on enslaved labor, the auction was a major source of wealth for Naraggara. Doubtless there was excellent security in place to prevent theft. Stealing from there would be difficult in many ways, not least of which was because we couldn’t shove our loot into a bag of holding.

      “Did you consider I can bring magic to the table?” I asked.

      “Did you consider they might have a few defenses against magic?” Raynor asked in reply.

      “Not really, no. Might be fair to say that I didn’t think about this as much as, um, I should have.”

      He gave me a nod. I appreciated that he didn’t feel the need to rub my face in it any more.

      “So what’s the play?” Raynor asked.

      “I’m thinking,” I said, but then realized the enormity of the task, and decided it was better to enlist more brains while attacking the problem. “Let’s go chat with the others.”
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      “We doing what now?” Harpy asked. He hung over the side of the ship, mopping some foul black substance on the hull.

      “I’m not exactly sure,” I replied.

      “Sounds about right.”

      “Hey—”

      Harpy gave me a smile and a shake of the head. “Just playin’ fast ’n loose is your style is all, cap’n.”

      “Raynor thinks freeing everyone from the auction house is somewhere in the vein of impossible.”

      “Yup.”

      “You think he’s right?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say something? I wasted—”

      “Best to let ones such as yerself figure out impossibilities on yer own, lest you get stuck trying to prove a right wrong. Besides, on more’n one occasion, old wise men turn out to be little more’n gasbags letting out mouthfarts just to hear the sound of their own voices.”

      “So this is you claiming to be wise?”

      “Thinkin’ I’m more of the mouthfart variety, really.”

      “That I agree with.”

      “You got a new plan? Seems as though the problem stands, though yer first solution be impossible.”

      Rose walked over and leaned on the railing next to me.

      “New plan?” she asked. “What’s changing?”

      “Boy-o here found out the truth ‘bout the auction house,” Harpy said.

      Rose’s eyes narrowed. “Explain.”

      “It’s impossible to do what we want to do,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s too well-guarded.”

      “You think I am afraid a few guards?”

      “It’s more than a few guards,” I said.

      “It would be all the guards,” Raynor said as he walked down the deck towards us. “City guards will descend on that place at the first ring of the bell, and the auction house is more than willing to ring that bell for any reason. You want to try and take on the whole city?”

      I knew Rose wanted to say yes. She probably thought she could take on the whole city, and frankly, her victory might be within the realm of possibility.

      “And then there’s the navy, limited as though it might be right now,” Raynor continued. “We would have to get away from them, out-sail them with a skeleton crew and a ship weighed down with all our new recruits.”

      “Who might be willing to hurt us to get a Carchedonian reward,” I added.

      Raynor nodded and pointed at me. “Exactly.”

      “There has to be a way to do this,” Rose said.

      “I’m sure there is,” I replied. “With more planning, more resources, more time, we could figure something out.”

      “But you want to cut and run to this mythical City of Darkness,” Rose fairly spat out. “When there—”

      “Not every wrong is ours to right, lass,” Harpy said, with a thwock of his mop against the hull. “And sometimes, ’tis right to follow through with oaths and promises.” Another thwock. “Cap’n Clyde here promised t’escort Lux to the City of Darkness.” Thwock. “Being as part of his crew or party,” thwock, “we abide by his promise as if’n we made ‘em.” Thwock. “Now, you feel as if’n you’ve a diff’rent path,” thwock, “dock be right there. No need for even a gangplank to make yer way to the land.”

      He popped up so we could see his face above the railing.

      “‘Sides,” he said, his mouth breaking into a craggy grin, “I gots full confidence our fearless cap’n’ll do something wild enough we ought all take a step off’n this ship instead a heading cross the waves with ‘im. Course, might’n be wrong. Seems as often I been right, more often been wrong. Else I wouldna be the one sealing the hull with this shit, eh?”

      “You want some help with that?” I asked.

      “Cap’n,” Harpy said with a wag of his finger, “you’n’I both know you got better things need doin.’ But if’n some other muscled lass needs a means to relieve her frustration over our inability to overcome the impossible, I do recall this ship havin’ more’n enough tools what could be used nowabouts.”

      Rose looked down at her boots and shook her head. But I saw a smile creeping around the edges of her mouth.

      “Where’s the other mop?” Rose asked.

      “In the hold,” Harpy said. “And bring another bucket, eh?”

      Rose gave a nod and walked off.

      “You two best be on this,” Harpy said as soon as Rose was out of earshot. “And quick. That girl be liable to bring us all down if’n she ain’t kept busy. And plenty of folk been sniffing ‘round this ship today. Only a day, maybe two, afore our blonde friend be found. So fix this mess o’ours closer to now than later, eh?”

      I looked over at Raynor, who looked back at me, his face grim.

      “Lovely,” Raynor said, and stomped off the ship.
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      I followed Raynor to the end of one of the docks, and we stood there overlooking the ocean, well away from any prying ears. Not exactly sure how ears might pry, but, well, there is quite a bit of magic within Vuldranni, so it existed within the realm of possibility.

      “How much to get sailors?” I asked.

      “You think I know about sailors?” Raynor replied.

      “I hoped, perhaps, you know—”

      “Look around you,” he said, gesturing at the port. “You see much here?”

      I frowned, but dutifully glanced about the port.

      “I don’t really know what I’m looking for,” I said. “Seems like there are a few ships.”

      “How many open moorings?” He asked in response.

      “No idea. Um, a bunch?”

      “More open than filled.”

      “Can we skip the Socratic method portion of this chat?”

      “What is the Socratic method?”

      “Forget it. Just get to whatever it is you want me to guess on my own.”

      “There are many sailors in town because there are no ships in town. Guessing that the navy has most any able-bodied men tasked with fighting Glaton or protecting these shores. So if you want to hire hands, you will find those either too young, too old, or too infirm to be of good use. Anyone here is going to be completely green or completely, what? Rotten?”

      “I don’t think the metaphor works in that direction,” I said, “but I get what you mean. I feel like we made a mistake coming here.”

      “We could try to make the run south with just, you know, us. We seemed to do fine with a skeleton crew.”

      “Did we?”

      “It was hard at points, but I thin—”

      “I think we’d do better if we didn’t have to sail just during the day and in sight of the coast.”

      “There is that.”

      “Doubles the time the trip takes.”

      “Also that,” Raynor said.

      “So we need a crew of some sort.”

      Raynor shrugged. “I hate to be unhelpful, but I appear to be out of ideas.”

      “How much do people go for at the auction house?”

      “You watched. You know.”

      “Yes, but was that average?”

      He shrugged again. “Depends on supply, demand, quality of product, hells, even the weather.”

      “You know an awful lot about this.”

      He shook his head. I could tell there was a battle going on inside. He wanted to tell me more about himself, and yet at the same time, he wanted to tell me nothing. I waited a moment, knowing the first person to talk was going to lose this little battle, before deciding he could choose when to reveal his past himself.

      “No matter,” I said. “I think the play is getting coin tonight, buying up everyone we can tomorrow, and leaving town before anyone knows we were the pilferers.”

      “You think you can steal several thousand gold in one night?”

      I grinned. “Done it before.”
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      That was mostly true.

      I left Raynor with the rest of the crew while I went back into Naraggara on my own. I felt better taking night missions solo, as most of my crew had distinct skill sets from my own. Great for party parity, not so good for mass burgling.

      When I strolled past the auction house, I looked over the place in mage-sight. I was definitely glad I hadn’t tried to cast much magic there. The building was criss-crossed with ley-lines, bright runes flashed in and out hypnotically, and there were patterns I couldn’t even discern with everything else that was going on. It was an incredible display of complexity and skill, and it made it very clear this was not a building to be trifled with in any capacity. I needed to examine the world more through my mage lens; it was a great way to keep myself from ending up dead.

      I realized, as I walked to the posher district, that I’d grown overconfident, holding my magic like some mystical ace in the hole. As if magic was exceedingly rare, and that by having some spells to sling, I’d overcome anything Vuldranni threw at me. I had to remember I was a low-level schlub who hadn’t even made his first Choice yet. I had to keep grinding if I wanted to succeed in, well, much of anything beyond being a hoodlum in Vuldranni. Especially if I was going to be dating an empress…

      And that was a whole other ball of trouble I was going to have to handle at some point. Was I supposed to return and help Nadya get the throne? Was I supposed to return and accept she didn’t know me any longer? Were we a thing? Was dating a thing in Glaton? Would I need to court her? What did courting entail? Does one court a sitting Empress? Or Emperor? Either way, it was confusing, and I needed answers.

      The sun had set, and the twilight made the town look glorious. The sky faded in a brilliant orange to purple gradient. I managed to merge into the flow of traffic out of Naraggara as if I was a local. At least, mostly. The walk out of Naraggara was crowded, a stream of the lower-class heading for their cheaper homes clustered around crossroads between vast estates.

      A tavern sat at each crossroads, with a small general store of sorts tucked up next to it, surrounded by buildings that seemed sadly like tenements. Buildings erected on an ad hoc basis with little to no regard for rules, regulations, or other pesky things like safety or fire prevention. These were the homes for the bulk of the free persons, it seemed, because there weren’t any obvious enslaved people I could see in the crowd. I peeked into the Burly Gut Bear, the nearest tavern, and saw that the place was packed. Teeming with rowdy men and women who all had the air of familiarity. Perhaps not friends, but a group of people who were of similar station, enjoying a moment to blow off steam. Surely, some strange elf would not only be noticed, but remembered. Joining in was not an option.

      Instead, I posted up against a not yet lit streetlight and looked at some papers. I didn’t ask how he got it, or really question its accuracy, but Raynor had given me a list of the wealthiest estates nearest Naraggara, and, most helpful, he even scrawled about a map for me to follow with things of interest marked out. Including, of course, the Burly Gut Bear I stood outside.

      My goal for the night was coin more than valuables. If I could get sufficient coin, we could free a bunch of enslaved people and then high-tail it out of town before anyone caught on to where our fortune had been found. Which also meant stealth was paramount. Old-school cat burglary. It was exciting to return to my old speciality.

      North from the Burly Gut Bear was the Mannigan estate. According to Raynor’s map, it was a sprawling affair with several buildings and little to no farmland anywhere about.

      I put the Raynor Papers away and waited, doing my best to shed any attention I may have gathered reading. No one else had a book out, or papers, or, well, seemed to have much in the way of literacy. Which might have been an unfair assessment of the population, as there was nothing to indicate literacy in Carchedon in any capacity. Still, I took a beat before pulling my hood a little tighter over my head, and turned north.

      There were a few small farms on either side of the road. Little pastoral places with quaint curls of smoke coming from chimneys. Small fields of various vegetables, ready for the picking. Little barns with stout little animals, all busy being tended to by what seemed like smiling, happy people. It was all a bit much.

      The pastoral setting continued apace down the street. The homes weren’t exactly identical, but functionally so, all pulled from the same design catalog. At first it was nice, delightful even, but after a while it got weird. Like this was some sort of fantastical rural life being played by paid actors. But that was mostly just a feeling I got — I saw nothing to lend credence to that as reality.

      The road ended at a large ornate iron gate, which was currently open and allowing people onto the property. A relative stream of people, all of whom wore the lowest class garb: heavy, stiff-looking, scratchy patched wool. Taken as a group, they mostly trudged along, heads down, putting one foot in front of another as they went somewhere familiar, but unpleasant.

      Guards stood on either side of the iron gate, gazing over the influx of enslaved people with bored expressions.

      There was no way I could just stroll on past them. No matter how bored they were, I’d stick out in my black cloak. I needed to find a different way in.

      Thankfully, the last pastoral farmhouse had a modest orchard on its northern edge. I hopped the small stone wall and slipped into the shadows easily. No one walking along the road seemed to notice me. Or if they did, they didn’t really care.

      There, under the apple trees, I took a moment to glance around through mage-sight.

      Not much. I could see some tendrils of enchantment wrapping around the wrought iron gateway, as well as a bright spot on the left guard’s chest. Maybe like an enchanted locket, or something along those lines. Not anything that seemed worth getting into — at least not yet. Maybe if I was feeling saucy, I might come back and try to take the locket.

      I turned my attention to the massive manor house on the slight rise to the north. There was a wall between me and the house, but it wasn’t overly large. Certainly more for appearance than anything security related. I took my time approaching the stone wall, however, and examining it with both my actual sight and my mage sight, just in case there was some sort of trap.

      Nothing.

      Just a waist-high wall.

      I vaulted over. I was on the estate.

      It was no longer an orchard on the manor side of the wall. Instead, it was a forest. Though a very well planned forest with each tree most definitely chosen and trimmed to fit exactly where it should. The forest, as it were, extended along the wall in both directions, broken only by the road leading to the manor house and beyond, where, if Raynor’s map was accurate, there were several more buildings, likely holding the quarters for all the poor bastards forced to sterilize the world outside the manor’s windows.

      There was a small stretch of perfectly cut grass between the end of the ‘forest’ and the walls of the manor, and there were plenty of beautifully trimmed hedges, shrubs, and bushes along the wall of the home. Though if you asked me to tell you the difference between hedge, shrub, and bush, I would be sorely pressed.

      A moment after hopping the wall, I had my back pressed up against the manor house, edging my face around a window just enough so I could peek inside.

      Someone was having dinner.

      Twelve someones, as a matter of fact. It was, at least as far as I could tell, a dinner party at an incredibly large table surrounded by at least twice as many servants wearing posh outfits, standing at the ready.

      The guests were rather pretty, taken as a whole, and they wore next to nothing clothing-wise. They were, however, chowing down on an immense quantity of food. I saw one young woman almost forcing another bite into her mouth, then leaning back against her chair, panting. She raised a hand, weakly, halfway extending her arm, almost as if it was taking all her energy to do it. Two attendants rushed forward. One spread a cloth around the woman and other attendant, hiding them from view. A moment later, the attendant took the cloth away and retreated to the wall. The other attendant scurried from the room, carefully carrying a brilliant silver urn.

      Moments later, another eater raised their hand, and the process repeated.

      And again.

      I stood transfixed for a moment, watching the bizarre dinner unfold.

      Then I remembered I had things to do, and it would much nicer to do those things while the dinner party captivated everyone’s attention. So I slipped along the wall, moving between the shadows, keeping an eye out for guards.

      None that I could see, but my sight lines were bad.

      I climbed up the wall, thanking the pristine stone blocks for giving me such ample handholds, and pulled myself onto the flattish roof.

      It was nice up there.

      Quiet.

      Calm, with a gentle breeze.

      In every direction, pastoral fantasies spread out before me. Pretty little farms everywhere. And of course, there was an excellent view of the manor house grounds, which, like everything else, were beautiful to an uncanny level.

      The flat roof was broken up here and there for chimneys, so I moved from shadow to shadow in a low crouch, doing my best to keep out of view while I surveyed the area. Not many guards about. Or at least, not many I could see. To the rear of the main house were several outbuildings of varying size. The largest looked like a stable, but the stream of people around the entrances made me think it was actually for people. And given the level of clothing on display, likely enslaved people. There were more guards around that structure than the manor house, and not much interaction between guards and enslaved people. Some terse words, and a cuff on someone moving too slow.

      I bit the inside of my cheek while watching, reminding myself that this wasn’t my fight. I was here to take money from the rich assholes inside. Period.

      I walked across the roof toward the eastern end of the building.

      Only a guess, but since the eastern side had the best view, I figured it was a safe bet that’s where the personal quarters of the homeowners would be, which meant it was the best place to start my exploration.

      I climbed down to a small balcony and tested the door.

      Open.

      I slipped inside.
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      I felt like I’d stepped into a different world. A quieter, softer place. Also, a bedroom. Thick carpet covered the floors, and the bed had what looked like exotic furs piled on it. It was a big four-poster with silk curtains able to be drawn to cover the bed’s occupants for a sense of privacy. There were plenty of large candlesticks and, therefore, tons of candles.

      I dashed toward the nightstands, but took a second to check for traps along the small drawers.

      Clean.

      Three small drawers turned out to be repositories for just about anything dropped onto the nightstand. Various coins, two rings, a broach, a broken chain, a slim book, some folded pieces of paper, and a half-eaten biscuit.

      I took everything except the biscuit.

      The other side of the bed had a similar nightstand, but the drawers were empty.

      To the wardrobe!

      It was filled with beautiful wisps of clothing, everything sheer and barely there, a relative fortune in silk.

      I was tempted to take it all, but I didn’t. I became too distracted, realizing that the interior space of the wardrobe didn’t match its outside.

      With a bit of light tapping against the various surfaces, I found that the base of the wardrobe was hollow. I used my dagger to make a finger-sized hole in the back and pried off the floor of the wardrobe.

      Gold.

      Pouches of Carchedonian gold covered the bottom, and I took them all, quickly shoving them into my bag of holding. A moment longer, and I had the base back in place. For good measure, tossed one of the silk robes down over the newly made hole.

      It was definitely difficult to decide what to do next. With very little in the way of information about the place, I wasn’t really sure how much I could expect to pilfer. Or, frankly, where I might be able to steal the gold from.

      I cast detect secret doors, but got no return.

      Still, there had to be more to find.

      I opened a door that led to a bathroom, but nothing along the lines of what I had gotten used to in Glaton. It was much more primitive: a bathtub and a toilet. That’s it. And calling it a toilet was being generous. It was really just a hole in a chair leading down into darkness, which meant the bathroom lacked running water, the sort of luxury of even the lower-class places in Glaton had. It was confusing. Why the disparity in technology?

      Given the total lack of containers in the bathroom, and the fact that it didn’t really help me, I went to the other door in the bedroom, which opened into a drawing room. A pretty space with a few fancy chaise lounges, some mirrors, and most fun for me, lots of storage.

      I went through things quickly. There were plenty of valuables in and amongst the various drawers and chests, but not really coin.

      I sat down on a chaise, stood up immediately to make sure it wasn’t a mimic about to eat me, and then sat down again.

      What was I doing?

      Steal enough coin to buy enslaved people at the morning auction and then sail out of town before anyone realized where the coin had come from, right? Which, at first glance at least, sounded like something within the realm of plausibility. And yet, the mechanics of this mission were fundamentally flawed. Coin wasn’t really just kept around.

      Sure, I’d found a false-bottomed wardrobe filled with some sacks in it, so I might have enough to buy a person or two. But this was a game of luck. And luck couldn’t hold out that long. If I had had the time to case these places, maybe I could figure out where these people kept their cash. But it made little sense to keep coin where anyone could get it, especially in a place with slavery. If one of the enslaved people got their hands on the coin, they could buy their way to freedom.

      I was being a fool.

      Or, conversely, I was being played as a fool.

      Wouldn’t be the first time, likely wouldn’t be the last. If I was being a fool, that was one thing — that was on me.

      But then again, there was Raynor, the new hire. The recently loyal servant, somehow happy to be on an adventure when he had just been lord of his domain.

      Where did his knowledge of Naraggara come from? It was possible he’d grown up nearby and only left Carchedon after some incident propelled him into becoming a bandit. But if that happened, wouldn’t he have said something about it? Or let slip a bit more about the city? He’d been quiet about everything.

      And then there was the disappearance. Where had he gone for the bulk of the day? Who had he spoken to? Raynor was no fool, but maybe, just maybe, I’d been one. Why hadn’t I asked him about the map? I just took it, because that’s what I wanted. Because it was the easy way to do things. But I didn’t really ever take the easy way even when offered, because I was from New York fucking City, and even when we can take a town car home, we’d rather take the subway and fight the rats and alligators for a damn seat.

      My face screwed up into a sneer, and I stood up, determined to figure out just what the hell was going on. I stormed out of the drawing room and leapt out the window. Right after I took the damn jewelry.
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      The map Raynor gave me led me around a loop, working from one estate to the next, such that I’d be ending the night at the Hambeck estate, closer to the northern edge of the city. So a place full of loot and free of guards.

      If this was a trap, the Hambeck estate would be a great place to spring it. Therefore, that was the place I’d go next.

      It was full-on night now, with clouds from the west beginning to cover up the moons and make it truly dark. All the better for me.

      There weren’t many people out. The ones who were had their heads down and moved fast. I followed their lead.

      I had little to do besides walk quickly and quietly, as if I was one of the poor, downtrodden souls stuck living in this hellhole of a country.

      No one bothered me as I scurried along the minor roads, which were all well-laid stone between tall hedgerows. Everything was nice, neat and orderly, all put in place by forced labor. It irritated me. I think my hatred for the country grew with every step. Especially when I noticed the massive homes tucked behind those hedgerows. Huge sprawling estates, all competing for the prize of horrible human beings with beautiful homes.

      I took the long way around to my ultimate destination, passing through another square with another filled tavern. The crowd inside was not what I’d consider happy. Raucous, sure. But there was a palpable, simmering tension that made me nervous just to be near them. I’d bet money a fight would break out any minute.

      But right as I skulked through the square, a group of armed men and women marched right toward the tavern.

      I made a hard left toward the city and saw my destination. Behind me, violent sounds filled the night. Ahead of me, another monument to wealth and power: the epitome of luxury in white marble, spreading out across the top of a gently sloping, clearly man-made hill.

      To one side was a series of fountains that, at first guess, led into a pool. Even at this hour, their lovely watery splashes made a good deal of noise, conveniently ready to cover most any sound I would make. An ideal thieving locale.

      If, you know, you ignored the wagon loads of soldiers moving into the main house.

      Did I forget to mention that at the top? Scores of men and women got out of wagons and headed inside with near-military precision. Not professional soldiers, I don’t think, but perhaps professional thugs. Handlers pushed the thugs into the buildings with occasional yells.

      I couldn’t really make out too much in the way of specifics, like, say if there was a shared uniform between the thugs. I’d need to get closer to figure that out, but there was no doubt in my head that a trap was being set in this place. Which started a niggling thought in my head. Wouldn’t it be a glorious moment of thievery if I could sneak into the home and take whatever I could, despite the trap being set?

      Obviously, that was a terrible idea.

      And yet…

      I swung wide, going low along the hedgerow until I got to a topiary garden. Someone had spent quite a bit of time grooming the bushes into a wide variety of monster shapes, some of which I recognized, most of which I thought were open to interpretation. Big mouths, large teeth, some tentacles. That sort of thing.

      Before I stepped inside the topiary garden, though, I flashed through magesight.

      The garden lit up.

      “Well, dangit,” I whispered.

      It seemed these plants were there to catch fools like me. Or maybe just to provide some interactivity. Maybe they were like the Carchedonian versions of animatronics, and this was just a place people came to for entertainment. But either way, something was definitely going to happen as soon as I set foot in the garden. I had to find a different way inside the manor house.

      Or, you know, I could do the smart thing and leave as quickly as possible so I didn’t get nabbed.

      For a moment, I set that debate to the back burner and studied the magical topiaries, trying to figure out not just what was going to happen, but how it might happen. But whatever the workings in place were, they were beyond my current levels of comprehension. I could trace some lines of power, but I had no idea what the colors meant or what the runes were going to do.

      A stark reminder of how far I still needed to go with my studies.

      Back to doing the smart thing: I decided against it. Instead, I continued along the periphery of the property, lying to myself that I was just going around the back of the house to get closer to the city.

      The backyard was beautiful, just as stunning as the front, but with more intricate landscaping: a vast maze, a wide gravel square filled with brightly lit metallic sculptures, and rows and rows of incredible rose bushes, still flowering despite the oncoming winter. Well, the theoretical oncoming winter. The seasons were still a spot of confusion for me.

      I made a quick survey of the area through magesight and saw nothing that made me question my safety. A few vague tendrils of magic snaked through the flowers, but I could avoid those if necessary.

      Which made my path to the house clear: through the flowers.

      Now, I’ve never had a garden of any size or scope. I don’t think I’ve ever even owned a living plant. My general knowledge of the botanical is minimal. So it came as a total shock to me that making my way through the thicket of rose bushes also meant slogging through a deep covering of literal poop. Fresh poop. Not human, thankfully, but unpleasantly fragrant nonetheless. It fully overpowered whatever nice odor I assumed was coming from the damned flowers.

      I gagged. More than once. But I kept my gagging quiet, and decided that if I was going to be gagging, I might as well blink closer.

      Which I did, and got right up to the house and put my back against the wall.

      I let my stomach settle, and then edged along the marble blocks until I could peek through a window.

      It had probably been a very nice home the previous afternoon. But today armed men and women filled it, and they were all being briefed about a dangerous magic user who had an incredible bounty on his head.

      Me.

      I ducked back under the window as a blush flooded my face.

      A second later, I got the confirmation I’d been dreading: an all-too familiar voice began speaking.

      “Your target tonight is low-level,” Raynor said, “but this is a ruse. I cannot say how it happened, but though he is level four—”

      There were some snorts from the gathered soldiers.

      Raynor stopped talking, and silence extended over the group.

      “You laugh,” Raynor said. “As did I when I first encountered this elf. But he has capabilities that outstrip what you might glimpse on his character sheet. I have seen him kill with impunity, outwit trained assassins, and more. And you know what I have yet to see? The elf run out of mana.”

      Absolute silence.

      He will expect this home to be empty,” another voice said. “An easy score. He will plan on getting coin, but must get into the house and search for it. As the tjene arrives, they will take positions within the estate. You are not here to stop the elf so much as prevent him from hiding. You will take your own positions within the house.”

      “Do not try and stop him—” Raynor said.

      Someone interrupted Raynor with terse whispering. I couldn’t help myself — I peeked into the window.

      The room was large and open, and through a large double doorway, I could see a staircase wrapping around a massive chandelier. None of the soldiers in the room looked particularly well-armed, or armored, for that matter. There seemed to be an even mixture of confidence, arrogance, and confusion. Raynor and the other speaker, a rather severe looking man with a black goatee, stood in the center of the room having a hushed conversation.

      After another minute of this private talk, and Raynor stepped away, lips held tight and gritting his teeth.

      “There is much we do not know about our quarry,” the other man said, “but it is clear he is dangerous. The Hambeck house has requested the elf be taken alive, and is providing their entire tjene to aid in the capture of the elf.”

      At that, there were some surprised murmurs from the collected individuals. Frankly, I was a bit surprised as well. It seemed odd someone would send the entire tjene--“I have been warned there are several members of the tjene who possess, hrm,” the man stopped and scratched at his chin, “an appetite for violence. In that vein, I urge you to offer plenty of space to the tjene. Give them whatever assistance they need from the farthest distance possible. Garnier, Liebgott, Heidegger, you will take this room. Take up positions behind the drapes, and...”

      I slipped along the wall, moving away from the window and the briefing. My desire to make the steal happen had evaporated when I realized two things: one, a whole tjene could be an incredible number of people, including quite a few undead things. Two, there’s no way Lux was going to be left out of this, which meant I needed to get back to her. And, likely, we needed to run for it.
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      I managed to avoid running until I got back to the street, at which point, I tossed aside any pretenses and sprinted full-out.

      No one seemed to care that I was racing along; they mostly just shifted out of the way. I suppose it wasn’t that unusual to see someone jogging in the early hours of the night.

      But I heard a few shouts of surprise behind me, along the road where I’d passed. Then a shriek of terror.

      Something was coming.

      In my head at least, that meant something was coming for me.

      It was time to be tricky, and I saw the perfect hidey spot: a large clump of bushes off to my left. I cast blink while sprinting at a perfect right angle.

      Now, my initial thought was that I would appear within the bushes and hunker down, but that’s not exactly what happened. It was in that moment where I learned something new about the blink spell: momentum mattered.

      Since I was sprinting at full speed when I cast the spell, I went that same speed when I blink-ed into the bushes. Which meant I shot through the bushes at full speed, my legs totally unprepared to continue running and without adequate space to actually run. So I tripped hard and flew face first through what turned out to be thorny berry bushes. My face got a whole new bloody look, and I got a mouthful of berries and leaves before thudding to the ground and coming to a stop out in the open.

      Everything hurt. I rolled over and experienced a new wave of pain as thorns pushed into my back. I managed to keep quiet, despite my desire to scream out in pain and frustration.

      Something was back on the road, a glowing something that moved around in the general area of where I’d been.

      Slowly, I rolled back over and crawled into the bushes.

      Better to hide before peering out and around.

      From the safety of the darkness and thorns, I watched the glowing thing. It seemed a bit like mist with a soft glow around it — there was nothing I could find as the source of the light, besides the mist itself.

      I pushed into magesight and examined the area.

      Immediately, two things were clear: one, a ton of magic was powering that mist. Two, a very slowly dissipating tendril of magic led directly from where I’d been on the road to where I was in the bush. At least, to where I’d been when I’d blink-ed on over. Granted, I was a bit farther from that point now, but the damage to the bush was a rather distinctive path right to me.

      There was an incredibly brief pulse of energy as the mist figure became solid, coalescing into a figure. It became something I’d swear was human if I didn’t know better. A human who was looking over at me.

      “Interesting,” the figure said, gaze following the tendril of magic until it lit on me. “Now, there you are.”

      The thing approached me, and I had a real internal debate about getting out of the bush, wondering if it had actually seen me or had just traced the magical trail, until—

      “You might as well come out,” the figure said in a genteel, clipped voice. “Daresay you would rather face me in the open.”

      I crawled out of the bushes and tried to brush some of the detritus off me, though it didn’t do much. I paused and picked out a particularly pernicious prickly thorn from the back of my knee and flicked it into the darkness.

      “Ah, the elf,” the glowing figure said, getting within ten feet and then drifting to a stop.

      I frowned as I looked at the thing, realizing that it had, in fact, just drifted to a stop. Because it had no legs. Instead, there was just fuzziness below. Not like fur, but more like incompleteness. That something had been left out in the rendering or, well, there were things that just seemed to have been left in a more mist-like state.

      “You are different from what I expected,” the figure continued, its voice low and calm, but curious.

      The face of the figure was masculine, and there was something like clothing on him. Older clothing as far as I could discern, but it seemed to have fused with the thing.

      “Are you a ghost?” I asked.

      “The elf speaks,” the figure replied. “Why are you not as I thought?”

      “You can’t ask me to explain your incorrect expectations.”

      “I suppose—”

      “Besides, perhaps I’m not who you’re looking for.”

      “You are an elf, yes?”

      “I mean, yes. But there are probably lots of elves around here.”

      “Not that I have noticed.”

      “Who are you looking for?”

      “An elf named Clyde Hatchett.”

      “Oh, that guy—”

      “You know him?”

      “I get confused for that asshole all the time,” I said with a smile. “See, we’re both elves, but he’s an elf of the Sun and the Moon, and I’m a True Elf. I get that maybe we all look the same to you — you guys see pointy ears and boom! We’re all elves. But Clyde and I are two totally different people.”

      The thing, which was probably a ghost, stared at me a moment, then came a little closer.

      I could see through him. Really disconcerting to see through someone.

      “You are the only elf I have seen, though,” the figure said.

      “I mean, if you’re looking for him, he’s hiding, right?”

      “He has no knowledge we will be here.”

      “Even so, he might be hiding. I was just out here on my own, trying to get back to the city before it got too dark.”

      “You used magic to leave the road.”

      “True, but something, um, glowing was chasing me. It was a bit terrifying. I figured leaving the road was the best thing I could do for, um, survivability.”

      The ghost-thing frowned, then gave a slight nod.

      “Perhaps. You will remain here whilst I find someone to confirm your story.”

      “Here?” I asked, pointing to the ground.

      “Yes. Do not move.”

      The figure started to dissipate back into a mist-form.

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “To find someone to confirm you are not who I search for,” it said.

      “And how long will that take?” I asked.

      “It is not a knowable quantity of time.”

      “I can’t just hang out here waiting for you,” I snapped in reply. “I have to, um, poop.”

      The figure froze in mid-mist, and stared at me.

      “You know what pooping is?” I asked.

      “I remember the act of defecation, yes.”

      “So, you remember how bad you have to go sometimes?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s me. Now.”

      “I will leave and you may soil yourself.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You will wait here.”

      “I’m going to wait in the bushes.”

      “Those bushes,” he said, pointing to the thorny bushes.

      “Sure,” I said.

      He gave me a terse nod and then misted himself up and shot up into the sky.

      I waited half a second before I continued sprinting to the city.
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      I had no idea what the ramifications of running were going to be, but I was most definitely willing to take those chances. Sure, maybe I could face off against the ghost creature thing and come out victorious, but could I handle whatever friends the ghost-creature thing brought back with it and then still make it back to the ship? Could I do all that and make sure Lux wasn’t harmed in the process? Running was just the best answer at that moment.

      As I ran, I kept my stamina up, burning mana, at least until I remembered how the ghost-thing had tracked me. I realized it might be better if I kept my magic use to a minimum. Otherwise, I might have just hid out in the bushes and saved myself the trouble of getting tired.

      Naturally, because the evening wasn’t quite crappy enough, it started to rain. It was almost as if someone flipped a switch: one minute clear night, the next minute, buckets of rain falling with almost palpable force.

      Again, no one paid attention to little ol’ me moving through the streets at a full sprint. As I got deeper into Naraggara, I wasn’t the only one running. More people were moving around quickly now, likely because anyone caught outside was going to get soaked in seconds.

      I raced through the streets, doing my best to keep to my feet, but slid around here and there.

      Behind me, a wailing rose up from the countryside. People around me began to move faster, most everyone seeking some form of shelter immediately.

      I desperately wanted to stop and ask someone what the hell was going on, but I figured that had to be too obvious a sign I was out of place and should be pointed out to any, you know, curious ghosts.

      Going as fast as I could drained my stamina quickly, a stark reminder that although I’d gotten most everything back I had lost when I became a new elf, there were a few notable exceptions. I lost all the stamina I had built up when I became the new me, and while I wasn’t sure the exact mechanics behind that change, it was also important to note that I’d become way too reliant on my stamina regen spell to keep myself active.

      I lost my footing and slid across the cobblestones, slamming into a wall, but quickly scrambled back to my feet and got running again.

      Past the tower holding all the yet-to-be sold people, through the markets that weren’t selling people, and to the docks. Docks which were oddly quiet and practically tranquil.

      My feet thundered across the wooden docks, and I resisted the urge to yell out a warning as I launched myself off the end of the dock, ignoring the gangplank to land straight on the deck. And once I slid to a stop, I realized no one was there.

      I was alone.

      However, I could hear noise coming from the captain’s cabin.

      I charged along the deck, pulling a blade from my belt as I went, and kicked the door in.
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      I stood there, sword at the ready, an acid arrow spell ready to shoot out of my left hand.

      My fellow party members just stared at me from around the candlelit table covered in what appeared to be a tasty meal.

      “Bit overly dramatic with the entrance there,” Lux said.

      “Is this a party?” I asked, confused.

      “Dinner.” Nox replied.

      “This is dinner? Why—”

      “I thought you had a full night planned,” Lux said, frowning at me.

      “I had to change my plans,” I replied, sliding my sword back into the scabbard. “And we need to change our ship.”

      “Why and where?” Harpy asked.

      “Raynor sold us out,” I said, already beginning to grab everything I thought might fit into the bag of holding. “He set tonight up to catch me, and likely has others coming here for—”

      “Me,” Lux finished.

      “Exactly. And it’s not just the locals. There’s some tjene coming to really liven up the place.”

      “Oh no,” Lux said, the color draining from her face.

      “Yeah, and I’m pretty sure they’ll be here in a matter of minutes.”

      “We need to leave.”

      “Pretty sure I just said that.”

      “Yes, but now,” she snapped, getting to her feet. “I need to leave now.”

      She pushed her brother out of the way and walked outside into the rain.

      “Need a place to go, eh?” Harpy called out, getting to his feet with a grunt. “Have a bit of an idea regardin’ that, do you?”

      “Do I?” I asked, arm mid-way to the bag with a metal goblet. “Not really, no. I was thinking, you know, we hide in a warehouse for the night or something along those lines, see if we can slip out of here tomorrow somehow—“

      “What if I told you there be a better way?”

      “I would prefer if you did. I mean, without all the roundabout chatter that always seems to inject itself into your conversations with me.”

      “The chatter is part o’ my charm.”

      “Is it?”

      “Fine. Straight through the bush,” he said with a wink, putting his arm around me and steering me outside until we stood at the railing of the ship.

      “What?” I asked.

      “That,” he said, pointing into the night while looking at me.

      I squinted, but looking into the dark through the rain was difficult. I couldn’t see a single thing.

      “What’s there?” I asked.

      He turned to glance out at sea.

      “Bother,” he said, and reoriented himself. “Though better. There.”

      He pointed again, and this time I could see a ship. A very large one, moored in the bay some distance from the docks. Two huge masts soared into the sky, and then two others that weren’t quite soaring so much as standing tall. Four masts total. I counted at least two decks’ worth of ballistas or guns or something along those lines, which meant there were probably five or six decks total, including an almost absurdly large poop deck looming over the whole thing. A massive carved dragon face formed the figurehead. It looked mean, but also impressive, with an incredible looking spar jutting out front as the bowsprit. The ship sat low in the water, meaning it was laden with, well, something.

      “I present unto you, my good lad, the answer to more’n one problem we face on this fine evenin’,” Harpy said. “The Grand Zorg.”

      “The Grand Zorg?” I asked. “Is that the ship?”

      “Aye,” Harpy said. “And quite the ship she is.”

      “You want to clarify why this ship solves our problems?”

      “What d’ya think a ship o’ that sort might be stowing in its hold?”

      “Again, Harpy! Can you just tell me?”

      “If’n’I just go about tellin’ you all what I know, when be that time for you to learn it?”

      “Ugh, times like these I understand why they poisoned Socrates.”

      “Who poisoned what now?”

      “Never mind, not important now. I don’t know what the ship has in it.”

      “Think, lad. Ship like that, that size, moored off the dock, but out of the ocean, in this city. What’s inside?”

      “Oranges.”

      Harpy smacked my shoulder.

      “I try’n teach, and you want to make jokes?” he snapped.

      “People,” I said, realizing that was probably the only trade good coming into Naraggara. “Has to be people, right?”

      “Aye, people. People is what come in to port, other things which go out. Grand Zorg came in ‘bout ‘round sunset, dropped anchor.”

      “So you think we can just swim on over and take the ship? Free the people inside, sail away?”

      “Might be more’n that involved, but I suppose you could see that as a best-case scenario plan. Thing is, cap’n of the Grand Zorg and three boats worth of people already took off to spend their hard-earned coin in Naraggara, though I be bettin’ the cap’n is busy negotiatin’ all them people’s lives away, ready to sell ‘em tomorrow. ‘Course, what that means for us...?”

      “Is this where I answer a silly question you could just tell me the answer to?”

      “Aye, it is, lad.”

      “It means there’s few guards on the ship right now.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And you’re thinking this is something we can pull off before the tjene gets here and, I don’t know, takes us all to be sold?”

      “Better’n tryin’ to hide ourselves on that sloop there,” Harpy replied, pointing at a ship, mid-repair, that was listing heavily starboard and had one of two masts in place. “Or—”

      “No or needed. You’re right. Just seems a bit coincidental a ship full of rescuees appeared that is the right size to go across the ocean just when we needed to find both a bigger ship and a bunch of people to crew it.”

      “You make it routine to spit in Picus’ eye?”

      “Picus?”

      “God of luck, you pillock. Apologize to Picus and let us hope they’re in a forgiving mood.”

      “Uh, sorry Picus?”

      Wails sounded to the east, echoing off the streets and buildings in Naraggara.

      “Likely not quite enough,” Harpy said, already moving.

      “Want me to do something else?” I asked, following.

      “Rather sure you have done quite enough for the moment,” Harpy snapped. “Find Lux, meet me at the tender.”

      I really wanted to ask what the tender was, because I was reasonably sure the tender was the smaller lifeboat style boat tucked alongside our ship for doing things like going between ship and shore. But what if it wasn’t? I suppose I’d find out in due time. Instead, I headed to the foredeck and peeked around.

      No sign of Lux.

      I was going to sigh about things, annoyed with Lux for hiding, but I also understood why she would do that. There were the continued wails and howls coming from the center of town, with the bonus of additional screams coming. Fantastic.

      Sprinting back across the deck, I took the first set of stairs down into the hold.

      “Lux, we’re leaving,” I shouted. “Harpy has a better place to hide than on this ship.”

      “They’re going to find me,” came a small voice in the darkness.

      “Only if you make it easy for them,” I replied. “We’re heading to another ship — figure that might do a bit in keeping the tjene off our trail.”

      Lux’s pretty face popped up from between two crates, fear etched all over.

      “You think we can run?” she asked.

      “I do,” I said. “We’re good at running. I mean, we certainly would be if we could get a bit farther from Carchedon. Which we can do right now. I mean, not right now right now, but really soon if we get on that ship over there.”

      I pointed in the general direction of the Grand Zorg.

      “Just steal the ship?” she asked.

      “Something along those lines,” I replied.

      “I know you hear the cries of the undead,” she said. “They come for us.”

      “I’m trying to ignore that.”

      “I don’t know if we can outrun them. If they will just leave us be—“

      “I’m not going to wait around to find out,” I said, turning to head back to the top deck. “I’m going to the other ship, and I’m going to leave this cesspool. You can stay if you’d like.”

      I started walking.

      A heartbeat later, Lux was by my side.

      “Good choice,” I said.

      “You can’t make it into the City of Darkness without me,” she replied.

      “Truth be told, if you weren’t coming along, I’d probably give this whole City of Darkness thing a pass.”

      “I can’t blame you.”

      We found Harpy on deck, cranking a wheel furiously, lowering the tender into the water.

      “Leaving us behind?” I asked.

      “Figured ya to get here quick-like,” he replied. “Finish droppin’ us down.”

      He grabbed the railing and vaulted over the side, dropping ten feet into the boat, landing between Nox and Rose.

      I helped Lux over the railing and did a quick count.

      Nox, Rose, Harpy, Hellion, and Grim. Raynor could go screw himself.

      The wails and screams still echoed from the city, but they were most definitely closer now.

      I grabbed the wheel and cranked as fast as I could. As soon as I heard a splash, I just dove over the gunwale into the dark waters below.
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      Unlike the rather frenetic exit from the Grand Revenge, we moved slowly and quietly through the water in our tender, paddling out towards the Grand Zorg under the cover of darkness. I didn’t do much paddling — that was more Rose and Harpy. My job was to watch the docks.

      Glowing forms seemed to explode out of an alley near the docks, seething down the cobblestone street onto the wet wooden pier.

      “What are those things?” I asked.

      “Tjene,” Nox replied.

      “How many people—”

      “Those are not people.”

      “Ghosts?”

      “Probably some. I cannot say for sure what those things are, but I know they are not people. At least not all of them.”

      There was definitely an inhuman quality to the group.

      I lost sight of it when we slipped around the back side of the Grand Zorg and the gigantic ship towered over us.

      “So what is our plan for this?” Rose asked, watching Harpy stow his oar.

      “Go up, take over,” Harpy replied. “Rope and hook, please.”

      “Rope?” I asked, but then a drawer slid out of Hellion with a rope and grappling hook inside.

      “Thank you, kindly,” Harpy said, pulling the rope out and tying it to the grappling hook with a practiced ease.

      “How—” I started, but the muffled thunk of the grappling hook catching onto the gunwale took me off guard.

      “Up you go!” Harpy said.

      “Me?”

      “You figure there’s a better someone here to go up and sneak around?”

      I sighed.

      “Rose next,” I said. “Then Harpy.”

      I got nods and then hauled myself up the side of the ship.

      Slipping over the railing, I dropped to the deck and held position for a moment, kneeling in the shadows so I could look around. It was a big ship. The masts just seemed to go up and up and up, and they were so thick that I couldn’t see around them.

      The top deck was empty, as was the poop deck. No guards were posted anywhere. Seemed suspicious.

      And yet, I heard sounds coming from below. Someone whistling a tune, poorly.

      I stood up and leaned over to wave at Rose and the others before moving aft, getting to the door and putting my back to the wall. I paused there, listening.

      Someone stepped heavily on stair treads, coming closer.

      I pushed myself flat against the wall and waved for Rose, just peeking over the gunwale, to get down. She dropped out of view, and I heard a splash below. I was willing to bet I’d hear about that later.

      A whistle sounded from inside, a tune I could only slightly place. Something I’d overheard around the strange dinner at the first mansion I’d visited that night. Maybe the latest banger in Carchedon. Whatever the case, the someone whistling was coming closer. It almost felt like—

      The door right next to me opened inward, and a leather booted foot step onto the deck.

      Not a sailor.

      I held my breath as the figure passed into view. They wore armor, lighter stuff that told me they were used to being on a ship. Nothing that they couldn’t swim in.

      As they continued whistling the long, low tune, I reached out and got my arm around their neck. Then I wrenched them down to the deck in a choke hold, wrapping my legs around their waist to keep their arms against them.

      I thought it was going well, as I held the person down despite their struggles, but apparently Rose thought it was taking too long. Out of nowhere, I saw an angry Rose-face and a blurred fist.

      Fist met face with a snap. Which meant that the guard’s face went straight into my face, and I saw stairs. Not stars, stairs, because Rose had inadvertently punched me so hard I ended up looking down the stairwell.

      Rose yanked the guard off me and I sat up, rubbing my nose. Rose hoisted the body up and over the railing into the water below.

      “We are running out of time,” Rose said, hitting a knee next to me. “I will get the others up here. You go below and make sure there are no other guards here.”

      “You want me to kill them?” I asked.

      “Is there any reason for mercy? These are slavers.”

      “We don’t know that—”

      “Go and check the hold, then kill everyone. Or not. Your morals seem to be perpetually flexible.”

      “Hey—”

      She gave me a curt nod, ending the conversation. Then she ran back to the rail and grappling hook.

      I gritted my teeth and reset my nose, then went down the stairs.

      A solid funk wafted up from belowdecks, the sickly sweet mix of sweat, blood, and filth. With a bit of cooking mixed in to really push into the puke-inducing zone. The next floor down, if my memory served and there was some sort of relatability between ships, would be mostly for the crew — the galley, the dining hall, officers’ quarters, and crew quarters. The stairs continued on down, unabated. I could either slip onto the crew quarters level, or continue belowdecks.

      Down below would be the hold, but there was a sort of ominous silence from that direction. The concept of this being a slave-ship had been bandied about by most everyone besides me. I saw no reason to fully commit to that concept without proof, so I figured it was time I looked for myself.

      Down I went. It only took a single flight before I got to a locked door. An intense, heavy-looking wooden door with black iron bands and a huge iron lock. Of course, it was still just a lock. I did a quick peek at the door through magesight and saw there were no obvious arcane traps, so out came my lock pick, and into the lock I went.

      Locks are funny things. I thought this one would be difficult because it appeared to be a badass lock, but the only real challenge was the size of the thing. It was a little hard to get the tumblers to move with my flimsy lock-picks. Still, that only put me off for so long. A bit of work and the lock turned over.

      I pushed the door open, and my breath caught in my throat.

      The smell inside the hold was overwhelming, powerful and awful in one fetid breath. It was dark and dank, but as my eyes slid into darkvision, a sense of revulsion spread over me. Cages, as far as I could see through the huge ship’s cargo area. Cages of all different sizes, all bolted together or to the hull in some form, and all absolutely full of people. Intelligent creatures stared at me with a mixture of fear, anger, and confusion. Mostly fear.

      “Just, uh,” I said, but stopped because I had no idea what to say in such a situation. Instead, I held out my hand in a placating manner, and then used the universal gesture for quiet.

      Either they understood, or the various creatures had been cowed into blanket submission by the crew.

      I crept back out and closed the door, leaning back against the heavy door to catch my breath and make sense of what in the untold layers of hells I’d just seen. And what I was going to do about it.
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      There wasn’t much question in my mind what I was going to do: I was going to get rid of every asshole on this boat that had had some hand in that hold of horrors. Once again, the how was the salient point.

      But moving quickly was paramount, I reminded myself. While we may have bought some time from the pursuing tjene, it wasn’t like we’d be able to hide here forever. It was time to get dangerous.

      I went back up the stairs and straight to the door to the galley, where someone had clearly just told quite the joke, because I was greeted with an incredible amount of laughter. It soured me. How could these people be jovial with such horrors right below them?

      This wouldn’t do. Not in the least.

      I knelt at the door and peeked through the keyhole. One aspect of life in whatever world this was that I’d found myself in was absurdly large keyholes. Not only did it make lock-picking easier, but it also meant I could easily peek through doors. A rather useful trick, given chosen profession.

      I counted eight people inside the galley, seven somewhat crammed together around a rectangular table, with a lone figure in a white apron leaning against a large butcher block. The remains of a meal sat on the table — some gristle, some bones, but mostly just piles of dirty dishes. A bottle lay tipped on its side, while another bottle was being passed around the group.

      I counted three people with shoes, five without. Three wore armor, one had the apron, and four had on somewhat tattered, sun-bleached clothing. Long, unkempt hair all around.

      These were the poor layabouts who hadn’t rated the first visit to shore, and were still waiting their turn. And they were drunk. Very drunk. The cook was probably the closest to sober, and he had a knife out, pointing it at a rather rough-looking woman with a missing ear. At least I think that’s who he was trying to point to, because the tip of the knife wavered back and forth between the woman and the grumpy-looking chap sitting next to her.

      Eight people versus one me.

      Not the worst odds I’d faced, but not exactly fantastic, either. Especially because these were all people, not goblins. I needed a distraction.

      I cast minor illusion on the far wall, making a giant spider crawl out of the shadows around the barrels.

      That got the party’s attention, as the cook shrieked and threw the knife, missing the illusory spider and, instead, impaling the knife in a lanky man’s narrow chest.

      Lanky looked at the knife coming out of him with confusion and concern, and I knew the time had come to take advantage of the general idiocy happening inside.

      I grabbed the handle and pushed the door in while taking a great stride forward, duly slamming my face into the door.

      “Pull,” I whispered to myself, wincing at my bent nose.

      I wrenched the door open. Thankfully, everyone was still busy with the spider and the impaled man, as well as the fire currently spreading from the broken lantern onto the spilled booze. Eyes were everywhere but the open door.

      Dagger in fist, I slammed my weapon to the hilt into the base of the nearest skull.

      With my other hand, I unleashed an acid glob on the man opposite me. The ball of arcane acidic goo flarbled through the air before breaking across his soon-to-be-ruined face. His mouth opened up, probably instinctual from wanting to scream, but it kind of just let the glob to go down his throat like a hellish mouthful of nightmare Jell-O.

      I left a dagger in the back of the woman’s skull and snatched another from my belt, throwing it at the cook just as the man realized someone new had entered the room.

      The dagger flew true, though a little higher than I’d intended, driving into the poor man’s throat.

      He grabbed at the wound just as blood came pouring out.

      I flicked an acid arrow at a woman trying to get to her feet, and kicked the bench into the knees of the other potential foes.

      The acid arrow hit the woman in the eye, a lucky critical hit. She dropped, and a thin wisp of acidy brain smoked up from her.

      Three remained, all currently seated, all blinking confusedly at me. They were still clearly drunk. One of them grabbed the bottle and looked at the label.

      I could feel the heat as the fire spread up the wooden walls, so I cast snowball storm.

      Not the best of ideas, what with an onslaught of snowballs coming from every direction. Which meant I got caught up in the action as well. The snowballs didn’t hurt, but they were incredibly distracting. They did put the fire out, though.

      One of the sailors ducked under the table to get away from the snowy onslaught.

      One covered his face with crossed arms.

      The third took a snowball right to the face. He rocked backward with such force that his head thunked against the hull and then slammed back down against the table. He fell to the floor.

      Part of me was ready to just keep killing. These sailors weren’t worth saving — they were slavers, the worst of the worst.

      And yet, I felt like that desire to kill wasn’t an actual part of me. I wanted to believe it was a holdover from my old roomie the corpse-king. It just didn’t seem to jibe with who I remembered I was in my old world. Granted, this new world wasn’t much like the old one, but that didn’t mean I needed to act like a mass murdering psychopath.

      Still, tough to get three people out at once.

      I stood there for a heartbeat as the snow settled down, and the fire sizzled out. A hand axe seemed to appear out of nowhere, thwocking into the face of one of the remaining sailors.

      “Need a hand?” Harpy asked.
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      None of the sailors were left alive.

      We unceremoniously dumped the bodies into the sea.

      And operating under the cover of darkness, our little party got the massive Grand Zorg under way, doing the aquatic version of trundling out of port and into the ocean.

      Behind us, ghostly shapes and apparitions moved around our old ship. Wails rose up, undead screams of frustration.

      We made our way slowly through unknown shoals, sailing an unfamiliar and under-crewed ship. I burned through mana using wind to keep the ship on path and off the rocks. There were more than a few close calls, the great ship scraping along coral, thudding against sand bars, that sort of thing. We needed judicious use of magic, to the point that I bottomed out my mana twice. But we managed to make it to open water just as the sun began to cast a glow across the eastern skies.

      And once the sun was up, we made good time, relatively speaking, down south. Now we had to face the more complicated portion, in my mind at least, of taking this ship.

      Freeing everyone belowdecks.

      The little group of us stood on the poop deck, me at the wheel, and the rest arrayed behind me. Harpy, Rose, Lux, Nox, and myself. Down to five.

      “How do we do this?” I asked, then chanced a look behind me.

      Everyone just looked at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Thinkin’ it be best if’n we just did it,” Harpy said. “Better if’n we get it done soon, as well.”

      “Rip the band-aid off?”

      “Band-aid?”

      “Never mind. Any chance one of you has the keys? Or, you know, is there some spot where those sorts of keys would be kept?”

      “Outside the hold,” Harpy said. “Need ‘em nearby so they might retrieve the cargo afore the ship sinks.”

      “Cargo?”

      Harpy shrugged, and shook his head. “Not my term,” he mumbled, “just what them that sails these ships calls ‘em.”

      “Let’s not call them that,” I replied.

      “Aye, cap’n.”

      Looking at my four party members, I realized there was no way I could pawn this task off on any of them. I was de facto leader of this ragtag group of fools, and I had taken that mantel upon myself. I was also the leader of some guild back in a country that seemed a lifetime ago, where I had been a literal different person. Was this now my third life?

      I sighed.

      “Harpy,” I said, “you’re in charge up here. The rest of us are going to help everyone downstairs, get them all free and up here.”

      Harpy took the wheel. He gave me an intense look, and then a nod.

      “Be strong,” he said softly.

      We went down the stairs in silence. I tried to think of something to say, some glib phrase to break the mood, but my mind drew a blank. Clearly, this wasn’t the time.

      There were no keys outside the door.

      I sighed, and flexed my fingers. Maybe I could boost my lock-picking skill.

      Then I reached out and opened the door.

      I was prepared for the onslaught of sights, sounds, and smells. Rose, Nox, and Lux were not. I stepped into the hold and chose to ignore the retching happening behind me.

      Everyone inside looked my direction, expectant, and fearful.

      “Uh,” I said, feeling like I needed to make some sort of proclamation, I guess something about emancipation and no one needing to be sold. But again, the words abandoned me. “I’m, uh, we are here to try, I mean, we are here to get you all out. You are all free, and I’m, I don’t know if any of you can understand what I’m saying, but we are going to work to get you out of these cells and taken care of and I am so sorry this happened to all of you.”

      I paused a moment, figuring that at least one or two of the various people might need a second to process things. Then I went to the closest cage, pulled out my lock-picks, and got to work.

      I lost myself in the work. It was just easier to focus on the tumblers and the picks, and bust open lock after lock. It was a problem I could solve. And the act itself required enough thought that I had no room to spare for the realities of everything else happening around me. Things I would not like to ever remember. More than anything, the experience of that morning, of freeing those people and seeing the bondage they had been kept within, drove me to truly hate Carchedon.
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      The sun still hung midway up the sky when I finally emerged from belowdecks. My eyes stung because they hadn’t seen light all day. I felt sick from being confined inside the hold for even a few hours. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to travel in that horrific place day after day.

      The deck was crowded, but there was an undercurrent of happiness coursing around, and looking across the gathered group, I couldn’t hold back a smile.

      “Not wantin’ to spoil yer day too much, cap’n,” Harpy said, walking up to me with a sour look, “but if’n you please, might be time to get this ship under way at top speed afore them that owned this ship afore last night comes lookin’ for what we made off with.”

      “I, uh, yeah, probably a good idea,” I said, looking across the northern horizon for any sign of a sail.

      “No one yet,” Harpy said, following my gaze, “but you can be sure they make themselves ready to hunt and take us. And if’n they do--“

      “We’re as good as dead.”

      “Worse. Bound for the markets.”

      “Can we sail with this lot not working?”

      Harpy looked across the deck and rubbed the bit of beard on his face. “Might. Might not. Doubt there be much of a choice in the matter.”

      I stared at the gathered mass of species, all sort of milling around. I knew I had to say something, had to get them all to understand what was going on and what we were going to do. They were surely scared and confused. Maybe some of them had even gotten to the point where they had come to grips with their lives, or what was going to become their lives, and now we had thrown all of that out the window.

      “You should probably talk with them,” a soft voice said.

      I looked over and saw Lux standing next to me.

      “I don’t really know what to say,” I replied.

      “It is no speech they need, Clyde,” she said. “Just go speak with them. Have a conversation, learn who they are. Harpy will get the ship going.”

      “Harpy will what?” Harpy barged in.

      “We will get the ship moving,” Lux said. “While Clyde speaks with our new friends here.”

      “You do realize—” Harpy started, but stopped short when Lux shot him a look.

      Then she turned to me. “I can handle this,” she said. “Go talk.”

      I nodded, swallowing the urge to remind her I was (nominally at least) the captain on this vessel. Then I descended the stairs to the main deck and the newly freed people. The easiest thing was probably the best, so I just went up to the nearest person and smiled.

      “Hello,” I said. “I’m Clyde Hatchett.”

      The human looked at me, a feminine face, but buried under a layer of grime and fear. Her lank hair laid in clumps across her face, a face that was swollen in a hundred different and horrible ways. She shook her head at me.

      “Do you speak Carchedonian?” I asked.

      Nothing. Just stares.

      “Glaton?” I asked in Imperial Glaton.

      Still nothing.

      I sighed, and started running through all the languages I spoke: Plains Tauren, Mahrduhmese, Sea Elven, Ancient Elven, Archaic Dwarven, Modern Dwarven—

      “You know the olden tongue?” someone asked in somewhat halting Archaic Dwarven.

      A small crowd had formed around me, apparently listening for me to say a useful language. The question asker was invisible until they shoved aside two taller human-looking fellows. A squat someone who looked like a dwarf, maybe mixed with a troll, appeared. He had an immense nose by any measure — girth, length, whatever — that took up the bulk of his head, almost like the snout of a dog, except with massive nostrils. Small beady eyes were set deep in his face, surrounded by thick wrinkles of skin. What little skin there was, because nearly every space available on his head was covered in thick, long hair, so it was impossible to tell where the beard started. Wide squarish knuckles, which seemed way too big for the rest of his body, nearly dragged on the deck as the creature’s arms were the length of their torso and legs. Legs that were incredibly short and ended in wide, flat, hairy feet.

      “I do,” I said.

      “How?” the squat figure asked.

      “I know a lot of different languages. Just have an ear for picking them up, I guess.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Clyde Hatchett. Yo—”

      “What are you?”

      “An elf?”

      “Why have you freed us? What is you—“

      “You’re free,” I said. “That’s it. I have nothing to demand of you. I saw those who needed some help, and coincidentally helping you helped me, so I came and helped. Now, I can’t exactly take any of you home, not unless you’re on the path I’m taking, but you are all free to do whatever it is you want to do.”

      “We are stuck on a boat.”

      “First of all, it’s a ship. Second of all, yes. A little.”

      A feminine voice said something rather harsh, pushing the little dwarf to the side.
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, High Tidfordian.
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        * * *

      

      “— because we all need to speak to this one as well,” the tall woman said. She was human, or human enough that I couldn’t discern any sort of other species she could be. She probably would have been quite elegant and beautiful if it weren’t for her current condition. Despite everything, she still managed to hold her spine straight and her chin up, and I found that I admired her for that.

      “There’s plenty of time to talk to everyone,” I said in High Tidfordian.

      The woman’s eyes went wide, and she shook her head.

      “You have been to Tidford?” she asked.

      “Just speak the tongue,” I replied. “And to reiterate what I said, there’s no more, I mean, I’ve, well, we freed you just to free you all, and we’d love to be able to take you back to where you were from, but we kind of have a course plotted, so we can drop you off anywhere along that course–”

      “But I am of the royal family!”

      “Uh,” I stammered, “well, your highness, I regret to inform you that I have no idea where Tidford is, but–”

      “It is–” She started, but one of the largest people on the deck shoved basically everyone else aside with one giant grey arm. He stood in front of me, peering down from on high, his massive head at least fifteen feet above me, a trunk dangling down in between spots where his ivory tusks had been torn out of his face.

      He barked out a few words in an impossibly deep voice before my most fantastic of boons caught up:
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Common Gāthï.
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        * * *

      

      “... see if the little elf floats,” he finished.

      “Hey, I’m not that little,” I replied. “And frankly, I can swim. So if you really want to throw me over, you can, but that’s probably not in the best interests for, you know, anyone here.”

      His big elephantine eyes blinked a few times. It never got old. It was amazing to pick up any language flawlessly. Just gave me the warm feelings inside.

      “I did not know you spoke my words,” the big guy said. “I was… erm… speaking in jest.”

      “Okay. Then no need to throw me over.”

      “I will not. Where are you taking us?”

      “Thing is,” I said, wishing I could just tell this to everyone at once, “you and everyone else here are free, totally free. You owe me and mine nothing. I would take you home, but I can’t so, yeah. Tell me where you want to get off–”

      “I have no home.”

      “Then you can pick a random spot to get off. Or, you know, if you want, you can take a job as a sailor with us.”

      And that’s when another kindly person interrupted the proceedings, and I learned another language, and explained things again. And again. And again.

      Sometime after the seventh time, I noticed that some of the folks I’d spoken to were speaking to others, spreading out the information among everyone.

      When I was on my eleventh new language, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      Harpy stood there with a grim look on his face.

      “Need you, lad,” he said. “Chase is on.”
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      I bolted to the poop deck and peered over the railing behind us. Sails on the horizon. Yes, plural — I counted four ships. And they were big ships. Moving fast. I could see them grow while I stood against the gunwales.

      “Time to get moving, cap’n,” Harpy said. “Might need to tease out a bit o’ wind.”

      “Just a bit?” I asked.

      “Lad, they catch us–”

      “I know. I got it.”

      “Then move us.”

      “What about all of them?” I asked, pointing at the people on the deck.

      “You give the orders,” Harpy said. “I’ll make sure they be followed.”

      “Okay,” I said. “But–”

      “Cap’n, all due respect, let’s have a chat later, eh?”

      He clapped me on the shoulder and turned away.

      I grabbed the wheel and took in a deep breath. For a moment, I closed my eyes and let my mana run wild through my body, feeling it burn across every fiber of my being. Then I grabbed hold of it and got ready to run.

      I opened my eyes, focusing on my white knuckles gripping the wheel.

      “Full sails,” I shouted. “All hands on deck!”

      “Full sails!” Harpy bellowed.

      Confusion set in at first, and everyone just sort of stared at the old man and the slight breeze blowing through his long white beard.

      “Get to work, you curs!” he shouted, and started pushing people into action.

      Rose and Lux, thankfully, jumped in, and that bit of momentum seemed enough to get all the newly freed folk into the swing of things. It was far from a well-oiled machine, but a sail finally started to come down.

      Of course, by the time we were under way, the Carchedonian catch-up was very much happening. The ships were close enough that I could make out their flags. I could even see little Carchedonian douchebags scurrying around on deck.

      “Hold on to your butts,” I shouted, ignored all the bewildered looks, and threw down major wind right into the mainsails.

      The ship lurched forward as if stung, and nearly half its occupants fell over.

      I barely managed to keep my feet.

      Harpy went back to screaming at the top of his lungs, the brisk wind cascading his hair out behind him. He bared his yellowed teeth and his eyes glinted, a little crazy. He actually looked like he was enjoying himself. Which, you know, if I could let go of the insane fear tumbling around my stomach about what might happen to us all if the Carchedonians caught us, I might have agreed.

      I pushed a bit more mana in to my major wind spell, keeping the gust going strong. It would have been nice if I had more sails to catch said wind, but Harpy was still struggling to get the disparate group to work together to drop the second sail.

      A quick glance over my shoulder told me we were in trouble. The Carchedonian ships were pushing hard. Definitely catching up.

      Two, in particular, pulled ahead of their compatriots. They were the smaller and obviously faster ships, and they definitely looked too close for comfort.

      The second mast’s sails dropped into place. Our ship felt like it found a new gear, and we shot through the water.

      Granted, I mean that only in the most relative of senses, as we were still lumbering along.

      “How did they find us so quickly?” I asked, more rhetorically than anything.

      “I would imagine,” Nox said, “they have some means of tracking this vessel.”

      I snapped a look to my right, where Nox clung to a rope and wiped a string of vomit from the corner of his lip.

      “Being helpful?” I asked.

      “Trying to survive, if that is all right with you, captain.”

      “What kind of tracking device?”

      “Magical, most likely. I cannot fathom another method that might work.”

      “Balls,” I snapped. “Take the wheel.”

      “Do what now?”

      I let go and took a big step back, closing my eyes before shifting into magesight.

      I could see bits of magic highlighted here and there around the ship, small enchantments or personal magical items, I guessed. There were probably ton of things to find, had we actually taken the time to search the ship before we set sail. All the personal effects of the captain and crew were still on board. In fact, as I looked over the area directly beneath me, where the captain’s quarters were, there were all sorts of magical signatures to study, including—

      “What in the flying farts of the southern dragon are you doing?” Harpy shrieked at me.

      Instantly, I flicked out of magesight and got a face full of Harpy. I glanced over at the helm, and saw Nox struggling with the wheel, face green and cheeks likely full of at least some vomit.

      “Figuring out how they’re tracking us,” I replied to Harpy.

      “You think they’re using something other than their damned eyes right now?” Harpy snapped.

      “I, uh–”

      “Get back to the wheel, cap’n, afore it’s covered in vomit.”

      Just then, Nox lost his battle and threw up all over the helm.

      “Back to the wheel or we all be slaves!” Harpy yelled, and stomped down to the main deck.

      I ripped my off shirt and wiped the wheel down as best I could, then glanced back at our pursuers. They were close. Not quite in arrow or spell-slinging range, but it wouldn’t be long.

      I cast another major wind into the sails, and the race was back on.

      Ahead, though, the skies were darkening fast, and I could see waves building.

      “Hard starboard!” I shouted out.

      “Hard starboard!” Harpy shouted back.

      I spun the wheel.

      The ship turned west, almost achingly slowly, and began heading out to sea. To my primal brain, it made more sense to get away from shore before the storm hit. The waves would probably be smaller, easier for my meager sailing skills to handle.

      Whatever Harpy thought of my orders, he made no comment. He just passed them on to our ‘crew’ and got them to work.

      Waves slapped at the ship as the natural wind whipped right past us, causing me to double down on my own wind spells. Still, we weren’t going fast enough.

      “Incoming,” Nox said.

      I looked over my shoulder. Nox pointed behind us at a flaming ball of something soaring through the sky.

      “Hold fast!” I shouted, and I spun the wheel to port at the same time as I dropped my spells.

      I cast a wind spell at the starboard side of the bow.

      The front of the ship skipped across the water, and as soon as we turned, I threw as much wind as I could muster right at the sails.

      The fireball crackled and sizzled as it thundered through the air. It came crashing down into the ocean about thirty yards away, right where we’d been headed. It exploded underwater, erupting an enormous bubble of steam at the surface.

      I looked over my shoulder and grimaced at the closeness of the ships. A point driven home as a Carchedonian arrow slammed its point into the wood railing right next to Nox.

      He looked at the arrow, then at me.

      “I’m going below,” he said grimly, and stumbled down the steps.

      Our pursuers seemed to be competing to get to us first. The mildly larger, more impressive looking ship, the Lone Rose, cut across in front of the Horrid Delight. Judging by what I saw, the ships were crewed with ruffians practically slavering at the chance to catch us.

      “Any chance you can get more sails down?” I shouted.

      Harpy glared at me, then gestured at a swarm of people really working hard on our masts, but mostly getting in each other’s way. We were operating at half-capacity, in terms of wind-catching capability.

      “No way we’re outrunning them,” I said.

      “Best come up with an alternative plan then, eh?” Harpy shot back.

      “Working on it!”

      Another thunk as a second arrow hit the hull, a helpful reminder that we didn’t have much time to think.

      If I had a bow, I could maybe shoot a few arrows back. I wasn’t the best shot, but when I’d been practicing with Matthew back in the pit, I’d been, well, decent enough. Probably wouldn’t dissuade the entire ship chasing us, though.

      Spells it was.

      I looked back at the closer boat, the Lone Rose, and could make out the captain at the helm. A gnarly bearded fellow stood next to him, weaving and waving his arms around, the surrounding air practically shimmering with gathered power. Their wizard, clearly getting ready to throw another fireball.

      Two could play at that.

      And I didn’t need wild gesticulations to make my magic. I whipped out a fireball, arcing it up and across the sea.

      It smashed into a shield surrounding the ship, and a great explosion of fire flared up around an invisible wall.

      While watching the wizard gesticulate wildly, I took a moment to gaze around their ship through magesight, trying to gauge what I was up against. It was not a pretty picture — the shields and whatnot were intricate and like nothing I’d seen before. Complex and impressive, and way too much for me to figure out while I was also trying to, you know, escape.

      “Balls,” I said.

      I had to think outside the box. Or the ship, in this case. We had no real offensive weapons, no ballistas had been installed on the ship. I didn’t even notice a deck devoted to that. Instead, everything seemed to have been done to make room for cargo. People. The ship sickened me in that respect, and I wondered if we wouldn’t be better off with some other vessel—

      Thunk.

      An arrow finally made it up and over the stern gunwale, hitting the wood near me and ruining my tangent.

      A raucous cheer went up from our pursuers.

      Out of time.

      I turned around, gauged the distance, and did a bit of algebra in my head.

      It would be quite the jump, but I was out of other ideas.

      “Take the wheel!” I shouted to Harpy.

      “I be busy, lad,” he shouted back. “You—“

      I stalked over to him and snatched his short sword from his belt.

      “You,” I said, “wheel. Captain’s orders.”

      “Lad—“ he started, but I didn’t hear the rest of his reply, I blink-ed away.
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      I reappeared well ahead and above of our pursuer. Well above their mast, even. Wind buffeted me as I hung in the air for the briefest of moments before plummeting down toward the seas below.

      I quickly swallowed my nausea and oriented my body. I had Harpy’s short sword hilt in my hands, my feet on the cross-guard, probably looking like a bizarre, overly large pushpin.

      Below, my target came into view. I could see him scanning the Grand Zorg for me, clearly aware that I’d disappeared. Helped that he didn’t bother to look up.

      I was a little off, so I cast a bit of wind to push myself exactly where I needed to be. Then I slammed into my quarry.

      The wizard died instantly. My sword pierced his head and then drove deep into the deck with a really solid thunk. The corpse absorbed a fair amount of my momentum, the jumble of robes and flesh catching enough of me that I didn’t quite hit the deck like a ton of bricks. I still had a few injuries, for sure, but nothing that adrenaline couldn’t overcome.

      I popped up to my feet.

      “What the—“ the captain started, flustered by what had just transpired. He was somewhat liberally covered with his former friend’s blood.

      I shoved my hand into his mouth and cast acid glob.

      His eyes went wide, and he made a muffled sort of cry as his throat filled up with glowing iridescent acid, smoke already curling up and out.

      I shoved him away from the helm and grabbed the wheel. I wrenched it to port, and the ship tilted hard. The sudden movement caused most everyone to stumble, and one poor soul fell overboard.

      Shouts went up from around the ship. A veritable horde of angry sailors stormed my way.

      Being that this wasn’t my ship, I threw a fireball into the middle of the top deck.

      And I kept the wheel hard to port, right into the oncoming fellow pursuit ship.

      There was a horrendously loud crash as the Lone Rose slammed into the Horrid Delight.

      Then I threw another fireball at the Horrid Delight and blinked away.
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      It felt like I had found the limit of the spell. I managed to grab onto the aft railing of the Grand Zorg and hold on while I spewed chunks down the stern.

      Then I felt hands grab my forearms and wrench me up onto the ship proper.

      “Interestin’ tactic, cap’n,” Harpy said.

      I gave him a brief frown as I wiped the vomit from my chin.

      “It worked,” I replied.

      “Oh, aye, that it did.”

      He stepped away from the wheel and gestured that it was mine to take.

      I sighed, missing Captain Crutchley. I really had no idea what I was doing when it came to running a ship. Or you know, sailing, as it’s properly known.

      In my brief absence, the ‘crew’ had gotten the sails on the third mast unfurled. We were actually moving with real speed.

      Behind, the two ships were both going up in flames and down in the water, a delicious sort of irony. I had no hope that the remaining ships, the slower, larger ones with sails barely on the horizon, would stop to help their brethren. They would continue after us, full steam ahead. Or sail. Full sail ahead.

      Rain fell, and the wind blew us back toward shore, hard enough that I wondered if we should change direction. I had to throw an awful lot of mana into sailing against the wind.

      “Turning,” I shouted.

      “What direction?” Harpy snapped back.

      “South!”

      I turned the wheel slowly, carving a lazy angle until we were along the coast again. A few minutes of yelling, cajoling, and even a little education, and we had our sails at the right angle to catch the natural wind.

      I took a deep breath of salty air, finally enjoying a moment to let my mana rebuild. I wasn’t all the way out of magic, but I was plumbing my depths, as it were.

      Two minutes.

      Three minutes.

      The time passed in relative peace. I mean, Harpy still yelled at his sailors while they fumbled at the fourth mast, but there were no spells being slung or arrows being shot.

      I chanced a glance at our pursuers and saw them lagging. They had, indeed, bypassed the sinking ships without pause, but the bigger ships weren’t fast enough to catch us. At least, not yet.

      A quick peek at my mana levels (recovering), and I decided I’d waited as long as I dared.

      “Hold on to your butts,” I shouted.

      “What?”

      I threw a major wind against the sails.

      The ship leapt forward like it had been bit.

      Cries of surprise went up around the deck, but I didn’t hear any splashes or shouts to stop, so I just smiled and sailed.
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      That went on for a while, the just sailing.

      I had plenty of time to curse myself for ever trusting Raynor. If not for him… well, it was too late now.

      Harpy finally got everyone working in some sort of harmony. We had all our sails unfurled and full of wind, both natural and arcane. The ship moved remarkably fast, faster than any of the ships I’d been in so far. I had no way to judge the speed — oddly enough, there wasn’t a dashboard with a speedometer nestled in front of the big steering wheel on the helm — but it felt fast.

      We zoomed along, and the coast mostly looked like a blur. Every once in a while we’d hit a good wave and actually catch a little air under the hull, before slamming down with a stomach-churning thud. It was fun but also concerning, the timbers of the ship creaking a bit here and there. Harpy shot me a few dirty looks, but he also didn’t tell me to slow down. We just powered through the storm, and through the night.

      At some point, Harpy divided the crew into shifts and got people off the deck. We didn’t need as many people around to keep the sails up.

      Eventually, the sun went down and we were just cruising along in the darkness.

      “Should we stop?” I asked Harpy.

      He’d come up to stand on the poop deck with me, ready to jump down to the top deck and yell if necessary.

      “Aye,” Harpy said, “but we won’t.”

      “No?”

      “Thinkin’ there’d be a reason those behind might take a break?”

      “Maybe they need to sleep as well?”

      “O’course they do, but—“

      “What’s the answer, then? We just sail south forever? Circumnavigate the globe a few times?”

      “’Twould be quite the adventure, doing that. Might’n’even be the first if we did it. But I doubt that be the answer yer lookin’ for.”

      “Any answer would be useful right now. Besides, you know, keep on sailing.”

      “If’n you think they be likely to stop, then aye, we should stop as well. You think they will break the first night?”

      “No. But—“

      “Then we sail until—“

      “Until we think they’re going to stop.”

      “Aye.”

      “Which you doubt they will.”

      “Knowing what I know about them that chase us, which is naught, I doubt they be stoppin’ on night one. We be valuable cargo. And not just in gold, eh? We be a lesson waitin’ to be made. Can’t have just anyone escapin’, can they?”

      “You think they can catch up to us?”

      Harpy frowned and stared at the northern horizon for a moment, eyes squinting as if that would give him the ability to see the pursuers who’d disappeared hours ago.

      “Aye. We may have all advantages in speed,” he said, “but they hold all them other cards in this game. Might’n be we wake up to a mutiny, be tossed off into the sea. Might’n hit a storm — a real storm, mind ye. Not this dusk time squall. We ain’t got a crew worth a seagull fart in the wind should anythin’ real hit us. Some denizen of the deep be lurkin’ nearby, scrounging the shallows for a snack. You think we got a chance of fightin’ it off? This hulk be set for cargo, nothin’ else. So unless you got a line t’the god o’luck and Picus be owin’ you more’n a boatload o’favors, they can catch us.”

      “Well, poop,” I said. “When you put it that way, sounds like we might as well just dock at Furtaxo and head back to Gloomguard.”

      Harpy shrugged. He seemed to consider this proposal as if I were serious.

      I was not.

      “Doubt that be the way to take things,” the old man finally said. “Aside from all them other problems to overcome, you’d be facin’ one angry Lux, and I don’t like you for winnin’ that fight. She be likely to fight mean.”

      “I know she fights mean,” I said. “Dirty even. She’s a scrapper. I’m not actually suggesting we head back to Gloomguard — I’m just, you know, I don’t know. You sound like we’ve already lost.”

      “Just putting the hint of reality into your elven head, lad.”

      “You got a suggestion?”

      “Not as of yet.”

      I stared out at the endless sea. Then I glanced at the expanse of land. There was a ton of space. We just—

      “We need to hide,” I said. “If they can catch up to us, we’re better off being behind them.”

      “Dangerous game, that,” Harpy said. “They take a long rest, we might’n come right up on them.”

      “Got a better idea? Because you seem to be pretty intent on shooting down everything I come up with, here.”

      “Not wantin’ ya to make a bad decision.”

      “Which I appreciate, but we have to make some decision.”

      “Aye. Just not the wrong one.”

      “Is there a right one?”

      “Hope so.”

      “Great. So we’ll head in to the coast, find a spot to hole up for a few minutes and sweep the ship. We need to make sure there’s nothing for them to track.”

      “Aye-aye,” Harpy snapped and was already moving.

      “Or, wait,” I said, and he skidded to a halt. “Let’s search the ship first, then we find a hidey hole.”

      “Aye-aye,” he said, starting to move again, but then he paused. “You be wantin’ me to search the ship?”

      “How about I do a sweep, then you do a sweep?”

      “Aye, that sounds better. I take the wheel, then?”

      “Aye,” I said.

      I stepped away from the helm and he grabbed the wheel.

      “Keep heading?” he asked.

      “Yep, going south.”

      I gave my, um, second-in-command, I guess, a nod. Then I headed down to search of the ship.

      The captain’s quarters were my first stop, and I burst into the room without really thinking about things.

      Nox tried to launch himself out of a newly strung up hammock, and promptly got tangled up in the cloth. He spun around twice before getting deposited on the floor, landing with a thud.

      Rose had been sitting next to the door, and now she had a blade out, ready to rumble. She grumbled a bit as she slid the dagger back into its sheath and tried to get back into a sleeping position.

      Lux was in the main bed and had a small crossbow aimed at me. She frowned, and slipped the crossbow back next to the bed.

      Hellion, in his chest form, sat at the foot of the bed. He had several eyes formed on the exterior of his form, and his mouth was open, big teeth looking shiny with all his mimic saliva on them. His huge purple tongue hovered in the air for a moment before deciding it was me. In a blink, he became nothing more than a chest again.

      Grim dropped on me from the ceiling and bit my ear.

      “Ow,” I snapped, grabbing the grimeling and tossing him away.

      Grim adroitly righted himself mid-air and landed on the bed, circling twice before laying down.

      “You shouldn’t burst into places,” Lux snapped in reply.

      “I was moving quickly,” I said.

      “Try moving quietly,” Rose said.

      “I usually do.”

      “Which is why we were all surprised,” Lux added.

      I shook my head. Then, because I’m not a total jerk, I helped Nox get back into his hammock.

      “Need to check this place for magic devices,” I said, “or anything that someone could use to track where we are.”

      Nox wavered in the hammock and then rolled himself out, thudding on the floor once again.

      “I can helm,” he said from the floor.

      “Helm?”

      “Help. I can help.”

      “I think you need rest.”

      “Have been useless... let me do something—“

      “Help tomorrow, after you sleep. And Lux, let him have the bed.”

      “I tried,” Lux said without opening her eyes or looking up from her pillow. “He insisted.”

      “Now I’m insisting.”

      “Am fine,” Nox said, a statement rendered completely false as I helped him to his feet and made sure he didn’t fall.

      “We can share the bed,” Lux said.

      “You’re in charge of your brother getting rest.”

      “I’m my brother’s keeper?”

      “For tonight, yes.”

      She let out an exasperated sigh, stomped across the floor, grabbed her brother and manhandled him to bed. All the while, Nox complained he didn’t need sleep, that he was fine. He was out when Lux pulled the blanket over him.

      “At least he tries to help now,” Rose said.

      “It is a welcome change,” I replied.

      “He’s afraid,” Lux said softly, sitting on the bed and looking at her snoring brother. “He knows what’s going to happen if we’re caught.”

      “We all know what will happen.”

      “You can’t possibly know — you haven’t lived in Carchedon. You just have an idea.”

      “It’s not a pleasant idea.”

      “Probably not, but the reality is far worse.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      She nodded, and then I noticed she gently patted her brother’s head. I sometimes forgot they were siblings.

      Still, back to business. I flipped over into magesight and took a long look around the room.

      I saw bright pips of magic nearly everywhere.

      “Are these the old captain’s things?” I asked.

      Rose opened one eye.

      “Yes,” she said. “Our things are either on us or in Hellion.”

      Hellion opened his mouth and popped out what looked like a drawer full of our things.

      “Uh, thanks,” I said to the mimic, “but I don’t need, um, anything.”

      Hellion snapped his jaw shut, as if he was insulted I wanted nothing he’d offered.

      I just shook my head and got on with the business at hand. The captain’s quarters were divided into two main parts, as seemed to be the way in captain’s quarters. The sleeping chamber was at the far back of the ship and held a large (for a ship) bed, as well as a heavy-looking chest and three wardrobes. Something I took to be a writing desk had been shoehorned into one corner, with a small lockbox mounted onto the wall above it.

      The second portion of the quarters was more suited for group activities, with a large (again, for a ship) dining table taking up the bulk of the space. There was also a map tacked onto one wall with a table beneath it, and several small lockboxes and chests underneath said table. The far side of the wall was lined with wardrobes, and there were two large, heavy looking chairs bolted to the deck on either side of the quarters entrance.

      I started with the bedroom, pulling open the wardrobes and pawing through the old captain’s clothes.

      He had a lot of clothes, and, at least as far as I could tell, a penchant for blue silk. He either liked very loose-fitting clothes or had a rather large belly. There wasn’t anything magical in his clothing, at least nothing I could detect. Anything I took the time to identify just turned up as fully normal.
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        * * *

      

      Blue Silk Shirt

      Item Type: Common

      Item Class: Clothing

      Material: silk

      Description: A well-tailored shirt made from silk and dyed blue.
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        * * *

      

      I moved onto the drawers below the wardrobe, where I found undergarments. Thankfully clean — or at least there weren’t any obvious noxious odors wafting out. Made me wonder what the procedure for laundry was on board a ship. I had no idea, but figured it was something I was going to have to come to grips with, or, you know, just get used to living in filth. Certainly nothing new in this world.

      The last drawer had shoes. Several pairs, all in polished leather. Nothing I would wear, even if they fit me. The captain tended toward a very, well, orthopedic style. But there was the first magic item there:
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        * * *

      

      Deck Shoes

      Item Type: Uncommon

      Item Class: Magical Footwear

      Material: Leather

      Durability: 280/280

      Weight: 3.6 lbs

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: Simple shoes which will provide immense traction to the deck of any ship or boat.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Pretty useful shoe, if undeniably hideous. But I definitely couldn’t fit my foot inside it. Maybe I could cut two and put them together. But, then again, it’s not like it added much functionality to what I already wore. My spider boots, though about as ugly, could stick to most anything, while the deck shoes only stuck to ships.

      I set the shoes out. I wasn’t clear on what could be tracked. Was it any magical item? Or, I mean, what if it was any personal item? That could be problematic, if the ship could be considered a personal item. Couldn’t exactly throw that overboard— unless.

      “We need some paint,” I said.

      “Let us sleep,” Lux snapped.

      I frowned at her, but she maybe made an inadvertent point. Better to paint a new name on the ship in the morning, when it was light out. I needed to finish one task at a time.

      The second wardrobe was mostly the same as the first, though with more pants and fewer shirts. The lower drawers held mostly mundane lifestyle things, like a box of body powder, some aromatics, and a few books I pulled out and set near Nox.

      The third wardrobe had coats. One magic coat amidst the collection:
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        * * *

      

      The Driest Coat

      Item Type: rare

      Item Class: Magical Coat

      Material: Greater Southern Octopoid Leather

      Durability: 2800/2800

      Weight: 2.8 lbs

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: A long coat made out of a textured dark leather. It prevents the wearer from being wet, keeping the wearer dry in all occasions.
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        * * *

      

      But nothing else of note.

      There were hats in the drawers, a wide selection: bicorns, tricorns, hicorns, and high fans. The very bottom drawer held feathers in wooden cases, all sorts of impressive and fantastic plumes from a variety of exotic-sounding beasts, all kept in perfect condition. Man loved his hats. I almost felt bad for having taken them all, until I remembered the captain bought them with money selling people. There were multiple magic hats, as well as a number of magic feathers. Hats that kept rain off the wearer, hats that gave the wearer advantage in bartering, that sort of thing. Plus, one of the feathers allowed the user to see farther, and another let the user see through fog.

      All the magic items went onto the main dining table. I spread them out so everyone could see them easily.

      Next up was the heavy chest. I had to scoot Hellion out of the way a little to get to the lock, which caused the mimic to grumble.

      “You could have moved yourself,” I hissed quietly. “Don’t grouse at me.”

      That didn’t stop him from grumbling.

      I looked over the lock carefully, then went over the chest, checking for traps.

      Success.

      A poisoned dart was positioned near the lock, ready to pierce anyone working on the lock. But it only took a second to undo, and I secreted the poison dart carefully into the sleeve of my shirt. Always good to have a little weapon ready to go at a moment’s notice.

      Chest clear, I got my picks out and worked the lock. It was more complicated than anything else I’d attempted on the ship, and kept me out for a whopping ten minutes. But finally I heard a glorious click, and the tumblers turned over.

      I lifted the top and saw gold coins.

      Smiling, I ran my hands through the coins, feeling them part and clink. Cold hard gold. But as I scraped my fingers across the bottom of the chest, something seemed a little off. I sighed and got to pulling all the gold out.

      “Hellion,” I said, “mind holding a few coins for me?”

      Without turning around, Hellion opened his lid-mouth from the back side, allowing me access.

      I chucked a handful of gold coins into the arcane darkness of Hellion’s mouth. No need to think about how it worked — I was just happy it worked for me. I lost count of my handfuls of coins because I was spending too much time thinking about the damn mimic. But when the former captain’s chest was empty, I confirmed my suspicion.

      The inside bottom of the chest was not in line with the outside. There had to be a secret compartment. The bottom of the chest had a very thin seam between it and the sides, small enough I couldn’t get my finger in there. Barely enough for my finger-nail. I took a lock pick and slid it into the gap, moving it around in a clockwise direction, and managed to hook something on the left side.

      I gave just the gentlest tug, and felt a dull clink. The bottom of the chest moved upward ever so much. I gave the floor of the chest a little push, and it came up enough for me to get a finger around. I lifted the bottom up and out of the way.

      Below, in the secret compartment, was one book, three pouches, a small box, a dagger, and a thin bracelet looking thing. I quickly emptied the pouches. One held a host of cut gems, one had a strange carved shape that seemed a bit like a big lump, with things that might be eyes? Gross. Or maybe small tentacles? The last pouch held what looked like favor coins.

      I couldn’t get the box open for a hot minute, but once I did, it was empty.

      Everything but the favor coins and cut gems had significant magical profiles.
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        * * *

      

      Paired Journal

      Item Type: Uncommon

      Item Class: Accessory

      Material: Leather, Linen

      Durability: Good

      Weight: .3 pounds

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: One of a pair. This journal is magically paired to another. What is written in one, is written in the other.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Little Grupt Access Bracelet

      Item Type: Rare

      Item Class: Accessory

      Material: Bronze

      Durability: Good

      Weight: .2 pounds

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: A simple bronze bracelet permitting the wearer access to Little Grupt.
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        * * *

      

      The Brothers Box

      Item Type: Rare

      Item Class: Accessory

      Material: Gold, Tungsten

      Durability: Good

      Weight: 2 pounds

      Requirements: n/a

      Description: One of a pair. This box represents a portal to a small extra-dimensional plane. Either box is able to reach the plane, making the space shared.
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        * * *

      

      Unidentified Carving

      Item Type: ???

      Item Class: ???

      Material: ???

      Durability: ???

      Weight: 4.8 lbs

      Requirements: ???

      Description: ???
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        * * *

      

      Dagger of First Blood

      Item Type: Epic

      Item Class: One-handed Melee

      Material: Red Steel

      Damage: 5-12 (Piercing)

      Durability: 20/20

      Weight: 1.8 lbs

      Requirements: None

      Description: A straight bladed dagger, the dagger of first blood does extreme damage on a foe at full health, though minimal damage at a foe with any wound whatsoever.
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        * * *

      

      The fact that I couldn’t identify the carving bothered me. It had to be something pretty powerful to block a major identification spell. At least, that’s what made sense to me. I put the mystery figure in the center of the table.

      I took a second look in the empty box, wondering how it worked and who it was connected to. I decided to put a piece of gold inside.

      Then it was back to work. I headed over to the lockbox and did the whole rigamarole, checking for traps (none), and picking the lock (simple). I found bunches of documents inside. Nothing too interesting, just basic business type stuff, mostly regarding the ship itself. The deed to the ship, the records showing when the ship had been repaired, who’d done the work, what materials had been used. There were also several docking permits, stuff like that.

      The desk was just a desk. Little more than a plank. A half-full pot of ink sat on it, but that was it. And no magic. Nor were there any secret drawers or doors.

      The main room was less exciting than the bedroom. The map was the singular high point. It covered the main ocean we were currently in, providing all sorts of tidbits, most notably that it was a big ocean with very little in between the various continents. Obviously, not much in the way of defining scale, no ruler to measure out how far apart things were, but there was a whole lot of nothing in the middle of the map. The south was mostly left empty, with a singular port called Mythmire somewhere in the mid-western part of the southern seas. A jagged coastline ripped across the north, an insane labyrinth of peninsulas, islands, and stuff I never wanted to attempt navigating through, until a large city that seemed to have been worn away a little by a finger repeatedly stabbing at it, Tripeleum. While it was nice to have a vague sense of where we were going, there was one rather glaring omission: nowhere on the map was something called the City of Darkness, nor was there a place along the northern route from the far western continent back to Glaton where I could see an island stopover. Worrisome.

      I took another moment to spread every magical item out even more, so it was by itself.

      Then I shifted into magesight and began a careful and meticulous examination of each item on the table.

      I hadn’t ever taken much time to investigate enchanted items. I’d seen them, I’d identified them, used them quite a bit, but actually examining the magic running through them? Never. It was fascinating, and immediately made me realize why enchantment was a school of magic unto itself. I couldn’t imagine putting something together as complex as an enchanted item. The patterns of magic were incredibly intricate and detailed, often so much so that I couldn’t tell what was happening without getting really up close with the object. To actually make proper sense of things, I’d probably need a magnifying glass. Or a microscope. And a lot of paper. And drawing skill.

      All told, there was no way I could duplicate what I was seeing. Or even trace things to a point where I could reliably understand what I was seeing or point out why the item functioned the way it did. But I could definitely tell two items held a little something different.

      The first, obviously, was the little statue. I could tell it was magical, but the more I studied the thing, the more what I looked at seemed to blur and obfuscate itself. Despite my best efforts, I only got more confused about the thing. And it was giving me a weird feeling. It was too magical. It must be able to do things that weren’t supposed to happen. Anything able to hide itself so well has a reason to be hiding. My impulse was to heave it over the side of the ship.

      Second, and more immediately pressing, I caught the tiniest trail of magic leading off the dagger, rising and disappearing into the air. It was just a bare wisp, like the last bit of smoke after blowing out a candle.

      That had to be it.

      That had to be the tendril leading back and allowing the assholes to track us. I mean, it didn’t have to be it. There was always the chance I was just picking the simplest solution to an incredibly complicated problem, but at least it was something.

      I snatched one of the former captain’s pantaloons and used that to pick up the dagger. I wrapped it in several layers of cloth, and though I knew I carried a veritable fortune in my hands, I carried it out to the main deck and chucked it over the side of the ship, holding my breath until I heard the splash.

      “You find somethin’, then?” Harpy called from behind the wheel.

      “I found a lot of somethings,” I replied. “Not sure what’s what, but that had a little extra magic coming off it, so I figured it might be the best choice to chuck.”

      “Aye. Now you’ll be wanting me to find a harbor for us?”

      “If’n you don’t mind. Then you can do your sweep.”

      “Aye, aye, cap’n. Takin’ the wheel?”

      “Taking the wheel.”

      I skipped up to the poop deck — always funny to me — and took the helm.

      Harpy gave a rough pat on my shoulder, “Angle toward shore, cap’n. Once we can see them trees and such, I’ll find somethin’ what makes a safe port for a spell.”

      I nodded and began making a slow, lazy turn to the east.
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      We sailed on through the night, though at a much different pace than during the day. We didn’t require constant wind spells, relying more on the natural wind, which gave Harpy time to train his crew. Or, rather, to continue building a measure of understanding between him and those who were willing to work.

      It had also become clear that there were those who had no interest in being sailors, and without an imminent threat closing in on us, there were quite a few ‘sailors’ who had decided a better course of action was, you know, to sit down and having a minute. Or to sleep. A lot of people were sleeping. Which I didn’t think was the wrong idea — it was night after all. But I feared it was only going to get worse in coming days.

      Harpy guided us into a natural harbor of sorts, and we dropped anchor somewhere in that magic time where the sun glows below the horizon. It wasn’t much of a place — there were no cool trees or interesting rock formations. But it was somewhat secluded, deep enough that I actually got the ship in there without causing damage, and protected from waves and, in theory, storms. It would do for a brief respite, time enough for us to lick our wounds and restock.

      Something I discovered we were in dire need of—

      “—because we’ve got enough food aboard for one more meal,” Rose snapped.

      “That can’t be right,” I replied. “How—“

      “They just finished their voyage. The former users of this ship hadn’t restocked. And we’re feeding everyone proper food. So we’re going through it pretty damn fast.”

      “Okay, so we need to go hunting.”

      “We need to go hunting, fishing, and foraging. We need a ton of food. An actual ton.”

      “Sounds like something you should tackle.”

      “Great. You know I’m not an experienced hunter, right?”

      “Ah, but leadership is about finding the right people to handle the tasks—“

      “Let’s save the stupid lessons for later.”

      I couldn’t resist. “But Rose, you don’t need lessons in being stupid.”

      She glared at me and started to clench her fist.

      “Just a joke.”

      Rose found a few people to head into the wilds and grab whatever food they could find. A few of the newcomers had already dropped fishing lines into the water. I filled several barrels with fresh water.

      I had two other tasks to attempt for that day. First, I wanted to rename the ship. I had no idea if that was how we were being tracked, and I was still hoping it was the magical dagger, but I felt like regardless, it’d be nice to have a new name. New name, new ship, new us. And then there was the more difficult gig: speaking to everyone. Trying to figure out who was who, and who might be interested in continuing on with us on this cross-ocean voyage of ours.

      Turns out, not many.

      There were many different people from many different places, all feeling quite, well, a myriad of things. And I didn’t blame anyone for any of their feelings, even when it was a bit misplaced and they raged at me. More than a few people yelled at me, and little would mollify them. Mainly because I wasn’t willing to take them back to their homelands, or wherever it was they wanted to go. I explained calmly that I had saved them from a fate of slavery and that I was happy to drop them off anywhere along my route, but that was the extent of what I could offer at this time. I simply didn’t have the means to take them home. It never went over well.

      But I’d been pulled off my quests enough lately. I needed to finish what I said I would, and I needed to go home myself. There were people there still depending on me. Or, at least, I hoped there were still people there. Given the impending war, maybe not. But one could hope.

      The great bulk of the people wanted to just get off the damn ship and be on their own. I got it. I gathered up a bunch of gold coins from the captain and passed them out to anyone leaving. Quietly, just a small pouch as I rowed them back and forth between the ship and the shore.

      By the end, we had just seven new members of what I considered the crew. Thirty-nine of those we saved wanted to be dropped off at the next city, and the rest decided it was best to just go off on their own through the wilderness.

      Seven.

      Three of whom had some experience sailing: a young human male from an island nation on the other side of the ocean named Himmet, a young human female from the southern edge of Tuestropruin named Temidayo, and a dude who straight up looked like a werewolf with big gnarly teeth, bristling dark fur, and yellow eyes, apparently called a katárakyos. He went by the name Hylas.

      The other four seemed more lost than anything, and having no idea where else to go, they decided to sign on with us. One of them was a giant elephant person, a gāthï, who was very confused and sad because he had no idea where he was, nor really where he was from. He didn’t exactly seem like the brightest guy, but he would have made Mornax look like a dwarf. His name was Pavo.

      There were two slight young human men, Alphonse and Liamo, who were both very nervous about most everything, but seemed eager to be a part of something. And last, but certainly not least, was a furry little guy, grey with a black furred face split with brilliant white stripes. I thought he was a skunk at first — you know, a talking skunk, but without the bouffant tail. This guy had a stout tail. And some impressive teeth. And claws. A mephit, named James. Because naturally, the little badger guy would be named James.

      Himmet, Temidayo, Hylas, Pavo, Alphonse, Liamo, and James joined Lux, Nox, Rose, Harpy, Hellion, Grim, and myself as the merry crew of the newly christened SS Unsinkable II. Lux seemed to be the only one who got the joke.

      The biggest issue with our new crew was communication. The seven new members spoke six different languages. Harpy could actually speak with Temidayo, but that was it. All other communication had to go through me. Which made everything take, like, six times as long. Sometimes longer. It was... painful.

      Less painful, however, was the bounty the wilds provided for us. Berries that only made three people violently ill. And what seemed like probably a herd of deer, which was all butchered and cooked up in our little galley over the course of a few hours. But we ate like kings for a single meal. Minus, you know, the three people who’d gotten severely ill eating mystery berries. The venison was simple, bland really, but it was filling. It was not, however, particularly good for being saved. Nor was there really enough to save. Looking over things, I felt glad we’d shed some people. I worried about them, being that I didn’t even know where we’d dropped them off. Just reasonably confident it wasn’t Carchedon. Reasonably.
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      As night fell, our sails rose, and we headed out to sea. The SS Unsinkable II caught a wind, and we slinked south, as subtle as possible with a huge ship, hoping we wouldn’t encounter our pursuers.

      I stood tall at the helm throughout the night, watching Harpy work with the new crew. Lux climbed all the way up and took up a position in the crow’s nest. Then she somehow convinced Grim to run notes back and forth between her and me. Rose hopped in with the sailors. Nox rested. And we sailed.

      The wind in our hair, the salt spray in our faces. For once, the night skies were clear. Now that we could actually see them, the way the stars spread across the sky was truly awe-inspiring. And as always, a beautiful reminder that I was in a new world. I’d never spent much time staring at the sky as a kid. Sure, I took more than my fair share of trips to the Hayden Planetarium, but I also lived in New York City. It was rare for me to even see the stars. And yet, I think that the way they looked is just a part of being an earthbound human. They were the same every night, and whether or not you take the time to study them, they become a part of your world. So every time I actually paid attention to Vuldranni’s stars, I was shocked anew.

      Day came, and we dropped nearly all our sails to make ourselves less visible across the seas. It also gave our sailors time to rest. Nox ventured forth from his respite, getting the barest amount of sun and keeping me company at the helm. Sort of. He was clearly uncomfortable being outside, with his hood pulled up as far as it would go, keeping his face buried in shadow. He sat with his back against the gunwale, glaring at the world. And me.

      “Thank you,” he finally said, his voice barely audible over the waves.

      “For?” I asked.

      “Letting me rest—forcing me to rest. I needed it.”

      “You’re welcome. Got a moment for a question or two?”

      “It would appear I’ve lost my social calendar. So yes, I suppose I do.”

      “What might someone use to track, um, a ship?”

      He took a deep breath, like this was something difficult, perhaps even physically taxing.

      “Could be most anything,” he said. “And it would depend quite a bit on the manner in which the tracking occurs. It could be direct tracking — and bear in mind that I am not in any sense an expert in this field — but from what I understand, it would need to be something already in place on this ship with the sole task of being a tracking object.”

      “So if we got rid of that object, they’d be unable to track us?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Couldn’t they just do that to the ship itself?”

      “Potentially, I suppose, though I cannot imagine anyone willing to expend such an incredible amount of energy to make an entire ship a tracking beacon.”

      “Ah, that’s a good point.”

      “Alternately, the former owners of this grand ship might simply prefer to scry, which they could do with most any object they had a personal connection with...”

      “Oh.”

      “Would now be a good time to explain scrying, or do you have a grasp on that?”

      “Just a quick primer, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course. Scrying is a form of distance viewing, but limits the view to the object in question. The farther from the object, the hazier details become. But then again, scrying upon an object is very difficult, and few practitioners of the arcane arts manage to develop that aspect of the spell, which limits who might be able to do such a thing. It is more common to scry upon a living thing, or a definitive location.”

      “Would the deck of the ship qualify as a location or a thing?”

      Nox’s face scrunched up as he looked around at the ship.

      “I have... it... I suppose I cannot answer that question. As much as it pains me to say: I don’t know.”

      “Would you be worried about being scried on here?”

      “Me? No. I suppose it might be possible for someone might scry upon you or Lux, but I would imagine that is the limit. I doubt any of the slavers took the time to get to know their cargo well enough to know names or anything particular enough to allow scrying of them.”

      “Then why me? Oh. The traitorous asshole.”

      “Indeed,” he said with a nod.

      He turned his face up to the sun, sitting there with the pseudo-silence of the seas.

      “I take it,” he continued, eyes closed, “you found something you decided was the manner we were being tracked?”

      “A dagger,” I said. “I, um, are you familiar with magesight?”

      “I have heard some discussion thereof, yes. Should I take it that you possess this ability?”

      “I do—“

      Nox sat up straight and stared at me.

      “You must teach this to me,” he snapped, interrupting me.

      “I can try—“

      “You must. Begin now.”

      “Let’s take a breath here.”

      “There is so much information to be obtained if I can gain such a power. Tell me you have not begun to unravel the secrets of the world!”

      “I wouldn’t say I’ve unraveled anything.”

      “Then you are not using your gift.”

      “I’m not sure it’s a gift—“

      “It is not a common power, Clyde Hatchett. Exceedingly rare would be more apt. I have my doubts if I might even gain such an ability, even if I had an able teacher—“

      “Hey—“

      “—but I suppose the only choice I have is to try as an apt pupil. I am, thus, ready to learn, my teacher.”

      “No. I’m not doing anything if you call me ‘my teacher.’”

      “As you wish, Clyde Hatchett.”

      “You could just call me Clyde.”

      “I know.”

      I sighed. Somehow, this voyage just got a whole lot longer.
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      As probably has happened since time immemorial, we settled into a rhythm.

      We sailed mainly during the night, riding its harsh winds supplemented by my magical gusts.

      Every other day, we would find a spot close to shore, and we’d venture forth and forage for food and supplies. The sailors would sail. Rose managed to get every person not involved in the actual sailing to work on the other aspects of the ship, like ripping out all the cages, chains, and slavery equipment so we could chuck them into the ocean to rust.

      But once Rose got her press gang together, we lost half the remaining non-sailors. I didn’t begrudge them. I did wonder why they thought disappearing into the wilds was going to be the better option, but I wasn’t going to question anyone.

      In my few spare moments, I would work on spells. Mostly fine-tuning wind-based magic. It seemed to make the most sense to focus on those, considering that was our main source of propulsion. It would also serve as the perfunctory and painful lessons with Nox. I tried to teach him how to see magic, working with him over and over in every method I could conceive of, and yet nothing seemed to work. I did the same damn spell over a hundred times, just on the off-chance he’d finally recognize something. But the poor guy just couldn’t seem to grasp the concept. Though, at the same time, I’m not sure it was a concept to be grasped so much as something along a way of being. It literally was a way of seeing, and as we worked, I had the feeling Nox’s attempts to push through from such an academic viewpoint was the root of his inability to move forward. Naturally, when I mentioned that to Nox, he did not take it well, and I managed to get a few days off before he returned.

      I lost track of time while we sailed along, forgetting the problems of the world, at least the ones I knew about. Instead, I focused on the little joys. I was actually having fun. That might have been a nicety afforded only to me, since everyone else seemed remarkably stressed for one reason or another. Most of which they did not share with me.

      I thought we were making good speed south, though it was hard to track that. The landscape we kept far off to our left certainly seemed to be changing. We had gone through temperate forests to something more akin to deserts to high cliffs topped with beautiful verdant grasslands that seemed to extend forever. At least they extended as far as I could see when I joined Grim up at the top of the world in the crow’s nest.

      Of course, as all nice things do, it had to come to a crashing end.
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      Harpy had me pushing hard all through the night, throwing wind spells at the sails like we were being actively chased. I kept looking over my shoulder, trying to spy something on the horizon. And yet, nothing. Not in my normal sight, darkvision, or mage sight. I wished I still had access to bonesight — maybe I’d find something there.

      Nope.

      Nothin.’

      Harpy was so focused on our speed that he didn’t give me an explanation as to why we were blitzing through the seas.

      I noticed nearly everyone was on edge for some reason or another.

      As daylight broke, Harpy stood on the prow of the ship, hollering up to Lux, asking what she saw on the horizon. But time and again, the answer came back as nothing.

      Finally, Harpy and Lux came up to the poop deck (always funny), and stood in front of me.

      “You two finally going to let me in on why you’re all a bundle of nerves?” I asked.

      “See?” Lux said. “He doesn’t know.”

      “What don’t I know?”

      “Fiends’ Night,” Harpy said. “’Tis upon us.”

      “Okay,” I replied. “Might need to, um, expand on that.”

      “You have never been told of this night?” Nox asked from his spot, leaning over the rails and feeding the fishes.

      “Not a whit. Anyone want to clue me in?”

      “How might you—“ Harpy started.

      I shook my head and held up a hand. “Let’s step back a moment, Harpy, and remember where I’m from. And that I’ve only been living in this slice of the, what, multiverse? for a few months. I have no clue about ninety-nine percent of this world, including whatever Fiends’ Night might be. What, maybe a holiday of sorts?”

      “Of sorts,” Lux said.

      “It is an annual event wherein the denizens of the hells are let loose upon this mortal coil to harvest souls to fill their infernal coffers for their supposed continued war with the worse things on the other side of hell,” Nox said.

      “Uh...” I stammered, “Huh?”

      “Them vile spawn of the hells,” Harpy said. “They come and—“

      “You’re just saying what he said,” I snapped.

      “’Tis what happens. Rare I say Nox Kvitch got it in one sentence, yet the lad did.”

      “And this happens every year?”

      “Aye.”

      “And we, what, fight them off? Spend all night swinging swords and chanting holy prayers to keep the demons at bay?”

      “Devils,” Lux interjected. “Not demons.”

      I took a breath and let it out slowly.

      “Devils,” I said. “From hell. But no demons. Coming up here and taking anyone they want?”

      “Not quite,” Nox said. “There are several rules they are required to abide by, including, most important, that they are not allowed to enter any home without permission.”

      “Like vampires.”

      “That applies to vampires?” Lux asked, incredulous.

      “Not that I have read,” Nox replied. “But it applies to devils on this night. Additionally, they may be slaughtered and suffer a true death on this night. They will not merely be shunted back to the hells.”

      “And if you kill a devil,” Lux added, “supposedly you get a bounty from the celestials.”

      “Okay, so, why, I mean,” I started, trying to word the question I wanted answered, “I get that Fiends’ Night sucks, but what were you pushing so hard for?”

      “To get to Morurn,” Harpy said.

      “There would be plenty of safe homes for us to shelter within,” Lux said.

      “Aye, ’n we’d’ve been in and out with all hands intact. Doubly important where them that lives eats hands and whatnot.”

      “Is the big issue that we need to build a house?” I asked. “Because that would have been something we could have done, say, a few days ago.”

      “Lad,” Harpy said, “less there be some deep secrets you hold regardin’ construction, there be little we might do today or yesterday—“

      “So, what? Are we just screwed then? Just floating devil food?”

      “Nay, nothin’ like that,” Harpy replied with a shake of his head. “’Twill be less an annoyance of a night and, instead, more a travail. ’Twill be work to get through, and either we all do, or none.”

      “Outstanding,” I said. “I’m glad you decided to wait to tell me, so I’ve got, like, a few hours to help prepare.”

      “Aye, well, that be on me. Never been the best navigator. Got me bearings off, thought we was closer to Morurn than we seemed. Whoops.”

      “I didn’t think we’d even want to go to that place.”

      “Aye, but things be diff’rent on Fiends’ Night. Brings the best out o’ people, and best chance to get in to the port and out without leaving anyone behind.”

      “Why do we want to get into that port?” I asked. “I thought we were heading farther south to hitch onto an armada west.”

      “Aye, that’s the plan. But might’n it be nice to sail through the days and nights and not have to stop’n forage all the damn time?”

      “Oh. For food.”

      Harpy nodded, almost angrily, like I disappointed him.

      “Might also do to stock up on repair supplies. But that be only if we had the good will of Fiends’ Night on our  side. ’Tis not the story we be telling since tonight—“

      “Tonight is Fiends’ Night,” Lux said.

      “Aye.”

      “Okay, let’s prepare for Fiends’ Night, then,” I said. “You guys are the experts—“

      Lux pointed at her brother. “He’s the expert.”

      “I would not say I am an expert on Fiends’ Night,” Nox countered.

      “True or false: you read books on Fiends’ Night every Fiends’ Night?”

      Nox rolled his eyes. “Merely ingesting a few books annually does not make me an expert.”

      “It does in this group,” I said.

      “That is much like having one eye amongst the blind.”

      “Back to the point — what do we need to do to make it through the night?”

      “Tip, though,” Nox added, “night is a bit of a misnomer. It is not exactly a single night. It is more like two nights in one, many, many hours.”

      “Great. Enough talk, let’s work. Got some quests to handle, and I don’t feel like winding up demon food.”

      “Devil,” Lux said. “Devil food.”

      I sighed. “Right,” I said. “Devils.”

      She gave me a nod.

      “Work?” I asked.

      “Have to decide if we go in to shore or stay at sea,” Harpy said.

      “Okay, which one?”

      “Cap’n’s choice.”

      “Shit. Benefit of land?”

      “Devils can’t sink us,” Lux said.

      “Wait a minute, they can sink us?”

      “That be theory,” Harpy said. “There be a chance them devils can magic up the seas, get around the rules.”

      “A chance.”

      “Aye, but I ne’er heard it happen. Just as like they might drop trees on anything we might build on land.”

      “Never heard of that happening either,” Lux said.

      “So it’s both sides offering a worst-case scenario.”

      “Bein’ at sea, less likely any devils’ll want to venture out here. Not a big fan of water in general.”

      “There is that,” Lux said, pointing at Harpy. “I hadn’t really considered that.”

      “Only need dealing with those devils what fly.”

      “Are there many of those?”

      Harpy shrugged. “Maybe?”

      Nox sighed, then launched into it. “Actual numbers and varieties of devil are impossible to know with any hint of accuracy. There are several theories on who comes through on Fiends’ Night and why. The main reason is for the accumulation of souls. But there are plenty of risks the devils take coming here, so why would they all come? Some great lord of hell opens a rift, and the devils pour forth. Given the lack of civilization directly around us, I would imagine there is not likely to be a rift nearby. Could mean that we see no devils at all. Could be that a rift opens here simply because there is no population source nearby, thus making it easier or safer. I have little knowledge on that. I would suggest that winged devils are not uncommon, and therefore thinking that water makes us safe is a fallacy. Though I loathe being on the water, were we to vote, I would vote to remain at sea during Fiends’ Night.”

      “Got it,” I said.

      “Though,” Nox continued, “I would imagine it is difficult to find a space on our ship that would facilitate everyone who is currently onboard. Is there a spot somewhere upon the Unsinkable II that would hold all souls aboard?”

      “The hold’d hold all,” Harpy said. “Bit rough down there at the moment, thanks to Rose.”

      “Noted,” I replied, “but that’s what we have. Makes more sense to stay on the ship, I think. So, yeah. Let’s get to work.”

      There were nods, and thankfully, we did get to work. And much like that first hectic day as we all worked together to escape the swift pursuit, we all worked together to get our ‘home’ together in the hold of the ship. Apparently, that was the key. To keep the devils out, you had to make a home out of whatever you had.

      We didn’t have to do much in the way of big construction. Instead, it was a lot of making sure there were adequate provisions to last through the night. Lots of adding little decorations and comforts to change it from a slavehold to a home. We also had to prepare shared meals, and get to know everyone at least a little, and give each other gifts. Harpy managed to guide us to a shallow-ish spot, still a fair distance from shore, where we dropped anchor. Then we fished and foraged a bit from the sea. We did a little swimming and ate lunch together. Rose took some of the ruined sails from storage and got Harpy sewing. Perhaps not surprisingly, Harpy was an excellent seamstress, and he had all sorts of pillows made by the time evening settled.

      Nox informed me it would be best if I had gifts to give everyone, a little something to welcome everyone into my home and family and stuff, so I took some deeper dives and searched the sandy bottom for neat shells or trinkets.

      As night fell, I felt my stomach start doing flips. I had no idea what the night was going to bring, but I knew it couldn’t be good.
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      We started the night with a ritual meal. I welcomed everyone ‘home,’ and gave the shells to all the gathered guests. Then we ate.

      And then we sat in a pillow pile.

      One of the passengers got out a huge jug of salt, and they poured lines in front of every door, and then made a big ring around our pillow pile. And then went through the rather tedious process of making a rather intricate mandala out of salt for most of the rest of the night.

      After a moment of silence, Harpy started laughing, and then he was off and running, telling salty tales from his past, mostly involving buxom ladies in exotic ports no one had heard of, or bizarre foods he’d eaten. The stories were a bit hard to believe at times, but he got some good laughs out of the group and the mood of the group seemed to lighten.

      Pavo, the giant elephant gāthï, suddenly broke into song. A haunting melody with such incredible range changes that it seemed impossible to sing. And yet, this massive guy managed to hit the ear-piercing high notes right after rumbling through nearly inaudible bass tones. It was incredible. And beautiful.

      For some time after that, we all just relaxed there in gentle silence. Some people fell asleep then. Others chatted softly with each other. It felt different than any other moment on the ship, a moment where we actually started to come together as a singular group. Except, of course, the queen and her people. They were happy enough to be in the ‘home’ with us, but other than that, they eschewed us entirely. They barely spoke to us beyond what was absolutely necessary to make this whole strange charade work enough to keep the devils out, and they certainly didn’t spend any time near us. They were, rather, in a group on the far side of the hold doing their own thing to pass the night. Which actually looked a bit fun. They had all sorts of strange games to play, like passing notes and something that looked like a version of telephone. I did try and go over to play with them, but it was like walking into the wrong kindergarten class. They all clammed up, and stared at me, refusing to play or interact until I left.

      And when I did leave, I could hear whispers. Maybe they thought I didn’t know their language, but there was definitely a terse discussion between the queen and one of her followers. She wanted them to invite the devils in and then move to another ‘home’ somewhere else aboard the ship. Her followers insisted that was impossible, that inviting devils in would wind up with everyone dying as there was no time to establish a separate second ‘home’ that could keep the devils out. The queen insisted they try, but it appeared the followers were more afraid of the devils than her.

      I felt rage flowing through me, and I was sorely tempted to just throw her into the night, to let the demons do with her what they would. And yet, by the time I got back to the main group, hopping into the story of Lux almost getting married and me wearing her dress, I’d decided something similar to the queen’s followers. If the devils were as bad as everyone said and feared, it was simply too dangerous to do anything but hunker down.

      Time moved in a weird way, because there was no daylight to mark passage. Hells, there were no candles or fires to mark passage. We only had glowstones to provide light.

      I was more than a little bored, and while I was insanely tempted to make a trip up to the deck, I knew better than to tempt fate. Going up would put everyone else in danger, which wouldn’t be right of me, and therefore it wasn’t something I could do. Despite how I bored I felt.

      Somewhere in the midst of the night, I moved my pillow bed thing away from the main group just a smidge, closer to Hellion, who was just a chest as far as every non-party member was concerned, and I curled up on it and closed my eyes.

      I could hear things. Voices talking. Not to me — more like things were shouting out into the void, trying to get something, anything to take notice. It took a minute to realize it wasn’t happening out loud. The voices were in my head. But totally different from anything I’d heard before. Probably thanks to my time with the Corpse King, I had a better sense of myself, and how to shield myself. How to shut my mind and my conscious away from such things. So while I listened to the siren calls for a moment, I’d already made the decision to sleep. I wasn’t about to waste my sleep listening to a bunch devils whine about why I should go outside and submit my soul to them.
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      It had been some time since I’d let myself fully sleep. Just drift away into the liminal darkness and rest. I woke up refreshed and ready to tackle the day. And more than a little surprised at nothing having interrupted my night. It was a great night’s sleep.

      I looked around at the rest of the group in the dim light of the hold and saw nearly everyone waking up, too. There were groans, stretches, a few coughs and snorts. But everyone as a group came to basically at the same time.

      That gave me pause, and I felt a spike of fear shoot through me. Anxiety over what I was missing.

      “Harpy,” I snapped.

      “Aye,” he replied, wiping something gross out of his eye.

      “Why did we all wake up at the same time?” I asked.

      He shrugged, then reached his arms high above his head almost involuntarily.

      “Whatinsoever be the case,” he said through a yawn, “I be appreciative. Best sleep I had in ages.”

      “Headcount,” I said. “Anyone missing?”

      It actually took a few minutes to get everyone alert enough to count each other, but we were all present.

      “Is it daytime?” I asked.

      “Only one way to tell,” Rose said, pulling straps tight on her armor.

      “I’m coming with you,” I said, walking to the main door.

      “Cap’n,” Harpy started, but I shut him down with a look.

      “Exactly,” I said. “The captain should be the one heading out there to make sure it’s safe.”

      “You see daylight,” Harpy said, “it be safe.”

      I opened the door a teensy crack.

      Sunlight streamed down the stairs.

      I threw the door open.

      “Made it,” I said.

      Harpy frowned, pushed through the group and walked by me and up the stairs without a hesitation.

      I followed him.

      It was a beautiful, sunny morning.

      Harpy strode up and down the deck, peering over at the water here and there, before getting to the bow and standing over the anchor chain.

      “Everything okay?” I called.

      “Aye,” he replied. “Close to perfect.”

      “Why do you sound disappointed?”

      “Strange for it to be so,” he said.

      “Maybe we should just accept the gift from Picus, eh?” I asked, and clapped his shoulder.

      “Aye,” he said with a slight nod. “Maybe... maybe.”

      I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to give it to the god of luck. He wanted to know what had happened.

      But not me. I was happy to take the W in whatever means it came. In this case of mystery luck, I was thrilled to get a break. While Harpy puttered around the ship, checking everything he could to see if there was some infernal trick at work, I got the rest of the crew up and working. We hadn’t been sailing much during the days, but I wanted to make up ground. Or, in this case, water. I wanted to get down to Tingkaroon and get across west and then go north and then come back east to hit up the damn City of Darkness and then go home to god damn Glaton. I shook my head. How had I managed to let Lux talk me into this crap?

      Then I saw the sunlight catch her blonde hair, and she looked over with her big blue eyes and gave me a sultry wink.

      That’s how. Shit.

      “Full sails,” I cried out. “Let’s catch the wind and make waves!”

      We were off.

      Harpy finally dropped out of his funk sometime around midday, and he was back to his old self, yelling at the crew, glowering at me, and making pithy comments to Grim, who he considered his only ‘friend’ amongst the ‘scurvy gobs’ that made up the crew. It made me wonder how much of the salty sailor stuff was an act, how much he leaned into that persona as the enforcer of my commands.

      Regardless, it was a great day. We got phenomenal wind, blowing hard from the north across calm seas. It was perfection, and I couldn’t get the damn smile off my face.
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      A day later, signs of civilization appeared along the coast. The high cliffs I loved so much had given way to brown grasses and short, twisty trees that seemed to have grown only to fight against hard winds. Small fishing boats dotted the waters, and little hamlets with small docks jutting out into the water had carved out spaces amongst the trees. None of these boats approached us. Nor did the larger ships we saw upon the horizon. Instead, it seemed most everyone gave each other plenty of space.

      Harpy stood next to me on the poop deck, his nervous energy palpable.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Morurn, lad,” he said. “There be little I like ‘bout it, yet our passengers seem...”

      He drifted off, but gestured at the last group of people who were at the bow, talking animatedly amongst themselves. The apparent leader, a woman who had once said she was from the royal family of Tidford and had never actually told anyone her name, only referring to herself as the Queen, was pointing at the city walls in the distance, and saying something that got lost in the wind.

      “You think they want to get off there?” I asked.

      “Aye,” he said.

      “You told them about the city, though, right?”

      “Aye, best I could. Problem is—“

      “You don’t speak their languages.”

      “Aye.”

      “So I need to have a chat with them.”

      “Likely the best course, lad.”

      “And you’re to take the helm?”

      “You be the cap’n, you make the decisions.”

      “Dammit, Harpy, just take the damn helm.”

      “Taking the helm,” he said, grabbing the wheel.

      I shook my head and rolled my eyes. I understood the mechanics of it all, but it was extremely annoying to have to follow through with all of it.

      The group at the bow chattered excitedly, though they went quiet as soon as they saw me, and the crowd split apart to reveal their de facto leader.

      “Ah, the captain,” she said in High Tidfordian. “You deign to visit with us?”

      “I’m not sure this is deigning,” I replied. “I just—“

      “We expect you will be putting in to this upcoming city,” she continued as if I hadn’t said anything, “and I feel it is only polite to inform you that we will be departing your ship and its horrors at such point.”

      “Ah, right. Well, about that, I don’t think we—“

      “Are you going back on your word? Did you not say that we would be allowed to leave anywhere along your route?”

      “No, I did say that, but—“

      “Then we will go ashore there.”

      “Right, the thing is—“

      “I grow weary of life on this ship. I grow weary of you and your brusque rituals and your foolish activities. I have no desire to be in your noxious presence any longer.”

      “Seems a bit harsh.”

      “Harsh? I have had my entire future ripped from me, and a low-born ruffian has refused time and time again to restore me to my royal position.”

      “You’d think some high-falootin noble like you wouldn’t need a ‘low-born ruffian’ like me to do anything for you. Why not handle it your—“

      “Are you going to allow us to leave?”

      “Sure, fine. Whatever.”

      “At once, please. Or our patience will run out and we will wait for the right moment to strike and take this ship.”

      I gave her the best smile I could and marched back over to Harpy and the helm.

      “Go well?” Harpy asked.

      “I’m taking the wheel.”

      “Aye.”

      “They’re getting off.”

      “Oh?”

      “Think the world’ll be better off if they’re eaten.”

      “I... Not to say I disagree, yet--“

      “They want to leave,” I said. “Won’t hear otherwise.”

      “Ah.”

      He gave me a shrug and then got to yelling at our sailors.
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      Morurn had a rough-hewn sense to it. Everything was made of enormous blocks of tan sandstone, and the buildings all had with ill-fitting doors and windows. In the distance, a grand squarish pyramid rose above the city, with pyres lit at each corner. Smoke rose like tires were burning. I saw quite a few people in leather armor carrying enormous weapons. No shields. Nor were there any shackles or chains, so at least there weren’t slaves.

      As we went through the mouth of the harbor, I saw a launch full of burly soldiers come from a dock, aiming right for us. An official-looking fellow stood at the prow. He still wore leathers and carried a big weapon, but being that he didn’t have oars, I figured he was probably someone important.

      He called out something and motioned for us to slow down.

      “Furl sails,” I called out. “Drop anchor.”

      “I expect to leave with these men,” the queen lady person called out.

      “Perfect,” I said.

      I walked from the helm toward the port edge and leaned over. As the launch came alongside, I unrolled a rope ladder for them.

      The lead man said something, and I gave him a smile as I waited for the world to catch up.
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      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Morunrnese.
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      “Sorry,” I said, “mind repeating that?”

      “I asked your business here,” the man snapped, one hand on the ladder, holding his boat to our ship.

      “Just dropping off some, uh, passengers.”

      “Dropping passengers off?”

      “They intend to visit your fine city.”

      “Are they prepared to pay the price of entry?”

      The queen lady shoved me aside and looked over.

      “I will be taken to your ruler,” she said haughtily.

      “That’s her,” I called out in Morurnese.

      “I see,” the man called back.

      “Have a nice visit, your highness,” I said to the queen in her language.

      She shot me a dark look.

      “It is far too late to say anything nice to me,” she said. “I will make sure you are punished for your insolence. I will rise to power again, you elven filth, and you will pay.”

      “Duly noted,” I said. “Now get your butt off my ship.”

      As soon as her group had gotten into the launch, I had the Unsinkable II turned around and heading back out to sea. I wanted to get away from the place before something else bizarre happened. I swore I could hear screams echoing off the sandstone walls.

      It seemed to be a feeling echoed amongst the others, because everyone was a bit on edge. But there was that nice side-effect: we hauled ass, working together to get out of there.

      By dusk, the cannibal city, Morurn, was barely noticeable on the horizon. Evidence of civilization was disappearing as fast as it had appeared, the small huts and hamlets replaced by increasingly thick and twisted trees.
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      Once again, life seemed to fall into a rhythm, naturally all centered on sailing. We only had five passengers remaining, which put us at fifteen souls on board. Seventeen if you thought mimics and grimelings had souls. Which I was thinking maybe yes. Either way, not a lot. Definitely not enough to actually handle everything on the ship. If we had to go up against any other ships, or fight off some horrific monster, we were going to be in serious trouble. It was basically Rose as shield and me as weapon. That’s it. Food was basic, and intermittent, depending on who was fishing and the luck of the seas. Water was, thankfully, plentiful, but, then again, I was actually getting tired of perfect, tasteless water. Just a bit of mineral in it, some flavor of some kind, any variety really.

      I went back to teaching Nox for a few hours a day, and while he wasn’t exactly making progress, I found that I could easily get him off track and talking about most anything, which meant I started to understand a little more history of the realm. Why Carchedon and Glaton came to blows so often these days, and how they were just far enough apart that neither side could ever seem to get a foothold in their rival’s territory, and how each had serious home-court advantage, Glaton with nigh-endless Legions to throw against the Carchedonian war machine, and Carchedon with houses ready to bring their tjenes to bear in defense of their homeland. But inevitably, Nox would rage-quit for the day, and I’d be left at the helm for a few hours, steering the ship in relative quiet.

      That’s when I would practice magic. Mostly, I worked on splitting my magical self so I could do two things at once. A lot of casting wind at the same time as siphoning off mana into a lightball, so that I had a mana-battery ready when I needed the bonus juice. It was tricky. Casting multiple of the same spell at once was hard enough. But casting two different spells at the same time meant I had to have perfect focus on two things at once. It was true multi-tasking, and there were several charred marks across the poop deck from the moments when my concentration lapsed on the lightball, and all that contained arcane energy was released in one go. After one such eyebrow-singeing occasion, I thought, and not for the first time, that this combination could be very useful as an explosive...

      Rose egged on anyone and everyone into sparring practice, using any weapons she could get her hands on, from swords to staves to one time a frustrated Nox forced her to duel him with ladles from the kitchen. And to be fair, Nox actually held his own for a few rounds of ladle-fencing, until Rose figured out how to utilize the utensil to trip the academic.

      I even got in the mix here and there, working on my swordplay. We’d cross blades and I’d feel good about myself for approximately two point three seconds until she knocked me to the floor. Repeatedly. But luckily, sometimes failure is the best teacher, and I noticed my sword skill increase.
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        Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Swords (lvl 41)
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      And then there was Lux. Lux, who was most everywhere at once, acting like everyone’s mother and girlfriend in equal measures. Feeding people, or putting bandages on mild injuries when one of the sailors overexerted themselves. She sang with Pavo, and danced in the moonlight. She kept the mood upbeat, to the point where I wondered if we would have made it without her. Clear evidence of how much she wanted this whole City of Darkness thing to happen.

      And just when I thought I was going to lose my mind living off dried fish bits and what was, in essence, distilled water, Harpy started dancing.

      “Why are you dancing?” I called out.

      But I didn’t need to wait for his answer. I could see the glow on the horizon, pushing back the darkness of the night. A gargantuan lighthouse, seeming to pierce the sky itself. We’d finally made it.

      Tingkaroon.
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      Harpy made us anchor up for the night, explaining that one of the main reasons Tingkaroon had managed to last as long as it had was because of the natural defense the bay provided. It was a complicated route through sandbars and the like, and unless you had an experienced navigator to run the route, you were virtually guaranteed to wind up a wreck somewhere along the way.

      I don’t think anyone slept that much; we were all so excited to get off the ship for a spell, to eat and drink things that had actual flavor. Such a novelty.

      Everyone was up early, sitting out on the deck to watch the sunrise. We had our sails unfurled just around the time the sun started to sparkle off the ocean waves. Ocean waves that seemed particularly small compared to recent weather. The water was turquoise from a distance, but looking down, it seemed impossibly clear, such that I could see all the way to the bottom. The beaches were wide and sandy, nearly perfectly white, with large palm trees dotting the horizon.

      Turquoise waters and white sand beaches. A pocket of paradise.

      In so many ways, it was the idyllic vacationland I dreamt of as a kid, when my classmates would wing off to some exotic locale and I’d be working doubles behind the ice cream freezer.

      I had trouble paying attention to what I was supposed to be doing. So it was probably a good thing that a pilot boat came out to meet us, welcoming us with waves and friendly faces. We drifted to a lazy stop. Three young people wearing bright orange robes clamored onto the ship, immediately friendly. Harpy could speak their language and so had a quick conversation with them. And then, one of the robed figures came to stand next to me.

      It was a young woman with a brown cherubic face and huge brown eyes. A small curl of dark hair escaped from her orange hood, that was otherwise tight against her forehead. She smiled at me and said something quickly.
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        Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Tingkaroonian.
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      “I’m sorry,” I said, “missed that. Bit transfixed with, you know, the beauty of the landscape.”

      Another smile, this time showing off her brilliant white teeth.

      “Is it so different from where you come from?” she asked.

      “You have no idea,” I replied.

      She laughed slightly. “Perhaps I will see where you come from some day.”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Strange world we live in.”

      Her eyebrow went up a little and her cute face screwed up in confusion.

      “I do not see the world as that strange,” she said.

      “I don’t know, maybe I should move here then,” I replied. “My world seems bizarre even at the best of times.”

      She stood there patiently, clearly done with me because of something I’d said. And yet, I had no idea what we were doing.

      “I am your harbor pilot,” she said. “May I take the wheel?”

      “Oh, right,” I said quickly, stepping away from the helm. “Of course.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      She took the wheel and whistled a quick series of notes.

      A matching whistle came from the bow of the boat. One of the other robed figures stood up on the prow, looking down at the sea below.

      The third figure came up to stand next to the pilot, and they had a quick hushed conversation before another whistle went out.

      I felt the ship shift underneath me, and I stumbled a little.

      “Careful,” the pilot said, her brilliant smile across her face.

      The sails, what few of them were out, hung limp. And yet, we zipped along at a decent clip.

      Immediately, I dropped into mage sight and looked around.

      Magic was, as usual, pretty much everywhere. But there was a strong focus connecting each of the orange-robed figures, and the one next to the pilot had a powerful spell going into the water.

      I carefully walked to the edge of the deck — it’s a little difficult to do all the real things while wandering around in mage sight — and peered into the water.

      My mouth dropped open as I processed what I was seeing. There was a very familiar weave of magic happening down there, something I was practically an expert in. It was basically the same as my wind spells… except, no; it wasn’t. At first glance, sure, there were plenty of similarities. But as I continued to watch it, I realized how much of a difference there was within that external bubble of similarity.

      Luckily, because someone else was in charge of the Unsinkable II for a few minutes, I could keep watching the spell work.

      “Catch a thing from Nox?” Harpy asked.

      I looked over on instinct and saw the weird flux that always happened with mage sight and a living being.

      “Uh, sorry,” I said, wiping my eyes and forcing everything back to normal. “Just, watching the water.”

      The old sailor leaned on the gunwale and peered down at the passing waves. Now that we were in the bay, things were a little cloudier, but the color was still perfection.

      “Been talkin’ to the girls,” Harpy said.

      “Which ones?” I asked.

      “Orange ones. The Tingkaroonians.”

      “And?”

      “Armada leaves’n three tides.”

      “How long is a tide?”

      “Depends.”

      “You have any idea here?”

      “Have to check them tables, but likely somewheres in the realm of eight to ten hours.”

      “The armada leaves tomorrow, then?”

      “Aye.”

      “That’s not a lot of time here.”

      “Aye, there be much to be done, lad. More’n I think possible.”

      “Let me guess: this is the last armada for the season.”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “Little season for these, trade winds blow most all year ‘round. Just depends on what be movin’ round on them seas out there.”

      “Vague, yet slightly terrifying.”

      “Describes what might’n be found too well, lad. Dependin’ on growth, fish movin’, them’n a thousand other such variables, passage could be quick ’n’dirty, quick’n’easy, or impassable.”

      “At least it’ll be quick.”

      “Less a typhoon comes along, aye.”

      “How long a trip are we looking at?”

      “Fifty-sixty days. Somewhere thereabouts. Girl tellin’ me there be a good admiral in charge o’ this armada, so even if there be another armada leavin’ soon, this’n be the one we want.”

      “Except we have no time to get our things together, right?”

      “Limited time to get things together,” he countered.

      “Not exactly a burning endorsement.”

      “Can be done,” he replied harshly. “With good leadership, makin’ sure we know where we go and what we need with no other interruptions? We will leave with that armada.”

      “I appreciate the optimism—“

      “’Tis a truth, lad. We can do it. Best keep that in mind. I be makin’ a list. Soon as we make anchor, we be workin’, aye?”

      “Aye.”

      He clapped my shoulder and strolled off.

      I resisted the urge to shake my head at the old man and returned my attentions to figuring out the spell. Except I couldn’t really concentrate on the damn spell, because I was thinking about what the old sailor had just told me. I didn’t think we had a snowball’s chance in, well, in the white sandy beaches surrounding us to actually get everything we’d need in order to handle a fifty- to sixty-day journey across the open ocean.

      Whatever. I had magic to learn.
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      I’d like to think it was because I was so focused on learning that I missed everything that was about to happen to us. I had the basics of the spell down, and was getting pretty close to casting my own version when the ruckus happening on deck finally broke through my focus.

      I stood upright and pushed into normal sight with just enough time to see a momentary flash of a wooden mallet before it smashed into my face.

      And then it was all black.
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      I came to with a horrific headache, being dragged through a dark stone hallway. I felt muscular people were on either side of me, their enormous arms under mine, keeping my body upright while my feet bounced along the irregular cobblestone floor. Lifting my head up, I immediately knew I was in a prison. A thought confirmed when we stopped at a cell and my lovely escorts chucked me inside.

      Though I tried to get my legs to work, there seemed to be more than a few wires loose in between brain and legs, because I just tumbled to the ground, my face taking another bruising as my head thudded a few times on the floor.

      The metal door clanged shut behind me.

      “Watch that one,” a familiar voice said. “He’s a caster.”

      “Got cuffs on ‘em, eh?” came the reply. “Lest he get ‘em off, won’t be castin’ nothin.”

      I angled my neck to get a peek outside the bars, but all I caught were boots. I couldn’t get my eyes up to the faces. The boots stood there for a moment longer, and then they stalked off. I’m sure there was a person wearing the boots, but again, couldn’t see anything. Couldn’t really feel much either. I mean, I could feel my head, and the horrible pounding inside it, like the corpse king had returned with an impact hammer. But my legs? Nothing. I tried to move my arms.

      Nothing.

      Not great. Certainly put a damper on my future plans.

      “You okay there?” a voice asked.

      I had to work my head around slowly before I could make out who was speaking to me.

      “Over here,” the voice directed.

      I followed it and got a decent look at my cell. First of all, there was a window, about ten feet up and one foot wide. I could see a blip of daylight through it, but it was a long shaft to get there. Three walls were a dark stone that seemed to weep water, and there was a solid moisture layer all over the ground. Enough that it might actually be possible for me to drown if my face got stuck in a bad place. Moss, algae, slime, whatever you want to call it, was working its way around the cell, growing on the walls and floors and, if my guess was correct, the ceiling too. Something was dripping on my face, something pungent.

      Finally, tucked into the shadows of the corner, I saw a face with just bits and pieces lit up. Just enough for me to see something, or someone, was there, but not enough for me to get a good sense of who my cellmate was.

      “Ho there,” I said.

      “You are in a bad way, eh?” the figure said, its voice higher-pitched than I expected. The question came off a little, well, predatory.

      “Not the best,” I said.

      “Not worried?”

      “About?”

      “Survival?”

      “Oh, I’ve died before,” I said. “Bit of a pain, but, you know, like my uncle always said, ‘if you can do it once, you can do it three times.’”

      I hadn’t really wanted to spout out the truth of the matter, that I could just respawn. It just sort of came out. Seemed like, maybe, I didn’t exactly have much of a filter on the ol’ brain right now.

      “You die before?” the figure asked, head tilted up.

      Something on the creature glinted a little. Something shiny.

      Did I want to keep telling the truth?

      “Just been close enough to it and still come back,” I said, leaning into a lie I hoped the figure might believe. “Figure I’ll bounce back from this as well.”

      “Must have strong magics, eh?” it asked.

      “I have some magics,” I said. “Might be strong. Depends on who you ask. Just, well, got some issues with these manacles.”

      “Also, your hands no working.”

      “I supposed. Manacles are the bigger problem.”

      “Manacles, eh?”

      “Bingo.”

      “Might be I could do something for manacles.”

      “Oh?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Is this where you and I wheel and deal, and then you help me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You aim to leave here?”

      “That I do.”

      “You leave, I leave.”

      “Seems fair.”

      “You agree?”

      “Sure. I get out of here, I’ll figure out how to get you out as well. I mean, you know, the cell. The jail. I’m not smuggling you out of the city or anything. Once we’re out of the building, we go our separate ways.”

      “I agree.”

      “Deal, then.”

      The figure came forth from the shadows. If I had the ability to move, I probably would have run away as far as I could go. They looked like they had, at one point, been something vaguely humanoid. And yet their skin seemed to be in the process of being replaced by shiny chitin, with occasional stiff hairs poking through. Though calling them hairs was, um, being polite. Each follicle was as thick as pencil. And about a foot long. Not a lot of these hairs, just a few here and there. They had normal-ish feet and hands, but there were extra spider- or insect-like legs coming out of their back, providing a measure of extra ambulatory capability. Probably. All I’m saying is that they looked to be working, and two of the limbs had four little grasping claws on the end. Their face was the worst, with one normal eye in place and one big shiny black-green orb.

      “How you want me to help you with the manacles?” it asked.

      “Well, smash my hands and take them off,” I said. “Unless, of course, you’re ace with lockpicks and can just—“

      “No lockpicks. I smash.”

      The being moved out of my vision.

      “I smash now, you ready?” it asked.

      “As ready as I’m going to be.”

      There was a pause. Then I felt my body jerk at the same time as I heard a crunching sound.

      “Next,” the figure said.

      Another crunch and jerk.

      “What now?” the figure asked, coming back into view, a noticeable splash of blood across their mostly human feet.

      “Pull the manacles off my hands,” I said.

      “Yes,” the thing said, nodding, “good plan. See it now. At least this far. Next step, bit confused.”

      The figure scuttled around and I could feel the vague sense of something yanking at me. My head bobbed a bit and my chin knocked against the floor a few times before it opened up and started to bleed. It hurt. Which, all things considered, seemed like a good thing.

      Clang

      “Is done,” the figure said, panting as they came into view. They dragged the manacles to show me the proof, and then dropped into a seated position. “Now is up to you.”

      I closed my eyes and went into myself.

      Purposefully, I’d kept from checking my stats. I knew I was in a bad way, but I didn’t want to see how bad a way. Now that I was ready to do something about my situation, I had to actually look at things.

      It was, in fact, bad.

      I was paralyzed, with burns over a good portion of my body. I was losing blood. Not at a prodigious rate, but I didn’t need to use the hour hand in calculating my time left alive. I also didn’t have much in the way of mana available. The manacles must’ve been blocking me.

      But I had enough to get started.

      I ran the mana around my body, pushing all my channels open. For once, I was happy to feel the burn. Odd though, that I could still feel the burn when I couldn’t feel, well, anything else.

      Flipping into magesight, I could see all my body, every little thing. Thanks to ol’ Corpse King, I knew a ton about anatomy. I knew how everything was supposed to look, how all the little bits were supposed to connect together, and I knew that what I saw was very wrong.

      Then I attempted what I was banking damn near everything on, and started pouring mana into heal self.

      A more focused version thereof, because I knew a general heal would likely just help my body repair what was there. Which could mean everything gets magically better, or a whole ton of scar tissue is formed and bones knit back together just willy-nilly. I had to be careful, cautious, and exact.

      Step the first, get my spinal column back in place. A little massage of magic repaired my spinal cord.

      Which went nigh-on perfectly. Of course, then I got to feel the full extent of my other injuries. And the wave of pain was so intense, so fast and all-encompassing, that my world, once again, just went black.
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      I woke up to something biting me.

      I moved my head and then my body around to find my new cellmate chomping down on my leg.

      “Hey,” I barked.

      The creature snapped their face over towards me, and I saw their mouth come back together into what looked like a human mouth. What they had been was something strange, definitely not human, but, I mean, almost half-formed.

      “I bite to wake you,” the thing said. “Not to eat.”

      “You can eat me when I’m dead,” I replied, forcing out the words through the nearly unbearable agony.

      “I know this. Prefer to leave jail. Worried you have no time.”

      The thing had an odd cadence to their speech, like speaking was difficult. Like the words weren’t coming together properly in their throat.

      Pain radiated from everywhere, but especially from the fresh bite I had on my leg. Still, it wasn’t as overwhelming as before, when I got hit with everything at once. I could actually get my brain working just a little, which meant I could start repairing my body.

      “How you casting with no hands?” the creature asked.

      “Hold on,” I snapped. “Focusing.”

      “Yes.”

      It was a little harder to do the weaves and whatnot without my hands active, but one benefit of running mana everywhere was being able to push magic out from basically any spot on my body. And when it was going back into me, it was markedly easier to make happen.

      But hands were useful, so I went through and pushed the bones back to their usual places, then had to go through the trouble of putting the shards back together in what was, to that point, the worst and most painful puzzle I’d ever attempted. Eventually, they all went back together.

      Then I stitched back the bite from my new friend. Though friend was pretty generous. And, frankly, so was bite. It was more like a double puncture. And pretty awful.

      Finally, the weirdest injuries: the burns. It looked like an explosion had happened right next to me.

      “Oh,” I said.

      “Yes?” the creature asked.

      “The light ball.”

      “... eh?”

      “Never mind, just talking to myself.”

      “Do that often. Lonely most times here.”

      When I’d been knocked out, I must have inadvertently released the mana battery, which would have gone boom. Catching me in the blast and doing a pretty solid job of torching my abdomen and—

      “Do I have any hair?” I asked.

      “No. Not much.”

      “Neat.”

      “Is current fashion?”

      “I doubt it.”

      I laid on the wet floor for a few more moments, letting my mana recharge to tackle the last bits of healing.

      “Why are you in here?” I asked.

      “Those in charge do not like me,” the creature said. “Or my kind.”

      “You do have a unique look about you.”

      “I am in between.”

      “Okay.”

      “The queen has graced me, yet I have not achieved the transformation.”

      “There’s a queen here?”

      “The queen. Yes. She is here.”

      “And you know her?”

      “None may truly know her. She is. And has been. And will be.”

      “Ooohkay. That sort of queen.”

      The creature looked up at the sky reverently. I realized I was definitely in with a religious zealot. Who I’d agreed to set free. Probably not the best idea. But, hey. A deal’s a deal.

      Closing my eyes, I went through the last few bits of healing so I was, more or less, as good as new. Wasn’t able to do much in the way of cosmetic repairs, so my hair was still mostly gone, and my skin looked painfully white. What little clothing I had was charred at the edges. Somehow, my belt had survived, leaving me with a bit of pants. Not as much pants as would be necessary for, you know, most of polite society, but I had to make do.

      Slowly, I stood up, letting my body get used to working again.

      It felt good to feel. And I could feel. All my limbs were moving and grooving and I was ready to get the hell out of dodge. And by dodge, I meant Tingkaroon. A city I’d begun to hate.

      I walked to the bars of the cell, and could tell they were just simple iron things. Stronger than me, for sure, but nothing magical. The hallway was simple as well, and strangely quiet.

      “Anyone else down here?” I asked.

      “The others have been dealt with,” came the creature’s reply.

      “By whom?”

      “Those who wish to dispose of me.”

      “Any reason they haven’t?” I asked as I tried to get a peek down the hall.

      “Likely,” the creature said, “they have forgotten I exist. Else why they put you in with me, eh?”

      “I mean, I guess that makes sense,” I replied.

      “The patrol will come in minutes. Whatever you do, do now, eh?”

      I knelt at the lock and gave it a peek. It was a complicated affair, especially for someone who didn’t have lockpicks. Of course, what kind of former thief turned magic type person would I be if I didn’t have lockpicks secreted about my person? I unrolled my left cuff, pulled out my emergency pick, and got to work.

      The tumblers inside were sticky, and I almost broke my pick before I reminded myself to be cool. Easy. That the best way through was relaxed. I took a few breaths and returned to it, choosing to ignore the boots reverberating down the hall.

      “They come,” the creature said.

      “Hear them,” I replied.

      I popped the last tumbler and turned the lock.

      I was about to open the barred door, but my cellmate beat me to it, shoving the door open and slipping out into the hallway.

      “Whoa,” I hissed, “don’t you think we should be a little sneaky leaving here?”

      “I make my own exit,” he hissed, his demeanor fully changed now that he had his freedom. “Our deal ends now. Should we meet again, expect to be food.”

      All their legs, human and bonus insect ones, were suddenly underneath them. Then they pushed off the floor and disappeared into the dark ceiling above. A quick shift into darkvision, and I could see them hanging on the ceiling like the most horrific rendition of a spider-man.

      I closed the door and let a little spell drift up towards the creature on the ceiling.
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      “You seek knowledge of my true form?” came a whisper from above. “It will be glorious...”

      The boots were louder now, sounding like they were coming around a corner, and a wash of light came around with it, the guard carrying a torch or lantern of some kind.

      “You dead yet?” the guard called out, chuckling to himself.

      I dropped to the floor, trying to approximate the position I’d been left in.

      The boots, and the guard attached, stopped in front of my cell.

      “Not… quite,” I muttered.

      “Shame,” the guard replied. “Guess I need to be carryin’ you out of here, eh? Not what I was—“

      Then came a sickening crunch, followed by a scream.

      Some thuds. More crunching, a lot of nasty sort of liquid-ish sounds, probably some intestines slopping out onto the floor.

      “See me,” the creature exclaimed, their voice a little different. “Witness me!”

      I got up, not really wanting to see what this thing was going to turn into, but knowing I had to look.

      The former human was more, well, not human. As I stood there watching, human skin and flesh sloughed off to reveal black chitin so glossy it almost looked wet.

      It stood up tall, spreading all its various limbs out, stretching remarkably wide. Its human face seemed to pull apart to unleash two barbed, nightmarish mandibles.

      “I can feel her gift fighting my filth,” they said. “Urging me to free her greatness. To spread her magnificence. To be the great creature as she is—“

      “Is she a spider?”

      The creature paused in its revelry, then slowly brought itself back together so it could stare at me, incredulous.

      “A spider?” they said. “Is the queen a spider?”

      “Okay, maybe not?”

      “She is so much more than that. She is everything.”

      “But also a spider.”

      “I would have given you her gift,” they said. “The gift of power, greatness, and immortality. But you are not ready. You are still confined to your pathetic form.”

      “I know. I guess I don’t deserve such a gift.”

      The creature grabbed the bars with their human hands and brought their face close enough that I could make out the seams along their human head, where the skin could pull apart to reveal the mandibles and whatnot underneath.

      “Perhaps,” they breathed, as if they were talking to itself, “it would be best to finish you now. Before the queen rises.”

      One of their insect-like legs came through the bars and hovered above me.

      “One,” I replied, “we had a deal.”

      “A deal, eh? A deal is finished.”

      “You don’t decide when it’s finished. We agreed it’s done when we are outside. We’re not outside.”

      “Then run, and I will catch you later.”

      The creature leapt up to the ceiling and scuttled off unbelievably quickly, barely more than a blur.

      I stood there for a moment longer, wondering what I had just unleashed upon the city. Or maybe the world. Sometimes, you just couldn’t control the collateral damage.
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      I had to steel my stomach before going through the goop that had once been a guard, to find his keys and a small pouch of coins. Not exactly loot you write home about, but the keys would be helpful.

      My first thought was to give the nightmare-human-spider-hybrid a head start to keep some distance between us. But considering the nature of spiders, and the nigh-on infinite dark spots that thing could disappear into, there was definitely an ambush in my future if I took the hallway out.

      Only one other path: the window. Well, technically blink and through the window.

      I took a hot minute to investigate the area around the window, the bars on the close end and the bars on the far end, with the blue sky beckoning just beyond. I’d never really tried to go through impassable areas with the blink spell before, but in theory, it would work.

      Then again, it might not. If there was one thing I’d learned about magic, it was that it had “rules” that only applied to certain spells and certain situations. It should work here. But would it?

      Really only one way to find out…

      I calculated where I wanted to wind up, focused on the empty space on the far side of the bars, and cast blink.
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      Instantly I was bathed in brilliant sunshine. Half on instinct, I reached for the bars, my hand closing on the hot iron just as gravity reasserted itself and I started to fall.

      But my grip held.

      I was hanging surprisingly high on the outside of a large, imposing stone structure in the middle of an otherwise gorgeous city. Made sense that the jail would not be aesthetically pleasing, and, anyway, it would’ve been hard to compete with the rest of the city. It differed from Glaton in most every way, with beautiful arches, lots of domes, and what seemed like more of a reliance on curves as opposed to the militaristic-industrial look favored by my home empire.

      The place was awash in colors. I saw vibrant mosaics in nearly every square, and most of the domes were some variant of blue. Either to blend in with the sky, or, perhaps, emphasize it.

      The people were just as beautiful. There were lots of people in all sorts of clothes, almost all practically explosive in color. A panoply of movement down below me on wide sandstone streets. At least, it looked like sandstone. They were the color of sand, but they didn’t seem to have any of the issues sand roads would have. In that carts could actually drive on top of it.

      Of course, hanging on the side of a building with one hand was not a great position to be in, certainly not for long. The only real way to go was down, and that did not look appealing, what with the whole go-fast-stop-faster-at-the-end thing.

      I got my other hand onto the bars, just to give myself a little more stability, and looked for a nearby roof. That was definitely the best-case scenario.

      But this main building, with the prison, seemed to be one of the tallest around. The nearest rooftop was still a heady fall. I could blink on over, but that’d leave me with nothing in the ol’ mana tank. Still, a headache was probably better than a squashing, all things considered.

      I surveyed the possible roofs, and I saw one in range that had some laundry hanging out to dry.

      Perfect.

      I got the target clear in my head and then cast my spell.

      Which was almost perfect. I landed in the middle of the laundry, immediately becoming tangled up in the sheets, and crashing to the ground.

      I swallowed the rising gorge, my stomach already ready to revolt and my head pounding horribly from depleting my mana.

      I pushed myself out of the sheets, dropped to my knees and peered over the edge of the building, using everything I had to resist the urge to throw up on the pedestrians below.

      I could hear footsteps, footsteps pounding and getting both louder and closer. Which probably meant stairs. Which probably meant someone had heard me destroy their nice laundry setup and was coming to investigate. I looked around frantically for a place to hide, and the only viable option was on top of the covered stairwell. I scurried across the roof, jumped up and pulled myself onto the little closed in area on top of the stairs, whipping my feet up just as I heard the door creak open.

      “What in the devils is going on here?” a gruff voice barked out.

      Someone stomped onto the roof.

      I peeked over the edge and saw a squat figure in rough-spun clothing, with wisps of white hair coming out from under a tightly laced cap. Made me think that maybe the laundry wasn’t theirs, but things they were washing for someone else.

      “How did this—“ the figure said, staring at the mess I’d made. “What is going on?”

      In their momentary consternation, I slipped off the stair cover and through the door, tiptoeing down the stairs.

      They led to a small laundry setup in the top floor of this narrow building. There were boiling pots of water, acrid chemicals, and a huge stack of dirty sheets and linens.

      A young man looked up sharply when I walked down the stairs, and he brought up the wooden stirring stick between us as a weapon.

      “Where’s the exit?” I asked calmly.

      He blinked at me a few times, then used his stirrer to point to the door on the left.

      “Many thanks,” I said, and tossed a coin his way.

      He fumbled with the stick, which splashed into the pot below, but he managed to grab the coin.

      I walked to the door and headed down another set of stairs, this one going all four floors down to the street level. Time to find out what happened to my ship, my crew, and my friends.
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      At least, so I thought.

      But thanks to the explosion, my clothes were mostly burned. And anyway, it was all very much out of style in Tingkaroon. There was a much more colorful, loose-fitting vibe happening, which made sense, given the general climate of the area. Perpetual sun and heat have a tendency to make that sort of clothing feel like the best choice. So me, with my hard pants, long sleeved shirt and heavy boots? I stuck out a bit.

      No one made any comments out loud, but it was pretty easy to feel the stares. And it couldn’t be that long before someone noticed I was missing from the cell and got to looking for me.

      One minor bit of luck: there were some clothing stores nearby. Nothing that was incredible or amazing, but, then again, I didn’t have much in the way of coin to work with. Just the bits and bobs the poor guard had on him when he’d been, well, pulped.

      I stepped into the nearest tailor’s shop and did a discrete peek at the pouch of coins.

      “I can do with what you have, eh?” a voice called out.

      I looked up to see a kindly man in a vibrant blue muumuu that contrasted mightily with his perfectly white hair and big bushy mustache.

      “I, uh, what?” I asked.

      “I take it you have need of some clothes, eh,” he said, already stepping out from behind his counter and coming towards me.

      He was shorter than I’d expected, maybe four feet, his head seeming a bit too big for his body.

      “I, yes,” I said. “Got into a bit of an accident and, um--“

      “Lost your pants,” he replied, reaching out and grabbing the charred edges of my pants. “And shirt. Jacket?”

      “Probably.”

      “Pity. Nice work.”

      “Uh, yeah.”

      “From up north?”

      “Yeah, Glaton.”

      “The Empire? Down here? Quite the voyage.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      He gave me what had to be the slowest wink in the history of Vuldranni, and then meandered deeper into his store.

      “Looking for direct replacement for your wears, or perhaps you want to blend in a little?”

      “Can’t say I’d mind blending in,” I said.

      “I daresay, you speak Tingkaroonian without even the trace of an accent. Were it not for your look, I’d swear you a native. Well, and the ears are a bit of a giveaway. Not too many of your kind nearby.”

      “You know, I hear that a lot. Are elves uncommon in the south?”

      “Little to tell you there,” he said. “Just know what I know. I likely already know the answer to this, but humor an old man: do you need the clothes now or later?”

      “I think right now.”

      “Ah, the answer I expected. Suppose it is good you want to blend in, no time to make anything custom for you. Now, you give me the coins you have, and I’ll get you back out, looking like you belong in ten or twelve minutes, eh?”

      “Great,” I said, tossing the pouch of coins on the counter.

      He gave me another slow wink and then started pulling clothes out of crates.
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      Ten or twelve minutes later, I stepped out of the Bronzed Needle looking mostly like a native Tingkaroonian. I kept my boots, much to the consternation of the shopkeeper, but otherwise, I wore blue silk trousers and a white silk tunic, with a sleeveless jacket over those. It had a white hood sort of thing that shielded my from the hot sun.

      Something was certainly happening nearby, as a ton of guards were rushing to get to the jail. Couldn’t imagine what that could be...

      I slipped through the crowds with no one giving me a second look. I felt myself just blend right in. Exactly what I wanted.

      It took me a solid hour to find my way to the port, despite not being that far as the crow flies. There were just a lot of people out and about, and the streets had a much more organic layout than anything in Glaton. Glaton was very big into grids, like some part of the bureaucracy put together a plan for the entire city before they allowed any roads to be built. This place, on the other hand, felt like the city planners waited for a road to be formed by people walking along one pathway, and then choosing the build the road there. There was some logic to it — I could see a measure of efficiency to that method — but it also made it difficult if anything ever changed.

      The port, naturally, was insanely busy, with a host of ships coming and going. I half-expected the port to be locked down. To see my ship under armed guard, that sort of thing.

      Instead, I saw people swarming over the Unsinkable II, which had been anchored at the far end of the fifth dock on the right. Somewhat out on its own. There was a huge black scorch mark on the deck, and some workers were busy cutting a sail down that still had charred edges across the fabric.

      I made sure that my hood was pulled up, keeping my face as deep in the shade as possible, and headed out on the docks. I passed by stevedores unloading ships the old-fashioned way, by hauling out goods by hand and putting them on horse-drawn carts, and finally got to the area where my old ship stood. Immediately, I realized that those scurrying around my ship were not my crew.

      There was, however, one person I recognized.

      Raynor.

      He stood on the top deck with three men, having a light conversation. There was laughter between them. And they all looked well-fed and well-dressed. Had to be Carchedonian.

      It seemed that most of the people on the ship were carpenters or shipwrights, and busy patching up all the damage we’d caused. Given the amount of iron going into the hold, I figured they were restoring the cages, making it a slave ship once again.

      Then I felt something.

      Like a scratching on the inside of my mind. Like something trying to get my attention.

      I glanced around.

      Nothing.

      But the something noticed I had noticed it, and this new feeling arose, drawing me onto the ship.

      I grabbed one of the crates of nails and hoisted it onto my shoulder, blocking my head from Raynor and friends, and walked aboard like I was just another laborer.

      No one stopped me. Hell, no one paid even the slightest mind as I strolled up the gangplank and onto the deck.

      On deck, I whispered in my head. Why I whispered, I don’t know — it’s not like anyone could hear inside my head.

      The idea of the captain’s quarters just sort of floated into my head. So as if I knew exactly what I was doing and where I was going, I hauled that crate of nails to the captain’s quarters.

      Stepping inside, my eyes took a second to adjust to the darker light, and I could see all my things were gone, and someone else had already moved in.

      “Think you made a wrong turn,” a voice said in Carchedonian. “Ah, bother, um, how do I say this...”

      A middle-aged man sat on the far side of the bed, surrounded by folded clothes. He was unpacking a bag and loading clothes into the chest and drawers.

      “I speak your language,” I said gently. “No need to try another for me.”

      “Right,” the middle-aged man said. “No need for nails in here.”

      “Ah, apologies,” I said, and I sat the nails down anyway.

      I glanced around the room for a moment, trying to get an idea of why I was here, or, rather, what might have summoned me.

      “What are you doing?” the man asked. “I told you, not here.”

      “I know,” I said.

      “Then—“

      “Just a second.”

      “A what?”

      He stood up, his hand on the short curved sword at his side.

      “I am the captain! This is my ship,” he said. “You think to have a life of servitude in Carchedon—“

      “Just hold your horses,” I said. “I’m listening for something.”

      He tilted his head, confused, like I was crazy. And yet, he also went quiet, letting me listen for something.

      There was something off about the room. I’d spent quite a bit of time there, so I remembered the layout and the furniture quite well. And even though there was someone new there, I didn’t think the new captain could have moved the walls.

      “That’s it,” I said to myself.

      “What is it?” the captain demanded.

      “That wall is bigger,” I said, pointing at the wall with the door leading to the rest of the ship.

      Looking carefully, now, I could tell that the door was sunken deep in the wall, meaning the wall itself had somehow gained several inches of thickness.

      “The wall?” the captain asked. He still had his hand on his sword, but his curiosity had piqued. He came across the room to stand next to me and stare at the wall in question.

      “This one,” I said, reaching out to touch the wall.

      “How would you know?”

      “Tough to explain,” I replied, almost off-hand, somehow unaware that I didn’t need to have a conversation with this guy.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure,” I said. “I mean, I don’t have a measuring tape or anything, but it’s pretty obvious. I mean, look at how deep the door is set there.”

      The captain walked to the doorway, and ran his hands along the doorframe.

      “I suppose that is odd,” he said. “But perhaps the previous captain wanted some extra protection from, perhaps, the sailors or the — why am I telling you this?”

      I shrugged.

      “Just my affable personality, I suppose,” I said.

      He blinked at me a few times.

      “Can you please leave?” he asked, exasperated and clearly confused.

      “I’m afraid not,” I said. “But I do think I figured this mystery wall out.”

      “I suppose that is something, at least. What is it?”

      “Hellion? Lunch. Quietly.”

      A very confused look took over the captain’s face for the moment it was still there. Then a huge purple tongue whipped around the man’s head, and dragged the poor sap into a mouth that ran vertically up the wall. The captain eked out a muffled shout before a sickening crunch that marked his end point in life.

      “Nice job with the wall,” I said, running my hand along the seam at the top where Hellion met the roof. “It’s pretty damn close to perfect. If I hadn’t lived here, I wouldn’t have noticed.”

      I got this sense of happiness.

      “That’s you, isn’t it?” I asked. “You’re the one tapping my mind.”

      I felt that tap in my head.

      “Once for yes, twice for no,” I said.

      One tap.

      “Holy balls. Nadya is going to flip when I tell her you’re telepathic. Of course, got to get back to Glaton to tell her that, don’t we?”

      One tap.

      I looked at the vast wall, and then over at the crate of nails. It was a big crate, to be sure, about a foot wide, two feet long, and one foot high. Probably had more than just nails in it, now that I really looked at it.

      “How small can you get?” I asked. Then I realized we were only at the yes-no answer stage, so I pointed at the nail crate. “That small?”

      Two taps.

      I was up against several clocks at the moment. Obviously, there was getting on the armada out of Tingkaroon. But also finding everyone and rescuing them. And, naturally, the most pressing one, getting off the ship before I was recognized and recaptured.

      “Any chance you turn into a boat?” I asked the mimic.

      Three taps.

      “You know what a boat is?”

      A pause, and then three taps.

      “Does three taps mean you don’t know?”

      One tap.

      “Great, come over to the window,” I said, and walked over to the largest window, right at the back of the ship where there was a set of windows that could be opened to let in fresh air. Very useful when sharing the captain’s quarters with one Harpy Sarden, who had a habit of releasing the most malodorous farts I’d yet experienced while he was deep in sleep. Nothing like being woken up by a Sarden.

      I pointed out the windows.

      I felt the bed move as something got up next to me, and realized it was a very large chest with a hundred small legs ferrying it about, and several eyes on stalks that seemed to wave back and forth as the chest trundled about. Next to me, the eyes on stalks all focused on me.

      “Don’t look at me. Look out there.”

      All the eyes turned to face the window.

      “Look down there,” I said, pointing at a launch being rowed across the bay. “Can you do that? Be a boat that floats?”

      A long pause.

      Then a strange noise, followed quickly by metal hitting the floor.

      I turned to see a boat on the bed. Well, half on the bed. It was a larger boat, so it actually took up a goodly chunk of the quarters. But it looked mostly like a boat. There were some differences — things you wouldn’t notice if you just gave the boat a passing glance from a distance — but up close, you’d notice that the boards all blended in with each other. That the seat just sort of grew out of the rest of the boat. That the oars were connected, and, most disconcerting, that all the wood was just brown. No woodgrain. No variation.

      “Close,” I said. “But the brown stuff is wood.”

      A ripple went through the boat, and then the wood had grain to it.

      “Now that’s impressive,” I said.

      I got a flush of happiness.

      “Here’s the plan,” I said. “You have to make yourself something that can fit through that window, then I drop you down, and then you become a boat. You need to float yourself across the bay—“

      Two taps.

      “What do you mean, no?”

      A smaller version on the tongue whipped out from a surprise mouth, now located on the bow of the boat, and wrapped itself around me.

      “Is this a you won’t leave me thing?”

      One tap.

      “I’m not actually leaving you. I just can’t leave via you as a boat. First off, gotta make sure you actually float. Second, I need to do some digging as to where everyone else is. You get out here, and go via the water. I’m going to leave by the window as well. We’ll meet up just a ways down the docks and we can figure out the next step there. Got it?”

      One tap.

      “Okay—“

      Hellion rippled and pulled himself into, um, himself, until he looked like a rolled up carpet, most certainly the appropriate size to shove through a window. Odd to think to measure something in that respect, but, well, Vuldranni’s a funny place.

      “You ready?”

      Three taps, then a pause, then one tap.

      “Here we go,” I said.

      I hoisted him up, grunting under the weight.

      “You’re damn heavy,” I said.

      He spit out a leather sack and became significantly lighter.

      “What was that?”

      Three taps.

      “Of course.”

      I struggled to the window and shoved him through.

      There was a light splash, but by the time I got over to look, there was just a boat there, something that looked remarkably like the launch the Unsinkable II had lashed to its top deck.

      Just bobbing there in the water.

      “You okay?” I whispered.

      One tap.

      The boat started to move. Not overly fast, just a bit like it had been caught in a current.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Captain?” someone called out. “You are requested on the poop deck to speak with the admiral.”

      “Just a moment,” I called out in my best approximation of the captain, a voice I’d had all of two minutes to hear.

      “Is everything all right in there?”

      “Uh, everything’s fine,” I said, grabbing one of the few movable pieces of furniture in the room, a chair, and wedging it against the door.

      “What is going on in there?”

      “Uh, slight weapons malfunction—“

      “What? Open this door? Who are you?”

      “Balls,” I said, and darted across the room, pausing to snatch the former captain’s metal belongings and pick up the heavy leather bag and toss it over my shoulder.

      Something thudded hard against the door to the quarters.

      I squeezed through the window, thanking my stars I’d chosen a wiry elf type instead of a dwarf who’d surely have shoulders way too broad to get through.

      Another thud, accompanied by the sound of breaking wood.

      I grabbed the molding along the outside of the window and started to climb down. As soon as I was out of view of the window, I started moving horizontally around to the starboard side of the Unsinkable II, which was where the dock happened to be.

      More breaking wood noise came from the captain’s quarters, followed by a shout of surprise, then some muffled speaking.

      But by that time, I’d jumped from the ship and was on the nearest piling. I moved through the pilings quickly, making my way under the dock like I was on some bizarre jungle gym, except the bars went up and down. And were huge. And covered in algae.

      Ahead, though, I saw a spot where I could climb up onto the dock unseen. Theoretically unseen, at least. There were several crates and barrels stacked near the edge of the dock, but also just enough room for me to haul myself up.

      Which I did.

      I stood up like I’d just been inspecting something, and nodded.

      No one paid me any mind.

      But there was a whole host of kerfuffling going on aboard the Unsinkable II.

      Sailors ran everywhere at once. The three mucky mucks with Raynor were screaming at most everyone.

      Raynor looked pale, and slowly moved away from the mucky mucks.

      Time to go.

      I pulled the hood up tight again and strolled away from the ship. From the corner of my eye, I saw a boat moving against the tides, heading to an adjacent dock.

      Can you hear me? I asked in my head.

      One tap.

      Find a docking spot, hang out there. I need to talk to some people. Find out where Harpy and friend were taken.

      One tap.

      At least he was an agreeable mimic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      People like to talk. I think that’s a pretty universal concept. Everyone wants to talk about themselves, their day, and, especially, juicy news that only they know. I just needed to find the right spot to listen. Which, in this case, meant visiting some of the haunts around the dock. I didn’t have much money. I had a bag full of random weapons and metal bits Hellion had spit out, as well as the coins the former captain had had. Probably better to start at the lower-end places.

      I looked around for the nastiest tavern, and eventually found a place a block from the southern end of the bay called The Towering Melons. Its sign hung lopsided from the front wall, and depicting a tremendously endowed goblin-like figure with an equally oversized tankard of something foamy.

      How could this go wrong?

      Inside, The Towering Melons was most definitely a place of ill-repute, full of scallywags and ruffians. All of whom wore ratty clothes and a lot of leather. So, me, wrapped up in light silks, blended right in like a hen in a fox house.

      “Hi,” I said. “I need a drink.”

      “You sure you in the right place?” the bartender, a gruff dwarf as wide as he was tall, asked.

      “This isn’t a bar?”

      “Might not be your kind of bar.”

      The whole place had gone silent.

      “What kind of bar is it for a gold piece?” I asked, pulling out a coin and putting it on the bar.

      The bartender smiled, just a little.

      “You got more of them coins?”

      “A few.”

      “Might be a dangerous place for someone like you.”

      Maybe the idiot sneaking up on me didn’t realize there was a mirror behind the bar. Maybe he thought I didn’t see it. But I did, and I saw the large dirty human coming towards me and raising a big hammer to smash me on the head.

      As the sneaker swung his hammer, I simply stepped to the side.

      I will say that the sneaky guy had to have some serious strength, because that hammer came down on the bar with impressive power, smashing into the polished wood with an ear-shattering blast.

      The bar broke right there. Either end of said bar shot up and sent the patrons flying back, along with their mugs. The bottles stored behind the bar, and in front of my savior mirror, wobbled for a second before giving up the ghost and falling.

      The dwarf bartender shouted at the attacker.

      I stepped around my presumed sneaky attacker and lifted a pouch of coins off his belt while he was busy yelling at the bartender.

      At the door to The Towering Melons, I looked back at the chaos still unfolding, and gave a little wave.

      “Think you’re right,” I said. “Not the place for me.”

      And I left.

      Probably for the best — I wasn’t really feeling the vibe there.

      Down the street, I found the merchant who’d directed me to The Towering Melons and gave him a smile before picking his pocket and headed to a dock-facing bar that didn’t look like it would give me tetanus by osmosis. Maybe I’d have better luck here.
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      The Salt Cave was more the sort of place where people talked to each other, instead of murdering each other. I went up to the bar, took some of the merchant’s money, and set it on the counter.

      “Looking for drink, a meal, or both?” the bartender asked. Also a dwarf, but this guy was much more genteel and, unlike his brethren, had actually bathed and brushed his hair in the last year.

      “Actually, drink, meal, and gossip if you got any,” I said. “Been out of city a spell, and I feel like there must be something afoot, considering all I’ve seen out there.”

      “Aye,” the bartender said, counting out fifteen silver from my stack and taking it. “Quite a bit of ‘fun’ happening lately. Carchedonians are in town. They always ruin most everything when they come through.”

      “Oh?”

      “They came in all a hurry, what, two days past? Four ships full, took up damn near every room near the port, been drinking and eating like they own the city, setting to catch some pirate what stole their ship.”

      “That ship came in today,” a lady next to me said.

      I looked over and saw that a middle-aged woman in red silk was just sitting down.

      “Blew up one of the guard on entry,” the lady said.

      “Blew up?” the bartender asked.

      “Some arcane explosion. Killed one, injured a host of others.”

      “Wizards.”

      “What of the rest of the pirates?” I asked.

      “Another whole mess,” the woman said. “Gods I would hate to be in Ludwig’s shoes right now.”

      “Ludwig has to deal with this?” I asked, pretending as if I knew who this Ludwig was.

      “He is head of the Port Authority, falls in his bailiwick, I suppose. Carchedonians are claiming the pirates as spoils, so they want Ludwig to turn the pirates over to be taken back and sold in Carchedon. Carchedon says we should consider their ship to be Carchedon, which nullifies Tingkaroon’s laws on slavery there, but then there were Tingkaroon pilots aboard, and so Tingkaroon claims the pirates as normal prisoners. Uff, it’s a whole thing that has Ludwig right in the middle. And he has to keep all those pirates inside the Port Authority, which has virtually no space for keeping people. It’s a madhouse right now.”

      “That why you’re in here, Bianca?” the bartender asked, setting a reddish drink full of crudely cut ice cubes in front of her.

      “Indeed. The whole pirate business has the entire port backed up. No one is leaving, but they’re still letting ships in, which means it will only get worse.”

      “Good for me, though,” the bartender said as he scratched at his ear. “Might be time to get some help in, eh?”

      “I imagine you will get good traffic tonight,” she replied.

      “Makes up for—“

      A bell rang, a deep soulful tone, four times. Then a pause.

      The bartender stopped mid-word, and I noticed everyone in the tavern was paying close attention.

      Five tones.

      A pause.

      The tension in the room was palpable.

      Five tones.

      “Oh, by the gods,” the bartender snapped, throwing his towel down as hard as he could. “Why this on top of everything else? Am I cursed?”

      “Why take it personal?” Bianca asked. “Just another problem to overcome.”

      “Stocks are low. Do you—“ he started.

      “There are a hundred ships out there waiting to be unloaded. Mine among them. Whatever goods you could want are there, I tell you this truly.”

      The dwarf vaulted over the bar and walked over to the window. He peered outside at the port. It did look crowded.

      “Just a quick question,” I asked. “Been out of town a bit, and I can’t say I recognize that bell code.”

      “How long have you been away?”

      “Uh, well, time is a, um, fluid concept to us elves. Difficult to say, exactly.”

      She frowned, as if she hadn’t realized she was sitting next to an elf. “Elves. Must have been out in the wilds too long if you forgot those tones. Means a spider is loose.”

      “Ah, right. A spider.”

      She took a long drink, and set the glass down carefully on the bar, her finger tracing strange designs into the condensation.

      Others in the tavern were having muttered conversations. The whole place was significantly more subdued than when I’d entered.

      A moment later, the bartender came walking back behind his bar and angrily began polishing glasses.

      “No one’ll be drinking with a spider out,” he said.

      “You think it will last long?” Bianca said. “Guard will catch it in two days, max.”

      “Does this happen often?” I asked. “With the spiders, I mean.”

      The bartender frowned at me, then looked at Bianca.

      She shrugged. “Says he lost track of time out there.” She made a sort of wishy-washy gesture showing spaces outside of the tavern.

      “Often enough,” the bartender grunted at me. “You one of them traditional elves?”

      “Uh, no. Reformed Episcopalian, really.”

      “What?”

      “Elven thing.”

      “You keep clear of the spiders out there?” the bartender asked, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “Of course.”

      “How?”

      “I’m quite sneaky,” I said. “You know, when I’m not in my city finery.”

      The dwarf harrumphed at me, which seemed to me that while he believed me, he also didn’t appreciate me being in his establishment any longer.

      “Are they locking the city down?” I asked. “Is that what they do when the spider gets loose? Try to prevent it from leaving?”

      “Spider leave? Doubtful. Likely that abomination is busy finding others to turn. The city is locked down to keep the new ones from getting out. Five tones there at the end mean the spider is most of the way turned. Means it will be too big to escape easily. Means door knocking, house searches, all the fun that goes along with the guard looking for spiders.”

      “Could also mean bloodshed and fighting, if there’s a gathering of the Faithful,” Bianca said.

      “That it could,” the bartender said. “You heard of them gathering?”

      “Just seems as we are ripe for that,” she replied almost wistfully. “They tend to grow year after year, like weeds. No matter how often we root them out.”

      “How can they want that?”

      “Look who turns to the spiders!” a man barked out from his table. “The down-trodden. The oppressed. Street urchins and beggars. Why not? What possible life can they have with what the wealthy have left them!”

      “Pipe down, Charles,” the bartender called out. “Get back to your mansion on the square and do whatever it is you do.”

      Charles, a posh-looking fellow, glared at the bartender. He stood up, threw a handful of gold coins down on the table, and then stalked out of the tavern.

      “Does have a bit of a point,” Bianca mused over her drink. “Rare for any of the Faithful to be those of means.”

      “Bah, the people with means have avenues to their own evils,” the bartender said.

      “Exactly. But as we are never short of those without means, I doubt we will ever truly be without the Faithful.”

      “Even that name, disgusting.”

      I was fully invested in their conversation. I wanted to know all about everything going on in this city. Only somewhat because I had clearly caused this emergency. Still, I had other things to do.

      “Just a clarification,” I said, “the Port Authority, where is it?”

      The bartender sighed, and gave me directions.

      “Many thanks,” I said, getting up off the stool.

      “Leaving before your food and drink?” he asked.

      “Uh, yeah. I am. Thank you.”

      The bartender just shook his head.

      I gave him one last smile and headed out.

      “That is a crazy damn elf,” I heard the bartender say to Bianca.

      “Aren’t they all?” she replied as the door shut.
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      The Port Authority building seemed more like a sprawling complex than a singular building. At that moment, it was overflowing with people, all yelling and posturing and doing their best to get in the front door, regardless of the desires of anyone else. It was chaos, and quite perfect for me.

      I skipped the front door to check out the rest of the property. It was a four-story building made out of the same smooth stone as the streets, very much built for function with few, if any, decorative elements. But that was not the case for the buildings across from it. Those were schmancy type places, likely the buildings of the shipping magnates in the city, who needed to be close to the Port Authority to work out all the customs issues. Or something like that. And along the top of one of those buildings, I saw something that made me smile. Gargoyles.

      To get to that roof, I had to go around another block and through an alley. There was a nice heavy metal drainpipe running up to the roof that made a supremely easy way up. I just hauled myself to the top of the building until I got to the flat roof, then pulled myself over. A quick crouch-walk to the edge, and then, gargoyles.

      “Hey,” I said, “uh, Gazza. Any chance you’re around?”

      One of the little gargoyles slowly turned his head.

      “There is no Gazza!” the gargoyle called out. “Only kidding!”

      “Gazza?” I asked.

      “That’s me,” Gazza said, unfurling his little stone wings.

      “Damn, am I glad to see you.”

      “Been a minute?”

      “A few minutes, yeah.”

      “Where are we?” he asked, peering down at the street.

      “Tingkaroon.”

      “Hrm. Nice lagoon.”

      “I think it’s a bay?”

      “Bay, lagoon, what do I know? I’m just a gargoyle.”

      “You can’t fly, can you?”

      “Look at these wings,” he said, stretching them out wide. They were pretty big for the rest of his body.

      “Do you take a different form each time?”

      “Really whatever’s nearby,” he said with a grin. “Good thing this one has big wings. Where am I flying?”

      “I need to get some idea of which window is the best one to get into over on that building,” I replied, pointing to the Port Authority building across the street.

      “Excellent! I will spy for you and return.”

      He stretched his big wings out again and leapt off the building with his stubby legs.

      And promptly plummeted straight down.

      There was a slight crash, followed by a shriek.

      “Nope,” a new Gazza said, bending over to look at the damage below. “Still can’t fly.”

      “Did you—“ I started, but then just shook my head.

      “If I can’t fly, why bother giving me wings, then?”

      “I don’t know, Gazza. I just don’t know.”

      “Just seems cruel.”

      “Maybe they just didn’t have you in mind when they did the carvings.”

      “Pity.”

      “Sure. Thing is—“

      “You still need to know where to go.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Throw me over.”

      “What?”

      “Throw me over there. Big strong, what are you again? Elf?”

      “Elf. Right.”

      “Big strong elf like you ought to be able to chuck me across a street.”

      There were quite a few shouts coming from the street below.

      “Any chance you hit someone when you went flying?” I asked, wanting to peek over the edge, but knowing being seen was only going to make things worse.

      “There is a chance, yes.”

      “How good a chance?”

      “Somewhere between one hundred and one hundred percent.”

      I grabbed the little gargoyle, and hauled off and hucked him across the road.

      “I’m flying!” he shouted, his accent coming through hilariously.

      The gargoyle hit the side of the building like the rock he was, but didn’t break. Instead, the little guy managed to get his hands onto some sort of hold, and then climbed around on the wall like he was Peter Parker.

      “This room is empty,” one of the gargoyles near me said in Gazza’s voice.

      I looked over to the see the little guy pointing across the street.

      “Is that you Gazza?”

      “Yes?” the nearest one said. “I’m controlling a bunch of us right now.”

      All the gargoyles gave me a little wave. Which was remarkably creepy.

      “Let’s not do that again,” I said.

      All the gargoyles shrugged.

      “Okay.”

      “Stop it.”

      An evil grin spread across them.

      I picked up two of the gargoyles and slipped them in my bag.

      “Dark in here,” came Gazza’s muffled voice.

      “So be a different one.”

      “Oh, right.”

      I could hear feet pounding up stairs.

      Time was up.

      I sprinted for the drainpipe and slid down to the ground as quick as possible. I didn’t sprint away — I made sure to just walk calmly, like I hadn’t just been on the roof.

      From above, though, were heated voices.

      Back at the Port Authority building, I walked around until I found where Gazza was hanging out. He pointed at a window.

      “I need something a little more discrete,” I said to my bag. “Bit hard to climb up the side of the wall on a major street like this.”

      “Okay,” came the muffled reply, followed by a thumbs up from the little gargoyle hanging off the side of the building.

      The wall gargoyle scurried off, and I found a spot of shade under a nearby tree to hang out for a moment.

      A ringing bell sounded, and the crowds moved a bit, making some space on the street. Moments later, a group of about twenty men and women in dark armor tromped through.

      I suddenly felt the need to check on my shoes, making sure that my face was well hidden. I didn’t necessarily think any of them would recognize me, but why take the chance?

      As the guards turned the corner, I heard a commotion coming from the front of the building.

      This commotion, naturally, aroused the curiosity of most everyone around me, so of course, they all headed around the corner to see the fun. Likely, if I had to guess, they were going to watch the guard get into it with the rowdy mob all trying to force their way into the Port Authority building.

      Now that people had something else to watch, however, I had a chance to climb mostly unseen. At least, I was willing to take that chance.

      I darted across the street and almost walked up to the third floor, thanking the spider boots with every step. At the window, I pulled out a dagger and slid it between the seam, popping the lock.

      I rolled through the window and quickly closed it behind me.

      I was in an office. A small one-desk affair with a bookshelf against one wall and a filing cabinet on the other.

      A quick rifle through the desk showed that I was in a vacant space. Nothing in the drawers. Nor in the filing cabinet. There was, however, a clipboard sitting on the bookshelf, as if left behind by someone in a hurry.

      I grabbed the clipboard, knowing it could be my armor to fight through the bureaucracy around me.

      I stepped into the hall, and all I could hear were the shouts and screams coming from below and to the left. Right where the front of the building was located.

      I went the other direction, walking down the hall like I had somewhere to be and was annoyed to have to be where I was.

      As soon as I turned the corner, a guard bumped into me, knocking me over. I may have oversold the bump a little.

      “Apologies,” he said, helping me to my feet.

      “No problem,” I replied. “Though I was helping Ludwig, and he wanted to pirates moved, but I can’t seem to find where they were put initially.”

      “Moved? Again? We just got them into the upper hall, and—“

      “You know, let me talk to Ludwig. Maybe I can convince him to let things be, for now. What with, you know—“

      “The mob?”

      “Exactly.”

      “If you could do that, oh, you’d be saving us a ton more work.”

      “I’m on it.”

      “Thank you,” the guard said, and walked off.

      Upper hall.

      I continued down the corridor until I got to a stairwell, and then I poked my head inside. Being on the third floor, the Upper Hall could easily be above me on the fourth floor, or below me on the second. Rather even odds. Or, well, on the third floor with me.

      “Gazza,” I said.

      “What?” came the muffled reply from my bag.

      “You still outside?”

      “Yep.”

      “Do you see any occupied offices on the third floor?”

      “Sure, most.”

      “Most?”

      “Yup.”’

      “Thanks.”

      “Sure.”

      I walked to the nearest door, gave it a quick knock, and opened it before someone could say something from the inside. Good thing, too, because there was no one in the broom closet to tell me to come in.

      Back out and to another door that had a nameplate on the outside. Lubbeck.

      I knocked and entered.

      A woman looked up from a double entry accounting ledger, her face contorted in a mix of confusion and irritation.

      “Sorry to bother,” I said. “Where’s the upper hall?”

      “Up one floor,” she started, answering on instinct, “wait, who are you?”

      “Nadya’s boss,” I said.

      “Right. Up one floor and on the rear of the building — who’s Nadya?”

      “My secretary. Thank you.”

      “Very welcome — Wait—“

      I shut the door and hurried over the stairs, taking them two at a time as I ran upward.

      On the fourth floor, I burst through the door into another identical corridor. Nothing but office doors on either side and a pale blue carpet across the floor that looked in dire need of replacing.

      But unlike the third floor, I could hear people talking up here. People talking in a language that was not Tingkaroonian. In particular, I could hear an argument in Imperial Common. Glatonese.

      I followed the sound down the corridor and around a corner. This hallway ended in an open room with a large double doorway beyond. Much more ornate than the office doors I’d been passing. Above these double doors was a gilded sign: Upper Hall.

      How nice of them to make it easy to find.

      Of course, there were two guards outside, looking a little worried and exchanging glances. They could hear their comrades facing off against the crowd below.

      I hurried down the hall, doing my utmost to look like a harried civil servant.

      “Ah,” I said as I got close, as if I’d just seen these two. “Just who I was looking for—“

      “Us?” one of the guards said.

      “You have been summoned to the first floor. There are issues holding the crowd back.”

      “Are you—“

      “Hurry,” I snapped. “They’ve asked for all hands.”

      “But the pirates—“

      I pulled them in close to me. “I can stand out here and sound like a guard,” I whispered, “but clearly I’ve no skill with weapons. Hurry.”

      The guards looked at each other, and then dashed down the stairs.

      I figured I had maybe ninety seconds before the guards realized what had happened. So much for a relaxing port visit. So I took a deep breath, and kicked the door in.

      In the middle of what was probably used as a ballroom on semi-formal occasions sat the remnants of my crew, the seven newbies and the four oldbies. None of them looked happy. Harpy had his finger pointed into Nox’s face, and Nox had his face right there in Harpy’s finger, really going at it.

      But at the sound of the door being kicked in, all action inside the room stopped and the eyes came to me.

      “How in all that is—“ Harpy started.
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      Everyone seemed to be used to my antics, so when I made it clear there was no time, all of us took off running down the hall toward the back stairwell.

      “Gazza,” I called out, “need an exit on the first floor. Is there a back door to this place?”

      “Yup,” Gazza replied from my bag. “Got some guards there, though.”

      “How many?”

      “Four.”

      “Facing in or out?”

      “Bit like a checkpoint, so mostly out.”

      “Got it. We’ll be out in a minute.”

      I skidded to a halt right before the stairwell.

      “All of us are going down and out,” I said, “breaking right through the checkpoint. Do not stop. Just keep going. Once we’re out, we split up. But everyone head for the port and the armada. Only chance to get out of the city is to get on those ships.”

      “And how you thinking you’ll get us on those ships leaving in the morning?” Harpy asked.

      “One issue at a time,” I said. “Just, um, I will get us on them. Okay? And stay away from spiders.”

      “Bit of a different plan, if you do not mind,” Nox said.

      “Not a lot of time for discussion—“

      “Harpy speaks the local tongue, so he can get along with the locals,” Nox continued over me. “I feel it would be best if we went into two groups, one which will be smaller yet more likely to be chased, and one larger.”

      “Me one way and everyone else the other?”

      “I was thinking it might do to have Lux go with you as well.”

      I looked at Nox, then at his sister, who was shooting daggers at her brother.

      “Much as I hate it,” I said, “I think Nox has a point. Carchedonians are after you as much as me right now. They see us going the same way, that’s where they’re going to force the local guard to go.”

      “Fine,” she said. “But if we’re caught, I’m killing you before I kill myself.”

      “Deal,” I said. “If you want, you can kill me twice.”

      She frowned at that, but I smiled, because I got the joke.

      Then, we charged down the stairs.
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      If you’ve ever got to charge somewhere and you don’t have access to a great minotaur warrior, I find that an acceptable substitute is a gāthï singer.

      Pavo took the point position, hitting the checkpoint so hard I’m not sure the guards even knew what was happening. Hell, Pavo hit the door so hard it flew from its hinges and took out one guard before we even started through. Then he trampled over the guards without a second thought. I’m not sure there was anger or bravery going on — I think more likely he just wanted to get away from everyone and everything. And he kept running. Just off on his own, a giant elephant bull-rushing down the street, trampling a path away. Away from us and the port.

      “Do we follow him?” Nox asked.

      “He knows where we be,” Harpy barked back. “This way.”

      They were off hurrying down the street.

      “Guess we’re going this way,” I said, grabbing Lux’s hand.

      We raced away from the port, deeper into the city.
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      We stopped hurrying after about ten minutes of fast walking. I spotted a small eatery and pulled Lux into it. We got a table near the back.

      She gave me a look with a raised eyebrow.

      “Manhandling me now?” she asked.

      “Just trying to move fast, Lux,” I replied, catching the waiter’s eye.

      “Help you?” the waiter asked.

      “What are you serving today?”

      He stepped aside and used an elbow to gesture at a chalkboard against the wall. Three choices: fish, fish, and fish.

      “Two fishes,” I said.

      “Lovely,” the man said, with an odd look at Lux.

      I put a gold coin on the tabletop. Suddenly, the waiter was a lot less upset by Lux and me being there.

      “Is there a back door?” I asked.

      “Yes... why?” he replied.

      “Some less-than-upstanding types are after my, uh, sister here. We might need to leave in a hurry.”

      “Ah. Perhaps you won’t mind paying for you food and beverages ahead of time, eh?”

      “Not in the least,” I said, adding another gold coin to the table.

      “I will have your food to you in a moment,” he said, snatching the coins. “Back door is through the kitchen, if you need it.”

      Then he left, smiling to himself. I wondered if he was even going to bother putting our order in.

      “What was all that?” Lux asked.

      “Right, forgot,” I replied, once again thinking the language boon might be my greatest power. “I paid for our food and made sure there’s a back door. Which is through the kitchen. We’re having fish.”

      “You think we might have to leave in a hurry?”

      I nodded, eyes focused on the pedestrian traffic outside.

      “Raynor is in town,” she said.

      “I know,” I replied. “I saw him.”

      “I did not think him capable of this.”

      “He fooled all of us.”

      “There is some bad news, or, I suppose, more bad news. Hellion is gone. And he had all our valuables in him, including your bag of holding. I think Raynor—“

      “Hellion is fine. Any idea where Grim is?”

      “Where is Hellion?”

      “He’s being a boat.”

      “Grim is with Nox.”

      “Really?”

      “I know — it surprised me as well. But when we were herded together, and you were, well, dying, Grim crawled inside Nox’s hood.”

      “And Nox let him?”

      “I think it might have been shock that made that happen.”

      “Before anything else, what did happen?”

      “You were staring over the side, totally focused on, um, something, and the pilots led us into a trap. Carchedonians swarmed the ship faster than we could react, and one of them came at you, hard. Raynor must have told them you were dangerous, because you were the only one they attacked. As soon as the guard hit you, there was an explosion. It took out that guard, knocked a few more over, and set a lot of others on fire. And also the boat.

      “The remaining guards were not happy. They dragged you from the ship none-too-gently, each of them making sure to get in several good hits while you were unconscious. Blood spurted out of you, and your clothes were on fire. And we could not do anything because we were all penned in together, surrounded by the guard. So we just had to watch them throw you into a cart and take you away. I think that was supposed to be our fate too, but then someone from the Port Authority showed up and started yelling. Harpy tried to translate, but he kept getting shushed. All I really got was that there was some discrepancy between Carchedonian laws and Tingkaroonian laws.”

      I nodded. “I heard about that part of things.”

      “The Port Authority man won out, not surprising since the guard answered to him, and they brought us all to the building you found us in. First, we were in the basement. Then they moved us upstairs. They fed us, gave us water, and otherwise left us alone. Until you came in, we were discussing what was going to happen if you were dead.”

      “Where are the rest of the—“

      “They turned on us. A bit. I suppose Raynor told everyone we were pirates? Anyway, our five passengers agreed with Raynor, saying we were, in fact, pirates, and claimed they were prisoners. So they were taken in to Tingkaroon as refugees. At least, that is what I got from what Harpy was saying. The thing is—“

      “He can be a bit hard to understand sometimes.”

      “Right. And I do not think we were getting unbiased translations.”

      I leaned back in the chair and looked outside again.

      Still seemed normal.

      “Are you just going to run from Raynor forever?” Lux suddenly asked.

      “I’m not running from anyone,” I said.

      “Okay, so are you going to get revenge?”

      “I don’t know that we have time for revenge,” I said. “We have to get on that armada. And they leave in the morning, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Any idea how long I was out? Or gone? Or just, what time it is now?”

      “Closer to evening, I think. You were gone quite a while.”

      “So we basically have tonight to figure out how to get on that armada. Finding time in there to deal with Raynor would be challenging.”

      She nodded.

      The waiter, perhaps realizing we weren’t going to book it, brought two plates of fish over.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He gave me a curt nod and sidled off.

      “The admiral of the armada,” I said, “do you remember his name?”

      “Not sure I ever heard it.”

      “Balls. We need to get you dressed so you can blend in.”

      “You think I can blend in here?” she asked, with just the slightest shake of her locks. Blond hair, especially as light as hers, was basically nonexistent in the city.

      I pulled my hood up to demonstrate.

      “Oh right. Probably pretty easy,” she said.

      “Eat quickly. Then we’ll head out the back and find a place to buy you clothes.”

      “How much coin do you have?”

      “Good question,” I said.  “I’ll check when we leave.”

      She nodded, then dug into her food.
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      As befits a back door, it led into an alley.

      A somewhat dark alley, filled with the smells of a place that cooks a lot of fish. Plus an assortment of the kinds of crates and barrels that come with life in the crate-and-barrel time period.

      Oh, and some toughs, who were lounging around looking — tough.

      They perked up when they saw Lux and me come through the kitchen door.

      A door I heard lock behind us.

      “Damn waiter sold us out,” I said.

      The toughs, five of them, spread out in front of me.

      “Heard you were donating coin,” the lead tough said.

      “How much coin you looking for?” I asked, buying time to decide if we wanted fight, flight, or what.

      The leader looked at his fellows. It was a little strange being shaken down by a bunch of idiots who weren’t even wearing armor. They just had on the normal clothes every Tingkaroonian wore. Three of them held smaller clubs and the other two had daggers.

      “Thinking all of it,” the leader finally said. “Everything you got, really.”

      “Seems steep,” I said.

      “Either you give us everything, or we kill you and take it.”

      “Gazza,” I asked. “Want to try flying again?”

      “The hells did you just say?” the lead tough said.

      I heard a sound from the roofs, like someone small shouting, “Banzai!” One of the toughs had just enough time to look up and get a face full of flying stone gargoyle.

      I quick-cast hold humanoid four times at once, and the remaining four toughs went rigid, eyes bulging.

      Then I walked up to the leader and gave him a smile.

      “Pro-tip,” I said. “You should always know who you are robbing.”

      I reached out, plucked his dagger from his hand, and used it to slice through his belt. Which caused his pants to fall down. I took the opportunity to snatch his coin purse.

      “Like me,” I continued, “I know I’m robbing an idiot.”

      I went and collected the weapons and coins from the rest of the group, leaving them all without belts as well.

      “Thus endeth the lesson,” I said. “Eth.”

      I strolled over to Lux, offered her my arm, and we calmly left the alley. As soon as we got to the street, we started jogging.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “Oh, just having fun with the local youth,” I replied, gritting my teeth against the raging mana headache coming on. The four hold humanoid spells at once was right up at my limit.

      I caught sight of a tailor’s sign ahead and angled us towards the shop. We popped in, and while the shopkeep fussed over Lux, I found a seat by the window to go through the various coin purses I had recently acquired, and collected all the coins into one spot. Not a bad haul. The merchant I’d pickpocketed had the most gold, but none of the purses were just copper coins. There was an even mix amongst the rest of gold, silver, and copper. If this was a daily take, I’d be pretty happy with the thieving potential of the city.

      After thirty minutes, Lux was still being dressed.

      I gazed out the window and saw a group of armed men and women moving together with purpose. They looked decidedly Carchedonian.

      I slid out of my seat and laid down below the level of the window. Ruined my view of the street, but I could see the sky above.

      A moment later, I got a lovely view of a burly man putting his face against the glass. He glared at everything inside for what seemed like an awkwardly long time and then stomped off, leaving a streak of nose grease behind.

      I stayed on the floor a moment longer before finally easing my way back into the chair.

      The group continued on down the street. I noticed a few members of the Tingkaroonian Guard with them. I guess Ludwig from the Port Authority sided with the Carchedonians. That certainly made things harder.

      Lux walked out with the shopkeep a minute later and displayed her new clothing to me. She looked great, as always. But more importantly, she looked like a Tingkaroonian.

      “Good, sir?” the proprietress asked.

      “Perfect,” I said.

      “Excellent. Now, you said you would pay double?”

      I sighed and nodded.

      “Is there a back door to this place?” I asked, holding out her coins.

      “Yes, in the back.”

      “Mind if we leave that way?”

      “No, but—“

      “Thanks,” I said, taking Lux’s hand and pulling her to the back.
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      Night seemed to fall in an instant, with no twilight whatsoever. One moment, bright cheery sun. The next, nearly total darkness. The entire tone of the city changed.

      We made our way through alleys and back streets for a while, heading in the vague direction of the docks. The streets began to empty of normal pedestrians, replaced by soldiers. Men and women in armor, weapons at the ready.

      As we got closer to the docks, it only got worse. More and more soldiers were about, so Lux and I could only make the most incremental of progress, stopping often to hide in shadows, waiting for patrols to pass.

      Lux was tense, her head on a swivel inside her hood. Which would normally have been kind of funny, but I understood. Hoods aren’t great for peripheral vision, and the hoods favored in Tingkaroon were big, roomy things that allowed for your head to move without the hood moving.

      I dropped my hood pretty often, just to keep a view of things, hoping my shaggy hair would cover my elven ears, only to then remember ‘hair’ was maybe not the best way to describe the singular strand left on my head.

      “Sorry,” Lux said.

      “What—” I started.

      Then she yanked the lone hair out.

      I hissed in pain and glared at her.

      “I said sorry,” she replied. “It was bugging me.”

      “Oh, well I’m so sorry that my hair bugged you.”

      “It’s better now.”

      “Great.”

      I flipped my hood up as angrily as I could, which probably came off petulant, and stalked across the street, moving from our alley to an archway leading to a large garden area beyond. It looked to be a shared private park, with some lovely trees, a little fountain, benches, all those niceties. Naturally, being a private park sort of a place, it was behind a locked gate. Wouldn’t want just anyone to come in and enjoy their grass.

      In two shakes of a lamb’s tail, I had the gates unlocked. Lux and I slipped into the park, and I locked the gate behind us.

      Now inside, it was clearly a green space shared between all the houses on the block. It was quite spacious, running all the way along the block, and, thankfully, there was a matching archway and exit on the far side.

      Moving from tree to tree, we interlocked arms and tried to look like a couple out for an evening stroll. There were plenty of lit windows around the gardens, most of which presented scenes of domestic bliss, well-dressed families sitting down to a meal served by the help. We saw one or two other people in the garden, but there seemed to be a complete lack of interaction between anyone. A plus for us.

      On the far side, we paused at the gate, and I tried to get a sense of what was on the street. I heard boots stomping, but that was commonplace enough to be nearly anything that night. Soldiers were everywhere.

      “You’re clear,” Lux whispered. “No one is watching from here.”

      I knelt down and picked the lock.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Lockpicking.
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        * * *

      

      How nice.

      I stepped through the gate, then let Lux through, and locked it behind us. We darted across the street and into another alley. It seemed we’d made it to one of the more residential areas, where there were townhouses built into blocks with gardens in the back. Not all of them had made the gardens shared — the next one was a nightmare of hopping fences all the way through. But as we continued wrapping toward the southern portion of the bay, the large park-gardens became commonplace, and seemed to increase in opulence.

      I felt a sense of calm and safety within them. Maybe the locked gates did it, or the perpetual scenes of normalcy coming from inside each house. It became hard to believe anything bad could happen in a gardens.

      Until, you know, it did.
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      We were in one of the big shared gardens, roughly in the middle near an opulent, multi-leveled fountain, taking the smallest of breathers while I did a little mental cartography, trying to calculate where we were in relation to the docks, if we’d made it far enough around the bay to leave the backstreets in order to move on to the next part of the problem.

      I thought yes.

      But while we’d found this particular garden dark and empty when we’d entered it, suddenly quite a few people moved around amongst the trees. It took me a hot second to realize these newcomers had emerged from what looked like sewer grates near the middle house of the garden.

      “We need to get moving,” I said.

      “I know,” Lux replied, tired, but getting to her feet all the same.

      “Not like that. Like fast fast,” I said.

      She peered out into the darkness, but saw nothing.

      “What is it you see out there?” she asked.

      “We’re far from alone here now,” I whispered.

      The only major plus about the new arrivals was their lack of armor and the knowledge they were definitely not Carchedonian. Frankly, I wasn’t sure what they were, at least until I saw one particularly ungainly man who was missing a good chunk of his face, but had bits of chitins to replace it.

      I skid to a stop, and Lux ran into my back.

      Suddenly, all the eyes were on me and Lux. And reflecting in the moonlight were way more spider-seeming orbs than I wanted to be looking into.

      “You come to join the Faithful?” a ‘person’ at the front asked.

      “Actually—“ I started.

      “Ew, no,” Lux said. “You’re disgusting.”

      “Okay, not the tactic—“

      “They have seen us,” another Faithful said. “They must be purged before they alert anyone!”

      The group seemed to take a step toward us as one.

      “Hey now,” I said, getting myself between Lux and the Faithful. “I don’t think this is necessary. I’m happy to listen to a compelling argument about why we should join.”

      This seemed to either confuse the Faithful, or maybe even convince them, because they all stopped.

      Behind the group, I caught sight of movement along the wall. Slowly, long skinny legs emerged out of the sewer, pulling a large squishy body behind, bulbous and very much like a spider amid a molt. Except this spider still had a human head and bits of human arms. The rest, however, was basically all glossy black chitin and fine spider hair.

      “Oooohkay,” I said, my mouth dry at the sight of the newcomer, “I think, um, maybe, you lovely people have a very busy evening lined up. We should just go.”

      I started moving slowly, keeping my body facing the group.

      “Diiinnneeerrr?” the big thing eked out of a throat clearly no longer meant for human speech.

      A drip of something — venom or saliva, even chances — leaked down the thing’s face.

      “Yes!” one of the Faithful shouted. “Our dinner has arrived!”

      “Trust me,” I said, “I’m very stringy. And she’s really bitter.”

      The crowd of the Faithful surged towards us.

      “You know what they always say about spiders,” I said, “kill ‘em with fire.”

      Fireball. Times four.

      The light was brilliant and blinding, and gave me an idea. I closed my eyes and also cast Vaux’s Brilliance.

      “Uh, run,” I yelled to Lux. Then I grabbed her hand and yanked her along.
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      Screaming and burning sounds echoed off the walls of the surrounding buildings. Lights turned on inside houses, and guards and soldiers rushed past us, ignoring us for the moment in order to fight the conflagration taking place in the garden behind us.

      Lux and I took advantage of the chaos and sprinted away, racing toward the docks. And since we were no longer worried about silly things like sneaking or being seen, we arrived at the armada docking area in what I considered record time.

      Naturally, there was a gate and a guard blocking access to the warehouses and buildings just beyond.

      Things were very much sealed, and no one was getting in. Something made very clear by the line of people raging at the guards blocking their way. I scanned the crowd quickly, but didn’t see any of our crew among it.

      “We need to go around,” I said.

      “Around?” Lux asked. “How?”

      “Boat,” I replied.

      “You’re going to steal a boat to get us around this gate?”

      “Nah, we have a boat. Remember?”

      “No.”

      We walked back a way, and then out on the docks. I leaned over the water, looked around and sent a little mental note to Hellion.

      “You worry me,” Lux said.

      I just smiled at her, but I did recognize that I looked a bit nuts, walking out on a dock and just sort of standing there.

      A heartbeat later, a boat steered itself over to us. A boat that looked like an actual boat, and no longer an approximation of one.

      “Looking good, Hellion,” I said.

      I got that feeling of warmth and happiness from the mimic.

      “We need to get over there,” I said, pointing to the armada area.

      One tap.

      “Great,” I said.

      I lowered Lux down gently into the boat, really hoping Hellion would not sink.

      She sat down, and the boat just bobbled in the water a little. I dropped in and reached for the oars, but then the oars moved out of reach, and the boat motored off on its own.

      “Right,” I said. “We are not actually in a boat.”

      “Thank you, Hellion,” Lux whispered.

      We cruised under the docks when we could, doing our best to remain out of sight until the last possible minute. Then I tried to pull the same maneuver as the last time I’d climbed up onto the docks. Find a spot near some cargo and pop up as if just checking things.

      Which actually seemed to work.

      Right before I got out of Hellion, however, I noticed that there were now a few choice bags laying at my feet.

      “Thanks, Hellion,” I whispered, attaching all my bags to myself. It felt good to have my bag of holding back. Even if there was a world-ending creature inside.

      Lux and I walked from the docks — I estimated forty-five ships getting ready to leave — toward the warehouses.

      While everywhere else in the city was basically dead, this area was still a hotbed of activity. Men and women moved about nearly everywhere. Lots of cargo being loaded and livestock being driven aboard ships. Cranes lifted huge nets filled with sacks and the like. People were yelling at each other, but not angrily. There was a general feeling of excitement buzzing around nearly everyone. And then there were the very obvious pure passengers, who sat in small clumps, doing their best to stay out of the way, while wearing clothes most certainly not designed to withstand the rigors of life at sea.

      “Wait here,” I whispered to Lux, and scurried up the side of a building.

      From up high, I could see how the area was moving, or, rather, who, in the area, was moving and where. I knew the admiral would have to be out and about right now, fixing all the last-minute problems and making decisions until putting out to sea. What I needed was to get a glimpse of the big picture so I could see the epicenter of the decision-making process.

      “Whatchya doin?” came a familiar voice.

      I looked at the edge of the warehouse roof and saw a gargoyle watching me.

      “Looking for the admiral in charge of this,” I said.

      “What’s he look like?” Gazza asked.

      “No idea. Might not be a he.”

      “Right, right.”

      “I’m at a bit of a loss.”

      “You tried praying?”

      “Ha.”

      “You realize I’m the manifestation of a god’s power, and you have a patron who is a god who would likely respond to things like prayers, right?”

      “Oh. When you put it that way...”

      “Exactly.”

      “Um, Theophany, I could really use a bit of help here right now. I need to find the admiral of this—“

      A faint outline appeared around a figure in the shadows off to the far side of the docks.

      “Wow, thank you,” I said.

      “Told you,” Gazza said. Then he closed his eyes and became fully stone once again.

      I sighed, and slid down the drainpipe.

      Lux and I made our way over to the admiral, who was still glowing slightly.

      She was an older woman with a long slender pipe in her mouth, busy blowing rings within rings and leaning against a wall tucked between two buildings. She wore basic sailors’ garb, nothing to indicate her position.

      “Pardon me, admiral,” I said.

      She coughed and fumbled with her pipe, ultimately dropping it and kicking it accidentally.

      I snatched the pipe from the air and held it out.

      “Bother,” she said, grabbing the pipe from me and immediately packing the bowl again. “What is it you want? And how did you find me? And who are you?”

      “Which answer would you like first?” I asked.

      “I would like to have a few moments to smoke a pipe in peace before I have to spend two months without!”

      “Probably ruined that,” I said. “Sorry.”

      She lit her pipe and glared at me. She puffed at it angrily a moment.

      “Who are you?” she asked.

      “Clyde Hatchett.”

      “Should I know that name?”

      “No.”

      “Perhaps then a little more information, eh?”

      “I need to get on your armada—“

      “Gods. No.”

      “I have to, I’m sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “Being chased by the Carchedonians.”

      “Then head into the jungles.”

      “We also need to get to the City of Darkness.”

      “The City of Darkness? You think you can find that legend—“

      “I know I can,” I said. “I’ve got the key to get in.”

      “You buy that from Liendert at the Hassenbeck? I know a host of fools who think they have the key to some lost treasure. Never met one who actually has one.”

      “Well, I do.”

      “Still has nothing to do with me or my armada.”

      “What if I paid you?”

      “You know how much passage costs?”

      “No.”

      “More than you have on you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because a passenger costs at least their weight in gold, and you seem to lack a few hundred pounds of gold on you.”

      “That might be true,” I said. “Except I do have some magic.”

      The admiral rolled her eyes at me.

      I reached into my bag of holding and pulled out a handful of coins.

      “There’s plenty more of this,” I said. “Or, if you want, I can give you a thing that’ll end any civilization you unleash it on.”

      She frowned, then pushed me out of the way.

      “He serious?” she asked Lux.

      “She doesn’t speak—“ I started.

      The admiral switched into Carchedonian and repeated her question.

      “Probably,” Lux said. “Not sure what you’ve been talking about, but yeah. He tends to actually mean what he says.”

      “He has a thing that can end a civilization?”

      Lux’s face went white.

      “That was a joke,” I said. “I would never just give that to her.”

      “But you actually have something like that?” the admiral asked.

      I just nodded, realizing I probably shouldn’t have mentioned the awshit in my bag.

      “Perhaps it might be better to not have that thing,” the admiral said.

      “I wish I didn’t have it,” I replied. “It’s just the only safe spot to keep it right now. If it gets out, we’re all in trouble.”

      “Somehow that does not make me more likely to allow you aboard my armada.”

      “What if I promise to drop the thing off in the middle of the ocean?”

      “Still not a benefit to me of any kind.”

      “He could release it now if you don’t let us on,” Lux said.

      I shook my head. “Nope. I wouldn’t even make that threat in jest.”

      “Good,” the admiral said. “I find threats, erm, less than pleasant.”

      “Does anyone actually find them pleasant?”

      “As much as I enjoy losing my pathetically short smoke break to speak with two strangers trying to weasel onto my armada, I imagine there is quite a bit left I need to do prior to my departure.”

      “There has to be some way to get us onto the armada.”

      “Us now?”

      “It’s always been an us,” I admitted.

      “Two now.”

      “Um, actually—“

      “Gods, how many?”

      “Twelve?” I asked, looking at Lux.

      She counted on her fingers quickly. “Ten.”

      “Suppose that’s better than twelve,” I said.

      “Ten passengers.”

      “Unless you’ve got some open employment spots.”

      “Ohhhh, you’re the pirates,” she said. “Right?”

      “We aren’t pirates.”

      “But you came in on that stupidly-named ship.”

      “The Unsinkable II? Yeah. That’s us.”

      “And ten of you sailed that thing?”

      “All the way from Carchedon. And we got here in one piece.”

      She suddenly looked at us with a newfound appreciation. She pulled out a small notebook and quickly thumbed through the pages.

      “Hrm,” she murmured to herself.

      “I can cast a little wind magic,” I said. “That—“

      “No,” she said, “not getting in that way. All magic goes through my archmage. He has a team, and believe me when I tell you, I am not looking to make that mess worse.”

      She held my gaze for a moment, as if to make sure I understood her. Then she looked back down at the pages, flipping them again. At a certain page, she stopped, then flipped back a few pages. She looked very confused, and jotted something down.

      “Unbelievable,” the admiral said softly.

      She put her notebook in a pocket on her chest and rubbed her eyes.

      “Listen,” she said, “I hate Carchedon as much as anyone, so I appreciate that taking you on would be a glorious amount of spit in their collective eye. And apparently, I even have room for you.”

      “Why do I feel like there’s a big ‘but’ about to drop?” Lux asked.

      “Because nothing is ever simple or free in this world,” the admiral said. “I can give you a suite, three rooms. I can give you an attendant. I can feed you and water you across the waves. But what do I get in return, besides the glorious feeling of pissing off Carchedon?”

      “Some coin,” I said.

      “You think I lack for coin?”

      “No, but—“

      “And it hardly seems coin is the issue here, as I just had a patron back out past the refund stage, which means passage has already been paid for this, which means I could just slot you in and no one is the wiser.”

      “There you go,” I said.

      “And yet, I am reluctant to do so. It seems too easy that you just waltz in here right when I lose a client. You some devotee of Picus?”

      “I do seem to have a higher luck stat.”

      “Let me see your character sheet,” she said.

      “Done,” I said, offering it up to her.

      

      Clyde Hatchett - Lvl 4 Nothing
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      Traits

      Race: True Elf

      Height: 6’3”

       Weight: 185 lbs

      Eye Color: Green

      Hair Color: Blonde

      Renown: Unknown
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        * * *

      

      Statistics

      HP: 170

      STAM: 752

      MP: 1138

      Armor: None

      Active Effects: Tough Hide
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      Attributes

      Strength: 22

      Agility: 36

      Dexterity: 49

      Constitution: 36

      Wisdom: 9

      Intelligence: 53

      Charisma: 19

      Luck: 29
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        * * *

      

      Skills

      Lockpicking  (Lvl 24)

      Silent Movement (Lvl 25)

      Eavesdropping (Lvl 18)

      Pickpocketing (Lvl 24)

      Stealth (Lvl 107)

      Parkour (Lvl 25)

      Meditation (Lvl 1)

      Archery (Lvl 18)

      Dodge (Lvl 21)

      Hauling (Lvl 1)

      Butcher- Invertebrates (Lvl 18)

      Butcher- Exotic (Lvl 18)

      Harvesting- Animal (Lvl 18)

      Brain Stomping (Lvl 1)

      Animal Handling (Lvl 6)

      Fashion Master (Lvl 1)

      Lying to Yourself (Lvl 1)

      Monster Handling (Lvl 1)

      Swords (Lvl 41)

      Shields (Lvl 35)

      Heavy Armor (Lvl 20)

      Formation Fighting (Lvl 13)

      Traps (Lvl 39)

      Silent Landing (Lvl 4)

      Walking (Lvl 3)

      Baking (Lvl 38)

      Not Quite Golf (Lvl 1)

      Skull Crushing (Lvl 1)

      Mace (Lvl 8)

      Humanoid Anatomy (Lvl 95)

      Necromancy (Lvl 55)

      Religion (Lvl 10)

      Economics (Lvl 5)

      Backstab (Lvl 42)

      Climbing (Lvl 31)

      Swimming (Lvl 3)

      Jogging (Lv 4)

      Tumbling (Lvl 12)

      Falling (Lvl 1)

      Chasing Small Creatures (Lvl 1)
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      Abilities

      Mana Efficiency

      One of These Things is Enough Like the Other

      Spell Recharge

      Mana Precision

      Magesight

      Multicast

      Tough Hide

      The Path
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      Feats

      None
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      Boons

      Gift of Gab (Theophany)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Indicium

      Skull and Thrones Guild Leader

      Imperial Mark of Honor

      Shadow Ministry Badge

      Erg Rider

      Goblin Slayer

      Gloomguard A Rating

      Minor Blessing of Theophany

      Blessing

      Son of Tingkaroon
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      Titles

      None
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      Relationships

      None
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      Languages

      Imperial Common

      Plains Tauren

      Mahrduhmese

      Sea Elven

      Ancient Elven

      Archaic Dwarven

      Modern Dwarven

      Infernal

      Celestial

      Common Orc

      Mountain Orc

      Narbendian

      Gnomish

      Primordial Terran

      Pirate Pidgin

      Carnish

      Common Kobold

      Ancient Kobold

      Ancient Draconic

      Lower Norfang

      Eastern Pirate Pidgin

      Ancient Gorn

      Mermian

      Old Norse

      Night Goblin

      Eploininian

      High Elven

      Deep Dwarven

      Draconic

      The Shattered Tongue

      High Tidfordian

      Common Gāthï

      Galatian

      Xothinesian

      Low Stroiburgen

      Etraition

      The Hill Tongue

      Udrillian

      Spet Smurgese

      High Dron

      Fegluician Common Tongue

      Morurnese

      Tingkaroonian

      

      Spells

      Lifeform Identification (Lvl 1)

      Basic Object Identification (Lvl 1)

      Minor Illusion (Lvl 1)

      Summon Familiar (Lvl 1)

      Minor Heal Self (Lvl 3)

      Stamina Regeneration (Lvl 5)

      Zeddington’s Infinite Key (Lvl 4)

      Silent Image (Lvl 1)

      Detect Secret Doors (Lvl 1)

      Satisfaction (Lvl 1)

      Summon Outsider Guardian (Lvl 1)

      Hold Monster (Lvl 44)

      Hold Humanoid (Lvl 23)

      Banish Undead (Lvl 10)

      True Vision of Shadows (Lvl 1)

      Vaux’s Brilliance (Lvl 2)

      Mage Hand (Lvl 1)

      Turn Undead (Lvl 1)

      Animate Minor Object (Lvl 1)

      Force Burst (Lvl 1)

      Finger of the Stone God (Lvl 1)

      Fireball (Lvl 1)

      Summon Imp (Lvl 1)

      Summon Celestial Ally (Lvl 1)

      Summon Infernal Ally (Lvl 1)

      Flamedart (Lvl 1)

      Fill Minor Hole (Lvl 1)

      Sticky Fireball (Lvl 12)

      Flameweaving (Lvl 3)

      Firespear (Lvl 2)

      Acid Arrow (Lvl 12)

      Acid Glob (Lvl 19)

      Snowball Storm (Lvl 1)

      Counterspell (Lvl 11)

      Light Orb (Lvl 2)

      Shield (Lvl 2)

      Remote Enflame (Lvl 1)

      Minor Wind (Lvl 21)

      Major Wind (Lvl 10)

      Minor Elemental Gateway (Lvl 1)

      Mending (Lvl 1)

      Light Self – Storage (Lvl 1)

      Silence Other (Lvl 9)

      Featherfall (Lvl 1)

      Greater Identification (Lvl 1)

      Create Life

      Sphere of Darkness (Lvl 1)

      Greater Blink

      Animate Flesh (Lvl 41)

      

      She perused it for a moment. As did I. It was weird to think someone could so easily rifle through the personal elements of what made you you, as easily as reading a book.

      “And you?” the admiral asked Lux.

      “Sure,” Lux said.

      I watched as the admiral’s eyes glazed a little, and she did a little more reading.

      “The rest of your party. Are they as, well, interesting as you two?”

      I looked at Lux, and she looked at me.

      “Mostly,” I said.

      “Then you are my insurance,” the admiral said. “You will present as normal passengers. I will change your names to fit. You will tell no one of your abilities. You answer only to me. If something goes wrong, I will ask you to fix it. And you will fix it. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      “Crossing the oceans can be dangerous, but more than that, it is unpredictable. You will help me balance the chaos out. If nothing else, perhaps you will bring a little luck aboard. Go get your ten, and your things, and report back immediately. I will get you stowed aboard before Carchedon can trouble you again. We leave at first light.”

      The admiral stowed her pipe in what seemed like a special pocket, and grabbed a small stack of cards from a different pocket on her back. She scribbled something on the cards, then held the stack out to me.

      “Gate passes,” she said.

      But when I went to grab them, she snatched the passes out of reach.

      “There is one thing,” she said suddenly, a smile creeping over her face. “A little thing, really.”

      “Sure,” I said, tamping down that feeling of dread rising from my bowels.

      “If you would like to come along, bring me the Heart of the Sea.”

      “The Heart of the Sea?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought the old lady dropped that into the ocean at the end.”

      “Huh? What old lady? Who? What ocean?”

      “Wait, sorry, I’m wrong on that. That’s the Heart of the Ocean.”

      “Ah, yes, well, this is the Heart of the Sea.”

      “Want to expand on that whole Heart of the Sea a little?”

      “Just a little trinket kept by the Cartographers’ Guild. Should be no trouble to snag it, what with all your rogue-ish skills.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A jewel.”

      “A magical jewel?”

      “There are some stories about possible powers, but it is mainly just a very large sapphire that used to be mine, and I would like it back.”

      “Okay,” I said. “One giant sapphire for ten folks’ passage. Seems mostly fair.”

      And as if to make it official, I got a quest notification that I immediately accepted.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest (by the Admiral):

      A Gem of a Time

      Retrieve the Heart of the Sea from the Cartographer’s Guild

      Reward for success: Passage across the ocean in style for you and your party.

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      “Excellent,” she said, putting the stack of cards in my hand.

      “Thanks, admiral,” I said.

      “Oh, why not save those thanks until you are aboard, Clyde Hatchett?” she replied over her shoulder.

      “Seems a bit ominous, but okay. Do you have a name we should call you?”

      “The admiral,” she barked, and marched off into the darkness.

      “That went better than I expected,” I said.

      “Better?” Lux asked. “Seems like there’s going to be something really nasty waiting at the Cartographers’ Guild.”

      “Oh for sure,” I replied. “But at the moment, let’s just focus on the biggest problem in front of us, which is getting the hell out of Tingkaroon before we’re either enslaved or enspidered. If I have to steal a gem, fine. You get the others in here, I’ll go play cat burglar.”
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      It probably would have been a good idea to have the admiral tell me where the Cartographers’ Guild was located. But fortunately, one of the surly gate guards knew where it was, and since we were leaving the armada area, the dude was actually willing to speak with us. A welcome change, perhaps, from the yelling people who were still trying to threaten, bribe, or cajole their way in.

      Lux took all the cards but one and set off to find the party.

      I headed back toward the center of Tingkaroon, as the Cartographers’ Guild had their location near the Stock Market. As much as it makes me sound like a total jerk, I was happy to be on my own. With Lux around, I always worried what we’d run into, that I’d wind up getting her hurt trying to save her. Or us.

      And considering that Raynor and the Carchedonians were still out there somewhere, I just preferred to do the whole sneaky-sneaky thing.

      I waited for an alley without many people in it, and I climbed up onto a roof. Being in a place that clearly got little, if any, snow, the roofs were really nice and flat, nearly perfect for moving stealthily from point A to point Cartographers’ Guild. There were a few rooftop gardens I had to contend with, but they were generally simple affairs — a little wall here, a decorative fence there, and even a heavily laden fruit tree that provided a welcome healthy snack break. Everyone seemed to be ensconced indoors, avoiding spiders. And now that I’d encountered a few spiders, I felt like that was the best place to be. I suddenly felt that chill run up my spine, that sort of ephemeral disgust from something completely alien and also dangerous.

      When I’d come to a large street, I’d take advantage of the chance to work on my blink spell, and, more importantly, not throwing up after usage. Which mostly worked. I didn’t actually spew, but I got close a few times. I wondered if it was possible to overcome that feeling, or if that was just a part of using the spell. Maybe I could find a quiet spot on my sixty-day cruise and work that out. It didn’t really seem to depend much on distance, though, again, that wasn’t something I was one hundred percent sure about. Just my initial observation. A good project to get Nox involved with. I’m sure he’d love coming up with tables to track my nausea.

      Somewhere in the night, as the clouds rolled in and obscured the moon, I managed to get across the street from the Cartographers’ Guild. It was one of a collection of guild buildings, sharing a wall with the largest of the group, the Caravaners’ Guild, who also seemed to have control of the inside area of the block. It was like their parking lot, jammed full of wagons, carts, and all sorts of methods of conveyance related to goods.

      There were lots of lights on in the Caravaners’ Guild, as well as people moving around the outside. Burly guards with nice, shiny weapons stood outside, looking mean. The Cartographers’ Guild, in contrast, was dark. It looked to be deserted. As in, I wondered if anything had happened inside in years. I half-expected to see boards across some windows.

      OG Clyde Hatchett would have gone back down to street level, snuck around a bit, probably tried to bribe my way into the Caravaners’ Guild, and then made a sneaky trip around to the back to get into my target building.

      Next-generation Clyde Hatchett just blinked across the street and dropped onto the roof. Next-generation Clyde Hatchett also maybe finally lost the battle with vomit and blew fruit chunks all over the roof. But next-generation Clyde Hatchett was working on that problem, thank you.

      As soon as I had recovered, I wiped my mouth and took in my bearings.

      I was on a very boring sort of roof that didn’t look like it was in any sort of use, but there was a crude wooden hatch in one corner with a very rusty lock on it. I went to do a quick pick of it, but realized it had basically rusted solid. Stupid sea air exposure, ruining my ability to break into places quietly.

      I took a moment to consider my options. Since I had my bag of holding back, I pulled out one of the myriad mystery keys I’d collected over my travels, cast Zeddington’s Infinite Key on the thing, and jammed it in the lock.

      The benefit of a key, over a pick, is that it’s stronger. You can use some real power, and I really worked hard on getting that damn key to turn, even going so far as to get out a slim stiletto and use it to apply additional torque. Which did not turn the key, but it did bend the stiletto, such that if I needed to stab someone around a corner, I could.

      In frustration, I kicked the stupid hatch door.

      It broke.

      Not completely, but enough that I could use my new right-angle stiletto to break the rotting wood and slip my slim elven body through. I stepped onto a creaking wooden ladder that instilled in me absolutely zero confidence.

      Inside, it was musty, with dust floating through the air.

      Down I went, slowly and cautiously at first, but then a bit faster after one of the rungs broke and I fell.

      Landing on the floor sent plumes of dust out to either side, but I managed to keep my feet.

      This was definitely not a place that anyone had visited in quite some time. My footprints were the only ones in the dust. Hell, even the spiderwebs were dusty.

      Then again, I had come into what looked like long-term storage. Stacks of crates littered the space, and a quick peek into one showed that this was very basic stuff. Plates, bowls, flatware, stacks of blank parchment, rolls of paper. There was a relatively large box of feathers waiting to be turned into quills. Several paintings lined one wall, all of posh-looking people holding mapmaking instruments.

      Nothing at all interesting or out of the ordinary.

      I made my way, carefully, slowly, quietly, to the door at the end of the room, and tried it.

      Locked.

      I sighed, and peeked at the lock. A bit rusty, but nothing like the one on the roof. I pulled out my picks and got the tumblers to turn. The door opened with just the gentlest of squeaks.

      I saw a stairwell leading down. There might have been a layer of red carpet underneath the dust, but it was remarkably faded and difficult to see much of anything in particular there. Could have been some fun designs, might just be red. Impossible to tell.

      With only one way to go, I went down.

      The next floor had small guest rooms, none of which looked lived in. The beds were all made and ready to go — you know, if you didn’t mind the mildew likely growing between the sheets. All the drawers of all the dressers were empty. And yes, I checked them all because I am, apparently, a bit of a loot hoarder.

      Next up, offices.

      Mostly empty. These looked like they’d been in use, but just barely. There were a few papers here and there, the trashcans still had a few things in them, and some bugs had died in the corners and turned to dried out husks or mushroom gardens. There were quite a few fungal growths throughout, some beautiful in their own way, some more puddles of ooze.

      Down another floor, and this one seemed like what I was looking for: larger meeting rooms, and at the front, a big sitting room sort of place with all sorts of trophies and trinkets lining the wall. The leather chairs were rotting, and there was definitely something growing in the fireplace, as well as something hanging down from the ceiling. Pale tendrils of some kind that I kept an eye on for a moment, expecting the tendrils to try and grab me.

      They did not.

      Eventually, I made it all the way into the room, noting that, once again, I was the only thing that had left tracks of any kind here.

      The objects of honor were displayed on the main wall, which was, likely not coincidentally, the front of the building. I admit to feeling a measure of surprise seeing what was there. The head of something that looked like a dragon.

      I was about to sling an identify spell towards it, but I figured that, perhaps, it wasn’t a great idea to shoot magic around the building just to figure out the species of something that looked like a dragon but wasn’t actually a dragon. Peering at it, I saw a very small brass plate on the bottom identifying it as a Svarlbargian Lindwurm.

      Heads of other beastly things with lots of teeth and fearsome expressions taxidermy-ed in place. A host of flags that stretched up and across the ceiling. Perhaps flags of places visited by the cartographers, or places the cartographers had mapped.

      And in a glass case on the mantle, I spotted a sapphire that was the size of an overgrown grapefruit.

      Clearly, definitely, and most assuredly: The Heart of the Sea.

      Or Ocean. Although, if memory serves, that was a blue diamond, and this was a sapphire. And significantly larger. Plop the Heart of the Sea onto the end of a stick, and you’ve got a hearty mace. It would also make a phenomenally oversized pushpin to mark your place in the world, as if it were a map. Fitting, in a way, for the Cartographers’ Guild.

      I crossed the room, careful to touch nothing besides the floor. There had to be a trap of some kind. And anyway, everything in the room was disgusting, so I didn’t want to touch anything. There was a good chance I would come down with some bizarre tropical sickness just from being in contact with the place. But I got to the mantle, and after checking to make sure the white tendril plant above me hadn’t moved (it hadn’t) I stared at the gem.

      It was a beautiful stone. Impressive both in size and clarity, and all the other things I’d learned when I’d been pilfering gems from the wealthy back in the old world. It didn’t take long for me to realize the whole jewelry market was a sham when I could steal a platinum and diamond band, and make more money melting the platinum down than selling the stupid stone.

      Still, something bothered me.

      Why was this place abandoned? Who had left all this here? If this was just an abandoned building, why had no one else come in after this supposedly priceless jewel? What was the trap? What was the set-up?

      I flipped into mage sight and glanced around.

      Oh. That’s why.

      The room looked like a string maze of arcane runes, lines, letters, and whatnot, with all sorts of magic and mystery floating around me. I had no idea what might set things off, or really what would happen once I set things off. But clearly, a lot of magic had been thrown around this place.

      What was odd, though, was the haphazard sense of it all. Like magic had literally been thrown around, and I was just seeing the remnants. That perhaps it wasn’t a trap so much as just, well, magic schtuff. Oddities and echoes and the like. And the more I tried to study what I saw, the more confused I became. But it didn’t seem like much was actually trying to work together. It was all just… there.

      Whatever was going on, I couldn’t figure it out.

      Still, just based on the magic, I had some measure of confidence the gem, and the glass case surrounding it, were not trapped in an arcane manner.

      Back into normal vision — well, normal darkvision — and I checked over the whole mantel for physical traps.

      Nothing.

      I frowned, and pulled an orb of light out of the air, parking it above the mantel. Darkvision was fantastic, but not always the best for detail work.

      Carefully, probably more-so than I ever had before, I checked for traps. And then after I found nothing, I rechecked. Nothing. Not even behind the loose stone.

      Then I went back to the entrance to the room, stepping in the exact footprints I’d entered, and I checked the entrance to the room for traps. Then the hallway. Nothing. Clear.

      But the maze of magic continued, little strands turning into webs and going damn near every which way. It was like someone had gone through and enchanted everything in the place. And then somehow connected it all together, but not in any logical or sensible way. Just, well, maybe to do it. Was this like a practice area for artificers or enchanters? And if that was the case, why let the building go to ruin?

      I went back into the large meeting room and sat down at the bar along the western wall.

      Several glasses sat empty along the bar top. Though, not exactly empty. They had some sludge buildup inside, as if all of them had been full at one point, and the liquid had simply evaporated away, leaving the tannins or whatever behind. I leaned over the bar, but saw nothing of any note — not much, at least. There was a small stack of coins on the far side, tucked behind a bottle. Something that would probably have been out of view, except that the bottles in the front row were empty. There were tons of sealed bottles with booze still in them. Had my father been here, would have thought he’d found the motherlode. There was certainly enough liquor left in the place for Nic Cage to leave Vegas at least twice. Maybe even three times. But none of that interested me. The coins, however. Coins were always useful.

      And yet, as my hand reached for them, I paused. If no one had taken a damned thing from this place since, well, however long it took leather to rot, maybe I should let a few coins go. Especially since, through mage sight, I could see that these coins were part of the whole magic web.

      Thing was, when I cast identify on the coins, just to check, to see if there was some indication a trap had been put on them, I got the very basics.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tingkaroonian Gold

      Item Type: Common

      Item Class: Currency

      Material: Gold.

      Description: A coin. Made out of precious metal. From the country of Tingkaroon.
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        * * *

      

      Nothing important, at least insofar as I could tell.

      So after the most detailed investigation of a room I’d done to date, I went back to stare at the giant sapphire in its glass display case.

      “What in the world is going on in here?” I asked.

      No one answered. Probably would have been a lot nicer if someone had. I could hear activity outside, but inside it was quiet.

      My impulse was to bounce. To just leave the sapphire and figure out some other way onto the armada. Except I just didn’t have time. I had until first light, which was in I-don’t-know-hours, but not exactly far away. I had no illusions that the self-proclaimed admiral would wait even one extra wave for me. Or this sapphire.

      She sent me here for a reason. There had to be something I was missing, something I’d yet to figure out. I mean, obviously. But given the time constraints, there was a real limit on my options, which kind of only left me with a single direction...

      Grip it and rip it.

      Not exactly, but more or less.

      I pulled out my favorite new tool, my right-angle stiletto. It was also the tool I was most willing to leave behind should things go wrong, but that’s neither here nor there. Slowly, I moved the glass display case. Ever so slowly, pulling it off the mantel until it overbalanced, tipping forward, and dropped to the floor. It hit the stone tile fireplace surround and crashed into untold pieces.

      The Heart of the Sea sat there, exposed to air.

      And no alarms sounded.

      No surprise fireballs. No bolts of lightning, no poison, no knives launching from the wall. Just, well, the same danger posed by all the mold, I suppose.

      I had the dagger out, its point resting on the sapphire.

      My heart thundered in my head, but I couldn’t do it.

      I took a deep breath and flipped over into mage sight once again.

      Still nothing on the gem.

      Using the stiletto, I tipped the huge gem into my bag, figuring the awshit deep inside would appreciate a little company.

      At the same time, I braced for something to happen, for some trap to finally spring.

      Nothing.

      Still nothing. It was almost worse than an actual trap going off.

      For a second, I held my pose, just watching the room around me. Just in case.

      Nothing.

      I was so worried and for no real reason. I frowned, shook my head, and took a step away.

      At which point, the trap finally sprung.
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      Everywhere around me, from virtually every single item I’d seen, came howls and screams. Spirits and ghosts and ghost-looking beings emerged out of each and every item, most growing as they clawed themselves out of their host items. In the moment before I realized these things were coming out and running, I could see their vaguely human features, twisted by hate and undeath.

      Naturally, I didn’t really stick around to see if any of the ghastly beings wanted to chat.

      I bolted, sprinting as fast as I could, hitting the door with my shoulder and bursting into the hallway.

      I paused for a heartbeat to decide if I should go up or down.

      Down was an unknown, but closer. Up was, well, running upstairs. But I knew the exit wasn’t locked.

      Up it was.

      I ran, feeling something horribly cold right behind me, like I was trying to outrun a blast of liquid nitrogen. The air temperature around me dropped as more and more of the things came out, practically pouring forth from every door into the hallway. They’d come out as a group and pause and see why they’d been summoned, which, naturally, was because of me. And as soon as they saw me, out came the translucent arms, fingers growing into ethereal claws, human faces extending into monstrous visages.

      The chase was on.

      I hit the stairs at full stride, sprinting up without pause.

      The pursuing poltergeists slid right on by, clearly thinking I would go downstairs, which meant I gained, maybe, two strides on them. Also showed they were capable of thought, and that I was out-thinking them. Probably not a big reason to pat me on the back.

      The next floor was absolutely filled with the things, just hanging out in the hallway. But when I came barreling up and had to run to the next set of stairs, they came to life — or, um, unlife? — and joined the chase. Their screams linked to the unholy cacophony behind me, urging me on.

      Onto the fourth and final floor.

      I skid to a stop as I saw nearly pure white. The landing was so packed with ghostly figures that they were now an opaque mass.

      “Ohhh kay,” I said, and did a lightning-fast cast of identify.
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        * * *

      

      Bound Phantasm

      Lvl 11 Cursed Spirit
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        * * *

      

      Nothing useful there.

      I needed to get an identify spell that’d highlight some weaknesses.

      The phantasms coming up had rounded the last landing and were on the final leg of their journey to destroy me.

      All the fourth floor phantasms were transitioning to their more horrible forms, elongating parts as they reached out to me.

      I backed up into the lone bit of clear floor space.

      My opponents seemed to enjoy that they’d backed me into a corner, as they slowed way down and stalked towards me.

      I wasn’t so thrilled with that; it was terrifying to be facing them down. I could feel my heart beating faster and my muscles tensing up. The terror radiating out from them crashed over me in a wave.

      The room dropped had gotten painfully cold. I could see ice crystals forming on the floor, and my breath came out in plumes. My brain was freezing up from both terror and temperature.

      But in my panic and nigh-on debilitating fright at the oncoming horde of horrors, I saw something that struck me as odd. As they elongated and became more horror than human, I could see the edges of what had been their clothing moving slightly, as if buffeted by a breeze.

      And since I had little other tactic than accepting my untimely defeat, I decided to see if wind might do something to these phantasmagorical phukheads.

      I cast major wind.

      The opaque field of phantasms in front of me flew against the far wall with such force that the cracking tan paint was replaced with an ethereally perfect white. I literally blew them away, and as the wind blew, they couldn’t move. They were stuck against the wall.

      In any other circumstance, I would have laughed, because it was one of the more absurd sights I’d ever seen. I’d repainted the wall with ghosts. But the fear was still palpable, so I bolted for the exit, kicking the door open and rushing into the packed attic as fast as I could. I tripped over a crate and sprawled across the floor, stumbling over a stack of paintings with a loud crash. I got back on my feet instantly, throwing another wind spell behind me as I grabbed the ladder and hauled myself out of the building as quickly as possible.

      On the roof, I went to slam the hatch shut, but someone had destroyed the damn thing getting into the building, and now there was no way to keep all the terrible things inside, so I promptly blink-ed across the street to safety. At which point I dropped to my knees, threw up, and noticed that my chest hair had frozen solid in a few places.

      For a moment, I stayed in that position, watching the hatch. Then checking the doors of the Cartographers’ Guild. Nothing. But looking through the windows, I caught glimpses of the slightly glowing white of the phantasms. They were still active, but seemingly unable to leave the building. Unable or unwilling. I suppose wind effecting ghosts made a certain amount of sense, and explained why they might be tied to a singular building. Come outside, and they’d just get blown away.

      I mean, it was also possible those phantasms were tied to the Cartographers’ Guild because of whatever trap or curse had been placed on the joint. Whatever the truth of the matter, I was out. For good measure, I pulled out the Heart of the Sea and gave it a look.

      Just a gem. A fantastically clear, perfectly cut gem, but really just a fancy rock the size of a coconut.

      As soon as my heart rate returned to something resembling normal, I climbed off the roof and pulled my hood up, walking down the streets like I was just a lad trying to get home.
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      Fighting sounds echoed through the city, skirmishes taking place here and there, usually followed by the sounds of screams, an even mix of human and most definitely not. The other pedestrians all seemed to be searching for a safer place to be, but given that everyone moved all over, it felt like no one knew where that safer place might be.

      At one point, I saw a square filled with troops getting ready to move out. I decided to go up and around them, taking a quick jaunt across the rooftops instead of trying to find a clear path on the ground.

      From atop the flat roof, I could see spots of glowing orange where fires were starting. Or continuing. Equal chance of either, really.

      Down one street, I saw a family leave the safety of a house with the sort of speed that could only mean they were running away from something dangerous. The father kept looking over his shoulder while the mother carried an infant and tugged along a toddler.

      Whatever was behind them, the four of them had no chance of outrunning the thing.

      Especially not when I saw a long black leg extend out of the front door of the townhouse, followed by a second, third, and fourth in quick succession. All four legs grabbed the outside of the building and yanked forth a bloated, distended body topped with a strangely shaped arachnid head. It had a human face in place of each of the creature’s eight eyes. When it got to full height, the bottom of the spider’s abdomen was five feet off the ground, the top swelling to eighteen or so. I couldn’t quite tell how long the thing was — I just wanted it to go away.

      The father screamed, the mother tripped, and I cast blink.

      I caught the mother before she could hit the ground and helped her to her feet.

      “Go,” I said, stepping around her to face the spider-thing still extricating itself from the house. “Careful now.”

      The father scooped up his toddler, grabbed his wife’s hand, and ran.

      “My... meal...” the spider thing got out, its eight human heads speaking in a discordant chorus.

      “Yeah,” I said, “sorry about that.”

      “Young... are... so... tender...”

      I felt a wave of fear crash over me — maybe an instinctual response, maybe some power the creature had. But the comment about the kids, how tender they were, ignited the part of me that got furious when people hurt children. A feeling that extended equally to monsters. A cold rage rose up inside me, crushing any feeling of fear.

      I threw an identify spell at the spider thing.
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        * * *

      

      Death Spider Thrall

      Lvl 19 Greater Arachnoid

      

      “You... now... meal...” the death spider thrall said.

      “No,” I said, “I don’t think so.”

      “Think... so...”

      “I’m not really a fan of talking to anyone that eats children.”

      The thing laughed. Eight heads, laughing together as one. Not something I ever wanted to hear, and a phenomenal way to really get rid of an appetite or, well, any notion that the world isn’t a hellhole.

      “Kill it with fire,” I said. “Right?”

      “Fir—“

      I took a deep breath, sucked in all my mana, and drove a sticky fireball up into the air.

      “Missed...” the thing said, right before the fireball came back down and smashed into the death spider thrall.

      All eight heads screeched, and the creature moved jerkily around the street, trying to rid itself of the fire.

      But the fire stuck, and the acrid smell of burning spider filled the air.

      For good measure, I cast hold monster, and the death spider froze mid-stomp. I felt like the human eyes in those eight faces looked around with momentary panic, as if somehow the hold monster spell didn’t apply to them, just the rest of the huge spider body. The fire had no such hold on it, and it spread across the massive monster much faster than I anticipated, until it covered the human faces, the skin charring, then cracking. The Death Spider Thrall collapsed to the ground, dead.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a Death Spider Thrall (lvl 19 Greater Arachnoid).

      You’ve earned 1250 xp! What a mighty hero you are.

      

      Flames licked at the corpse, and thick black smoke curled up into the sky.

      The family raced by me, back toward their house.

      “What the—“ I asked, then looked over my shoulder to see a group of the spider-people running down the street, waving their half-formed spider limbs, some still holding weapons. “The Faithful.”

      I closed my eyes, checked my mana levels (mostly good), and glanced over my spell list.

      Eyes open, teeth clenched, ready to rumble with another group of massive assholes.

      First up: acid.

      I threw a big ol’ glob of magical acid right into the path of the group.

      The first few Faithful side-stepped, and one jumped over. But the rest of the mob ran right into it, their boots already getting eaten off their feet.

      Second up: more fire.

      I threw a fireball at the group, which exploded against the front-line Faithful.

      While they were all blinded by the fire, I shot off acid arrow after acid arrow, the green arcane constructions streaking through the air with audible pops, until they smashed into their targets. The acid splashed not only on the initial mark but also on everyone nearby, which meant the mob was suddenly awash in arcane acid.

      I whittled the group down until it was only ten on one.

      They seemed to realize that it might not be the best idea to clump together, so they spread out around me.

      I realized I didn’t have much I could do up close. Melee fighting was a weakness of mine, and I knew it. And though I’d tried to fix that particular issue, I hadn’t had much luck.

      One of the spider hybrids had a sharp chitin leg coming out of their wrist, and they thrust it out like a giant rapier.

      I dodged to the side, and then immediately had to jump and back out of the swing of a club that had, until recently, been a decorative column on someone’s house. The wood and plaster combination whiffed by close enough for me to see the maker’s mark on the bottom.

      I stabbed out on instinct as someone came close, but my right-angle stiletto did not stab so much as annoyingly poke a Faithful’s ribs.

      I had no choice but to take this stand-up fight down to something on my level. Time to dig into the bag of forbidden tricks.

      I took a deep breath and went through the spell in my head. Then I sucked in all the mana I had and cast vicious wrench ten times at once, on ten separate targets.

      For a second, nothing happened.

      Then ten femurs came ripping out of ten thighs, zooming through the air in a gore show of blood.

      I grabbed one of the bones as it went by and gave it a quick twirl before getting ready to fight.

      The thing is, it’s rather difficult to fight without a femur. Frankly, tough to do much of anything when without a femur.

      The ten faithful were suddenly out of the stand up portion of the fight, mostly all now on the ground in absolute agony.

      One of the Faithful was a bit lucky, and had an extra non-human mostly spider leg. He still stood on one human leg, gritting his teeth and glaring at me. His spider-like leg quivered a bit, clearly not quite able to take weight. And then there was the now useless second human leg with the floppy thigh, bleeding profusely from the femur shaped rip.

      I smiled, swallowing the pain from the mana headache, and then hauled off and threw the femur I had at the man.

      He batted his sword at the flying bone, which was just enough of a distraction that I could give him a firm shove. He fell to the ground, and I gave the asshole a swift kick to the face, then stomped on the spider leg, which snapped with a sharp chitinous crack. Very viscous ichor began to leak from his bonus leg.

      “Anyone else?” I roared, looking around at the wounded Faithful littering the street in front of me.

      The only answer I got was muted groans.

      “Leave the children alone,” I said. “Or I’ll have to be mean next time.”

      Slowly, like I owned the street, I strolled away.
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      Maybe because I’d been busy throwing around magic. Maybe because I’d wound up being a little showy. Maybe because I threw a fireball high into the sky to bring down on a Greater Death Spider Thrall. Whatever the reason, when I got out to the next square, there was someone waiting for me.

      A familiar someone leaning against a statue of a dwarf spearing a downed spider.

      “Hello Raynor,” I said.

      “Clyde,” Raynor replied, smiling. “What a pleasant surprise running into you here.”

      “The best of coincidences, eh?”

      “Oh, let’s not chalk it up to something so droll as luck. This was all planned. Well, not the spider bit — that’s caused more than a little trouble for us. But the rest of it, well-planned and executed, if you ask me.”

      “I didn’t ask. Now, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll be on my way.”

      “But I do mind. See, even though you are my quarry and I can track you forever, I grow weary of chasing you. You are annoying. To almost everyone. For the life of me, I cannot understand how someone like you managed to convince at least two women to fall in love with him. Baffles the—“

      “Two?” I asked, unable to help myself.

      “Might be more, I suppose, but at least two. And I ask myself—“

      “I think not being a traitorous assbutt helps quite a bit.”

      He frowned at me.

      “Assbutt?” he asked.

      “At least you admit to being a traitor.”

      “Of course you would bring that up. But for that to apply, you have to ask where my loyalties have always been. If being loyal to someone I knew before I knew you meant I was still being loyal to them, but had to betray you—“

      “Raynor,” I said, holding a hand up, “you lost me. Pretty sure you’re about to lose yourself. Whatever mental gymnastics you need to do to feel good, do ‘em. I don’t care. But you betrayed me and the rest of our party.”

      “Your party. I never belonged to that group of losers.”

      “Ehhhh, pretty sure you did. But I don’t care. I have to go—“

      “Ah, right, that. You have to go. Where exactly? The city is closed. The harbor sealed. There’s no one leaving. The armada, your one escape route, is gone. They’ve been docked. And after your little stunt at the ports, I doubt any Tingkaroonian is going side with you. Which means we’ll happily take you back to Carchedon in chains, and you can spend the rest of your days toiling in the Lice Farms of Sherpwerpen—“

      “Ew, lice farms?”

      “Indeed.”

      “I don’t even want to know why that’s a thing.”

      “I am quite sure you will have years to discover that.”

      “You know,” I said, flexing my hand to make it seem like I was getting a spell ready, really hoping I could bluff having some mana, “I’ve beaten you more than once.”

      “I do so wish that weren’t true. But, alas,—“

      “It is.”

      “Yes. But unlike quite a few people I know, I try to learn from my mistakes. For example, despite my attempts to inform them, those I travel with continue to underestimate you. No one thought you could escape from that prison, and certainly not return to the ship. I said—“

      “As much as I’d really like to let you just chatter on, I can’t handle all your self-congratulatory blather. Man, come on. Just — I don’t know, spring your terrible trap, let me fight my way through it and escape, and then you can chase me through the city. And then I’ll outfox you and get on the armada, or slip into the jungles and leave. We don’t have to do all this other nonsense, you know? Or, even better, just let me go and say that you beat me and then I tricked you and got away.”

      “I will not allow you to escape again. You have cost me too much already.”

      I noticed Raynor also clenching a hand. But as he unclenched, there were only two fingers there.

      The same on both hands.

      “Oh, snap,” I said. “You can only count to six now. That’s gotta make math hard. Maybe you can learn a base-six system.”

      He gritted his teeth and glared at me.

      “Yes,” he said. “You cost me my fingers.”

      “Whoa now,” I replied, “that’s not on me. You did that. You cost yourself your fingers by being a betraying pisspot.”

      “I think I might actually visit you at the lice farm, just so I might see you suffer. You irritate me to no end.”

      “It’d be easy to just let me mosey on out of here.”

      “But so much more satisfying to crush you into submission.”

      “Seems a mite optimistic.”

      “Occasionally, I admire your confidence. Likely more so if I had no knowledge of how often you fail. Especially in this case, where you clearly have no idea what you are up against.”

      “So, not a six-fingered man without a weapon or a clue?”

      He took a breath in, jaw muscle flaring as he basically tried to break his teeth in an attempt to maintain his cool. It would seem the fingers were a touchy subject.

      Raynor used the two fingers on his right hand to make a signal of some kind, and Carchedonians began to step out from the shadows, forming a circle.

      “You see? I learn,” Raynor said, leaning back a little on the statue. “You have a lot of tricks up your sleeve, but you also seem to think there will only be a single battle at a time. You never leave anything behind, which I think explains how you can pull off some amazing victories. But a second fight? No, you run. And now, where will you run to?”

      I’d been hoping my mana was going to have time to recharge before I actually had to throw down against the traitor. That’s the entire reason I’d been willing to listen to his narcissistic monologue. And yet, I was still mostly tapped.

      “Oh,” Raynor said, “I see you found out one of my little tricks. Good luck throwing spells around with no mana.”

      “I don’t rely on magic, Raynor,” I said. “It’s just nice for flashy moments.”

      On the plus side, I wasn’t completely devoid of mana, just super low. Not enough to blink, but if I was smart, I still might be able to spell my way to freedom.

      “I will make you a deal,” Raynor said, pulling a dagger out of his belt and doing a decent twirl with the blade in the air. “If you just give up, I will let the rest of your motley band go. At least for now. At some point, someone will catch them. There’s just too much money on their heads. Especially Lux. In fact, if you were to bring Lux to me, I might be willing to find a better home for you to work out your life.”

      “I mean, that is quite tempting,” I said. “Maybe I could learn a thing or two from you about betraying people.”

      Raynor frowned at me.

      “Again, not a betrayal. I was—“

      “Can we get on with this?” I asked, reaching down for the sword at my belt.

      I pulled the blade out and took a ready stance.

      Which all would have been really been great, if I’d had a sword.

      The right-angle stiletto just didn’t have the same level of gravitas or threat of violence.

      I heard a laugh come from one of the men behind me, so I spun and threw the stiletto.

      It tumbled through the air, but hit mostly true, clanging off the man’s helmet.

      The smile vanished from his unshaven face, and he sneered at me, raising a club and charging.

      I sidestepped his clumsy charge, only to have to duck out of the way of another swinging club.

      A net had been thrown in the air, and I dove into a roll, coming to my feet with my nose up against a wall. I climbed up a few feet and jumped backward, rolling over in the air so I could watch another club nearly miss me. I hit into a three-point landing and dodged left, getting out from under another net as I reached into my bag and pulled out a dagger.

      But again, I was facing a wall.

      Turning quickly, I dropped into a ready stance, dagger out.

      “Very impressive work,” Raynor called out. “Frankly, I think there is an outside chance you survive at the lice farm for the long haul.”

      “Thanks,” I said, breathing hard. I didn’t have the spare mana to burn down my stamina, so I just had to rely on natural fitness I had yet to develop. I made a mental note to use the sixty-day cruise as a grinding opportunity.

      I was also only doing as well as I was because they clearly had orders not to kill me.

      Smiling, I threw the dagger at Raynor, and then turned to climb the wall behind me.

      I went up like a speed climber, only for an arrow to hit my forearm, splitting me between the ulna and radius damn near perfectly. It made me miss my next grab, and I plummeted to the ground.

      “Now, now,” Raynor called out. “No running.”

      A good face plant into the cobblestones did a bit to ring my bell, and I was a little slower getting up, giving the Carchedonians plenty of time to get over to me.

      I spit out a mouthful of blood and wiped my nose.

      Also bleeding.

      “Still wanting to fight?” Raynor asked from behind his gang of Carchedonians.

      “You press me too far,” I said, “and I’ll release the thing we fought in Furxtaxo.”

      “No, you won’t,” Raynor replied. “You have that pesky sense of honor that will only wind up ruining you.”

      I reached for my bag.

      “Get his bag,” Raynor shouted.

      They swarmed me, and though I tried my best to dodge out of the way, in a ten-on-one situation with my back to the wall, there was a limit to what I could do. But they were all focused on the bag, which meant that while I lost my bag of holding, I did manage to slip through a set of legs and wind up on the other side of the group, and I saw clear space in front of me.

      I sprinted.

      Only to hear something clink, and feel cold metal around my wrist.

      My legs tried to keep running, but my wrist was held firm, and I fell flat on my back.

      I laid there on the cool stone street, staring at the cloudy sky above.

      Raynor stood over me, smiling, and holding up his wrist, which had a manacle around it.

      “Got you,” he said.

      One of his miscreant helpers handed over the bag, my bag, of holding.

      “And this,” he said. “You know, I do believe this creature in here could be the thing which finally solves that pesky Glaton problem Carchedon has faced for years. Set it loose on the Empire, see what happens, eh?”

      “You suck,” I said.

      “Hurts to be outplayed, Clyde Hatchett. And now, you will be—“

      All the bones in his hand broke free from their skin and flew towards me.

      I yanked hard at the manacle, and it slipped off his limp wrist.

      He stared at the ruined hand and I got to my feet.

      The Carchedonian brutes all gaped at their leader, in shock. I’d bought myself a moment.

      I looked around the square, and saw a young woman standing near a doorway. She was watching us intently, but as soon as I saw her, she looked away.

      “You,” I yelled, and bolted across the square.

      Instantly, the rest of the group chased after me, their boots pounding out a threatening staccato rhythm as they gained on me.

      The woman practically jumped out of her skin and started to race away.

      I felt mana rush into me, like she’d been holding back the current, and now that it was released, I had an overabundance.

      Feeling that cold rage, I whipped my hand out and yanked a bone from her ankle. Just a little one. But it was enough that she crashed to the ground, skidding across the stones face first.

      I slid to a stop and turned to face my pursuers, only to see a club coming right at my face.

      Time seemed to slow down, as it often does in those brief moments before accidents or disasters. Normally, that’s the time to think through your life. Get flashbacks of the times you thought you’d ask out Kim Hurtzmann, but then never did. Thing was, with magic, you can actually use that moment.

      I poured all my mana into heal self, only releasing it at the very last moment as the club started to punch my face in.

      Frankly, it was a total experiment, and I wasn’t at all sure of the outcome.

      It worked a lot better than I expected.

      The club hit, smashing my face in, destroying my nose. The world flashed bright white before going black, but I only lost consciousness for half a second at most. My face rearranged itself before I even started to fall over. I staggered for a second, then wiped the blood off my face and gave a smile to the gathered Carchedonians.

      “Get him!” screeched Raynor, holding his ruined hand close to his body while trying to use his other hand to open up the bag of holding.

      “Not a good idea,” I said, and cast vicious wrench to snatch his thumb away.

      The bag dropped to the ground as the thumb bones flew through the air.

      I grabbed them from the air, and quickly threw the bloody bones at the one brute who seemed to be getting his courage back.

      He balked at the bones and I stomped on his foot and yanked his dagger out of his belt.

      I got the dagger around in time to parry a club, thanking Rose for all her hours of beating me up, then swung my left fist in a wide roundhouse. As I connected with the brute’s face, I unleashed an acid glob spell. I doubt the punch did much damage to him, but the glob of acid immediately worked. The poor bastard’s face sizzled as the green goo burned quickly through his skin, and then the thin muscles in his face. His eyeballs burst, and though he opened his mouth to scream, that only made things worse.

      The rest of the brutes took generous steps back.

      Raynor may have had something of a point, because once again, I was basically out of mana. I doubted I’d be able to pull off anything but a very basic low-level spell. But that had been the reason behind the acid. It was a good visual.

      Slowly, I walked forward, and the Carchedonian pack split for me, keeping their distance. Sure, they followed, but all of them were well out of my reach, which meant I was also out of theirs.

      Raynor lay crumpled against the statue in the center of the square, staring at the remains of his hands.

      I picked up my bag of holding and quickly tied it to my belt.

      “Will... hunt... you... down...,” Raynor eked out, his face pale as most of his blood seemed to be painting his lap.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “You won’t.”

      I knelt next to him, and glanced over my shoulder to see if the rest of his group were still giving me room.

      They were.

      I reached down to his belt and pulled out his dagger.

      He feebly smacked at me, and I just ignored him.

      I took the dagger and put it against Raynor’s chest.

      “You know,” I said softly, “you’re right about a lot of things with me. I do have some stupid sense of honor. I do like to protect people. And I probably trust people more than I should. You see it as a weakness. But the thing is,” I pushed the knife into him, “so far, I’ve got enough strength to correct my mistakes. As well as learn from them.”

      At first, I felt a brief resistance from Raynor’s leather armor, but the sharp blade pierced through soon enough. Then I felt it penetrate his skin.

      His eyes widened as the first inch of the blade sunk into him.

      “And here’s the secret,” I said, almost whispering, “even if you had killed me, I would rise again. I can die again and again and again, and I will still keep rising. But you? You had this one life, and you wasted it.”

      I put my weight behind the dagger and shoved it all the way through, until I heard the steel scrape on the stone base of the statue.

      I watched the life drain from his eyes, and then I stood up and slowly turned around.

      I might have overplayed my hand.

      More Carchedonians had joined the party, and some newcomers were barely a yard from me and closing.
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      I stood there, no weapons in my hands, ready to receive the charge, hoping I could come up with some grand plan to take on the thirty or so Carchedonian soldiers intent on my death or capture.

      A crossbow bolt zipped over my shoulder and plunged right into the eye of the lead soldier.

      He dropped dead instantly, falling onto the stone road face first.

      The other Carchedonians halted their charge, looking more than a little afraid. They started to back up.

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      Tingkaroonian citizens stood there, seeming like a hundred of them, holding various arms. Some crossbows, some bows, some fireplace pokers, even a few rolling pins. It was a goodly sized mob. And at the front of the mob, the father of the family I’d saved, cranking another bolt and getting ready to fire.

      “You Carchedonians think you can take Tingkaroonians as slaves?” someone yelled out.

      “That’s no Tingkaroonian,” a Carchedonian brute yelled back. “He’s—“

      “He fought the Death Spiders,” the father said. “Seems like that makes him a Tingkaroonian.”

      With another bolt ready to go, he aimed at the Carchedonians.

      “You want to see us protect our own?” the father said. “Or would you prefer to run back to your ship and never return?”

      For a moment, there was stillness as the leader of the Carchedonians seemed to do the math. The brutes probably had better training, more strength, and more armor, but they were outnumbered three to one. Plus they lacked any sort of ranged weapons.

      And then there was me. Give a mage time to suck in mana, and you’re in for a bad time.

      I put out both my hands and pulled gnarly looking balls of fire out of the ether, letting them just hang out there, the fire crackling in the night, not burning me whatsoever. I gave the Carchedonians my best smile.

      “Seems like I still have room on my card, if you’d like to dance some more,” I said.

      “You will be—“ the Carchedonian leader began to threaten.

      With only a sharp twang as a warning, a bolt plunged into the man’s forehead.

      His eyes crossed, trying to see what went into his brain, and then he gave up. On everything, and fell backward, dead.

      “Anyone else?” the father asked.

      The Carchedonians, almost as one, turned and burned.

      I turned and looked at the group of strangers who’d banded together to save me, letting go of the illusions I’d cast with the teensy bit of mana I’d regenerated.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “There is no need for you to thank us,” the father said, stepping up to me, tears still leaking out of his eyes. “We will always consider you a son of Tingkaroon.”
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        * * *

      

      BOOM. You’ve been granted the indicium Son of Tingkaroon. This indicium is only available to citizens of Tingkaroon in good standing. You are granted permission to access and live within the city and country of Tingkaroon.
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        * * *

      

      “Now go,” the father said. “Before the slavers return with the rest of their contingent.”

      “I, uh,” I started, trying to think of what to say.

      But the father shook his head and gave me a gentle shove. “Run.”

      So I ran.
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      I raced through the streets as if there was someone chasing me, even though, whenever I did glance behind, there was no one in sight. I still heard fighting throughout the city, but the human screams were rare, while the inhuman ones came frequently. Hopefully that meant the Faithful and their spiderlings were being pushed back into the darkness from whence they’d spawned.

      Waves of exhaustion crashed over me. Again and again, I’d have to dig down and find another reserve of energy to keep going. Which was difficult, because I was running on fumes. I hadn’t slept since being knocked out, and I’m not sure that actually counts. Too many fights to count, and having seen so many terrible things.

      I know it seems like I can take most anything the world can dish out, even a messed up world like Vuldranni. But there’s a thing that happens when you face monstrosities: you can either submit in the moment, or deal with it later. I’d gotten into the habit of swallowing down all the bad things I’d been through, and was still putting off my time to deal with it. So for better or worse (probably worse), I was just living in survival mode.

      As the clouds on the eastern horizon began changing color, I finally made it around to the southern side of the bay, where I could already see some of the armada’s ships pushing off from the docks and floating toward the open water.

      The guards at the gate had changed over, but the new ones were as surly as the old. They openly grimaced as I made them open up the gate and let me in. At which point they manhandled (elfhandled?) me into a cage tucked up against a large warehouse.

      I spotted the rest of my party confined in a similar spot on the far side of the warehouse. I gave them a wave, then did a quick count and came up a bit short.

      Six.

      Lux, Nox, Rose, Harpy, the katárakyos Hyla, and, very surprising, Pavo the gāthï.

      Weird.

      The admiral stalked up and stood right in front of me, arms crossed in front of her, a haughty look on her hard face.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “You come to make another deal?” she barked.

      “Why would I make another deal?” I asked, reaching into my bag.

      “Because you clearly found out the dangers posed by the Cartographer’s Guild and—“

      She trailed off mid-sentence as I pulled out the Heart of the Sea and held it up. Her eyes went wide and her jaw dropped open.

      “Is that—“ she started. “Did you — Wha —“

      “One big-ass sapphire rescued from a boring dilapidated building full of moss, must, and mold,” I replied. “Which I did not appreciate. You realize the dangers that place holds? I could have caught some terrible disease from all that airborne nastiness.”

      “But the others,” she stammered, “did they — were there any — how did you not disappear?”

      I leaned in close to her. “Real subtle-like, I told the ghosts to go sit on their collective thumbs and rotate. They seemed confused, so I just grabbed this blue rock and left.”

      “This is... I...” she shook her head and walked away from me, muttering to herself.

      “Hey,” I said, “don’t you think it’s time to let me out of the cage?”

      She didn’t answer, just paused at the water’s edge and stared out at the horizon for a few moments.

      “That must be a fake,” she said.

      “Identify it,” I replied, holding it out.

      “I will not touch that. It is cursed.”

      “Is it now? Interesting. Information that might have been useful before I went and got it.”

      “I did not expect you to get it.”

      “Is it actually cursed?”

      “I can only tell you what I know. Legend has it is cursed.”

      “Well, nothing’s happened to me since I picked it up. I mean, nothing out of the ordinary. I think. But regardless, I completed my side of the bargain.”

      “Admiral,” an underling called out, coming closer but holding a polite distance to give us privacy, “the Santander delegation is unhappy with their berth. They request an audience to—“

      The admiral held up a hand and the younger man shut up. She did not bother even looking at the man; she kept her attention on me.

      “You are resourceful,” she said softly, regaining her composure. “And I am surprised. A rare event for me of late. I find it... unpleasant. And yet, you completed what I considered an impossible task. Who are you, young —“

      “Clyde Hatchett.”

      “Clyde Hatchett? Who are you, then? And I would prefer some measure of the truth.”

      “I am exactly what I told you,” I said, sighing and leaning against the back of the cage. My knees gave out, and I slid to the floor. “I’m on a quest to visit the City of Darkness with my party over there. A party that includes someone who thinks they know where the City of Darkness is and how to get in and all that fun stuff. They helped me, so now I’m helping them before I go home to Glaton. That’s it.”

      “But how has a low-level nothing managed to do what you have?”

      “Little bit of luck, little bit of magic.”

      “And in your one night in Tingkaroon, I see you have gained a measure of status.”

      I smiled, and pulled my sleeve back to flare my Tingkaroonian indicium.

      “That I did,” I said, actually letting that bit of pride run through me.

      She took a deep breath and held it for a count of three before letting it out slowly.

      “I will abide by the deal,” she said quickly. “You and your party will be given a suite. Though I seem to recall you said you had ten to board.”

      “Yeah, I thought I did too,” I said. “But I think there may have been some changes.”

      “Ensign Tathers,” the Admiral said, “escort Master Hatchett and his party into the Grand Suite on the Lords Own Oak.”

      “Yes, admiral,” the young man said.

      “And make sure they are checked for spiders before they are allowed to board.”

      “Yes, admiral.”

      “And tell the Santanders I have no other accommodations to offer them. If they wish to travel with us, they will abide by the quarters they have been given.”

      “Yes, admiral.”
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        * * *

      

      Congratulations! You’ve completed a QUEST!

      A Gem of a Time

      Retrieve the Heart of the Sea from the Cartographer’s Guild

      Reward for success: Passage across the ocean in style for you and your party.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The whole time, the admiral never broke her gaze at me. Finally, she gave me a nod and strode away, leaving me still in the cage. And holding the sapphire.
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      Ensign Tathers had to find the guard with keys to my cage before he could get me out. And that was after he’d gone and had a talk with whomever needed to complain about their quarters. Then he took me over to the rest of the party, and let them out of their holding pen, which is where I saw that Hellion was back in his chest form.

      I gave the chest a quick pat, and then was about to speak with the group, ask, one, where everyone else was, and two, how’d they found Pavo, but Lux gave me the slightest of head shakes. So instead of discussion or quick hellos, I grabbed Hellion’s handle.

      “Lead on, Tathers,” I said.

      “Of course,” he replied, clearly wanting to say something else, but choosing marginal politeness instead.

      He guided us through the port area, weaving us around literal tons of cargo still being loaded on to various ships, to a bored-looking woman in dark maroon robes sitting behind a desk made of repurposed crates.

      “They need to be checked,” Tathers told the robed lady.

      She yawned and nodded at the same time. Then I felt the tingle of magic.

      I flipped over to mage sight and watched her spell fall on me.

      The woman in maroon watched me for a moment, then gave a nod.

      “He’s clear,” she said to Tathers.

      Tathers made a note in a little notebook while the woman went through the rest of the group, casting the spell.

      “They’re all clear,” she said. “No eggs, nothing. Though that one,” she pointed at me, “has had quite a few brushes with the Death Spiders.”

      “I wound up fighting a few tonight,” I said.

      The woman rolled her eyes and sat back at her desk, pulling a thin book out of her sleeve and pointedly making a show of reading.

      “Right,” Tathers said as he slid his own little notebook into a small pocket on his blue coat, “this way.”

      More weaving through the dock until we got to the far end near the bay’s entrance, where the nicest ships were currently tied up. Quite a few posh men and women strolled up the gangplanks while their servants struggled to get their baggage aboard.

      At the end of the row was the Lord’s Own Oak. It was a lower ship, but very wide and very long, and it looked like it was mostly for cargo, but someone had slapped a nice superstructure on the back and made it fancy. Unlike all the other ships, it seemed like the Lord’s Own Oak had been ready and waiting for quite some time, because there was a sense of stillness there. The sailors were all just relaxing aboard, for the most part. I saw a woman at the helm, leaning against the wheel, watching us.

      She spoke to a burly gent at her side, a man with no neck, no hair, and arms as thick as legs. He grimaced in our direction, but then nodded.

      There was a lot of nodding going around.

      Tathers walked us up the gangplank to the ship, and the woman at the helm met us before we could board.

      “Permission to board, captain,” Tathers said.

      “Ensign,” the captain said. “Who is this?”

      “Your passengers, captain.”

      She leaned out to get a good look at us, and I gave a little wave.

      “Are these,” she frowned, “the servants?”

      “Uh, no, captain, these are your passengers.”

      “That’s all of them?”

      “Yes.”

      “You realize how many my ship can hold, right?”

      “While I am not well versed in your ship’s capabilities, I assure you Admiral Hayley knows, and has made this decision with your ship in mind.”

      The captain held her position a moment, blocking our way on. I started to feel the weight of Hellion.

      “Well, welcome aboard, I suppose,” the captain finally said, moving out of the way.

      “Thank you,” I said, nudging Tathers to get moving.

      Tathers showed us to our quarters, which was basically the bulk of the superstructure. The actual captain’s quarters were above us, while the crew was a level below us. We had what amounted to six rooms. There were four smaller staterooms, one large general room, and the main bedroom. I took Hellion to the main bedroom and then tied my bag of holding up above Hellion.

      “If something happens,” I told the mimic, “you keep that bag safe, okay?”

      One tap.

      I gave the mimic a wink.

      Lux and Rose took one of the staterooms, Nox and Harpy took a second, Pavo a third, and Hylas the fourth, all by the time I came back out from the main bedroom to grab a stateroom of my own.

      “You get the big one,” Lux said, unpacking her one small bag. “You earned it.”

      “I, no,” I said, “I can—“

      She winked, then shut her door to keep me from arguing with her.

      “Lad,” Harpy said, his rough hand dropping on my shoulder, “’tis time for you to rest.”

      He guided me back to the main bedroom and gave me a gentle push, shutting the door behind me.

      Grim had already found the bed, curled up on one of the pillows, and was snoring softly.

      I sighed, sat down at the small writing desk and looked out the porthole. The ship was already moving, pilot boats shoving us away from the dock and toward the center of the bay, joining the start of the armada out there. What baffled me is that I’d been told multiple times that no one was leaving, that ships were going to be confined to the city. And yet, here we were, moving along without delay.

      Maybe that was someone else’s problem. I mean, it was definitely someone else’s problem. I’d done my job. I pulled out two gargoyles from my bag, and set one on the desk, and one up on a shelf, both overlooking the room. After a second, I turned one so it faced the window, and I’m pretty sure I heard a very muted ‘thank you’ come from it.

      Slowly, I took off my ruined garments, realizing why the captain might have been making such a big deal of things, and I laid down on the bed, falling quickly asleep.
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      At some point during the madness of the day, I must have hit level five, because as soon as I was asleep, this happened:
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        * * *

      

      IT IS TIME. YOU MUST CHOOSE.

      For reaching Level 5, you must make a Choice. This prompt may not be minimized nor ignored.

      1) Rogue - Rogues are the generalist of the underworld. They do a little burgling, a touch of thuggery, a pinch of purse-cutting, and the occasional murder. Rogues gain bonuses to progression in thievery skills. A good place to start.

      2) Wizard — Wizards are the generalists of the arcane world. They learn spells from books, they learn spells from casting, they do a little of everything. Wizards gain bonuses to progression in arcane skills. A good place to start.

      3)  Bartholomew — Bartholomews are invested in being hidden, avoiding the public spaces, and people in general. The more the bartholomew is alone, the more powerful the bartholomew may become. Bonus experience gained while casting spells in public with no one the wiser. Mana increases every day without social interaction, and all arcane skills advance double while alone. XP penalties apply whenever other entities are present and aware of the bartholomew.

      4) Vigilante — Vigilantes have their own code, and enforce said code on others, regardless of true legal standing. Martial skills, when applied to enforcing justice, advance double. Bonuses to interactions with law-enforcement entities. Penalties to interactions with criminals and criminal organizations.

      5) Nothing — Nothing is as it sounds. You receive no benefits, no penalties, nothing. You receive nothing. You will be nothing. Not the bravest of choices, but something you have been satisfied with in the past.

      You have one minute to decide.
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        * * *

      

      Not exactly anything that spoke to me, and why the hell was I given the choice of the Bartholomew? Where the heck did that come from? I liked being around people, which meant that immediately was out. As was Vigilante, considering I was still the de facto head of a de facto thieves’ guild. Couldn’t exactly have penalties for each and every interaction with, well, everyone I knew in Glaton. I didn’t want to be a wizard and I didn’t want to be a rogue. Both were vague and not exactly the direction I wanted to go. I wanted to do both sneaky-sneaky and spelly-spelly. But maybe it was better to pick either Rogue or Wizard and at least receive some bonus, instead of going with Nothing, which would give me, well, nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Your minute has elapsed without a choice being chosen. You will remain Nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Well, poop. Messed that one up. I really needed to work on time management.

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Master of Time

      Gain a greater understanding of time management

      Reward for success: Increased self-discipline

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Lost time and wasted resources

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      I had no words.
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      In that limbo between waking and sleeping, I took a moment to catch up on the notifications I’d been ignoring throughout the night. I had quite a few kill notifications, including one for Raynor.

      I gained some solid skill boosts:
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Dodge (lvl 22).
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Parkour (lvl 20).
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Climbing (lvl 25).
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        * * *

      

      And naturally, Vicious Wrench was back on my sheet. That didn’t seem like a spell only a corpse king might have anyway — it could be something a normal wizard type would possess.

      Oh, and this:
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        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 5! You receive 1 attribute point to intelligence, +5% mana boost, and 1 attribute point to distribute in the next 36 hours or you lose it. Dare to believe you can survive, and achieve greatness. Or don’t.
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        * * *

      

      In that limbo state, I sighed and pulled up my attribute list to figure out where to put my new point.
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        * * *

      

      Attributes

      Strength: 22

      Agility: 36

      Dexterity: 49

      Constitution: 36

      Wisdom: 9

      Intelligence: 58

      Charisma: 19

      Luck: 29
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        * * *

      

      My strength, agility, dexterity, and intelligence had all gone up slightly from my grinding on the ship. My wisdom was abysmal. I wasn’t sure what that really affected, but it seemed like it might be a good place to throw some points if I ever had some. And since I leveled up and had a point, maybe it should go to wisdom. And yet, with dexterity so close to fifty, and fifty being such a cool number, maybe I should toss my point to dexterity. Maybe that wasn’t a good idea, but, you know, if I had more wisdom, I’d probably know.

      I put the point in dexterity. Fifty. Felt good.

      That five percent mana boost was nice. The more mana I got, the better that bonus boost was going to get. Considering how often I’d been burning through my entire store of mana, I needed that.

      With an inward sigh, being that this was all happening in my head anyway, I slipped into the glorious blackness of actual sleep.
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      I’d never really lived a life of luxury. Certainly not in New York, and while there were some comfortable moments here and there in Vuldranni, most of the time I felt I was barely scraping by.

      But traveling on the Lord’s Own Oak, in the midst of the armada, was an entirely elevated experience.

      The fleet was massive, nearly a hundred ships in total. Large warships bristling with soldiers and weapons. Huge cargo ships, laden with goods and sitting low in the water. Then there were all the logistical ships. Hulking things full of food, water, and other necessities. And, of course, the posh luxury cruise-style ships. As well as all sorts of small craft used to go between all the various ships.

      It was an incredible undertaking, and watching as the group moved out to sea, I was incredibly glad not to be in any position of leadership out here. I couldn’t imagine what it would have been like trying to captain a ship through this, especially an under-crewed ship like the Unsinkable II. I was actually so relieved to leave that ship behind. Granted, I would have preferred to burn the thing down, to have left it as little more than a charred hunk on the docks, but I’d done my best with the opportunities I had in Tingkaroon.

      The warships mostly stayed in a protective ring around the other ships. Next came the cargo ships. And then us — we traveled near the middle of the pack, with other passenger ships nearby. At the center of the whole thing was the Admiral’s flagship. It was a truly amazing ship, tall with big billowing sails painted black and gold. Magnificent, and easy to see from most anywhere.

      Our mornings began whenever we rose, always with meals laid out in our common room. Meals that were delicious and hot, seemingly no matter when I got up.

      Then lunch sort of happened all throughout the day.

      And finally, we’d have a grand dinner at night, right after the sun set. A bell would ring, and then we’d all gather around our table, where our servants, a young man named Bertrand, and a young woman named Keeva, attended to us. They’d serve us our food, then stand at the far end of the room, and when we finished, they’d clean everything up and offer us dessert. It was similar to when we’d started off with Captain Crutchley, but with everything turned up to eleven.

      For the first few days, I didn’t really vacillate from this schedule. My life basically revolved around eating, and spending the rest of the time sleeping. Despite my magical healing, I’d thoroughly abused my body and mind in Tingkaroon, and I needed some rest.

      The others gave me my space. Except Grim, who seemed to delight in sleeping on me, or being on me as much as possible. Grim also seemed to delight in the gargoyles. Gazza clearly didn’t need me to summon him into the gargoyles any longer; he just popped into them as he pleased, and was mostly hanging around, peering out the window or taunting the grimeling until the little monster chased the gargoyle around the room. But Grim had yet to figure out that Gazza could be either one of the two gargoyles, or both at the same time, at the drop of a hat, so Gazza always won. The little gargoyle also figured out how fun it was to hide one of himselves and make creepy noises to wake me up. I was less enthused by those antics.

      Nox buried himself in books, as per the norm.

      Rose and Harpy fought across the wide open deck on the regular, several times a day with several types of weapons. Lux began taking lessons from Rose, wanting to learn how to hold her own in a fight. Something the crew enjoyed watching, at least as much as the captain would let them.

      The captain remained aloof from us, and she ran a tight ship. Her sailors seemed to respect her immensely, and they had no time for us in the slightest. I didn’t know the name of a single member of the crew, other than our cabin servants. Which felt weird. Granted, I also spent most of my time in bed or staring at the passing waves, so it’s not like I was making an effort.

      Day five out from Tingkaroon, I ate breakfast and realized, for once, I didn’t want to go back to bed.

      I looked over at Harpy, shoveling food into his face and using his beard as something of a napkin.

      “What happened in Tingkaroon?” I asked.

      He blinked, and looked over at me.

      “Pretty sure you had more’n adventure than we,” he said.

      “Maybe,” I said. “What happened to the rest of, uh, our sailors? And Pavo? Where’d he come from?”

      “Quite simply,” Nox said, not even looking up from his book, “we found a small tavern with a private room wherein we whiled away the hours. Several of our newfound friends decided the prospect of life in Tingkaroon was substantially more pleasant than continuing to voyage with us. Lux and I had arranged a means to meet up, and she appeared with Pavo in the wee hours of the night, with promises of passage aboard the armada provided you completed some quest. At which point, we settled our tab and set out, our total number reduced to six.”

      “Sounds ‘bout right,” Harpy said with a nod.

      He shoveled food into his mouth, then drank a deep draft of coffee, and proceeded to wipe his face and beard on his sleeve. Much to the chagrin of Keeva and Bertrand who were sadly tasked with our laundry.

      “Goin’ to get some sea air,” Harpy said, getting to his feet. “Findin’ I’m not hatin’ this whole sailing without working thing.”

      He’d had had a wide grin on his face most every day so far. He marched out into the sun, letting Keeva shut the door behind him.

      “I daresay we are all a little shocked at the recent events,” Nox said, glancing up from his book at me. “It feels it is all happening so quickly, that time is just rushing past with little regard for, well, anything. I suppose that is just the nature of time, though, eh?”

      “I guess so,” I replied.

      He smirked, and then popped a grape into his mouth as he returned to his reading.

      It did feel like things were moving quickly.

      Maybe it was because the days all blended together. There was an incredible sameness to life in the Armada, especially as we got farther from land. The fresh fruits, vegetables, and meats disappeared from our meals, replaced by dried rations of various types. And, naturally, all the seafood we could eat. Some of which I was quite surprised that we had on board, at least, until I realized there were floating seafood farms being pulled along with the armada. Very cool bit of technology there.

      But mostly, we ate the same thing almost every day, at the same time, with the same people. The scenery did not change. You always looked out at other ships on a dark blue ocean. Occasionally, there were white clouds. Once or twice, you might catch sight of something on the horizon, or there might be some bit of ocean life that would come for a visit. Dolphins or porpoises riding the prow wake, sharks following along to grab any scraps or passengers with bad balance.

      We were largely confined to our ship. There were some trips made between the ships of the armada, but those were quite rare, and required a skilled magician to power the boat so it didn’t get left behind.

      While I could have probably followed Harpy’s path, where he just relaxed in the sun, I knew right off that wasn’t for me. I was a creature of the grind, and I’d inadvertently found myself in the ultimate grind location.

      Nowhere to go and nothing to do, except grind.

      I got up before the sun to do sprints on the deck. I climbed the rigging over and over until my hands were sore and cramping. Then I did stretches and sit-ups and ab work. At which point I worked on acrobatics. I had to rework my floor routines from back in the day, especially since I had to do them without tumbling mats, and I was now taller, and on a ship. But I got something together where I could do flips and rolls and cartwheels, all in the pre-dawn pseudo twilight, making sure that I was working hard enough to blow through my entire stack for stamina. By the time breakfast came around, I’d be laid out on my bed, trying to catch my breath.

      Then, after breakfast, I would confine myself to my room for the morning, and work on small, precise magics that had nothing to do with fire or acid or anything that could blow up my stateroom, myself, or the ship. Mostly casting two different spells at once. Casting one concentration-based, long-lasting spell while casting other spells during that time period. When my mana was all used up, I would go outside and find some weights to lift. Well, not exactly weights, per se, but there was ballast here and there, heavy ropes, a wide variety of improvised work-out gear. I would do heavy weights, in various sets and reps, until lunch.

      Following lunch, I would spar with Rose. And then Harpy. And then Harpy and I would take on Rose. And then I worked on unarmed combat with Hylas. And once I was exhausted again, my stamina bar completely drained, or my HP down to the point I needed to heal myself, I would go back to my room and do another round of magical practice. This was more internal work, though. Burning out mana channels, moving mana around and trying to understand how it came into my body and functioned. How I held it, stored it, all those fun things. Understanding my mana storage, I figured, would help me maximize how many spells I’d be able to cast out in the world. I really wanted to get enough mana that I wasn’t going to constantly run out. Which also meant working on spells that didn’t require such intense amounts of energy to power. I needed to work smarter, and not just sling fireballs everywhere. Not that I could really work on fireballs on the ship anyway.

      Most of the time, someone would remind me it was time for dinner, and I would come out and have social hour. Though hour was a bit of a misnomer. Dinner invariably took at least two hours to happen, what with the multiple courses and someone always getting into an argument. And by someone, I meant Nox and, well, someone. Usually Nox and Harpy, but it was nearly as often with Lux. Occasionally with Rose. Sometimes with Hylas. I kept out of it, focusing on getting the food in my body, and then seeing what I could manage in terms of being sneaky at the table. I’d try to cast little spells without anyone noticing, which at the dinner table, mostly involved using tiny gusts of air to blow napkins off people’s laps. Or splash a bit of wine out of someone’s glass. Make a pea roll off the table.

      After dinner, I would stroll the deck.

      Or I’d write to my buddy, the god of adventure, to see how things were progressing in his tiny corner of the world.

      Not surprisingly, things there were quite the same. He had some interesting things to say when I explained all that had transpired, like, “what the hells were you thinking using another corpse-king spell?” and, “the god of magic is going to smite you down if you’re not careful.” Little things like that made me think he probably just missed me.

      As the moons rose, Pavo would sing. His songs were mostly melodic, without much in the way of understandable lyrics, but the words were very much not the point. They were just the vessel through which he could pour the music. It was Pavo’s nightly performances that brought the sailors closer to us, both physically in that they’d come to listen to the big gāthï sing, but also emotionally, as they started to chat with us, and open up a bit. But just a bit. There were no big revelations, no camaraderie that made us feel part of the crew. The divide between crew and passenger was always clear, almost rigorously enforced. But regardless, it was a beautiful moment shared every night, and I grew to love it.

      And then it was bedtime. For everyone but me.

      I would take Grim out onto the deck and let him run around some. I thought about bringing Gazza out, but I could just imagine him trying to fly again and then dropping down to the depths of the sea.

      During the night, I’d work on all my dark arts. I’d pick locks, or sneak around the ship. I practiced my blink spell, and not throwing up after casting it. I never went far with blink — always just around the Lord’s Own Oak. Going between ships seemed enticing, since that would be the ultimate form of being sneaky, and probably a fun way to learn more about the Armada. But then I realized how truly screwed I’d be if I missed a ship and wound up in the water, at night, all for the sake of being sneaky. I’d have to wait to drown and see where I respawned. Which would definitely throw off basically everything I’d been working for, even if I wound up back in Glaton. I hoped I’d wind up back in Glaton, but it was very unclear. And I didn’t want to have gone through all this trouble trying to get to the damn City of Darkness and then never see the stupid place.

      When I burned through all my mana, usually for the third time that day, I would either sleep for a few hours or hang out with Hellion.

      And by hang out, I mean study.

      There was more to the mimic than I’d believed at first. He’d surprised me at every turn, and I figured the best return home present I could give Nadya, if we were still a thing when I returned home, was some hard evidence about mimics.

      Naturally, because I was trying to study Hellion, he clammed up and just hung out as a chest most of the time. I caught him looking out the window a lot, and I saw him watching me, but he seemed unwilling to respond to any of my attempts to communicate telepathically with him.

      After I invariably grew frustrated trying to talk to a mimic, I’d go to the nets hanging off the rear of the ship and douse myself with cold water until I was shivering, waiting to see the vague evidence the sun was broaching the eastern horizon. Which marked the start of another day.

      Thus, rinse and repeat. And repeat. And repeat. And repeat.

      Several times a day, I’d pause and listen to the world around me. Waiting for something to happen. For a monster to rise out of the sea, or a band of pirates to attack, or even just an island to pop up on the horizon. Anything out of the routine. A moment for us to prove to the admiral that we were a worthy insurance policy. Sometimes I’d get out the Heart of the Sea to look at it. To wonder why the Admiral hadn’t taken it. To wonder if it was cursed, and if I was going to see the results of that curse.

      Six weeks in, I had certainly seen results. I’d gained three points in strength and one in agility. I’d boosted my acrobatics skill three levels, my sword skill two levels, and now had an unarmed combat level of six. I still had my ass handed to me regularly by Harpy, Rose, and Hylas, but occasionally I didn’t totally embarrass myself. And my mana levels had increased ten percent.

      I’d also discovered my own version of the spell minor water. It was a basic copy of the wind spell, just, you know, with water. But it was great fun, because I could move water where I wanted it. Small amounts — nothing so grand as moving a ship — but I could get a drop of water and make it zip around the room, which was great at dinner because I could make someone think they’d been hit in the back of the head with a drop of water. As soon as that spell entered my life, I started to examine other ‘elements’ and see how I could master their movement as well, but I had little luck with that.

      I got so I could handle casting three different spells at once, and even hold-cast three spells while holding a fourth as an active effect, unlocking the ability:
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve discovered an ability: SIMULCAST. You’ve found a way to partition your magical self such that you may cast different spells at the exact same time. Mana penalties apply for each additional spell cast.
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        * * *

      

      Then, after I realized I could hold the Heart of the Sea up at night and actually see the stars better through the massive gem, this happened:
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Stargazing. Now you can relieve stress by staring at balls of gas.
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        * * *

      

      Which lead to:
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Star Charting. Plot out balls of burning gas in the sky and pretend they somehow make shapes that another might be able to discern.
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        * * *

      

      Which then lead to:
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve learned the skill Celestial Navigation. Finally, you will never be lost again, at least when it is night.
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        * * *

      

      That last bit certainly surprised me, because I had no idea where we were or where we were going. But I was able to keep track of things like speed and position based on the stars. It was fascinating to me, and gave me another thing to do in my long nights not sleeping.

      I was back to only sleeping once a week, maybe. I just didn’t feel tired. And even when I did sleep, it never went well. I had bad dreams all the time. Vivid relivings of horrible times. Or role reversals, like Raynor slowly pushing the dagger into me. Or the awshit grabbing me. Or the corpse king. Lots of the corpse king. The only saving grace there is that I knew it wasn’t the real corpse king coming back to take on me again. They were just dreams. But dreams can be painful. So, yeah, I skipped sleep any time I could. Besides. I had other things to do.

      Fifty days in, the cry went up from the scout ships at the front of the armada: land sighted.

      Land.

      The new continent.

      Or so I thought. It was the first of the islands that surrounded the continent. Small, brutal outcroppings of rock that held little more than birds and their poop.

      For five days, we moved through the archipelago, and then we were back on the open sea.

      Ten days of open ocean, and everything changed.

      The wind blew a little different, and the clouds seemed to bunch up on the horizon, growing into great tall stacks that seemed to go on forever. And on the afternoon of the eleventh day, after five days, after fifty days, sixty-six days after we left Tingkaroon, the armada stopped. We’d reached the city of Tripeleum.

      It felt weird to be still, and even weirder that we weren’t going into the port. We all just hung around outside.

      At least, it was weird until I noticed the flagship going in. The admiral, apparently, had to go ashore and get permission for the rest of us to dock.

      Our odyssey across the ocean was over. Somehow what I had thought would be a dangerous, horrible journey turned out to be mostly a pleasure cruise. And all it cost was retrieving a priceless sapphire that I didn’t even have to pass over. It was mine now. A precious stone that was becoming precious to me.

      Our old friend Ensign Tathers escorted us off the Lord’s Own Oak, onto the docks of another beautiful city, a place carved out of white marble, and left to our own devices. Done with the Armada. Standing in a group in a small spot between the busy workings of the Tripeleum dock.

      “So, what next?” I asked.

      Twelve eyes were on me.

      “I mean,” I said, “we need to get to the City of Darkness, which is somewhere between here and Glaton, right?”

      “Aye,” Harpy said. “At least as they say.” He gestured towards Nox and Lux.

      “That’s where it is,” Lux said.

      “If it exists,” Nox added.

      Lux frowned at Nox.

      “You know it exists,” she said.

      “I know some people long ago told exciting stories about it,” he replied.

      “But what do I have the key to, then?”

      “I know not, nor have I seen this key, so I cannot say what lock it might possibly fit.”

      “It is not a physical key.”

      “Of course not. But I might see some connection even if I saw this metaphysical key, or what have you.”

      I rolled my eyes, having grown tired of this conversation. I knew exactly what Lux was going to say next. We all did. Which is why everyone mouthed what she said.

      “I cannot show you the key,” Lux said. “If I could, I would, but I cannot. So stop.”

      “Can the two of you stop?” I asked. “We know the drill. We’re all here, a thousand plus miles away from home, so can we all just pretend, for now, that we believe the City of Darkness is a place we can, in fact, go?”

      “I believe,” Pavo said with a nod of his giant head.

      “Thank you, Pavo,” I said.

      “Welcome,” he replied.

      Harpy looked around the docks and seemed to see something.

      He gave me a wink.

      “You lot anchor here,” he said. “Got me a bit o’ an idea.”

      Then he was off, weaving his way through the business of the dock until he got to a cluster of figures in uniform. He spoke with them briefly, and then set on his way again. More weaving, more moving and grooving.

      “Where do you think he’s going?” Lux asked.

      “To find those he knows,” Rose said.

      “Those he knows?” Nox asked. “He knows people here?”

      “To hear him tell it, he knows someone quite important.”

      “Don’t you think that’s something he would have mentioned more, like, before now?” I asked.

      “He did. All the time for the past few weeks.”

      “What? I don’t remember that at all.”

      “I would be surprised if you remembered much of anything from that voyage,” Rose countered. “You certainly pulled into yourself.”

      “You were rather withdrawn,” Nox asked. “I found it a bit, erm, odd, but—“

      “I found it odd,” Lux snapped. “You said that’s what ‘he’ does when ‘he’ is focused.”

      “Well, it is something he does when he is focused. He seems to think—“

      “I’m right here,” I said. “You can—“

      “We know where you are,” Lux said. “We’re doing to you a bit what you did to us. Talk around us, not to us.”

      “I definitely spoke to you,” I protested. “We had conversations.”

      “I could count the actual conversations we had during that trip,” Nox said, “using Pavo’s hands. I would not run out of fingers.”

      I looked over at Pavo, and he wiggled his giant fingers at me. Six of them. Two fingers and a thumb on each of his monstrous hands.

      Frowning, I shook my head. “I don’t remember it like that.”

      “I’ll bet,” Rose said. “You were quite focused on, well, something.”

      “I took the time to grind out some improvements, but—“

      “An admirable use of the time,” Nox said. “I doubt anyone would fault you that. And yet, you must admit you were not at all the social caring creature we thought we knew.”

      “I don’t have to admit that,” I said. “I don’t believe it.”

      “And that is your prerogative.”

      Harpy marched up, the big smile on his leathery face nearly hidden under his unruly beard.

      “Still got that oversized blue sparkle rock o’yours?” Harpy asked.

      “The Heart of the Sea?” I asked. “I do.”

      “Grand. That useless bit o’stone’ll buy us a ship, a crew, and a passage all the way to Glaton, with one hopefully quick stop in the middle.”

      I reached into my pouch, a pouch that only held the sapphire. The thought of giving it up really bothered me. But I knew I had to do it. Quickly, before I could think it over, I took my hand out of the pouch, pulled the pouch off my belt, and tossed it to Harpy.

      “Take it,” I said.

      “Grand,” he said, giving it a quick peek, and then smiling again. “This way.”
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      Harpy took us through the docks, Pavo and Hylas handling Hellion. These were very much working docks, lots of ships being loaded and unloaded. The city itself was gorgeous, but tucked behind soaring white walls. The land around had seemed lush, but flat. Grasslands. Just walking along, I picked up some languages:
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, Trentonese.
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, New Caledonian.
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        * * *

      

      Smashing! You’ve learned a new language, High Gnomish.

      

      When that last notification popped up, I looked around to find the gnomes, but I couldn’t see anyone I could point to as being a gnome, perhaps because gnomes are small and pointless.

      Eventually, though, we made it to a large ship, something quite different from what we had sailed on so far. This one had two hulls with a large flat deck in between that held an absolutely mammoth mast and sail. It was all very fancy — gold filigree and gold leaf nearly everywhere.

      A man with a wide-brimmed hat and a ridiculous feather had one leg up, obviously leering at Lux. Or me. Maybe both of us. Maybe he wasn’t that obvious. Still, there was leering involved, and it made me uneasy. Glancing over at Lux, she seemed unbothered.

      “So this is your party,” the man in the hat said, strolling down the gangplank. Which took quite some time. The dock was low, and his ship was high.

      “Aye,” Harpy said.

      “Going to the City of Darkness?”

      “Aye.”

      “And then Glaton? Provided you survive the first stop.”

      “Aye, ’tis the plan.”

      “Not the best time to—“

      “I come to think all this already decided,” Harpy said, holding up the pouch. “This here be what you want. You get this, we get your boat until such time as we are in Glaton.”

      “Aye,” the captain said, then went quieter, almost just to Harpy. “Was decided, but, well— praps I was puttin’ on a bit a show for them.”

      “They don’t need no show, Alistair. They trust me, I trust you, and we are short on time.”

      “Aye, well, then you all might come aboard, and I should just forget this,” he took his hat off and threw it to the side.

      “Come now,” Harpy said, making a grab for the hat. “No need, they just—“

      “How am I going to become a famous captain when—“

      “By making the run solo and fast. Captains are not made famous from frilly coats and ridiculous hats. They be famous when they do an extraordinary thing.”

      “That hat is not ridiculous,” Alistair countered. “It was expensive, and it is splendid. Now, give it back.”

      “You threw it away. ’Tis mine,” Harpy snapped, plopping the big hat on his tangled mess of white hair. He darted around Alistair and ran up the gangplank.

      Alistair grabbed for the hat, overbalanced, and would have fallen into the water if I hadn’t grabbed him by the coat to yank him back.

      “Thank you,” he said. He adjusted his coat, brushed off dust that wasn’t there, and then chased Harpy up.

      “I guess this is us,” I said, and we all went up onto the Black Spread Eagle.
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      I will say this for Alistair and the Black Spread Eagle: they were fast. Very fast. The two-hull design with the mammoth sail caught the wind remarkably well. And there seemed to be no shortage of wind. Apparently, we needed to race ahead of the storms that came throughout the spring.

      Otherwise, the ship was somewhat plain. We all slept in hammocks, ate dried meats, fish, and fruits. I did a lot of opening portals to the elemental plane of water to fill barrels over and over again.

      After ten days of non-stop sailing, of going full speed ahead all day and night, we reached our first stopover. A small island by the name of the Faraway Chain. When I asked why it was called a chain, Alistair explained the rest of the islands were a day to the north. This was the largest of the islands, and the only one with a permanent population. It was quite small, and seemed to exist primarily to resupply ships with water and food. It was the last spot to do that before the straits leading into the Imperial Sea. Except, that is, the City of Darkness. But as the City of Darkness was only a legend, we couldn’t exactly plot a route to it.

      While we docked, Nox, Lux, Alistair, and Harpy spent a solid day going over charts, maps, books, and all they could to determine where the City of Darkness might be. The Faraway Chain had quite an impressive library, holding all sorts of records going as far back as the island existed, all devoted to the trade that kept the island alive, supplying ships. There were stacks of logbooks detailing all the food, water, and other goods each ship took from the Faraway Chain, or brought to the Faraway Chain. There were copies of logbooks from passing ships, maps from a thousand different memories in nearly as many hands detailing a world that was, inevitably, lost and different from today.

      And it was in those archives that Nox discovered our first real clue to the location, in a spot I would not have expected to exist. Nox noticed that a hundred and twenty years back, most every ship shifted from leaving with twenty days’ worth of food and water to needing forty days’ worth of food and water — a pretty clear indication that something happened to double the distance between supply stops. Talking with Harpy and Alistair, he worked through where twenty days of sailing those older ships at the speeds of the time would take them. That gave us a rough band of potential locations. On the modern maps, there was nothing in that band. But on the older maps, there was an island off to the north, an island that was actually a better shot to go from Tripeleum straight to the straits and therefore, Glaton. It would also make a good path to Carchedon, but I prefer not to talk about them.

      “If it exists,” Nox said, proudly displaying his newly drawn map, made up of tracings of several old maps layered together, “it will be here.”

      Alistair frowned, but nodded.

      Harpy nodded, frowning.

      Lux smiled. “It exists.”

      And on we sailed.

      For fifteen days.

      Full speed, north by northeast, driven by black clouds and pelted by rain.

      On the morning of the sixteenth day, a day the storms had finally let up and given us clear skies, there were low clouds clumped on the northern horizon.

      “There’s land,” Harpy said. “Under those clouds.”

      We altered our heading to nearly straight north, and as the sun slid to its zenith, we could see an island. And as we got closer, everything just got stranger, until I didn’t quite understand what I was seeing.

      It was an island, for sure, and there had definitely been a city there at one point. A very large city on a rather large island that seemed to have everything you might need for a city, basically in the middle of nowhere. There was a gentle hill that had a wide, easy river coming down to the sea. There were white sand beaches and wide open grasslands. There were beautiful canals carved into granite, making it seem like it would have rivaled Venice.

      But everything above ground level was gone. Perfectly gone. Not one building remained. Not even one brick from a building. No dust, no garbage, nothing. All the trees were gone. Hell, all the shrubs and bushes, gone. And it was done with absolute perfection. Not one trace of how or when it had happened.

      It was as if it had been shaved off the face of the planet, leaving everything underneath in place and in perfect condition. Which itself was odd. Despite the waves, nothing was eroding. The stones making up the foundations of the city, perfect. The bridges over the canals were beautiful arches, curving elegantly up and down, with no railings, but also no defects. There was nothing growing in the canals or on the pylons. No barnacles or the usual sea creatures.

      We dropped anchor about a hundred yards from shore, and every soul on board just stared at the remains of whatever had been here.

      “This is it?” I asked. “This is the City of Darkness?”

      Lux nodded, again smiling.

      A cry rose from behind us.

      As one, we turned to see a smaller ship emerging from something like a field of invisibility, a wild-looking creature standing at the bow. A furry fellow that looked an awful lot like an otter, except bigger. Much bigger.

      “Do not go ashore!” the creature yelled in Carchedonian. Then it repeated the phrase in Imperial Common. Then again in Plains Tauren, Pirate Pidgin, and a few other languages.

      “Got the message,” I shouted back.

      “It is a cursed land,” the creature replied.

      “Picking up on that,” I shouted. “Who are you?”

      “I am Svart!”

      “I’m Clyde. What are you doing here?”

      “We protect the City, and we protect those that seek to visit the City.”

      “What city?”

      “The City of Darkness. It is death to any who go ashore.”

      I sighed.

      “Guess it’s time to die again,” I said.

      

      To be continued in Darktown Funk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            READY FOR BOOK 9?

          

        

      

    

    
      I know. I teased you and maybe did a little bit of a white lie, we didn’t get to the City of Darkness in Book 8, BUT WE ARE THERE! IT IS TIME! Or, it will be time VERY soon:

      Darktown Funk - May 19

      

      If you are curious about the Good Guys, it’s starting back up in March:

      Flex in the City - March 24

      

      Want more updates?

      Sign Up Here for my email list!

      Or click HERE to join my discord!
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      Jan 25

      

      I’ll be honest: I’ve been struggling. I think we all have. I made light of moving, but it was more difficult than I anticipated to leave the West Coast and make a new home here in Maine. It’s different here than California, and for a NorCal kid like me, it’s been some real culture shock. You know the snow stays on the ground here, like, a long damn time. I’ve had to learn how to shovel a driveway. Which, you know, not super fun. But good exercise.

      I think I’ve been burnt out as well. For the first time in my life, sitting down and writing felt like work.

      But I’m still proud of this book. It’s a fun ride. It has twists and turns, growth and change. I thought about just glossing over everything to get right to the City of Darkness, but so many of you have commented that you like the world, and I wanted to show more of the world to you. And there’s more out there.

      I hope this book finds each and every one of you doing better. If you need anything, please reach out. I’m here (and these days usually looking for a good excuse to put off writing for a few minutes). There’s nothing better than chatting with someone who needs it. And I really do value each and every one of you who’ve helped make my dreams come true.

      Thank you.

      And I hope you’ve had a good time hanging with Clyde. Back to Montana for the next book, then right back to Clyde to wrap up this arc and get the party back to Glaton… probably.

      Smooches and hugs to those who want ‘em.

      

      Eric

      PS - apparently there are bears in Maine… I have only seen three deer and one squirrel from my house. I think I scared them away.
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