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      Somehow, he didn't die. 


      Clyde actually killed the corpse-king, ripped him right out of his own body. He's not quite Clyde anymore, but it seems Vuldranni is willing to grant him the second chances that were never available on Earth. 


      It's finally time for Clyde to get back to Glaton-- wait, he promised to visit the City of Darkness. Right. City of Darkness and then back to Glaton. Except... wait. What's going on with the small coastal town of Furtaxo? Okay, first Furtaxo. If Clyde can get that mystery figured out, then he can move on to the next quest. 


      Back to One is an electrifying journey filled with unexpected twists, thrilling encounters, and messed up fairy folk. Perfect for fans of immersive world-building and character-driven plots, this book promises to take you on a ride you won't soon forget.
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      Catherine -

      Let’s do this again!

      Just not like this…
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      I don't know what I expected. Maybe to wake up in the dragon's lair, laying in the clay. Maybe to wake up in a new body in the dragon's lair. Maybe to wake up as something else entirely. But the key to everything, in essence, was waking up in the dragon's lair again.

      Hanging in ethereal darkness was not on my list.

      I tried to look around, but only saw true darkness in every direction. I couldn't feel anything. But there was no text hanging up in the air, telling me my game was over. This was a new experience, and not one I wanted.

      None of my senses worked. I couldn't feel anything, couldn’t see anything, smell anything, whatever. I existed in nothingness. At least I hoped I existed.

      Then something changed.

      A hint of vanilla wafted past my nose. Just the barest hint.

      A smile seemed to form in the darkness. A strange smile, with light reflecting off of black teeth.

      "Ah, Mister Zuckowski," a voice said from the smile. “Our meeting has been long overdue."

      Light flared brilliant white. While I thought I’d been suspended somewhere, it turned out I was, in fact, sitting in a chair. In front of a desk. In the middle of a now-white infinite space. Both chair and desk were impressive, black leather and chrome, high design. But despite the voice, I was alone.

      When I tried to access my hud, or tried to see my stats, nothing came up. As far as I could tell, I was out of the gameworld. No longer in Vuldranni.

      A door seemed to appear and open in the perpetual white. A tall man in a suit slipped into existence and walked over to the desk. He was sleek, good looking, and moved with an almost arrogant confidence. He stood in front of the desk and gave me a smile.

      Black teeth. Gleaming black teeth.

      He reached down, pulled a chair out of nothingness, and sat down across from me.

      “Benjamin Henry Zuckowski,” the man said, opening a manila folder I hadn’t noticed. Or, maybe it hadn’t existed, and Black Teeth had pulled it from nothing, just like everything— “Is that correct?”

      “Not exactly,” I replied.

      “Good answer,” he said. “You may call me Mister Paul.”

      “Mister Paul?”

      “Indeed.”

      Mister Paul flipped through some papers, made a note with a pen, and set the pen down on the desk. At which point it promptly disappeared.

      “So,” Mister Paul started, “it would appear you have been taking part in this little shindig in what we might call an illegal manner—“

      “Shindig?” I asked. “And who’s we?”

      “We is we,” he said. “And if you persist in trying to drill down on all the information, we will be here longer than I am able. I do apologize for that, but I have quite the schedule to keep. Which means we must be aware of how long all of this is taking. Besides, you won’t remember half of what we discuss after we discuss it, so why bother with giving all this information that will sadly just leak right back out into the aether, eh?”

      “Huh?”

      “Precisely. Now, you had a patron who was running his own game within the game, which is very much not allowed. In addition, he hardly treated you as a patron would. Instead, he chose to use his own players to build up other players that were his, in an obvious violation of not only precedent but also written accord.”

      “Are you talking about Kent?”

      “Ah, yes, Kent,” Mister Paul said with relish. “I do say that it is just wonderful you got the god of shadows to agree to being called Kent. A generation of mortals will know no fear from the great and mighty god Kent. Simply splendid. I imagine that little bit of tomfoolery gained you quite a back from the rest of us involved.”

      “Involved in what—“

      “Ah, again, not a salient question for you, my dear boy. Your questions should focus on what will happen to you, right?”

      “I guess. But—“

      “I imagine you expected to wake up in a ball of clay, reformed as,” he glanced down at his papers, “Clyde Hatchett. With two t’s? Your name is spelled incorrectly? Interesting.”

      “It’s, I mean—“

      “No matter. Whatever you presumed, I doubt it was anywhere near meeting me in this, well,” he gestured at the space around us, “void.”

      “Do I have options? A choice?”

      “But of course, dear boy. You and your actions were examined quite closely, and it was found that, while you certainly bent and pushed the rules, at no point did you actually break any of them. Nor, I argued, did you even understand what rules you might have been in the process of breaking.”

      “So I can just go back—“

      “Sadly no. You have been, well, there have been irregularities, and it would seem there are but three options in this regard. First, I believe it might be possible to find a timeline wherein I could reinsert you, with a few little provisions, so you might resume life as Ben Zuckowski, part-time pizza boy.”

      “I could go back to my old life? As, um—“

      “Ah, right, before you continue on that train of thought, no. You would not go as you are now, nor would you be going back as who you were exactly, as you would not exactly be returning to where you left. Or when you left. Naturally, I would try to get you back to a timeline as similar to the one you left as possible, but there is no way to promise anything close to exact. Which could make life confusing at best or untenable at worst.”

      “Can’t imagine how it could have been worse,” I muttered.

      “I would counter, then, that you have not been doing much imagining. Now, I hesitate to say anything to sway your opinion on this, but it would take considerable power and time to make option one happen. So if you were to, say, choose against option one, it would do quite a bit toward placing you in the Mister-Paul-owes-you-a-favor club, which is a highly selective organization with ample benefits. Onward. It would seem option two is not possible, so we move right on to—“

      “Wait, why is option two impossible?”

      “Impossible is not exactly the right term. More like not possible. I could do it, but there are—“

      “Why include it, then?”

      “Because it is on the form,” he said, holding up a piece of paper for the briefest of seconds. Just enough time for me to see that there were, in fact, several things typed on the paper, none of which I could read. “If it is on the form, I am bound to let you know. Rules are rules for a reason.”

      “You mind just humoring me with option two?”

      “Fine. Option two is returning you to Vuldranni just as you left.”

      “Seriously? Why is that not an option?”

      “Because you specifically enacted a spell that ensures you cannot return as you left, and your old form was one which does not conform to the rules. Now, option three is a brand new you! At least, a brand new you where you return to Vuldranni—“

      “Option three.”

      “Are you sure you would not like me to finish?”

      “Um, let’s see: I have three options, but I can’t actually take option two, which leaves me with going back to being Ben Zuckowski in a life of suck, or option three where I’m not going back to a life of suck. It’s not like there’s much to mull over.”

      “I see. Well, option three, then,” he ticked a box on the paper. “There are a few, well, issues we have yet to address—“

      “Seems like there always are.”

      “Yes, there are always issues to address. In this regard, I have to point out that you may not return to the world as you left it.”

      “Figured.”

      “Astute.”

      “So what can I return as?”

      “This begins the difficult portion of our little interchange, because you have no patron at present.”

      “What about Kent?”

      “Kent has had his patronage privileges revoked for the remainder of this round. Thus, he will be, for all intents and purposes, watching from the sidelines. I would be remiss if I slighted the reminder that he is still a god, so best to do little to annoy him in the coming days. He will likely be seeking retribution in some kind, and it is better to angle such attacks at us instead of you.”

      “Awesome,” I said with a frown. “Always great to have a god gunning for you.”

      “Certainly makes life interesting. But, also interesting, there are those who did not take heroes this go-around, for a variety of reasons, and those who are able to support more than one hero. Thus, you find yourself in the exceedingly rare position where you might be a part of selecting a patron for yourself.”

      “You want to explain this whole patron thing to me?”

      “Oh, I would love nothing more than to get into the ins and outs of this rather arcane and Byzantine system. And yet, we lack the time. So instead, I will present the various openings to you, and do what little I am able to guide your choosing.”

      “But I have to choose someone?”

      “I suppose it would be possible for you to just return to Vuldranni as an ordinary citizen, but you would be at a substantial disadvantage in life. For one, no more respawns.”

      “Seemed like I did okay without them.”

      “Would you like to know just how many respawns you have used to date?”

      I laughed a little. “Not really.”

      “Exactly. In addition, it would be highly unlikely for you to receive any boons, and somewhat likely for you to receive banes.”

      “So the language thing?”

      “Gone.”

      “Damn.”

      “Quite a useful one. Goes to pretty much every player for a reason.”

      “I don’t suppose I know any of these potential patrons…”

      “I find I have little knowledge of your deified friends, but I highly doubt it. First up—“

      “What about the mad god?”

      “Who?”

      “The mad god. From the maze in Gloomguard.”

      “You mean the being who thinks himself a god?”

      I smiled a little. I certainly wasn’t about to reveal the truth about the mad god, or, you know, the god of adventure, but I had been curious if the ‘mad god’ had really managed to hide himself away. Now, maybe I was about to find the answer.

      “You don’t think the mad god is an actual god?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Why?”

      “This thing calling itself a god cannot be a god. I know each god, and the god of madness does not live in that maze.”

      “Yeah, but this is the mad god. Different.”

      “Is it?”

      “I mean, seems different.”

      “It is an entity of great power, of this much I’m sure, but a god? No. Now, might we get back to the business of your new patron and then your new you?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Then I can offer you Jeff, the God of Biscuits—“

      “Right up there with Kent.”

      “Only in banality of name. At least Kent is still the god of shadows, a rather powerful field. Biscuits, on the other hand…”

      “Really selling me on Jeff.”

      “Jeff provides little more than—“

      “Biscuits?”

      “Enthusiasm. You hardly seem like the type who would appreciate a cheerleader.”

      “I mean, I like pompoms just as much as the next man.”

      “I say, your romantic proclivities remain a topic of quite fervent discussion amongst the viewers.”

      “My what? Among who?”

      “Well, due to option three being the only option, you will be forced to choose a new form, which does open a few patrons to you. There is Meeglump, the god of the Sepi Ami-ami. A very interesting choice.”

      “Who are the Sepi Ami-ami?”

      “They live somewhat on the other side of the world. Semi-aquatic, a little bit behind the curve in terms of technology and development, but certainly proving fascinating to watch.”

      “So, um, not at all human?”

      “Not in the slightest, no. More akin to the cuttlefish, really. You would be entering quite an alien culture, but what a unique life experience, eh?”

      “I mean…”

      “I sense hesitation.”

      “Not sure I’d call it hesitation.”

      “Outright refusal?”

      “Closer.”

      “Right, no need to hide your opinions. There are more. Not endless, per se, but, well, more.”

      “Anything more, um, normal?”

      “Is anything normal to you here? You did mention the not-a-god mad god. If that is a vein you would like to explore, I can offer you the god of madness.”

      “Is there a reason for me to go with the god of madness?”

      “Only if you find sanity an annoyance. I would not imagine having many productive conversations with the god of madness. Likely, you would lose your mind before too long. Bit of a problem with the god of madness and past entrants.”

      “Yeah, might want to skip that guy too. Anything that’s just two legs and two arms?”

      “Gods? We can assume most any form—“

      “Potential bodies for me.”

      “Ah, skipping gods to go to bodies?”

      “They seem to be rather connected.”

      “Well, it’s not like you would have to be a biscuit to follow Jeff.”

      “Can I be a humanoid following Meeglump?”

      “Meeglump has requested their hero promote the Sepi Ami-ami, so in that regard, yes. You will very often find that certain gods have certain requirements in terms of form, less so in terms of actions. Many gods of, how to say this politely— ”

      “Any others?”

      “Let me see,” he said, and flipped through some papers. “God of dragons is full, god of dwarves is full, that one is full, busy, out already, bit of a dick, hrm… There is the god of the elves, where you could still be an elf. Though, unfortunately, not exactly what you were before.”

      “How different?”

      “You would have to be a true elf.”

      “I don’t really remember it.”

      He flipped around a piece of paper so it faced me.
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      Race: True Elf

      Description: True Elves have recently crossed over from the Fey plane of existence and have joined this world. They have a deeper connection to magic, but less of a connection to the physical world. They live inordinately long lives and seem to relish in beauty. True Elves may spawn at any point on Vuldranni. +2 Int, -1 Str, +1 Wis. Darkvision. Bonuses to planar travel.
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      “So I’d lose some stats, and gain others,” I said, looking over the sheet. “Am I, I mean, do I have to back at level one?”

      “Ah, yes,” Mister Paul said. “Given how you progressed, it seems impossible to ascertain where you should have been. Therefore the decision was made to start you back to one.”

      “Seems like a raw deal.”

      “I daresay it is less than ideal. However, it does not mean you are starting over, so to speak, because you will take most everything over with you whilst starting back at level one. And, to be fair, you were only at level nine. Not like we are talking—“

      “I get it. Just, a little annoying.”

      “I agree. However, there are several deals to be made to mitigate such annoyance.”

      “Deals?”

      “I see I have your attention. Yes. Deals. We are not tyrants, making everyone dance to our tune at our pleasure. There are rules for a reason, and though you will not be allowed to continue in the same as before, you will not be penalized for what you have so far accomplished.”

      “Except that I can’t be who I was.”

      “Yes, well, that is largely because of the choices you made. Had you found an alternative means of ridding yourself of the corpse king, we would be having a different conversation right now.”

      “Would we necessarily be having a conversation?”

      “Of course.”

      “And if the corpse king had taken me over?”

      “There would be no you to have had a conversation with.”

      “A true death?”

      “Yes. Which is also what you will face if you do not choose a patron."

      “Dang. Okay, who would you choose?"

      "Now isn't that a question?”

      "Um, it is."

      "Sadly, not one I can answer. I am unable to give you any real guidance, merely information. I fear if I were to tell you which patron I would choose, it could be inferred as me presenting an opinion."

      "I mean," I said slowly, "I can sort of understand... oh. Now I get it. You're both a part of the game and a part of the administration of the game. So you've got to maintain neutrality when you're wearing this hat."

      The god smiled at me, then winked. "I can neither confirm or deny what it is you've said."

      "The thing is," I said, "what you're asking me is basically impossible. You want me to pick something, but you can't tell me all the somethings I have to choose from—"

      "Ah, not what I said, young, well, former-elf. In fact, I can list out each and every available patron. The only problem there is a matter of time. There over ten million available patrons, so I could go over them for you, one by one, but we would very quickly run out of time and you'd have only listened to—"

      "See, there's the limitation, right? You can't tell me all of them because there's too many. Also, why the hell are there so many? And you can't give me any tips on who to pick, so I'm still in a bit of an impossible position."

      "I believe you are overthinking this," Mister Paul said.

      I frowned, primed to mount a defense, but even taking the briefest of moments to myself, I saw there was a measure of truth to what he’d said. I didn't know what I was doing, and my apparent solution to the indecision was to stall through argument.

      "Could I ask you to pick for me?" I asked, curious about testing the limits of this weird system.

      I caught the briefest hint of a smile from Mister Paul. Then he gave me a curt little nod.

      "I suppose I could, yes," he said.

      "And that wouldn't be seen as giving me advice? Steering me in a certain direction?"

      "I, uh—“

      "Because, come on, if you're straight up picking for me — how is that not leading me somewhere?"

      "Because you are no longer part of the equation. I can't lie to you or—“

      "Yeah, that's some serious hair splitting. You—“

      "Would you prefer to delve into the exactitudes of the rules here or come up with a way to get out of this formless void and return to life?"

      "It's very tempting to figure out more about this stupid game."

      "Agreed. And yet, you will likely remember very little of this once you are alive again."

      "Well, that sucks."

      "Yes, well, the rules are the rules."

      “Okay, well, I guess I’ll just pick for myself. I don't want to wind up the squid guy."

      "Not exactly the kindest way to refer to an actual god, but I will mark him off the list. Anyone else?"

      "I'm actually considering the biscuits guy."

      "Jeff is a very exciting individual."

      "Enthusiastic, I think you said."

      "Exactly."

      "Then the elf god."

      "Another excellent candidate."

      "Don't you have to say that about everyone I suggest?"

      "Not that precise phrasing, but something along those lines. Wouldn't want anyone to think I was going about being unfair. Biased."

      "Is there a god of robbers?"

      "There is a god of bandits. And a god of highwaymen. Either of those?"

      "Those seem, I mean, I'm not really big into violence. What about the god of magic?"

      "There is a god of magic. However, they are a bit busy, being that they're, you know, the god of magic and already filled to the brim with heroes of their own."

      "I was sort of thinking maybe leaning into the whole magic thing. Just seems, um..."

      "Powerful?"

      "Yeah. Like absurdly so."

      "There is great power in magic. But remember that magicians do not rule the world. So why would that be the case..."

      "Ah, so there's something else at play?"

      "Of course."

      "And you can't tell me."

      "You're catching on, young Benjamin."

      "I don't think that's who I am anymore. I'm Clyde."

      "Clyde Hatchett, with two t's?"

      "Yeah."

      "Inconvenient typo," he said, the ends of his mouth curling up.

      I leaned back in the chair and gave Mister Paul a good stare.

      "What about the god of night?" I asked.

      "Booked," he replied. "Perhaps it would be good to understand that most of the higher-tier gods have already found whom they would like to sponsor. So, and I mean this with no detriment to the deities, but you are better served looking at those in tier three and below."

      "I didn't realize there was such a hard ranking system."

      "It is quite, erm, firm? Exact, I suppose."

      "Is it impolite to ask your rank?"

      "Yes."

      "Kent?"

      "Kent was in the sixty-four, though I would imagine his ranking will be tanking soon."

      He smiled, I think at the internal rhyme.

      I ignored it and glanced up. I almost expected a ceiling, which, you know, void, so there wasn't one. Just an infinite white as far as I could discern. Still, the act of looking away from Mister Paul seemed to give my brain more of a push. I didn't want a species forced upon me. Nor a culture. That precluded someone like the god of the elves, even though I could understand that being an easy choice.

      Thing was, the god of the elves might not like me spending my time in cities and away from elves. I didn't want to rethink everything I had going on in my life to appease some deity. I kind of liked the hands off approach Kent had followed. I wanted to find someone whose field aligned with my own desires. Was that thieving? Sneaking? Obviously, I liked magic, I wanted to explore that more, but if the god of magic was taken, no reason to follow that line of thought further. Unless—

      "Is there, like, some other secondary god of something along the lines of magic?" I asked. "Maybe a goddess of witches?"

      "I appreciate you thinking outside the box," Mister Paul said. "However, Hecate has chosen her hero."

      "Any other magic-adjacent gods?"

      He ran his finger down a piece of paper that somehow appeared on his desk, and tapped a few names.

      "No," he said.

      "Well shit," I replied. "I mean, I'm drawing blanks here. You'd think with, what, a few million gods, I'd find something, but—“

      "To be fair, some of the gods on Vuldranni are rather esoteric. Perhaps you would be found of Theophany, the goddess of urban rivers, gutters, gargoyles, grotesques, and pipes. Not to be confused with Lord Brown, god of sewers."

      "I mean, are either of them available?"

      "Yes, Theophany is not sponsoring anyone so far.”

      "I guess put her down as a maybe?"

      "I can do that. Might I suggest a direction to look?"

      "I thought you weren't allowed that."

      "Small difference here," Paul replied, one long finger upright. "I am merely pointing out a commonality between yourself and a potential patron. Having looked through some of your activities on Vuldranni, I have noticed a particular fondness for children. For helping them at the expense of yourself. Might you be interested in something along those lines?"

      "The god of children?"

      "Sure."

      "I'm not sure if that's, I mean, shouldn't that be a paladin or something? I'm not exactly a good person. I'm a, I mean—“

      "A thief with a heart of gold?"

      "Let's not — uh, no."

      "Seems a rather apt description of you, dear boy. Do you want to remain a boy?"

      "Yes. And—“

      "Noted," he said, and he checked a small box on a piece of paper, and then slid the paper into nothingness.

      It was very strange being around him, just his general willingness to interact with the world, or whatever it was we were in, in a way that defied physics. Which, you know, pretty much seemed like something a god might do.

      "I think," I said, "that what you're telling me is that there is probably a god of anything I can think of."

      “Likely true."

      "So I should try and get someone who's like, the god of shoes or climbing or something to sponsor me?”

      "You could, yes. Though I would warn you, lower tier gods might not give you the same advantages higher tier ones are able to."

      "Yeah, because Kent was so generous in his gifts."

      "Did you ever wonder why you were not attacked when traveling through the shadow realm? Or how you managed to move so quickly and ably through the shadow realm?"

      "That was Kent?"

      "I obviously cannot say for certain, but I would counter that those beings in the shadow realm would certainly recognize the mark of their god..."

      "Well, there goes that spell."

      "It would likely be a good spell to trade away."

      "I can trade spells?"

      "You can trade most anything you have in our quest to create your new you. However, nothing can really happen until you make a choice."

      "Paradox of choice."

      "Maybe, but it remains a necessity because you cannot remain here forever," Mister Paul said.

      I could tell the god was getting impatient. I mean, he wasn't exactly hiding it. And I got why — I wasn't making choices. But it's hard to make these sorts of choices when you're faced with the entirety of your life. Especially when I'd already had to do it once, and had seen the plusses and minuses of my initial choice. I could see how important it was to appear human. The world was still very much fixated on humanoids, and built for them. I mean, at least the parts of the world I’d seen. Bipedal locomotion made sense. But there seemed to be weaknesses involved with pure humans.

      And then there was the god damn god question. What a damn question. Pick a god? I mean, I wasn't religious back on Earth, and had no holy interactions here — which was actually not true. I had met gods. Three of them. Four if you count Mister Paul, which, you know, you probably should, being that he's a god and all. Still. Fuck. Pick a god. What a question. What a thing to pick a deity to follow with no idea who they hell they were. I mean—

      "Is there a god of hell? Is there a hell?"

      "Yes to there being a hell. There are a few, in fact. Of course, that also depends on what you mean by hell. There's a Hell with a capital H, and then there are many planes that could equally be described as hells without being the actual place. And there is a god of chaos, but that's more the abyss. Are you thinking of leaning more toward evil?"

      "No, just curious. I don't exactly get the chance to talk with gods that often."

      "It is certainly a perk of your position as hero, and another reason it would be best to continue with a patron."

      "God of good? Evil?"

      "Yes to both, though it would hard be to have the god of evil as a patron. Not quite, well, into playing well with others."

      "Suppose that makes sense. God of urban exploration?"

      "Now that is an idea! So, while there is no god of urban exploration — not quite enough urban areas to explore — there is a god of exploration, who seems to have made it through to now with only a single hero being sponsored. And that would certainly be very interesting to those watching, as there has been quite the clamoring to see more of Vuldranni—“

      "Watching? Who's watching?"

      “—but no one seems to really ever leave their starting area. Which I can understand, since it is a very dangerous world, and—“

      I frowned. Then, before Mister Paul could finish flipping through his pages, I said, "I don't think that's for me. I don't want to be exploring. I want to live in my city and I want to, you know, stay there."

      "Even though you are out here exploring?"

      “Yeah, even though. You know, I’m just going to, I mean, I don't know what the hell I'm doing, and I get that you can't guide me. I appreciate everything you've done, but I've got to make a choice and I'm going with Theophany.”

      Mister Paul frowned, looked to the left and the right.

      "I think my godly ears hath deceived me. Care to repeat that?"

      "The goddess of gargoyles and whatnot."

      "Oh, I know who Theophany is. Just, well, it is a very unorthodox choice."

      "I'm an unorthodox guy. And I spent half my life in and out of the gutters. Might as well accept that path."

      "It is not a path you have to take."

      “Maybe it's a path I need to take."

      "I assure you, there is no glory to come from this particular choice. You will gain very little from working with her, nor will you likely have more than a single respawn, if that."

      “There you go, giving me advice again.”

      "I... Well..." He tilted his head, then held up a finger, and then slowly dropped his finger right back down. "No. It would appear—“

      "Let's just chalk that up to useful information. Let me put a question to you like this: who is the most powerful god without a champion?"

      "Technically speaking, the god of evil. Or chaos."

      "Next to them?"

      "Ken—“

      "Someone who is able to take a damn champion, Mister Paul. Come on."

      "I am bound by a certain specificity."

      "See, I think you're just being cagey. You have someone who you want me to choose, but because of your rules, and the way you're trying to follow them, you can't come out and tell me. You're just making it really damn annoying for me to figure out. And frankly, I'm running out of ideas here as to how I might get around to the gods-be-damned choice you want me to make. Which makes me want to just choose the one you obviously don't want me to. But then again, if you were truly smart, that might be exactly what you’re setting me up for — push me away from the choice you actually me to make. A brilliant bit of reverse psychology. Which means I need to think about what you're doing, and what I’m doing—“

      “Remember when I said you were overthinking this?'

      "Yes.

      "You've gotten worse, somehow."

      "Well, shit. Again. What about a god of outcasts or misfits or oddballs? Is there one of those?"

      "Not of outcasts or misfits exactly, there is the god of outlaws or the god of—“

      "That's the one. God of outlaws. I presume that's different from bandits?"

      "A correct presumption. Dormgunter, the god of outlaws, represents those who choose to live their life outside the bounds of the law, who operate in opposition of law and especially oppression. I could see the two of you being quite the duo."

      "Is that who you want me to pick?"

      "I hasten to remind you that I would never attempt to sway your decision in such a manner."

      “If it’s up to me, and if you really have no skin in this game, I’m picking Theophany.”

      I saw the god’s teeth clench together in frustration, but just for a heartbeat before transitioning to the sort of ‘you’re-an-idiot’ smile I’d gotten often in life.

      “That is your choice to make,” he finally said, and made a scribble on a piece of paper that was in existence for about half a second.

      “Great,” I replied. “I got a question as regards to species."

      "Shoot," he said, all the while scribbling on another piece of paper.

      "If there are tiers in terms of gods, are their tiers in terms of species choices?"

      "Of course. An excellent question."

      "Is tier one the highest?"

      "Yes. Now, bear in mind, these are only starting positions. There is actually quite a fair amount of parity amongst the various species, given enough leveling potential."

      "What's a tier-one species?"

      "Dragon. That's the rather prototypical answer."

      "Can I be a dragon?"

      "No."

      "Even if I trade things for it?"

      "Even if. Dragons are off the proverbial table for the moment. And though you have a fair amount to trade, I daresay you fall far short of getting up to tier one."

      "Tier two?"

      "Let us sight a little lower."

      "Three?"

      "Better, but still a bit of a reach."

      "What's elf?"

      "Four."

      "Human?"

      "Also four, though, admittedly, on the low side of four. I have often thought they should be dropped down to five. So many disadvantages. No darkvision is rather limiting."

      "Yeah, I bet. Theophany have anything I should or shouldn't be?"

      “Nothing specific. Ideally you would be something with a more urban bent considering, you know, who you chose.”

      "I'm going elf. True elf. I don't want to change myself beyond that. I want to look, you know, mostly the same."

      "Fair," Mister Paul said with a nod. "I imagine you would like to reenter world where you left it?"

      'Yes."

      "Excellent. Now, here is the bad news. There are plenty of spells and abilities you will no longer have access to. Due to that, we will begin the trade."
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      Suddenly, I saw my character sheet hanging before me. But my sheet was actively changing as I stared.

      I lost a point of strength and three of constitution, but I gained four in intelligence. 

      My skills fluctuated, some dropping down to one, some to three. Everything went down to the single digits, and I felt my heart sink to my stomach. But then they all rebounded to their original levels. 

      The abilities flashed out until they were all gone, but a few came back: mana efficiency, spell recharge, mana precision, magesight, and multicast. Gone were all my necromantic abilities. Anything I'd received from the corpse king, really. 

      My boons list depopulated — not that it was that long to begin with. Just gift of gab. It did not return.

      Indicium flashed in and out a few times. I wondered if I was watching Mister Paul working, if he was considering what to leave and what to take. At the end of it, however, they all remained in tact. 

      All the languages stayed in place. And then it was time for spells.

      I lost shadow step. I knew it was going to happen, but still... it had been such a damn useful spell!

      Then lesser drain went. And then raise dead, animate skeleton, animate flesh, stitch flesh and bone, reanimate, disrupt life, vicious wrench, heal undead, summon darkling, and bonesight.

      "Ah," Mister Paul said, and gave a little clap. “Much neater."

      "Seems like a lot of my spells just got ganked," I said.

      "Yes, well," Mister Paul said, looking down at a slim piece of parchment, "it was decided that many of your spells were achieved through, hrm, a spell that should not have existed—“

      "Not my fault your game was built wrong. Seems like I’m being punished because—“

      "Hold on there, young elf. The god of magic has eliminated that spell from existing—“

      'Which spell?"'

      "You know which one."

      “Still doesn't seem fair."

      "Oh, it's hardly fair. But it’s the way the game is played. Now, because you stumbled upon that spell without malice, and you used it in the faith that it was intended to be in the system, you will not be punished. And now we will discuss what is being offered to you as recompense."

      "And a tier-one species is out?"

      "Most definitely."

      “But if you’re taking it out, it must have been a gamebreaking spell."

      "It was somewhat broken, yes."

      “But me being a tier-one species is more broken?"

      "Yes. At least the council has decided it is not advisable to introduce a tier-one species into things at this stage of the game."

      "But I could trade to a different species, if I wanted."

      “If you wanted. I thought you were fond of elf."

      "I am. I'm just thinking. I remember someone saying something about the fallen. Could I be one of those?"

      "Ah, you could, but in my unofficial advisory capacity I would advise you against that."

      "Why?"

      "Predilection for magic."

      "The fallen—“

      "The fallen have a unique ability to dampen magic. To render quite a bit of it useless. And the flip side of that is their inability to work magic."

      "So I wouldn't be able to cast spells."

      "It is more than that: as you grow in levels and power, not only would you not be able to cast, it is likely others around you would find their spells working incorrectly as well."

      "Good point. So what can you give me?"

      "What direction are you planning to take your life?"

      “Oh for god’s sake! Can't you make this—“

      "I admit it is not easy," Mister Paul said, "but I am trying to make sure you are compensated for what has happened in a manner which will prove useful for you. Now, would you like to be a sneaky thief hanging out on balconies and roofs, or would you like to bend the great cosmic powers to your will and save the world as a wizard?"

      "I mean, when you put it that way..."

      "I did put it that way. Which do you choose?"

      "Are those my only two choices?"

      "I am close to leaving you at the mercy of your chosen patron, who has nowhere near the patience nor expertise in this field as I so. So stop playing dumb."

      "Wizard. Spell slinger."

      "Excellent. Then I can offer you a minor upgrade in your current spell list, an upgrade to your mana pool, and an upgrade to your mana recharge rate."

      "Is that it?"

      "Yes."

      "Doesn't seem like much."

      "It will be.”

      "Do I have a choice in the matter?"

      "If you could present a logical and well-thought alternative, it might be possible to sway my decision in the matter, but I doubt it."

      "Can I at least get something similar to shadow step?"

      "If you give up something, then yes."

      "You just took, what, eight, nine spells? And a few abilities, and all my boons?"

      "You only had the one boon."

      "Fine, you took all my boon."

      He frowned. "Boons are from gods almost exclusively. I believe it only makes sense that Kent is no longer powering your boon."

      "Want to give me a boon?" I asked with a sweet smile.

      Another frown from Mister Paul. "Perhaps if you make the rest of this rather painful process go smoother, I will."

      "Give me something along the lines of shadow step, and I’ll be happy to make my way back to Vuldranni , leaving you to go about your godly duties.”

      He pushed himself all the way back against his chair until he could look down his nose at me.

      "I will grant you one greater spell," he finally said, "one which will dutifully serve as a replacement for your precious shadow step."

      A new spell appeared on my floating character sheet.

      Greater Blink.

      "Thank you," I said.

      "No boon, though," Mister Paul snapped. "You have no idea the sheer expenditure of energy required to halt the entire world while we discuss the inanity of your, well, you!"

      I smiled at him, and I really considered pointing out that it was part of his job. That I couldn't be held accountable for this nonsense. But I knew the look of someone out of patience, and right or not, I held my tongue.

      "And good day, Mister Hatchett with two t's," Mister Paul said, scribbling something on a piece of paper that promptly disappeared as soon as his pen lifted from the page. "I imagine will be seeing you again. Hopefully in better circumstances."

      "Yeah, thank—“

      But then he was gone.

      Or I was gone.

      Mutual goneness as I blinked out of the void existence into nothingness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      I don't know what I expected. It certainly wasn't to, once again, not wake up in the dragon's lair.

      Instead, I was sitting on a narrow bench in a tiny city park. Like, just enough room for a tree and a patch of sad grass. I didn't recognize the city — the architecture was completely different from Glaton, with roofs made out of what seemed like oversized snail shells and walls of something kind of like bamboo, but bigger. 

      The bench was smooth rock, like it had been in a tumbler for a long, long time. I caught the scent of ocean mingling with the stench of a dock. Muted, though, because like everywhere I went, it was raining. 

      I saw a little rivulet of water running along the gutter in the alley, and suddenly I had an idea where I was: meeting my new patron.

      Sure enough, after another second of sitting there, a figure swirled up out of the rivulet of rainwater, and I was suddenly sitting in front of a woman. Just one that was made out of water. The water moved and modulated around, almost as if was trying to decide on its actual form. It got taller, then shorter, thicker, thinner, and then the water just sort of poured off to reveal a young woman.

      A young woman that I recognized. Sort of recognized, because, one, I knew it wasn't actually the young woman, and two, the young woman in question hadn't actually appeared the way she was appearing in front of me.

      "Jenny Capaldi," I said. "But not."

      "I know, I'm Theophany,” the woman said. "Your patron."

      "I know who you are."

      "I am so excited to meet you, Clyde Hatchett!"

      "Uh, ditto."

      "This is the first time I've done something like this, and I'm not exactly sure I should be doing, I mean, how, uh, have you done this before?"

      "Talk to a god?"

      "Yes."

      "Once or twice."

      "Oh my goodness! Who did you speak with?'

      "God of shadows. Mister Paul who is the god of something, but I don’t remember if he told me what. And the goddess — shit. Totally forgot her name. She was nice though. I don't think it's that big a deal."

      “That's what you tell me,? Not a big deal? This is the first time I've spoken with any mortal, let alone with a hero. I've never had a hero before, and I mean, I'm not even sure what to do."

      "I didn't really have much of a relationship with my old go— I mean patron. He was pretty hands off."

      "Oh. Should I—“

      "Don't be, um, don't try to figure out what to do based on my old patron. He was, I mean, clearly something went wrong, otherwise I wouldn't be here with you."

      "Right. That's right. I will be, um, who I am?"

      "That's usually the right idea."

      "Theophany. Me."

      "That's your name. Are you, I mean--"

      "Are you about to ask me why I look like this?"

      "The thought had crossed my mind."

      "I have not, um, I can be anything, if you want I can change."

      "Be you."

      "It is okay I look like this Jenny Capaldi?"

      "Sure. And I really don't mean to be rude here, but I think I should probably be getting back to, uh—“

      "Where you left off?" she interrupted with a very big smile.

      "If you don't mind."

      "I was told that it might behoove me — or us, probably us — if, maybe, I talk to you a little about what's going on. But I was also told that I can't really talk to you about what's going on, so that's rather stupid, isn't it?"

      "Seems so, yes."

      "Anyway, I don't wanna break so many rules when I'm new. You know, in case, I mean, what if you're the only hero I ever get and I blow it the first meeting we have?"

      "That would be, um, that would suck."

      "Completely. So, I need to give you at least one boon, which helps you speak languages."

      “Oh awesome. That’s pretty incredibly useful."

      "I don't want you to think I'm not a good patron. But I'm not sure I can give you much more than that — at least not right now."

      A moment passed, and I felt a flush.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Congratulations, Theophany, goddess of urban rivers, gutters, gargoyles, grotesques, and pipes, has given you the boon:

      

      

      Gift of Gab – Should you encounter a language you do not understand, as long as you hear at least three words of it, you will understand it, and speak it, perfectly.
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        * * *

      

      "Thank you," I said. "And if you can't do more, you can't do more. I'm okay. I've got some good friends, and I've got, I mean, a plan of sorts."

      "Then I will see you again soon," she said, leaning toward me and pulling me into a hug.

      It felt nice, safe for a moment. But then she disappeared, or I disappeared and was tossed into darkness.
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      Finally, I woke up in the dragon's chamber, just next to Girgenerth the great dragon, who was

      snoring on top of his gargantuan pile of gold. Granted, I was covered in clay, so my very first moments were a frantic un-digging of myself before I tumbled, naked, onto the stone floor of the cavern.

      I coughed and hacked for a moment, until I spewed out a gout of bloody fluid and clay chunks. 

      Slowly, I pushed myself up from the floor until I was standing. I wobbled a little on feet that didn't seem used to holding anything up.

      A few staggering steps, and I was right back in the clay. I fell face first.

      "Seek a new form already?" came a the booming, draconic voice.

      “I think I left my watch in there," I mumbled, struggling to free myself from the clinging clay. 

      Girgenerth used one of his massive talons to pick me up and drop me on the stone. My breath went out with a whoosh, and I laid there in silent pain for a moment. 

      "Too hard?" Girgenerth asked.

      "Stone floor," I replied.

      "I will take that as a yes. Your mortal frames are so frail."

      I held a thumbs up.

      "I am pleased with the effects of the ritual," the dragon continued, stepping out of his horde in a cacophony of tumbling treasure. "While it took a bit longer than I anticipated, it certainly turned out to be quite the success. You are, as far as I can tell, not the corpse king, and are indeed Clyde Hatchett. Although, it would seem someone has changed your name."

      "My what?" I asked, rolling onto my back to try to quell the instinctual fear of a way-too-close dragon face.

      "Your name," he repeated. "There were two t's, now there is one. Clyde Hatchet."

      "That pedantic dick," I whispered. 

      "Although I would like to hear you say who you are."

      "Clyde Hatchet. Apparently with one damn t now."

      "Also, how interesting that you remain an elf. Given the randomness of it all, it is an odd bit of happenstance."

      "It was random?"

      "According to the ritual, yes. You will come back in a new form, but there is no indication what that form will be. Merely that it will not be what you departed as."

      "Doesn't say random."

      "I took it as implied."

      "Well," I said, knowing I'd had a meeting with some god about it, but not really remembering what was discussed, nor who that god was, and then wondering if I should even be mentioning my holy interactions to the dragon. "Weird. Maybe it's, like, the closest thing. Elf of the Sun and Moon to True Elf. Do I look different?"

      "A bit. Thinner, perhaps. Longer limbs, leaner face. Lighter hair though, and you might even have," he leaned closer, terrifyingly close, where I could see my whole self reflected in his gargantuan eyes, "a spot of stubble."

      I reached up and felt my cheek. It wasn't smooth. That was new. And annoying. I'd somehow need to add shaving to my daily schedule.

      "Am I still me?" I asked.

      One of the dragon's spiked eyebrows went up a little. He tilted his massive head. 

      "An odd question," he said. "Potentially. I suppose it depends upon your belief system more than anything else. In terms of the world, I believe you were once part, or head, of a guild in Glaton, yes?"

      “How did you know that?"

      "Your indicium."

      I frowned, then peeked into my character sheet, pulling up the list of indicium.

      Indicium

      Skull and Thrones Guild Leader

      Imperial Mark of Honor

      Shadow Ministry Badge

      Erg Rider

      Goblin Slayer

      GloomGuard 'D'

      Roald de la Rue Vouch
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      There it was.
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        * * *

      

      "Still there," I said. "And I still have my Gloomguard pass."

      "Then I would imagine," Girgenerth mused, "the world considers you still you, despite your level."

      "Is it odd that I'm back to one?"

      "No. The more I think this through, the more similar it seems to a unique racial ability the kobolds have. They are able to evolve, so to speak, into new forms. And when they take on those new forms, they start over at level one. Which can benefit them greatly, as they are able to take advantage of the easy, early levels. Gain more attributes, as well as get used to their new form."

      "Oh. Yeah. I guess that is nice. I wonder if I'll get full XP from killing a goblin..."

      "It would seem a prime time to find out," he said. Clearly he was ready for me to leave.

      "Thank you," I said. "I truly appreciate what you've done here. For me, I mean."

      "You are welcome, little elf. There is something I might ask of you in return."

      "You mean besides all that extra life clay?" I asked, pointing over at the huge pile, enough to make, say, three more humanoids.

      "Yes."

      "Is this a quest or a request?"

      "More the latter. I doubt there is anything formal here, because I offer no reward besides my gratitude."

      "Hit me with it."

      "I would ask you to take my daughter with you when you leave Gloomguard."
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      "What did you just say?" I asked. "Your daughter?" 

      "Adopted daughter," he replied. "And barely at that. Still, it is the best means to describe our particular relationship, and—“

      "And you want me to take this daughter somewhere?"

      "Out of Gloomguard. She has lost her way."

      "Do I need to find her first?"

      "I would imagine, yes. I doubt she is waiting for you."

      “So she's lost in the Gloom somewhere?"

      He scrunched up his massive face. "What? No. She is in Gloomguard right now. I can sense her."

      "I might need a little more clarity regarding this lost-her-way thing."

      He sighed, annoyed.

      "The girl was brought here by a number of dwarves after being found in the Gloom—“

      "Seven?"

      "Pardon?"

      "Was it seven dwarves?"

      He narrowed his eyes and glared at me. "Yes. How did you know?"

      "Really? I was just guessing."

      "Hrm. Yes. There were seven dwarves, and they brought an infant to Gloomguard. The Lightbringers were unsure of what to do. They planned to send the girl up the elevator to be Quince's problem. I disagreed and took the girl as my own. I raised her and tried to instill in her the duty of the powerful, to help the weak and banish evil. She has grown into a great warrior, but I fear she has lost her way within the Gloom and the Maze, perhaps forgetting why it is that she started. It is not just to grow in power and levels endlessly, it is to eventually move beyond life in this bubble and do good for the world."

      "Oh. You mean Rose."

      "Yes. You know her?"

      "I mean, I know who she is. We've talked a few times."

      "She is my adopted daughter."

      "Yeah, got that. There were quite a few clues. Plus, you know, someone was talking about her, uh, parentage."

      His head rushed up, and I could feel the draw of power in him.

      "Who said this?" he boomed.

      "Let's take a moment, there, Girgenerth," I said. "No need to rampage. Someone just mentioned that she had unique parents."

      It was a bit of a lie. The guide Karwan had definitely made a more negative comment about Rose's parentage, but I didn't trust Girgenerth to contain his rage.

      "Ah," he said, simmering down just a little. A small flame slipped out of the side of his mouth. "I admit that I while I enjoyed the unique challenge of raising a human child, it could not have been easy on the girl. She has, many times, paid the price for who I am."

      "I mean, that's kind of what always happens with parents."

      "Explain."

      I sighed. This was definitely a deeper conversation than I expected to have with a dragon. Explaining human relationships. What a strange world I'd stumbled upon. I sat down.

      "Look," I said, "there's no way to really explain it for all of humanity. We’re a unique bunch, and all have different experiences, you know?"

      "Agreed."

      "But from personal experience, I can say that we are often judged by our parents for quite some time, until we are judged on our own merit. My father wasn't, uh, much of a person. And I was presumed to be kind of useless for quite some time. My mother was, well, cruel and an extreme narcissist, to the point that her own family pretty much cut ties with her at the end. And because of her actions, a lot of people presumed things about me. Most of which, I like to think at least, were wrong."

      "I see," Girgenerth said. "So it is not odd what has happened to my daughter here."

      "I mean, growing up in this place can't be normal. Same goes for having a dragon as a dad, you know? But being judged by your parents? Totally normal. Not normal for dragons?"

      "Dragons do not have the same social structure as humans. It is extremely unlikely a dragon will ever let their lineage be known, nor is it likely a dragon will be known until they have accomplished something for them to be known by. So it is different."

      "Are you raised by your parents?"

      "Very briefly. It is expected we will survive on our own merits from an early age."

      "Bit harsh."

      "It is the way of dragons."

      "Fair enough. I suppose, if I ever become a dragon, I'll look forward to it."

      "Ha," the huge dragon barked out, loud enough to hurt my ears. "I admit, I think I might enjoy your presence among my kind. If only there were a way. Back to the topic, I await your answer."

      "About your daughter?"

      "Yes."

      "I mean, I'm not going to kidnap her. If she wants to come with me, I suppose that's fine. But I don't exactly have plans beyond heading back to Glaton and living life there."

      "If she is able to see the outside world, she might better understand life is not just about gaining levels. Perhaps she will see her desire to just hit level one hundred is flawed. That levels are not the point. So you must convince her to leave with you."

      "Dude, come on. How the hell am I supposed to do that?"

      "You are a charismatic elf, she is young and inexperienced. I imagine you will have plenty of ideas on how—“

      "Girgenerth," I said, interrupting him, "I will ask her. That's the best I can do."

      He grabbed a handful of gold.

      "I can offer you coin," he said, perhaps not even realizing he had the treasure of a nation in one huge claw. Gold streamed out and clanked down.

      Now, I won't pretend I was super honorable about the whole thing. The prospect of immense wealth tempted me. But forcing Rose to come with me was wrong. And given her level and fighting abilities, I would be dead before I got the chance to force her.

      "Not necessary," I said. "I'll ask."

      He sighed at me, which almost blew me off my feet.

      "Go then," he said, his irritation beyond evident. "Ask."

      "I will," I said, turning to walk out to Gloomguard.

      "One more thing," Girgenerth said.

      "What's that?"

      "You might want to put on pants first."

      I looked down. Still naked. At least the god what’s-his-name had been generous with his elf design...
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      In a bit of a surprise move, my old clothes still fit me. Mostly. I had a little more room in the shoulders, and was definitely going to be okay if a flash flood came along. But I wasn't really paying attention to my pants. Or my clothes at all. I was focused on the weirdness of being back in Gloomguard. 

      It's not like I had been gone that long. A matter of hours, likely. But I was a different person now (sort of), and it felt like my senses had changed just enough that I was experiencing Gloomguard for the first time. Again. The smell of water on stone. The oppressive sense of weight. The weird lighting. The people staring at me.

      That was new. And different. And unpleasant.

      I walked slowly, taking care with each step, as if I was going to break something or run into someone. 

      But anyone I came close to just moved out of the way, staring at me unabashedly until I moved out of their sightline. Sometimes, they'd move just so they could keep staring at me.

      As I made my way into to the town, it seemed like things were back to normal. Lightbringers manned the wall. The large gates had been closed and locked up tight, and there was a Lightbringer sitting at the table monitoring the maze. The flame was red, indicating a bad day to visit the maze, so likely no one was braving it at the moment. At least, I hope no one was braving it.

      I didn't come across any of my party while I made my way to the main building, and that surprised me. I guess I expected some of them to be waiting there, but that didn't make a whole lot of sense in second thought. There weren't exactly outdoor waiting areas or parks. 

      My mind told me to head toward the Lightbringer head office. Check in as my new persona. Which was exactly the same as my old persona, with just a different box to check off on a form. True Elf. Which, you know, sounded better. Classier, in my head.

      On to another part of my body: my stomach. It begged me to head towards the cantina. I had, quite literally, never eaten a thing in my life. I was starving. My stomach rumbled and did weird loops and twists, and my mouth started salivating at the prospect of brownish-grayish mystery meat stew and undercooked bread. 

      I took a step toward the office, but then my feet rebelled, and I was on my way to the cantina. 

      Until, you know, a hand on my shoulder stopped me.

      "Get lost?" a voice said.

      I looked over to see a Lightbringer, in full armor, naturally, with a face I recognized, but not someone I could actually place. 

      "A little?" I replied.

      "Commander Rhal requests your presence at your earliest convenience."

      "And if this isn't my earliest convenience?"

      "It would seem it is," the soldier replied, steering me toward the Lightbringers headquarters.

      "Hey," I snapped, "I'm hungry. I'd like to eat—“

      "You can eat later."

      He frog-marched me along. I didn't have the will to fight him just to eat some stew.
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      Naturally, my marching buddy didn’t bring me on a straight path to Rhal. Instead, he marched me to the waiting bench outside her office and deposited me there. The business of the Lightbringers continued, with people moving through the hallway, giving me just a quick barely giving me a glance as they passed.

      I thought about leaving, just moseying on over to the cantina for some food. But that was probably a bad idea. I knew I'd have to talk with Rhal at some point, and doing it when she wanted would get me some points or something.

      Five minutes passed. Maybe ten. Who was counting anyway?

      For once I didn't have a ticking clock, which felt incredibly freeing. Nothing bad would happen to me if I didn't do something immediately. I actually had time. So while it was annoying to have to wait, I almost enjoyed just sitting there and existing. I leaned back and closed my eyes.

      "Comfortable?" Rhal asked.

      I opened one eye just a little, and saw the commander of the Lightbringers standing in front of me with a wry smile on her face.

      "Sure," I said. "Could use a pillow. Or a cushion. Bench is a bit hard."

      "You know," she said with mock agreement, "I'll get right on that. We should have more comfortable furniture in our stronghold. Might I suggest you try the furniture in my office?"

      "I mean, if that's why you want to see me, I suppose I could put my butt to use."

      I followed her into the office and sat in the chair she pointed at, waiting for her to sit down on the other side of the desk.

      "Comfortable?" she asked again, wry smile still on her face.

      "Incredibly," I replied.

      "You look a bit different," she said. "Should I assume, however, that you are, in fact, Clyde Hatchett?"

      "I am. I mean, as far as I know."

      "I suspect, no matter the truth, that is the answer I would get. I have been informed that the dragon considers things a success. That is one of the main reasons I have allowed you unfettered access to me and Gloomguard."

      "Thank you. I think."

      "What are your plans now?"

      "I mean, I'm level one. Survive."

      "That is an interesting challenge you face. Occasionally I find myself in a daydream where I am given the chance to start over at level one, and I wonder what direction I might take my life in, knowing what I know now."

      She stared at some point over my shoulder, eyes locked on a place a thousand miles away, somewhere in her past.

      I hadn't seen her this relaxed before, almost jocular. For a panicked moment, I wondered if I had meandered into some alternate timeline or some alternate universe.

      "What's going on here?" I asked. "Why are you, I mean, I don't really mind the conversation, but it seems odd to just, you know, chat."

      She shook her head.

      "We find ourselves in a moment of peace," she replied. "The Dragon's Shadow have remained with us, keeping guard on the wall. It seems that anything that might have thought to go up against us has been mollified by the sight of our bristling spears. I can't recall a period of time where we have had no fighting. Perhaps it has made me wistful. Or complacent."

      "Hey, we all need to relax—“

      "The lightbringers are not granted such a luxury. We cannot allow—“

      "You have to relax at some point. You'll burn out otherwise."

      "We go above to relax. Never here. I believe I might head up for a respite soon. I think you have pointed out such a need."

      "Um, I'm glad?"

      "Clyde Hatchet," she said, suddenly back to business, "your continued courage in defense of Gloomguard has not gone unnoticed. In my capacity as Commander of the Lightbringers, I upgrade you to a Class-A Gloomguard indicium, receiving all the benefits and abilities granted therein."

      BOOM. You’ve been upgraded to the indicium Gloomguard A Rating. This indicium is only available those approved by Commander Rhal. This indicium grants you perpetual access to Gloomguard, boosted darkvision out to 300 feet, and 2% increased damage against things from the Gloom.
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        * * *

      

      "Thank you," I said.

      "It is a very small thing for us to do," she replied. "Your contributions and sacrifices have been noticed. I wish we could do more, but—“

      "It's enough."

      "Then you are free to go, Master Hatchet."

      "Thank you," I said again.

      She gave me a nod, and I realized that was it. I had been dismissed from Gloomguard.
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      There was, in fact, mystery meat stew available at the cantina. And some undercooked bread.

      It was delicious, the best food I'd had in my entire life. You know, being that it was the only food I'd ever had in this life. Which was really a technicality. It tasted good, but I think that was mostly because I was so hungry.

      Small groups of people sat together and spoke in hushed tones, all with the shell-shocked look that meant they were new. They stared out the windows at the foreignness of Gloomguard, and made quiet guesses about what made up the stew.

      I sat there on my own for a moment. Then, my people streamed in.

      Nox Kvist, wearing black robes and carrying a book under one arm, a tight smile on his pale face.

      Lux kvist, Nox’s sister, looking impressively radiant in a blue gown, her blonde hair in a complex braid.

      The mysterious Harpy Sarden. The old sailor turned adventurer, positively beaming.

      Denitza wasn't smiling, but she had on her happiest facial expression. She walked behind the others with a lightness in her step and a bow in her hand.

      Looking at the party, I felt a twinge of sadness. There had been so many more of us when we arrived at Raim. Now, it was just the five of us.

      "Congratulations," Nox said. "We were informed of your success."

      “Thanks,” I replied, and then dove into everything that had happened, minus the god-talk.

      Food was gathered, and eating began while I talked.

      There were some nods and a few questions, but it wasn't really that complicated of a story. Still, it felt good to get it all out and get everyone was on the same page. 

      "So what now?" Lux asked.

      "Before that," Nox said, holding up a finger, "there needs to be a small discussion about the tjene."

      "Please tell me it's gone," I replied.

      "It is. How did you—“

      "Hope. And the talk with ol' Girgie made me think he was going to find a way to get rid of it while I was out. Or, likely, just get rid of it whether I agreed or not."

      "The great dragon is not a fan of any form of slavery," Nox said. "Are you upset about this?"

      "Happy," I said. "I never wanted it. No offense, because I definitely appreciate everything you've done for me. Just, you know... I was never comfortable with it. And that means you guys are free to do what you want. I absolve you of any, well, anything. Just do what you want to do."

      "I, uh," Nox started, then glanced at his sister. "I have nowhere to go. My entire remaining family is at this table."

      "You're welcome to come with me to Glaton. You have an apartment there."

      "I will take my leave of you," Denitza said. She'd unstrung her bow and held it loose at her side. "Thank you."

      “I—“ I started.

      She gave me a terse nod, and was already walking.

      "Are you," I started, "I mean, do you need anything?"

      "I have my freedom," she said over her shoulder. "I will return to my family as Nox has returned to his."

      She just kept going out the door.

      "Okay then," I said. “That was quick.”

      "She was fixin’ to kill you if you tried to stop her," Harpy said, sliding a dagger back into his belt sheath.

      "I, what?" I asked. "Kill me? You know, she's never been particularly kind."

      "She bristled under this arrangement," Nox offered. "She could never quite trust you. Or any of us."

      “Well, seems like this is the best for her."

      "Can I ask about the future plans now?" Lux said, one perfect eyebrow arched.

      Nox gestured for her to go ahead.

      "Future plans," Lux said. "What's this party doing next?"

      "I'd really like to gain a few levels, what with being back at one and all."

      "Weird thing to say going to the City of Darkness."

      "What is the City of Darkness?" I asked. 

      "My birthright. And something stolen from me. From everyone. It was—“

      "I must caution my sister," Nox interrupted with a patronizing hand on her arm. “She gets rather excited about the city, but tends to believe more of the legends than is proper—“

      “They aren't all legends, brother of mine."

      "Perhaps. But evidence suggests—“

      "Just because you haven’t found books written about the City of Darkness doesn't mean it's all legends and myth."

      "If someone had actually studied the city, there would be a book."

      "Unless someone doesn't want a book written about it."

      "And there it is," Nox said rolling his eyes.

      “There what is?” 

      "The conspiracy to hide the City of Darkness so—“

      "Of course they are going to hide it! It's full of treasure and magic and—“

      "The irresistible and impossibly vague lure: treasure and magic! What could it be? Gold? Silver? Oh, magic!"

      Lux slapped her brother's arm. 

      "Don't make fun of me," she snapped. "It's true — I don't really know what's there. I've never been there. But it's not legend. It’s a real place that we can go to right now, gods be damned."

      "I meant no offense—“ Nox began, but the dark look Lux shot him shut him up.

      I leaned back from the table and glanced over at Harpy. 

      He shrugged.

      "Could be interesting," Harpy said. “You might try persuadin’ me. Might’n be rather easily persuaded. Never been to a lost city before. One more thing to knock off the list."

      "You actually have a list?" I asked.

      "Up here," he replied, tapping a gnarled finger against his temple. "So much to see in the world. Can't quite get to it all, but got to try."

      "Guess that means there's two votes for the City of Darkness," I said. 

      "To be fair," Nox said with a wry smile, "I have not made a vote one way or the other."

      "Is there a time limit of some kind?" I asked. "Like a certain date we need to get to the city by? Or, maybe, you know, like you have to be a certain age or under to go there?"

      "I think it could be whenever," Lux replied. "I haven't heard of anything like that."

      "There will most certainly be difficulties getting to the city," Nox interjected, "most notably: finding it."

      "I know where it is," Lux snapped. "But there will probably be some issues. From what I understand, there are some difficulties with it being on the sea, and, perhaps, being near some rather unfortunate breeding grounds."

      "That is hearsay and story," Nox snapped right back. "I have heard all the same stories you have, and—“

      "I have visions—“

      "Not helping your case."

      "Whoa now," I said, putting my hands up between the siblings. "Let's all just take one second to relax. Okay?"

      I got some furtive nods, and Harpy wisely stopped smiling.

      "My main goal is to get back to Glaton," I said. "I am willing to entertain a stop-off if it's going to help me. Or, you know, my friends. But I'm not getting dragged into another continent-sprawling quest. One of those is enough for the moment."

      "You refer to this?" Nox asked, gesturing at the world around us.

      “Right. This is a new continent, isn't it?"

      "We hardly spanned it."

      "Well excuse me for a touch of hyperbole, Nox Kvist. If you don't want to go to the City of Darkness, you can, you know, not go."

      "I never said I had no wish to go. I merely try to point out the rather important aspect of it being a fairy tale spun by our father, who was caught in the throes of insanity."

      "He was not insane," Lux insisted. Her veins started to stand out on her neck.

      "Nox," I said.

      "Be not mad at me for speaking a truth—“ Nox started.

      "Fine line between speaking truth and being a dick," I said, interrupting his high and mighty bullshit. "Is there any chance the City of Darkness is on the way back to Glaton?"

      "Depends on which way you're going," Lux said, still shooting dagger eyes at her brother. "If we go through Carchedon, no. Not really."

      "Not at all," Nox added.

      "Can't say I'm all that eager to go back through Carchedon. I figure we follow the path Captain Crutchley took, heading out to Whitefell and then going up along the coast, then through the straits."

      "Mighty nasty sailing this time o' year," Harpy said. "Seas're filled with monstrous things lookin' to get fat afore the storms. Which brings up the prospect of the storms."

      "Winter storms?"

      "Aye," Harpy said. "And what's worse: them storms what form when the tropical winds come and slap around the winter winds. Been through enough of those for one lifetime. Maybe two."

      "Got it," I said.

      "It's to the north," Lux said. "And a bit west."

      "How much is that bit?" I asked.

      "Maybe two to three bits?"

      "She has no concrete idea," Nox said. "There is—“

      Lux shoved her brother. He fell out of his chair, and in scrambling for a handhold he grabbed his plate, which obviously did nothing to hold him up. But it did cause the remains of his mystery stew to soar up and across the room before landing on the back of a rather stout dwarf in heavy steel armor. The spoon twirled and flipped, glinting in the glowstone light before clanking off the dwarf's friend’s great helm with a deep clang.

      The cantina went eerily silent, and the the dwarf very slowly turned his head around to glare at us.

      "Sorry about that," I said.

      The dwarf's lip started to curl up.

      "Honest mistake," I said quickly, trying to get in between this burgeoning fight.

      "Seems an elf oughta know 'is place," the dwarf grumbled, his hand tightening around the handle of his warhammer.

      "There are rules against fighting here," Harpy said, suddenly focused on cleaning a nail with the tip of his dagger. "Might wanna review those before deciding this was anythin’ other’n someone slipping off his chair."

      The other people sitting at the dwarf's table were quick to grab their friend and yank him back down to the table.

      "You watch yerself, elf," the dwarf sneered. "I see any of you in the Gloom..."

      I thought about making some snarky comment, or pushing him to make an actual threat, but that just didn’t seem wise. I’d be leaving soon, and I likely had enough trouble following me — I didn't need to invite more.

      "Let's try to keep the sibling rivalry to a minimum, okay?” I said. “We’ll get on the elevator tonight and head out toward the coast as soon as we can—“

      Nox held his finger up.

      "Yes, Nox," I said, trying to keep my eyes from rolling.

      "What about the library?" Nox asked. "The one upstairs."

      “You’re not in my tjene any longer, Nox," I replied. "You can do as you wish. We're all heading out. You can stay and read, I guess."

      "I would prefer not being left behind. I would not do well in this remote outpost. I require civilization to thrive."

      "Raim is civilized. They've got big walls."

      "My brother is a delicate flower who requires the utmost in care and feeding," Lux said.

      Nox clamped his jaw shut and glared at his sister.

      "We can't hold off for you to peruse the library," I said. "Obviously we're not going to go alone to the coast, so you've got as much time as it takes to wait for a caravan."

      Nox nodded once, then said, "Thank you."

      "Alright," I said. "In theory, we leave tonight when the elevator goes up. Anyone who's got something left to do, do it now."
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      Personally, I had things to do. I needed to talk a dragon's daughter into abandoning her life's goal of reaching level one hundred, in order to come with me, a relative stranger, and do 'good' on the surface. So yeah. Easy enough to get done before the next elevator went up.

      For good measure, I went back to our room and said a quick hello to Hellion the mimic and Grim the grimeling. Both of whom seemed happy to see me, at least as far as I could tell. Neither was particularly good at communicating. I grabbed some new clean clothes, my leather armor, and a random iron dagger. I took those things to the bath and scrubbed the dry clay from my body. 

      I sat in the small private bath for a moment, enjoying the heat. Just a moment, though; there was too much to do and too little time. Typical.

      Once dried and clothed, I returned to the room and gathered Grim. Or, more accurately, he leapt on my shoulder, forced his way into my hood and refused to leave. He had really sharp claws, so I had little confidence I'd be able to extract him without outfit destruction.

      Then I hit the town!

      By which I mean I went into Gloomguard and took a quick stroll around the place. The singular stroll gave me the information I needed. There was no sign of Rose.

      “Crap,” I muttered to myself.

      I headed over to the Wizard's Tower, the building least like a tower in the entire place. It was more a small cottage, replete with all the little trimmings to seem quaint. Phagoris, the wizard who ran the place, was a friend of Rose's and might know where she'd be. So it was as good a place as any to start my de facto quest to find Rose.
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Find Rose

      Find Rose and speak with her

      Reward for success: XP

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Unknown

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      Thank you gameworld, I thought. Wasn’t much of a quest, but I’d take whatever XP I could get at present. Gotta get those levels.

      I walked inside the Wizard's Tower, gave a glance at the crackling fire, thought about dropping into one of the plush chairs in front of said fire, and then remembered my burnt butt after the last time I'd tried that.

      "Ah ha!" came a familiar froggy voice. 

      Phagoris was standing on the counter, his frog-like form covered by a purple shining robe. 

      "I had heard it was a rousing success," he said. "Your ritual, I mean."

      "I picked up on what you meant," I replied.

      "And I must thank you for the generous supply of blood crystals. The, well, you-know-who had some of his helpers bring by what was termed to be, um, your repayment to me."

      I thought for sure the quest he’d given me would have completed at that point. And yet, nothing.

      A quick check of my quest list marked the quest as complete, which I suppose meant it had somehow completed in my previous life meaning I basically got nothing for completing the quest because the XP from that quest was given to the old me. I felt a little cheated.

      "Sure," I said. "There was, I mean, obviously getting to that spot, where the blood crystals were, is still difficult, but there's a group of necromancers gathering up undead. They were storing the undead there, but they were super nice. Guy from the, uh—“

      "Shattered Lands?"

      "Bingo! That's it."

      "I have found those who venture from the Lands to be quite amicable, always inviting those they meet to visit the Shattered Lands. And yet, it is such a place of darkness, why would any venture there?"

      "Magic and riches?"

      "I suppose. The lure of treasure and magic gets us all, eh?"

      "Sure. I guess."

      "Is there something you need for your next adventure?" Phagoris asked, his bulbous eyes swinging my way. A smile spread across his face. "Perhaps a magic mug that will heat any liquid you place inside?"

      He held a large ceramic-looking mug in one hand while Vanna-Whiting with the other, showing off the product nicely.

      "Is this a Phagoris original?" I asked, already a little skeptical.

      "It is indeed."

      "How hot do things get when you put them in the mug?"

      "Right below boiling."

      "Anything?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "Does it work with anything you put in the mug?"

      "I believe so," he replied, peering into the mug. "I have not tried all the potential beverages, but I cannot see a reason it would fail to do its intended job."

      "What if I put something int he mug that isn't a beverage?"

      He frowned.

      "Why would you do that?" he asked.

      "Indulge me."

      He sighed, then shrugged and said, "What shall we put inside?"

      I pulled out a gold coin from my pouch and flipped it towards Phagoris.

      He maneuvered the cup so the coin landed inside.

      "Nice," I said.

      He winked.

      Immediately a flash of power surged from the mug, and the inside glowed.

      The frog-man frowned, looked inside, and then immediately looked away.

      "Hot and bright!" he yelled, instinctively getting the mug away. Which meant dropping it.

      The mug fell to the floor and crashed against the stone tile, shooting molten gold out in a brilliant arc a short distance across the room. It landed on the back of one of the chairs, which promptly set alight.

      "AH!” he yelled. "Fire!"

      Given the frog's panicking, I fired off the one spell I had that might do something: snowball storm.
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        * * *

      

      Brrrring! You’ve cast your first spell. Welcome to the wonderful world of magic! You gain 1% faster mana regeneration, 1% more mana storage, and 100 XP.
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        * * *

      

      “Sweet,” I said.

      The fire went out under a torrent of snowballs. There was a little sizzling as the gold cooled, and the room felt humid as the snow melted and steamed.

      "It would seem there was a reason it took so much mana to enchant that mug," Phagoris mused, flicking an errant snowflake from his otherwise pristine robes. 

      I carefully picked up the mug and set it on the counter.

      "Do you think that because air is already a gas, and kinda technically past boiling," I started, "that's why it doesn't do anything to the gas inside?"

      The wizard looked down at the mug without touching it, and then crossed his arms. He paced back and forth on the counter a few times, careful to avoid the mug at all costs.

      "Likely," he finally said. "Seems this might be a, well, something to be explored later."

      "Onward and upward," I said.

      "Is there something else I might be able to assist you with? Perhaps you are headed out on another adventure and have something you needed?"

      "Nothing specific," I said. "What I really need is if you know where I could find Rose."

      “Rose? I am afraid I have little to offer you in that department. I have not seen her for a few days, but that is hardly unusual. She only comes in when she has something to sell, or hears that I have something particularly valuable or useful for her. I would call us friends, but we are hardly on a daily social schedule."

      "Makes sense. I do kind of need to talk to her, though, so any ideas?"

      "Where to find Rose?"

      "Yeah."

      "Being a red-flame day makes it unlikely she's in the Maze. More likely the Gloom. But you have been to the Gloom, so you know how difficult it is to find someone there, eh?"

      "Does she—“

      "I apologize," Phagoris interrupted, "but I can offer nothing for you in terms of information regarding Rose. Certainly nothing more than I told you. I can, however, offer you some potions."

      "Healing ones?"

      "A few of those, yes."

      "I'll take 'em."

      He gave me a froggy smile, leapt off the counter and disappeared in the back. Then popped back up and handed me a small pouch.

      "Six minor potions," Phargoris said. " A hundred chits."

      I passed over a bag of chits, emblazoned with Phargoris's face on it. Then I tied the potions bag onto my belt and headed out.
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      I sat down on the stairs near the Maze and watched Gloomguard. It was about as daytime as it ever got. Quite a bit of water came down the main shaft, making me think it had to be raining damn hard up top. Some Lightbringers moved around, looking bored. It was a normalish day.

      Come. 

      The Mad God.

      Of course the Mad God wants to chat right now. It made sense. I should have known it was coming. I just had somehow let it slip my mind that I would probably need to talk to him prior to my departure.

      I walked over to the wall, noting that the Lightbringer watching over the Maze entrance was now paying attention to me, and I held out my hand.

      But I stopped maybe an inch from the wall. Just holding my hand steady, with the slightest bit of air between my palm and the smooth stone.

      Did I actually want to do this? Was it going to be useful?

      Yes came the voice in my head.

      "Stay out of there," I hissed.

      The Lightbringer was on her feet, her sabatons clanging against the floor.

      I touched the wall before she could reach me, and I was gone.
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      I stumbled out of the bathroom in my uncle's pizza place and stepped around a young woman balancing a tray of pie as she walked from the front of the restaurant to the back. 

      "Watch it," she snapped, that perfect Bronx patois. 

      I knew, before even looking outside, that it was night. The atmosphere of the joint changed so predictably that reading the room was as good as a clock. There were the people grabbing a slice before heading out to the clubs. The people grabbing some real food after a mediocre date. The high school kids acting somewhat grown up. The old people coming in for a bit after seeing a movie. But this was well before the people coming for a bite after a good date, and a damn long stretch of time before the people came for ballast after hitting the bars. 

      Instinct dictated that I move toward the counter, ready to jump in and help.

      But a hand latched onto my shoulder, and someone steered me through the maze of tables to a booth with a full pepperoni pie and two drinks full of ice.

      The Mad God pushed me, gently, into one of the booth and then slid in opposite me.

      "Ah," he said, rubbing his hands together. "Perfect timing. Just came out."

      He snagged a slice and slipped it onto a paper plate.

      I closed my eyes, took a sniff, and tried to tell myself it wasn't real. That it couldn't be real. And yet... and yet, it certainly felt real. There was nothing I could point to as being out of place. The music was spot on. The smells were exactly what I expected. And because of that, I couldn't push back against the mounting pain of being so close to home and so far at the same time. Eyes still closed, I considered just making a run for it. Somehow it took the act of being home to make me realize how much I missed it. How had I been so certain I didn't want to return to it? Why, exactly, had I chosen to return to a life of danger and—

      "It's because they don't play fair," the Mad God said, his mouth full of pizza. "Can't say for sure because, you know, haven't been through it, but I'm willing to be there was a bit of emotional manipulation going on there. Bit of suppression. They know you have to be missing your family. Where you were. Home. Hard to give up home entirely, even if it weren't so good, eh?"

      I nodded, but I just wasn’t ready to speak. I wanted to take another moment. A moment for myself. 

      Then I nodded again, and opened my eyes.

      "Pizza's hot," the Mad God said. "Soda's cold."

      I took a slice and bit into it.

      It was good. Obviously not quite as good as when I'd been working there, but that could just be overwhelming nostalgia talking.

      I swallowed, took a sip of Dr. Pepper, and looked over at the god sitting across from me.

      "Why am I here?" I asked. 

      "A little taste of home?" he replied.

      "Yeah. Right. What's the real reason?"

      "You want me to just spell it out for you?"

      "I'd prefer it. I have a ton of weeds to work through out in the real world, so I'd rather just shoot straight here."

      He looked at me, really staring into me, and I could feel thrums of power. Not like magic, per se, just energy pushing out from him.

      "Twofold," he said. "One, you know I can't know what went on after your little ritual. I know the end result, but I want to know what happened where I couldn't see what was going on."

      I waited a second, but apparently he was done.

      "Two?" I asked.

      He looked down at this plate and pushed his slice of pizza to the side.

      "It has been quite some time since I have had someone to speak with," he said quickly, like he needed to get it out before he lost his courage. "I don't know if I'm lonely — that, somehow, seems ungodly. Like I should be above such mortal feelings."

      "But you're not."

      He shook his head.

      "I'm not," he finally said. "I'm not. I miss, you know, this."

      "Pizza?" I asked.

      "Yeah, pizza, you twit. I miss having a friend."

      "We're friends?"

      “Well, I consider you a friend. You can consider me what you will."

      "I'm not sure."

      "Yeah, I figured. Mind if we go back to part one?"

      "The intricacies of the ritual?"

      "More what happened after the ritual."

      "You mean when I spoke to a god and got this fantastic new me?"

      "That's what I want, yeah."

      "Not much I can tell you. It’s mostly, um, it's blurry like an old dream."

      "That's pretty par for the course. Mind if I clear that up?"

      "You can do that?"

      "I might be able to."

      "I'm guessing there's a downside you're going to gloss over. Otherwise you would’ve done it already.”

      "Memory is a, um, moving and grooving with memory can be touchy. It's temperamental. And a second pass over something can really, well, there's a delicacy to making memories appear and disappear, and the more they're worked with, the more that can go wrong."

      "What's worst case here?"

      "Total mind wipe."

      I started to say something, but he held up a hand and my voice promptly disappeared.

      "But, that's total worst case," he continued. "Most likely, if something goes wrong, it's going to be you lose the memory of that interaction all together. So..."

      "First of all," I said, as soon as my voice returned, "not a fan of that stealing my voice thing—“

      "Necessary for the moment."

      "Second, that seems—“

      "It would mean a lot," he said. 

      I tapped my finger on the table, and then finished off my slice. I put another on my plate, then drank my soda down.

      "More?" the Mad God asked.

      "Sure," I replied.

      My glass filled up from the bottom.

      "Do it," I said.

      He smiled and poked my hand.

      "Nothing happened," I said.

      "You remember who I am?"

      "The God of—“

      "Let's stop it right there," he snapped quickly, cutting me off. "My other name, if you don't mind."

      "The Mad God."

      "At least that's still there. Anything else missing?"

      "I mean, how the hell would I know?"

      "Good point. Do you remember your meeting following your ritual?"

      I frowned, crossed my arms, and leaned against the booth bench. Then I closed my eyes.

      The ritual. 

      Yup, that was there.

      And after that, I met—

      "Mister Paul," I said. "I met with a god named Mister Paul."

      "Ah," the mad god said, "Mister Paul. Can't say I know the name. What's his domain?"

      "No idea," I said. "Didn't really talk to him long enough to, I mean, there wasn't really anything social about our interaction. Pretty much tight down to business. And he was pretty keen on it being quick."

      I gave the Mad God a rundown of what happened, as to the best of my newly-formed memory.

      He asked a few questions, but mostly listened. And ate some pizza.

      When I finished, he was quiet.

      "So they don't know I'm here, eh?" he finally asked.

      "Seems to be the case," I said.

      "Think I'm, what?"

      “A trumped-up semi-powerful entity with a literal god-complex."

      "I suppose you could consider that accurate."

      "Semi-powerful?"

      "I choose to limit my power. And I suppose my voluntary retreat could make it possible to consider me not a god."

      "Bah, don't let the bastards drag you down. You want to be a god, you be a god."

      "Don't Eat Pray Love me."

      "Should I be praying to you?"

      "Do not—“

      "I'm not."

      "Who is your new patron?" He paused and looked at me, then nodded. "Interesting choice."

      "You might have rubbed off on me a little," I said. "I kind of realized the game that's being played, and I'm not sure I want to play that game."

      "Good elf."

      "Just, I mean, I don't have much of a choice in the matter. I can't just shunt myself away and ignore everything I'm supposed to be doing."

      "Ouch. Hitting a bit on the personal front there, kid."

      "You're supposed to be one of the good ones," I snapped back. "You don't think that world out there would be better if you were doing your thing?"

      "I don't. I'd be sucked right up into the mess like everyone else--"

      "And they're all just—“

      "They're all out there following their own self-interests. You think any of them give a flying fart about the little people? About doing good in the world? They do not. Not in the slightest. They all want to win because that gives them more than what they have now."

      "You could be different."

      "I would be different."

      "Then stop hiding."

      "No."

      "Then accept my shitty barbs as your punishment."

      "If you think that's the extent of the punishment I get for sitting out the game, then you're an idiot."

      "What else? Huh?"

      "Living my eternity by my fucking self? You realize you're the one individual I've spoken with who knows who I am. You're the one person with whom I don't have to pretend to be mad. You. One. You try talking to absolutely no one for ten years and tell me how you feel. Then you can get some vague sense of what it's like to be here for thousands of years. Lonely doesn't even begin to—“

      "You can just come here," I said, gesturing at the world around me.

      He frowned. "I can come here because you provide a tether. Your attachment to this world is why I can pop over."

      "So you just need me to stick around in Gloomguard forever so you can—“

      "I never asked that, elfboy. I have asked one thing from you, which you have so far done, which is keep my secret. I know you need to do shit out there in the world. I know that because I know the world is probably going to shit right now. And now is when you ask me how I know."

      "You know because I’m here."

      "That was my line! Yeah. You heroes show up at the right time to try and make things better. And that usually means some terrible thing is about to hit the worldwide fan and spread shit across the land. Which you and yours get to fight for the entertainment of others."

      "He mentioned that, Mister Paul. He said something about people watching."

      "I don't know about that," he said through a mouth of pizza. "I left before it all came online. I don't know any of the specifics. Sorry about that. But getting back to the point we were making, from what I've noticed, they, the powers that be, seem to bring about you assholes every time something nasty is about to happen, at least insofar as someone within the godly hierarchy sees. Lots of data to support stuff like that over time. At least as far as I've noticed from my little hole."

      "Where you have no visitors."

      "I wouldn't say no visitors, but limited. So, you know, I could be talking out my ass."

      "Good to know."

      "Hey, whatever else I may be, I am honest."

      "So," I said. "You know about Mister Paul. You know about my new patron. You know everything it is you want to know. Anything else?"

      "Now I guess I'm just enjoying your company," he said with a wink. "And maybe thinking about trying to get that girl's number."

      I looked over my shoulder and saw a cute dark hair girl smiling at the Mad God. She looked to be in her early twenties.

      "You realize that's kind of gross," I said.

      "What? Why?" he asked.ed

      "Because she's probably eighteen."

      "So?"

      "I mean, how old are you?"

      "I'm immortal and, I think, eternal. Far as I can recall, I've existed."

      "You don't see a problem there?"

      "I'm older than anything alive! How the hell am I supposed to have a relationship with anything besides a rock? Which I'm likely also older than?"

      "I don't know. Doesn't strike you as weird though?"

      "I hate to get into the weeds on my boring personal life, but somewhere within the last century I had this very existential argument and decided that immortal beings have to find a way around that rule about dating and age and take it on a case by case basis. Besides, being that I'm probably not going to enter into a long-term relationship, I prefer to follow the campsite rule."

      "The campsite rule? Don't hammer the pegs down too hard?"

      "What? No. Leave it better than you found it."

      "Oh, yeah, that's better."

      "Not much for camping as a kid?"

      "That would be an activity under the banner 'fun,’ which was heavily frowned upon during my childhood."

      He nodded.

      I nodded.

      “Quick question,” I said.

      “Is this about the girl?” he replied.

      “No. It’s about memory.”

      “Go for it.”

      “I remember the spells. Like, all of them. Even the ones that I’m not supposed to have any more. I remember how they worked, what they do—“

      He held up a finger. “First of all, let’s keep the magic out of the pizza shop, okay?”

      “I wasn’t going to cast any of them.”

      “Good, necromancy and cheese don’t go together in the slightest.”

      “Do I actually know them?”

      He shrugged. “My guess is yes. You probably have all the bits and pieces in your head to put the spell together once again. They’d probably work if you tried them. Unless the god of magic tore the spell out of the entire world. In which case, no. But if the spell exists for any one else, good chance you’d cast it fine. Or, you know, you’d throw out the mana to cast the spell and it would explode in your face because you don’t actually know the spell like you remember it.”

      “So I could blow myself up or actually cast the spell.”

      “Yes. But isn’t that a danger with all magic?”

      “I don’t think so. Usually when I know a spell, I know it. These ones are different.”

      “They are. And, if you were to cast them, it would probably make someone take a closer look at you. That maybe your memory was still intact, and then those who don’t like it when people like you remember things might come down and play swizzle stick with your noggin again. Which could be bad for your brain.”

      “Is that the confusing way of you saying I shouldn’t use those spells because they’ll realize I still have my memory of them?”

      He pointed to his nose and winked.

      “Awesome,” I said. “Nothing like having spells I can’t use.”

      “Bah, necromancy is gross anyway,” he replied.

      We ate some more pizza, which seemed to stay at a constant temperature without steaming itself. It was a singular fantastic culinary experience. 

      Drank some more drink.

      I tried to ignore the strange feelings coming up because I was hanging out with a god. A god that had taken one of my best friends to, what, power the maze he hid within…To do what, build heroes? It was a cheap way out, and I knew he was something of a coward doing what he did. But, at the same time, it was probably more than fair to say that his existence was something completely foreign to my own. I didn’t know anything about it. Maybe I shouldn’t make judgements on it. Maybe—

      “You’re in my head again, aren’t you?” I asked.

      “Only a little,” he replied. “But you really think that? That I took your friends for no reason?”

      “I understand the reason you gave, and I think you think that’s a good reason. But I think it sucks.”

      “Huh.”

      “You could be doing more. You could be something, helping, or, I mean, doing anything but hiding. It’s ridiculous.”

      “I disagree.”

      “Fine. That’s fine. You can disagree all you want. Thing is, I’m right. And trying to bend my thoughts toward feeling sorry for you is definitely fucked up. If we were actually friends, you wouldn’t do that shit.”

      He was silent for a moment, focusing his attention on the last slice of pizza, which was sitting on his plate half-eaten.

      Then he nodded, just a little.

      “Maybe,” he said. “I’m, well, I probably have more than a few bad habits. I tend to, I guess, do godlike things.”

      I was suddenly struck by something about dragons. That no matter how good dragons seemed, they were beings of such immense power that they had trouble understanding the little creatures trying to survive around them. Gods seemed similar. They might try to help, but maybe it was just too foreign for them. Like little kids trying to help ants. The good intent could still lead to murderous outcomes. 

      “If you reconsider,” I said, “you could maybe be my patron as well.”

      “Doesn’t work that way,” he said softly.

      “Might work that way,” I countered. “You don’t actually know.”

      “I know enough—“

      I held up a hand. “I’m just saying. If you want to leave, I’m out there. Okay?”

      He nodded. Then he grabbed my arm, and I felt an intense hot flare.
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        * * *

      

      BE AWARE: You have received the Blessing of the God of Adventure.

      You gain increased XP for adventure-based quests, increased XP for killing new creatures, XP for new experiences. You gain ten (10) skill levels in Archery and ten (10) skill levels in climbing. You gain five (5) constitution. You also gain the ability The Path, wherein once per day, you may spend five minutes meditating and you will see glowing markers pointing you towards the quest objective of your choice, should such an objective be known.

      Some might look upon this blessing with joy, others with anger. A side has been chosen.
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        * * *

      

      “Best I can do for the moment,” he said.

      “Isn’t this going to be a slight tip-off to your existence?”

      “Maybe, but we’ll see. And, if you don’t mind, here’s this—“

      He handed me a small journal.

      “Paired to mine, here,” he said, showing an identical book. “I figure maybe we could chat.”

      I was torn, but decided I could use a friend no one knew about. Someone who knew basically everything about me.

      “Thanks,” I said. Then in my sappiest voice I added: “I‘ll write you every day!”

      “No need to be a suckass,” he snapped. 

      I winked at him. “Care to send me back?”

      “Exit’s through the can,” he said. “I’ll see you when I see you.”

      I stood up and took a long look around my uncle’s pizza shop. Behind the counter, I noticed something new, a small framed picture with a plaque that said, Employee of Always. It was me. Well, the old me. A picture of me smiling in my uniform, holding up a full pie for display. 

      Someone had put a post-it note on the glass that said, ‘miss you kid.’

      I closed my eyes and tried to suck the tears back in. Didn’t work.

      Instead, I let the tears come as I walked into the bathroom and back to Vuldranni.
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      I came back to consciousness looking down the business end of a large sword.

      “Hold fast,” the Lightbringer barked. “Are you you?”

      “You really need to come up with a better question for this,” I said.

      “He’s him,” another voice said. “I can take it from here.”

      The blade wavered, and the Lightbringer sheathed her sword. She turned and executed a perfect salute, then stalked off.

      I slowly got to my feet, and looked over to see my buddy Roald de la Rue. 

      “Morning,” I said.

      “Is it?” he asked, looking over at the still-red flame. But as we looked at the flame, it went out, then reformed, this time Blue. Just like that, it was a new day. “Ah. Well, then. Good morning. Rumor is you aim to leave our little town.”

      I nodded. “Time for me to get on the road.”

      “I appreciate the time you have spent here,” he said. “Any chance you’d consider a career with the lightbringers?”

      “You’ve asked me before—“

      “Always a chance your experiences here might change your mind. You would be a boon to our mission.”

      “You think?”

      “I know. You are a good fit for GloomGuard.”

      “I know you think that,” I said. “But I think there are other places calling me.”

      “There is always that siren call of adventure. The glory waiting just over the next hill. People to save and monsters to slay. Sometimes I envy those who come and go.”

      “I think that’s the other thing,” I said. “There’s a lot that needs doing out in the world. And too many people busy navel gazing and not helping.”

      “As long as you go with the aim to help and fight evil, I suppose it can be said you are doing the work of the lightbringers, just somewhere else.”

      “Sure, we can say that’s what’s going on.”

      “Sometimes, the lies we tell ourselves are important when we must make the difficult decisions.”

      “Like you want to forgo your work here and come with me?”

      “Such a desire exists within me, yes. But I have made my oaths freely, and I will see them through.”

      “Hey, man,” I said, putting a hand on his pauldron, “you’re doing good work here. I’m, I mean, I admire your ability to do what you do.”

      He suddenly pulled me into an embrace, hugging me tight against his armor. 

      “Good luck out there,” he said. “I will see you on the other side.”

      “Good luck here,” I replied. “If you ever get tired of this place, come find me in Glaton.”

      “Perhaps I will.”

      He thumped me, and then headed over to the desk monitoring the maze entrance.

      It felt a bit weird, the way these lightbringers seemed to put so much emotion into everything they did. I wasn’t used to it.

      But then I caught sight of matte black armor moving through Gloomguard. I had my quarry in sight.
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      Rose stomped across Gloomguard with a sense of purpose, helm under her arm, heading straight for the cantina.

      “Hungry?” I asked.
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        * * *

      

      You have completed a quest!

      Find Rose

      You found Rose and spoke with her

      Reward for success: 10 XP
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      Great…

      She glanced over her shoulder and gave me a smile.

      “Rough trip out in the Gloom,” She said. “Need to refuel before hitting the maze.”

      “You’re going in the maze today too?”

      “Blue flame? I’m going. It’ll probably be an easy run.”

      “I had a talk with your father.”

      “I know.”

      “You know what about?”

      “Well, given his favorite topic is himself, either him or dragons.”

      “No, actually—“

      “Oh, wait, was it his disappointment in how I live my life?”

      “Oddly accurate.”

      She snapped and pointed at me. “I knew it. He sent you to talk to me, didn’t he? Is it a quest of yours?”

      “No,” I said. “Specifically not a quest. He wanted me to talk to you, yes, but I said I would only do that. Any choice made would be yours.”

      “What exactly am I supposed to be deciding?”

      “He wants you to leave Gloomguard.”

      “Of course.”

      “And I kind of agree with him.”

      “Too hungry for this,” she said, starting to walk away.  “If you want to keep talking, we do it in the cantina.”

      I sighed, full of pizza. Which, come to think of it, was I? Had I actually eaten pizza? Or was it just in my head? Dealing with gods was annoying as hell.

      Five minutes later, we were sitting in a corner of the cantina, bowls of stew in front of us. Rose dug in with vigor, chowing down.

      “You gonna eat that?” She asked, eyeing my mystery stew.

      “Seems like you need it more,” I said, pushing it over to her.

      She plowed right in, shoveling the stew into her mouth.

      “Talk,” she said, her mouth so full I barely understood what she’d said.

      “You’re ready to listen?”

      She shrugged, but I figured that was probably the best I was going to get.

      “I’ve been thinking about what I might say to get you to, I mean, so you see where I’m coming from,” I said, still unsure I’d get this right. “I know this is probably the biggest cliché I can throw down, but I think you’re wasting your life down here. Your potential. You could be doing so much more than just power-leveling, you know. Like, as it is you’re high enough to really do something in the world. And here, I mean, what’s the point? Trying to get to level 100? Why?”

      “Because it’s there.”

      “So?”

      “So that’s why. I feel like I was born for that. For this. To be here and to conquer the maze and the gloom.”

      “There’s no conquering the maze—“

      “Sure there is. I’ll get through every color there is—“

      “And what? You think there’s some ultimate prize at the end? Something to make all the sacrifice and pain worth it?”

      “I do. It’s called level 100.”

      “Yeah, and then what?”

      “Level 200.”

      “Should’ve seen that coming. There’s no end, then.”

      “There might be. There might be an upper limit. And will might happen if I hit that limit? Maybe that’s how gods are made.”

      “And you want to be a god?”

      “I can think of worse things to be.”

      “Like a schmuck stuck in Gloomguard?”

      “You think I am stuck here?”

      “You know, I think you stuck yourself here. There’s a reason you aren’t leaving—“

      “Because there’s nowhere else I can throw down against new monsters daily and still get levels.”

      “How in the hells do you know? You’ve never been anywhere else.”

      “If there were other places, why would people come here from all over the world?”

      “First of all, there’s so much world out there, I guarantee you most people don’t even know this place exists, let alone think about coming here. Second of all, there’s more XP in missions and quests than you can ever get killing shit. You may be damn good at killing monsters, but that’s, like, one part of being a hero.”

      “You think I want to be a hero?”

      “You know what I think you were born for? Being a hero. Not for grinding it out to a high-level here. Not for being a badass because you go up against the Mad God every day, but being a badass for saving a village. For busting down a troll and saving a damsel in distress. Or, you know, anyone in distress—“

      “I just don’t think that—“

      “You’re playing it safe.”

      “Safe? Do you know what I fought today?”

      “Oh, probably something with lots of teeth, too many legs, and a penchant for human flesh. Accurate?”

      “Kind of spot on.”

      “See? I get that it’s dangerous down here, but I think it’s also easy. You just head out and kill. That’s it. There’s no real hunt, because you just slaughter anything you come up against. And going into the Maze? Also simple. That’s what it is — it’s not easy, it’s simple. Everything here is black and white. Kill the big monsters or beat the mean maze. You don’t have to think or be actually challenged. And I think you’ve become complacent.”

      “You seem to think you know me better than I know myself.”

      “I think it’s easier to see someone from the outside.

      “Maybe.”

      Rose pushed the last bits of meat around her bowl. Was I actually getting somewhere with her?

      “Okay,” I said, leaning in, “there’s two ways to take this conversation. One, I blow sunshine up your ass about how you can go out and become the big hero your adopted father, the dragon, wishes you were. We could talk a lot about parents and desires, about the futures we want and those our families want for us. Plenty to break down there. And, damn, no reason not to talk about that sort of shit if you want. I’m game to go there. But I don’t think that’s something you need.”

      “Or want.”

      “Exactly.”

      “What’s the second way?”

      “I say do what you want. Your father clearly has beliefs about you and what you should do. If you want to stay down here and kill shit forever, go for it. That makes a certain weird sort of sense, I guess. A bit boring, but—“

      “Boring? I’ve probably fought more monsters than anyone in history—“

      “So? None of it matters down here.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “I mean, what purpose does it serve, beyond boosting your level?”

      “I… I mean, that is the purpose.”

      “Right. That’s fine. And if that’s what you want, then, you know, do it. Stay here and really get into the intricacies of mystery stew. I think you’d probably be able to crack the mystery after a few more years.”

      “It’s not great, but it’s fuel. I eat it because it’s an easy choice and keeps me topped up on energy.”

      “Maybe that’s enough for you.”

      “It is.”

      “Okay.”

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “I do not.”

      “I don’t need to prove myself to you.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      “So what are you asking?”

      I took a deep breath. “I mean, I’m not going to ask you… you know what? I am. I’m going to ask you to come with me. To go up that elevator and visit the surface. Walk into the sunlight and search for adventure.”

      “Right wrongs and all that?”

      “Exactly that. Except maybe also have a relaxed stance on legality, because I think most legal systems at present are a bit messed up.”

      “You want me to come with you.”

      “Yes.”

      “And do what?”

      “If you’re looking for specifics, Rose, daughter of dragon, possessor of other titles that are probably more impressive—“

      “A few—“

      “Natch. Then I’m afraid I can’t really give you that many. Specifics have never been my specialty, and lately I just seem to fall from one disaster to another. But usually there’s some measure of fun in the midst of all the panic, and sometimes we manage to help people other than ourselves.”

      “Are you just going to Carchedon?”

      “We are specifically avoiding Carchedon, that much I can tell you. I’m pretty sure there’s still a price on my head there, and I my buddy Lux definitely does.”

      Rose frowned. Then she leaned back, crossed her armored arms over her chest and looked me up and down. Then she looked around the cantina. Oddly empty for that time of day. Or night. Or whatever.

      “I would have trouble counting the number of men and women my father has sent to convince me to leave here. Most of them did it by trying to get me to realize that I should be a hero. I think you’re the first to say that I might have more fun out there. And also maybe do something good for someone other than myself.”

      “Look, I hate delving into actual honesty here. But when I came to this world, I came with one idea—“

      “What do you mean came—“

      “Never mind that — that’s not the important bit. The important bit is that I came here with one concept in mind: I was going to live for myself. Fuck everyone else. I was going to take care of myself, find a soft life of luxury, and ignore anyone and everyone who might need help from me. I was not at all successful. First thing I did was help someone in a way that hurt me. But fun and heroics are not mutually exclusive, at least so far as I’ve found. In the process of helping people, I’ve gotten to do some really cool shit.”

      “Like?”

      “Like serve dinner to an emperor. Almost get married, and then make a daring escape wearing a wedding dress. I fought a duel with a pompous ass-wipe, and I won. I’ve snuck into parties, found secret societies, long-lost ruins. I’m not going to lie and say Gloomguard is boring — it’s definitely going on my top-ten list. But you know the really cool thing about top ten lists?”

      “What?”

      “There’s ten things on them. This is just one.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Okay then,” I said, getting to my feet. I grabbed the empty bowls to bus them.

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it. I’m leaving tonight. We’re heading up the elevator and going to some new and amazing adventure. I’ll probably look back on nightly mystery stew with fondness.” I glanced at the grey swill in the bowl. “Okay, maybe not fondness, but you know what I mean. I told your dragon dad that I would ask you if you wanted to come with me. I’ve done that. You want to come, you know when I’m leaving. And for what it’s worth, I do enjoy our time together.”

      I’d said everything I could think of, so I walked away. 

      It wasn’t until the cantina worker came running after me that I realized I’d walked out with the bowl. Ruined a good exit.
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      I spent my remaining time in Gloomguard spending chits and packing up. We bought a relative ton of supplies, mostly water and food. Some new cloaks. New boots for Lux. A pair of magic glasses for Nox that let him see in the dark, so now he had bedtime reading glasses. I also made sure we had an ample supply of dried meats for Hellion and Grim. 

      Then it was time to load up. 

      Harpy and I struggled to carry the mimic chest. Once more, my heart ached for my missing friend Mornax. 

      We were the first ones finished loading up, and, like usual, I couldn’t help myself and I jumped in to help the workers get everything onto the platform.

      I definitely didn’t look around to see if Rose was coming. Not once. Certainly not enough to have Lux snap at me, wondering what I was doing.

      But it seemed like Rose wasn’t going to come. And I found a small ache in my heart over that as well.

      The sides were put on, bolts locked. Ready to rise.

      Just as the slack came out of the rope and the platform shook a little, a figure darted from the shadows, leapt up, and grabbed hold, hauling herself over the railing.

      Rose pulled her helm off, and shook out her hair. 

      “Figured it might be good to have a little more fun,” she said.

      I gave her a smile, and pretended not to notice Lux giving the newcomer a dark glare.
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      There was a fair amount of trade goods heading up: mostly gems and metals, but also a few nasty bins of animal parts. Usual trading elements. There weren't many people on board, a noted difference between going up and coming down.

      But there also wasn't the same sort of nervousness, being ready for danger. Instead, there was more of a pent-up desire for, well, relaxation. And about an hour into the journey, there was this sort of collective sigh as people started taking their armor off.

      "Feels good," Harpy said, tossing his cuirass to the platform and shaking out his arms. "Longest I ever wore armor for."

      Nox seemed like he was about to chuck his shoddy leather over the side, but a stern look from his sister stopped that.

      I peered over the edge, and couldn't even see the dim glow from Gloomguard. It felt strange to be moving beyond that series of moments — I’m not sure I believed I’d be able to. And watching Rose, I could see there were a million thoughts racing through her head. I almost went over to talk to her, but it seemed like she was the type to want to work through her shit on her own.

      Instead, I found a mostly flat, mostly empty spot, and laid down. I stared up at the tiny spot of light high above. Somewhere along the journey, I fell asleep.
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      Swissd so many of my dealings with gods, and I shrugged. “It’s a memory thing. I just, I must have met someone and gotten it and then they wiped my memory."

      "Hrm."

      She peered at me. Then jumped off the roof, landing lightly on her feet, and walked up to me. In this current form, she was shorter than me, as an elf, but she probably would have been just about eye level with my old Earth self. With Ben. She got as close to me without touching as her body allowed, and was looking nearly straight up at me.

      "I think that is odd," she said.

      "Have you dealt with gods before?" I asked. “In my experience they’re all about destroying memories and being secret."

      "I have done nothing like that," she pouted.

      "You're different," I replied, "and that why I'm happy to be your, uh, whatever--"

      "Hero."

      "Sure."

      "Just seems odd," she said, taking a step back and then pacing back and forth, passing through the small rivulets of water running into the gutter. She stopped and looked over at me. "I could try and fix your memory—“

      I held up my hands and shook my head, then quickly said: "No, thank you. If I keep having my brain toyed with, I'm going to wind up with a head full of swiss cheese."

      She frowned. "That can happen?"

      "Definitely."

      "Hrm. That won't do."

      "Agreed."

      She went back to pacing.

      Behind me, I heard horse hooves clopping on stone. I snuck a glance over my shoulder and saw a large horse-like creature pulling a heavy wagon, head bent low against the storm. The driver looked miserable, a stout figure huddled under a cloak with a wide-brimmed hat angled into the sheeting rain.

      "Where are we?" I asked.

      "Farbury," Theophany replied off-hand. "Third district."

      "Is it—“

      "The problem," she said, cutting me off, "is that now we are tied to this mystery god now. She..."

      Theophany paused, looking at me, I think trying to see if I'd correct the pronoun.

      I shrugged. "Might be a she."

      "She's on our team and we are on hers," she said. "Which I think might be something I'm not supposed to say to you, but maybe no one is listening right now so let's just pretend I didn't say anything about teams."

      "Works for me."

      "There is so much going on, and it's so difficult to know what to do, you know?"

      "Not really."

      "And I am so new this," she continued, seeming not to noticing that I'd said anything. "This is my first time — no one has chosen me before, or, um, I’ve never chosen someone. Not sure which way it’s supposed to work because I’m new, and this is my first time with all this, but I know all I need, I think, and you know, I've always wanted this. Now, here I am, and I'm clueless. Why isn't there someone to tell me what to do? Where's the tutorial? They just tell me a whole list of rules and say don't break them, but they don't tell me what I actually can do! What am I supposed to be doing? Who am I supposed to be doing things with? Do I talk to you every time you sleep?"

      "Please no," I said.

      "Or do I just visit now and then? Do I visit? Am I supposed to tell my followers to help you? Or do I make my followers attack you so you get more XP? There are so many questions I have, and yet, nothing is covered by anyone. The whole thing is maddening. How does this happen so often? How is this not a guaranteed disaster?"

      She stopped pacing back and forth and just stared at me.

      "Am I," I started, "I mean, are you looking for an answer or would you just like me to listen?"

      "Do you have an answer?"

      "Probably not a good one."

      "I would take any answer over no answer. I stumble about blind and confused. What are we doing? Why are we doing it? To what end? How much do I put into this effort? Is this my only opportunity to play the game? If I do not put everything I possibly might behind victory, could this be the last time I am brought to the table?"

      "I think," I said, "it is easy to overthink this situation. I don't know if you know what my life was prior to, uh, this one. I mean, the old before the one before this one--"

      She looked completely lost.

      "Forget all that! Let me start again," I said. "When I was on Earth, living life there—“

      "As Ben—“

      "Right, as that guy, I was in competitive sports at a pretty high level. I dealt with all sorts of the frustrating stuff you're talking about. Stress over, I mean, everything. What I was doing, when I was doing it, and, you know, most of all, if I was good enough. If I could win enough that I could keep on doing what it was I liked doing. And that's not a comfortable position to be in, you know?"

      She nodded.

      "And ultimately, being so worried about that made me perform worse. My coach had to pull me aside and have a talk. She told me that I had two choices. One, learn to let the stress motivate me, and learn to be cold but emotionless. Or, learn to see what I was doing as a game. And to have fun with it all."

      "Which path did you choose?"

      "I, uh," I started, hesitating because I wasn't sure telling the truth would be a good idea. I stopped because my dad was hospitalized after crashing our car when he was drunk. "It's not important what I chose — it has to be what you choose to do. I barely know you, but you seem to be more the fun type. I think, you know, we aim to make this fun."

      "Fun," she said, like she hadn't considered the concept before. "That seems... confusing. Everyone I have spoken with has been careful to tell me of the dangers in the game. Of how important it is. And yet, I see none of that."

      "Okay, well, maybe I'm being swayed a little by you gods calling this thing a 'game.’ Is it a game?”

      "I can't tell you," she said, looking away from me. "So much I can't tell you, and that's so annoying. Why? Why do I need to keep so many things secret from you if we're supposed to be a team?"

      "I'm really not the right person to ask," I replied. "Maybe you could, I don't know, talk to a god friend of yours?"

      "We don't really have friends. I could try and speak to, um, I mean, we tend to have allies or enemies. And even then, I mean, I don't know that I would like to be seen as, I guess, vulnerable. That could be, um, challenging for me long term.And I guess if it's challenging to me, it's going to be challenging to you, because we're a team now."

      "Yeah. Team. Got it."

      "It's just very challenging for me to understand what I should be doing, and I hope you know I'm trying my best."

      "I'm starting to pick up on that," I said. "But I get it. We're both trying our best. And you're not going to be destroyed if we, like, don't win, right?"

      "That, um, I don't know."

      "Is it a zero-sum game?"

      "I don't know that term."

      "One winner and all the rest losers."

      "Oh, not for me."

      "For me?"

      "As far as I know, if you don't win, you lose."

      "Not sure I know that means."

      “I—“ she paused and frowned, and then held up a finger. "I need to read something."

      A roll of parchment appeared in the air. Theophany grabbed it and started reading.

      I took a few steps to the side, just until I could glimpse the writing on the front of the parchment. Looked like straight-up gibberish to me. No use trying to read over her shoulder.

      I just leaned against the wall and thought about my uncle saying that if I had time to lean, I had time to clean, and how annoying I always found that phrase when I just needed a momentary break. Especially since my uncle seemed to possesses an unnatural aversion to doing any cleaning himself. Brilliant cook, nice guy, great businessman, never cleaned. I suppose, if you're the business owner, you can choose what jobs you want to tackle. But here, in Vuldranni, I remembered that if I had time to lean, I had time to, um, cast magic. Not quite as catchy a phrase.

      A bit of thought, and a tiny wisp of light appeared in front of me. 

      I sighed, and then focused on moving the ball of the light through space, doing my utmost to dodge the raindrops. Which was basically impossible, but was definitely a fun game to play until—

      "Sorry," Theophany said as she let go of the parchment. It rolled up by itself and popped right out of existence. She screwed her face up real cute, and shrugged before continuing. "Still trying to get used to the rules. I'm not supposed to tell you about the potential destruction of your world. That there's something coming to wreck Vuldranni and you heroes are supposed to stop it. Apparently, against the rules. I don't know why. Seems like it might be better if you knew that, but what do I know?"

      "Ah, what?"

      "I can't tell you things."

      "Right," I said, really trying hard to determine if she was actually an idiot, or just playing the idiot to give me a little extra information I might not actually be allowed to know. That was kind of a big thing to just drop randomly. Total destruction of Vuldranni? Why wouldn't that be, like, you know, first thing? Welcome to Vuldranni, you're here to save the world. Might change a few minds in terms of what people do. Like, what if you came to this world planning to just sit on your fat ass and go fishing? Might alter your plans if you knew there weren't going to be fish or ponds or, I mean, anything if you neglected trying to save the damn world.

      "Anyway," she said, "I think you need to focus on, um, winning."

      "Any chance you know what winning means?"

      "In general—“

      "No, specifically in this case."

      "See, that's the really annoying thing, I don't know. And it's not that I can't tell you, I don't know at all. Which is really annoying. I feel like maybe there are just too many secrets."

      "Starting to feel that way myself."

      "Maybe we should say we don't keep secrets from each other."

      "Yeah, but you have to keep secrets from me."

      "Oh. You're right. What if you just don't keep secrets from me?"

      "I still can't tell you who blessed me," I said. "But I'll tell you whatever else I can."

      "I suppose that works. Anyway, I should get you back to sleeping."

      She smiled sweetly, got up on her tiptoes and pecked me on the cheek.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      BE AWARE: You have received the Minor Blessing of the Theophany.

      You may use waterbreathing or waterwalking on command.

      Some might look upon this blessing with joy, others with anger. A side has been chosen.
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        * * *

      

      "Little present for visiting," she said. "Bye bye now!"

      And darkness swallowed me again.
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      I woke up with a start when a cup of water splashed on my face.

      Again I sputtered, rolled, and hopped to my feet.

      "Wake up already," Harpy yelled.

      He was crouched near where I'd been sleeping, an empty mug in one hand and a smile mostly hidden under his beard. 

      “Missed all that fun," he said.

      "What fun?" I asked, stretching. It made me aware of the new aspects of this body. Longer limbs, bigger fingers. I needed to get working out. I definitely didn't have quite the same muscle build as I'd achieved with the last body. 

      "Oh, hours of staring at rock passing on by, bats takin’ dumps on Nox, and then Lux. And the picnic. Celebratory bowls of mystery stew."

      "I think I'm okay with missing that. Are we—“

      He pointed up, and I saw stars.

      "Basically there," he said. "Thought you might like to be awake for our return."

      "Yeah, thanks,” I said, rubbing my eyes.

      “That girl coming with us?"

      "Rose?" I asked, glancing at the still-armored girl in question. "Yeah. I mean, I think so."

      Harpy made a bit of a face, then shrugged. 

      "What?" I asked.

      "She's — eh, don't want to be one what speaks outta turn."

      "But?"

      "I heard some things about that there girl, and I might be a mite afraid’o one such as her."

      "Harpy," I said, "you seem to be a man of the world."

      “I’ve been called worse."

      "You ever been afraid of a person?"

      “Oh, aye. More’n a few. So many paint fear as a bad thing, but you find, more’n you live, fear keeps you livin’. And just ‘cause you feelin’ fear, ain’t no reason you gots to follow through on them feelings. Now that I dropped all them pearls of wisdom, far as being people to be feared, daughters of dragons are up there in the—“

      "Adopted. She's not actually a dragon."

      "You sure?"

      "Yes," I lied, suddenly worried I should have checked on that prior to now.

      "Ah. Well, conversation ‘round the bar had a different flavor to it. Seems she came back a number of times when no one else did, and plenty do the wonderin' if there's a reason for that."

      "My guess is that she's a badass fighter who don't take no shit from no one. And she grew up there, fighting every damn day, so she can more than hold her own against the monsters and assholes in the Gloom and the Maze. Anyone who can survive that nonsense for any length of time is a bonafide badass."

      "If she's such a badass," Harpy said, "what's she doing with us?"

      "Looking for adventure," I said. "And if we take what her adopted father asked of me, we're meant to guide her toward doing good and making Vuldranni a better place."

      “Is that what we’re aiming for?”

      "I think so? I'm a little fuzzy on that whole good-bad thing. I tend to make my own rules in regard to that."

      “Aye, that’s why we get along."

      "I like to help the little guys."

      "Like kobolds? Or smaller, like pixies?”

      "I was thinking kids. And the oppressed."

      "Figurative size."

      "Exactly."

      "Alright then. I can get behind that."

      "Can you get behind Rose?"

      "If she's wearing that armor? I'm happy to be behind her."

      We were still bantering on when the platform finally arrived, shuddering to a halt. A cool breeze blew. I tilted my face up while closing my eyes, not realizing how much I'd missed the little things, like moving air. After we unloaded our personal stuff, we hopped in and helped push everything else off, and then moseyed through the open passage to stand, once again, in regular ol' Raim.

      "Welcome back," Lord Quince said, the old man beaming as he stepped out of the shadow and crushed me in a hug.

      "Lord Quince," I managed to eke out. "Can't. Breathe."

      "Ah, lad," he said, releasing me and turning his smile to the rest of my party. "I see some other returning faces, and some missing faces. I am sorry for your loss."

      "Thank you."

      "But you are here! What a wonder. So few are able to return to Raim successful and unbroken. You look healthy. Happy, even? Yes, I think you are, young Hatchet. And here is a new face. Which is rather unusual considering..." he trailed off. He took a few steps to stand in front of Rose, I think intending to look big or impressive.

      But it was tough to do either in front of Rose. In her matte black well-worn armor, she was just imposing. She looked like she was ready and willing to cut down anyone who looked at her wrong, and might even enjoy it.

      "Who are you?" Lord Quince said.

      "Rose," she replied.

      "Rose," he said softly, as if letting the word linger on his tongue long enough to provide context for her identity. It didn't seem to work, so Quince looked over at me. "Who is she?"

      "Rose," I said.

      Quince frowned.

      Rose smiled at me.

      "I grew up below," she said. "And my father—“

      “Oh, right, yes, I do remember now," Quince said quickly. "I do apologize — your identity is, yes. I am honored to meet you. I have heard incredible stories of your exploits. Perhaps, if you would be so kind to an old doddering fool, you would forgive me and allow me to ask you a few questions over a meal?"

      Rose looked over at me.

      I gave her a slight nod.

      "Sure," she said.

      "Excellent. Is she part of—“ Quince started, leaving a pause for me to fill in the details.

      "Yeah, she's part of our party," I said. "And we are heading out as quickly as we can. Are there—“

      "There should be a caravan leaving today. Though they have been a bit, um, enthusiastic in the The First Rope Inn, so I daresay they will likely be taking their time getting on the road. However, the night goblins have been, erm, quiet of late, so I doubt there will be much in the way of difficulty leaving."

      "Excellent," I said. "Can we maybe buy a few horses and whatnot from you?"

      "You also have an elk here, yes?"

      "Oh snap, yeah," I said. "Mornax's elk. Damn. Yeah, uh..."

      I drifted off. Just the thought of looking into the elk's eyes as it searched for Mornax? Nope, not for me.

      "Howsabout I go check on that elk," Harpy suddenly asked. He clapped me on the shoulder and headed off toward the fenced grassy field.

      "I guess we'll probably be taking him," I said. "But, uh, others too. We all need to be riding, I think."

      "I believe I can arrange something with the outgoing caravan," Quince replied. "Fret not. But I fear I must make this a private breakfast with Rose."

      “Uh, okay," I said.

      Quince smiled and walked away.

      Rose lingered a moment, looking at me.

      "He's got a great chef," I said. "You're lucky."

      "Uh, okay," she said, hitting my inflection perfectly. Then she walked off.

      "I thought we might have some time here," Nox said. 

      "Yeah," I said. "I didn't realize there'd be a caravan leaving today. But I'd rather get out on it than get stuck here."

      "But the library..."

      I looked around and then passed over a bag.

      "Just, uh, fill the bag with a few books,” I said quietly.

      "You want me to—“ he started, but I put my finger over his mouth.

      I smiled at him. "Do what you want," I said. "Just don't miss our departure."

      He stared down at the bag, then up at me.

      "Is this—“ he started.

      "Shhh," I said. "Lux, can you help him?”

      "Probably," she said with a wry smile. She snagged the bag and walked away.
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      I spent the morning on logistics, getting all the supplies we would need for our trip. We planned to go across to Whitefell, then find a way out to the coast, pointedly avoiding Carchedon.

      I also changed over the last of our chits into actual coinage, at what I assumed were terrible rates. Whatever. It felt odd being so blasé about money, but I knew we had a decent amount with us, and still more back in Glaton. There were some decided fiscal advantages to being the sole surviving member of a thieves guild: all the assets were mine.

      Everything about the caravan guide, Robin Coween, came off as slimy. He had slick hair, large rings on most of his fingers, and his mouth rested in a perpetual sneer. He liked to snap to get attention, and had flunkies to his bidding while he remained seated in his ornate wagon. Robin was less than pleased to have us tagging along on his caravan. I had the distinct feeling that had Quince not forced the issue, he would have left us behind.

      The whole group was rather unsavory, looking more like mercenaries and bandits than the usual teamsters and guards. Still, they were a ticket out of Raim and to our next bit of adventure. Even though we didn't have a defined timeline for things, it still felt smart to get moving. Sitting still felt fundamentally wrong, especially with that whole ‘destruction of the world’ thing hanging over me. The forbidden knowledge already ate away at my insides. 

      At around noon, as rain fell once again (of course), the massive gates to Raim opened. For the first time in what seemed like a lifetime, I saw the wilds again. Huge trees bulwarked against the dark skies above. It felt strange moving through the gates again, strange to leave Raim. There were many points in the last few days where I thought I’d never make it out of Raim. Or even Gloomguard. I'd mostly expected to die while trying to save myself.

      Harpy rode the elk and Lux rode a horse. I also had a horse, but I chose to let it walk while I sat with Rose and Nox in the back of a wagon, bumping along rolled tapestries and carpets with my good buddy Hellion the mimic lodged at the back, and Grim the grimeling in my hood. It was interesting to see all the goods in this caravan. Gold, gems, treasure. The sort of stuff that came out of the Gloom and the Maze in seemingly inexhaustible quantities. And it made me wonder about how the economy managed in this world. Why was gold seen as so valuable here? It didn't seem all that rare. Sitting there, hitting some rather impressive bumps, I figured it had to do with magic and enchantments. There must be some sort of property innate to gold that allowed magic to work better with it. Most magical items I'd seen were either weapons, or gold.

      "It rains a lot here," Rose said softly, gazing at the passing grass as we passed into the forests. 

      Behind us, the huge gates thunked closed, the large iron bar locking into place.

      "It certainly seems to do that," I said.

      "The rains are quite awful this time of year," Nox said, pulling his cloak tight. 

      Our wagon's driver tipped back a clay jug, drained it, and tossed it unceremoniously into the trees along the road. 

      I heard it shatter, a sound matched by an ungainly belch from the driver, as he swayed a little back and forth, very clearly intoxicated.

      "How many trees are there here?" Rose asked.

      "Where?" I replied.

      "In this forest."

      "More than we could probably count."

      "That many? How long is our trip?"

      "Have you ever been outside of Gloomguard before?"

      She was silent for a moment, just watching the trees, eyes tracking a squirrel as it braved the rain to scurry along a branch and snag an acorn.

      "No," she finally murmured. "I hate to admit that. Perhaps fear of what was on the outside of my home was keeping me there. But I am here now, and I will not be afraid."

      "Fear is healthy," Nox muttered. "Much healthier than foolhardy adventuring.”

      "You were more than welcome to remain in Raim," I said.

      "Pshaw," Nox sputtered, "there was no means for me to survive there long term. Wake me when we get to Whitefell."

      He squirmed his way between two tapestries, wrapping himself up completely, ostensibly trying to sleep.

      "We might nap through this trip?" Rose asked.

      "Not a chance," I said with a slight smile. "We're doing this for a week, and then we've got another jaunt across country before we get to the coast. And then we get to find a ship. That's part two of the adventure!"

      She frowned.

      "We should have gone through the Gloom," she said. "We could have crossed this distance in less than half the time. Go deep enough and you can cross the world in an afternoon."

      "Pretty sure we'd miss our destination if we did that. We'd have to know exactly where we were going before that."

      "Where are we headed?"

      I looked at the driver, who was slumped forward with a long thin line of drool leaking out of his lips. 

      Still, I leaned forward and whispered: "The City of Darkness."

      "Never heard of it," Rose said.

      "Makes two of us."

      "Then why—“

      "Because Lux wants to go there," I said. "And in some bizarre, roundabout way that is probably patently incorrect, it's sort of on the way home. And by home I mean Glaton."

      "I have heard of Glaton. But only that it exists. There is a lot to know up here."

      "A bit, yeah. But the main concept is the same. Swing your sword well and cut your enemies down before they you."

      "I can swing a sword, at the least."

      "Also useful to ride a horse."

      "Yes," she said, eyeing the horses following our wagon with a suspicious eye. "I might be willing to wait on that a little. One thing at a time."

      Seemed prudent to hold off on introducing her to the mimic...
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      The day passed with little excitement and more than a little rain. We were soaked shortly after we took off. Rose just watched the world the whole time, eyes wide, busy taking everything in like she was going to be tested on things. She got spooked by noises, and nearly cut me when she drew her sword on a sparrow flying close to the wagon.

      I busied myself with magic, pouring mana into my light spells. I sent little glowing orbs around the forest, sticking them to branches. I focused on casting as many individuals spells as I could at once. I could reliably handle eight orbs at the same time, and could get each orb to flash or change color without losing control of any other orb. But at nine, I started to have trouble. Ten was pushing things, and seemed to drain my mana really quickly. At eleven, I’d start losing track of the orbs, and they would poof out in a flash of arcane energy. Mostly harmless. Mostly. I lost a bit of my arm hair. And started a fire on Nox's cloak. But he was asleep, so I doubt he noticed. 

      We didn't stop for lunch, though we paused at a few streams to let the animals drink.

      Somewhere in the late afternoon, Robin the caravan leader called a halt. He directed the group of wagons into a clearing where he managed to get them formed into a vague circle before disappearing inside his own accommodations. A moment after that, white smoke came from a chimney on his wagon. 

      No guards were set, and everyone was just left to their own devices. There didn't seem to be any desire to get a communal fire going. Instead, the drivers hooked up hammocks under their wagons and curled up to dry off. 

      Harpy swore loudly as he began unhooking horses and oxen from their harnesses so he could start brushing down the animals. In fact, he swore so loudly and for so long that the drivers eventually dragged their asses back out into the rain to help. At which point, Harpy glared until all the animals had been taken care of.

      I'd slept recently, so I knew I wouldn't need to sleep this night, which meant I was fine with the idea of night watch. 

      That's why I ended up sitting on the highest of all the wagons, watching the rain fall around me as I kept watch of everything outside our circle. See, I was dumb. I thought an attack would have come from outside the circle. That enemies would try to sneak from the trees or the road and attack us. But no. The attack came from the inside. And I just sat there until someone had a sword point in my neck.

      "Time for a chat, elfboy," that someone said.
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      My hands were bound. The attacker shoved me off the wagon into the mud below, face first.

      I got hauled to my feet, then marched past the other members of my party, all of whom were bound and under guard in the middle of the circle, all the way up the stairs and into Robin's wagon.

      It was actually quite nice inside, comfy even. The small stove tucked up against one wall had its tiny door open, letting out some firelight. Next to it here was a pleasant little table with two wooden chairs. Robin sat in a third chair, larger than all the rest, with big overstuffed arms covered in heavy brown leather. The remains of a meal sat on the table. It looked like it had been delicious.

      Robin had a cup in his hand and was in the middle of taking a long draught.

      Whoever was behind me gave me a good shove, and I stumbled into an open chair.

      I looked over at the door and saw my captor was the driver of my wagon. Maybe he hadn't been the drunkard I'd thought.

      Robin set his cup down and made a gesture. The door shut, closing out the cold air from outside.

      "Elfboy," Robin said. "I find myself confused as to why you barged in on my caravan."

      "We were heading in the same direction," I said.

      Robin sneered at me, and flicked a finger out.

      As he did, someone smacked me in the back of the head.

      "Do not interrupt me," Robin said.

      I gave a nod. 

      "Good," he said. "I am glad you have some ability to understand how to take orders. It should come in handy when you make it to your new life. If you make it to your new life."

      I sighed and leaned back in my chair. At least as far as I could with my hands tied together. 

      Robin gave a chuckle.

      Which was then echoed by the buttwipe behind me. Always the sign of a good toady. And  also a good indicator that neither man was paying attention to me as I tested the how well I'd been bound.

      Not particularly well.

      "Normally," Robin continued, "I would prefer to keep an existing trade route. But in this one trip I have made enough coin I question the need to return. And besides, you intrigued me so much I decided to roll the dice. I find elves repulsive, and if I may do something to rid the world of one more elf, then I feel I have done a goodly thing. I am curious, however, how one such as you, a level-one nothing, managed to get to Raim? And not only get to Raim, but possesses a party of somewhat high level members and a very large, very heavy chest. Quite curious indeed. Because I know of the wealth coming out of Raim. Obviously, I know the wealth. You have seen some of what I managed to trade away. But Raim causes individuals to put strange value on objects. Do you know the most valuable thing to bring to Raim?"

      He waited a moment.

      "You may answer," he said. 

      "Beer?" I answered.

      "So maybe you have learned something being there. Yes. Ale. Beer. Mead. The base drinks which other towns would scoff at, these fools pay in gems. I have barrels of gems for barrels of ale. Which is madness. For the life of me, I cannot understand the fools who live there. They must become so twisted over time. What is interesting about you, though — you have something you find so valuable, you keep it in a chest the likes of which I have never seen. Now I am no fool, thinking you might take beer or ale with you. Clearly you have some treasure that even those from Raim would consider valuable, and I want it. I want to be done with this life of travel. I grow weary seeing the world when I could be safely ensconced in a manor house along the Turquoise Tributary. And you, level-one nothing, elf boy, you do not deserve such a treasure. If you tell me what it is, and deliver to me your untrapped chest, I will consider selling you in Carchedon instead of flaying you as a warning to any other elves who may pass along this path."

      I just shook my head. I could vaguely understand the logical leaps he'd made, though they were definitely ridiculous. But I'd also been working my hands around the knot, and had gotten the rope moving. It was only a matter of time before I was free.

      "You may speak, elf," Robin said. "Or would you prefer I have your smirk beaten off?"

      "There's nothing I can say that's going to make you happy here," I replied.

      "And why is that? Do you have some foolish hope of getting out of here? You think your hirelings are going to risk their lives to come to your aid? I hate to ruin what little hope you have left, but my men would rather kill your hirelings than let their prisoners get close to me. They are loyal men."

      "What would you do if I told you that it was just ale in the chest?"

      "I would have you beaten for lying to me."

      "You want to go check?"

      "I am no fool, elf boy. Any chest of such make clearly has treasure secured inside by more than just base metal locks. You expect me to wander over and open it and take a face full of acid? No. You will open the chest for me, or die."

      "You know," I said, running through spells in my mind, "acid to the face is a pretty good idea."

      "You seem like someone who would go with fire," Robin said with disdain, like using fire magic was beneath him. "Acid is far more effective and has the added benefit of not setting your own possessions alight."

      "Now that makes some sense."

      "I grow weary of sullying my space with an elf," Robin said. "Choose death or life. Now."

      "You know what," I said, taking a glance at the stooge standing by the door with a club, and the sadistic grin showing he was itching to use it, "I think you have the wrong idea about me and mine. And—“

      "Remind him of his station," Robin said.

      The stooge swung.

      I slipped my hand out of the rope, and cast major wind.

      The gust slammed the stooge against the wagon wall. It was maybe a little more than needed in such a confined space, because the wagon started to tip over.

      I cut the spell off, and the wagon came back down hard, sending the stooge sliding across the floor.

      Robin and I locked eyes, his wide and confused, mine probably a little crazy. I smiled at him, then grabbed the table to flip it into Robin's lap.

      The table was bolted to the floor.

      I just looked like an idiot.

      "Guards!" Robin yelled.

      I grabbed the plate from the table and smashed it across Robin's face. The plate broke, and Robin screamed as the porcelain sliced his cheek.

      Stooge scrambled to his feet and picked up the club.

      I clenched my eyes shut and fired off Vaux's Brilliance. 

      The pure white light flared in the wagon, painful even to my closed eyes.

      "Hurt him," shrieked Robin.

      "He blinded me!" shouted the stooge, but he swung anyway, I suppose reasonably confident he'd be able to hit me in the confined space of the wagon.

      But I pulled Robin out of his chair while I dropped past him and into the hot leather chair.

      There was a good thunk as the stooge connected with Robin, followed by a cry of pain from Robin and a shout of triumph from the stooge.

      From my seated position, I got both feet up and booted Robin in the butt, which sent him stumbling forward.

      He put his hands out to catch himself, naturally, but tripped and went hands-first into the open potbelly stove.

      More screams, now accompanied by fire as Robin flailed about, sending hot coals about the place with seemingly wild abandon. Almost instantly, the luxurious silk bedding went up in flames.

      The stooge rubbed his eyes and tried to look around.

      I waited for him to focus on me. Then I smiled and cast acid glob.

      A wad of acid, about the size of a softball but green, like jello, soared up from my empty hand and smacked the stooge right in the face. Unlike jello, however, once it hit the man's face, it stuck there, and everywhere it touched started smoking.

      In a horrific move, he opened his mouth to scream, and wound up inhaling some of the acid glob.

      He dropped the club as he reached his hands to his face to start wiping the acid away.

      So I picked it up, ducking under the now-burning roof of the wagon, and found Robin curled in the corner, cradling his ruined hands in front of his charred face. It seemed like he'd face planted against the stove. 

      Kneeling next to him, I got close to his ear.

      "I think I'm choosing life," I said. "Too bad that means you get death."

      I swung the club hard and smashed into his neck.

      His body went limp, but I could see his mouth still trying to form words, the burnt skin sliding off. 

      Then I kicked the door open and walked out of the wagon.
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      I emerged out into the night, the wagon behind me on fire, club resting on my shoulder. 

      Robin's men stood around with weapons out, surrounding my bound-up crew. Fortunately, none of Robin's men were close enough to charge in and do anything stupid.

      "Hi," I said, "or good evening."

      I strolled down the steps, then casually turned and shut the door as the stooge tried to crawl his way out of the inferno.

      “So, here's the thing—“ I started.

      But one of the men, a lithe figure with dark hair and a pair of boots that looked a little too big for him, charged at me, sword leading the way.

      A quick and gentle cast of minor wind, and one foot of the charging man hit the other. He sprawled out in the dirt, face first, sliding just enough so I could tee up his skull and practice my Golden Bear impression, spraying his buddies with his memories.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a human (lvl 12 Driver).

      You’ve earned 500 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 2! 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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        * * *

      

      Nice.

      "As I was saying," I said, "I don't know who you idiots are, but it seems like you also don't know who I am."

      A howl went up from the wagon.

      "He knows now," I said, using the club to point at the wagon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed Robin Coween (lvl 36 Robber Baron).

      You’ve earned 100 xp! What a mighty hero you are.
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        * * *

      

      GG! You’ve killed a human (lvl 18 Bruiser).

      You’ve earned 600 xp! What a mighty hero you are.

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 3! 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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        * * *

      

      I smiled, feeling only marginally bad that I’d gotten levels off these assholes, and promptly threw those points into dexterity.

      "Okay," l said, starting again, "let's see if I can get this out without being interrupted."

      Something exploded in Robin's wagon.

      "Clearly not," I said, shooting a dark look at the wagon. “The quick version: I don't trust any of you, and I don't know that I want to travel with you. You have no leader anymore, and, given the little I know of Robin, I'm guessing your pay is in the middle of the conflagration behind me. I'm going to take some of your horses, and one wagon. You assholes wait here and get what you want out of the wagon and really think hard about following us quickly."

      "You think you can stand up to us?" one of the larger guards asked, striding toward me with a huge sword.

      I knew this was not the time to test out a spell, but I cast blink.

      In the space of a literal blink, I was behind the man.

      I held down the vomit coming, grabbed the dagger from the man's belt, and stabbed it into the base of his neck.

      He dropped to the ground, his spinal cord severed.

      "Yes," I said.

      And then, because I couldn't hold it back any longer, I threw up on him. 

      Not exactly the power-move I was going for, but still. It got all of Robin's men all to drop their weapons. They gave me a surprising amount of room.

      I walked over to my party and cut their bonds.

      "Okay," I said, "let's get out of here."
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      We took the wagon that had Hellion in it, along with all the animals, and set off as quickly as we could. We knew the men would likely be desperate.

      I laid in the back of the wagon, feeling like utter crap. One, the blink spell used a lot of mana, and it caused me to bottom out. Two, using the blink spell caused the worst motion sickness I’d ever had, and it was taking its sweet time going away. I wondered if it was something I could get used to with enough time, or if it was just the innate downside to the spell. 

      The rest of the party remained quiet, acting businesslike in keeping things moving. Which was difficult, since the only person who had experience with wagons or horses was Harpy. So Harpy rode a horse and kept the herd of animals moving, while Lux, Nox, and Rose all fought over how to drive a wagon, none of them finding much in the way of success. It's not like driving in the dark was easy.

      After a few particularly pernicious bumps in the road, I groaned and started tossing balls of light up and attaching them to the branches above us. I kept eight balls up at a time, and leapfrogged them around as we moved. It wasn't exactly hard work, but it kept my mana low, occasionally bumping against the bottom of my mana bar. I figured that might be good practice. Get used to the mana sickness. Either that or I'm a sucker for punishment.

      We paused at dawn when we crossed over a small bridge, and fed all the living creatures involved, from horses to mimics. We took the time to let everyone get some water in their system, and then Harpy swore like the sailor he was, and we were moving again. 

      As daylight became more prevalent, Rose grew in confidence and eventually shoved Nox off the bench so he'd stop trying to backbench drive. Nox fell next to me and shot dark looks to everyone who'd take one, But then crawled to the back of the wagon and pulled a book out of his bag to read.

      Hellion seemed to be particularly ebullient that we were outdoors. Granted, I'd never really paid much attention to him over long periods of time, but he had lots of eyes out on his chest, and seemed to actively watch things moving by. There was just this sense of contentment radiating from him.

      It got me wondering if that was a real feeling. Was it being projected by Hellion, or was I projecting it onto Hellion?

      I made a mental note to watch the mimic, to try and pay attention to what he was doing and when he did it. If he was going to be a permanent member of my party, it made sense to get to know him. 

      Grim woke with the dawn. He scampered around the wagon a little, standing up on Hellion to look out and around. When Grim climbed, Hellion made little footholds and handholds right where Grim needed them. Up top, a small pseudopod hung right behind Grim, ready to catch the little monster if he fell off balance. There relationship setting up between the two of them made me smile. 

      I felt as safe as I thought I could be, and a wave of exhaustion rolled over me, so I let myself drift into sleep. Or at least I tried. I laid there and sort of moved in and out of sleep in something that could maybe count as rest. Somewhere after the sun had crested the sky, Harpy called another halt, and directed our little group off the road a short distance to a small clearing centered around a spring.

      "Are we stopping for the day?" I asked, sitting up in the wagon as Harpy took his saddle off.

      "Animals need rest," Harpy said, still working. "Especially the ones pulling the wagon."

      I glanced at the two big draft horses. They looked beat.

      I took a big breath and jumped in to help, listening to Harpy like I'd listened to Matthew, doing my best to learn the animal husbandry trade.

      Rubbing down horses with dry grass, hobbling them, getting them oats.

      All those fun things.

      Then we sat there.

      Nox was still reading.

      Lux had her face in a book as well.

      Rose stood on the wagon, eyes glued to the road, on watch.

      Harpy leaned against a rock, feet stretched towards our small fire.

      It was weird doing this relaxing thing.
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      "Hey Harpy," I called out.

      The older man opened one eye and arched his brow.

      "How much of Vuldranni have you seen?" I asked.

      He gave me half a grin. "Not enough."

      "Is this the best part of it?"

      "Whaddya mean best?"

      "I mean, you know, is this where you'd choose to live?"

      "Raim?"

      "No, like, this general area?"

      "No. Too close to Carchedon."

      "Glaton?"

      "Maybe."

      "Why?"

      "Lad, do you just want me to spin you a yarn?"

      "I just don't know much about Vuldranni, and I feel like I'm always on my back foot with this place. I need to start learning some things."

      "What are ye feelin' to be learnin' today?"

      "I mean, you seem to know everything, so—“

      He waved me off. "I know a bit of a lot, which is what you need when you be someone like me, right? Always got to prove worth, else I go hungry. Get left behind. You be the only one on a ship what knows how to shear a sheep? Carve a tortoise for eating? Or how to find water on damn near any island? Even pirates know to keep those with knowledge safe. Part of survivin' Vuldranni is bein' knowledgable. So what is it you want to know? Not feeling like running my tongue, already a bit tired o' the sound of my voice if'n a cup of ale ain't around, eh?"

      "Yeah, sure. There's, um, what's in the ocean? What's the breeding season that we're, I mean, that's been mentioned? What’s—“

      "Stop you there, lad," Harpy said, shaking his head, but still smiling. "One question was a good start, those there might'n just be a whole course a learnin.’ What's in the ocean? More'n we ever'll know, lad. But that was more a general question, eh?"

      "Yeah, I Just—“

      "Now," he said, continuing on as if I hadn't said anything, "that next bit is more important to you. Salient, you might say. The thing what makes Carchedon and Glaton fight so often be the sea betwixt 'em. The one what Glaton calls the Imperial Sea. Outlet to the ocean is through these straits named the Hilð Helvítis in many parts of the world, though because of Carchedonians being pompous bastards, they call them the Guissarme Straits. Mostly because those straits, and the area around them, serve as breeding grounds for the kærlkrabbe. Now is when you ask what those are.”

      "Do I actually have to ask?"

      "I will continue, young elf. The kærlkrabbe are big creatures with very large mouths and very many tentacles that have long spikes capable of latching onto wood. Though the largest ones can usually just chomp through the hull of all but the strongest ships. If you be afraid of sharks—“

      "A bit—“

      "And afraid of an octopus—“

      "I don't like where this is going—“

      "And you were to draw a mixing of the two, the result be a friendly version of the kærlkrabbe."

      "Sharktopus. They're a sharktopus?"

      "No, they are kærlkrabbe."

      "Are you about to tell me there are actual sharktopuses?"

      "Yes. The sharktopus be a quaint creature compared to the kærlkrabbe. They only get to the size of a dog, where the larger kærlkrabbe might rival the size of a river boat."

      "That's big."

      "They be big enough, but it is more the swarm that is to be worried. Gatherin’ in groups, they tend to get, erm, excited. And once them bastards are excited, they’re more’n willing to eat and destroy every which thing they come across. Now you know what puts them in groups like that? Breedin’. Being that breedin’ requires more’n one. So when they get to breedin’ and they get to groupin’, we get lucky to see the seas roiling with them spiked hides and toothy maws, and those crazy bastard’ll rend and rip a wooden ship to shreds without even realizin’. O’course, if’n they see a ship, and know there be blood to spill and gorge upon, that’s when those wee beasties get right dangerous. They know no limits if’n they think they’ll feast. They climb out o’ the seas, and up the hull of a ship. Chase their prey across the deck of any ship, somehow able to last out of the water like they was born to walk the land. Many a captain has lost a ship to those vile predators, a scourge of the seas they are. Ain’t no sailor ever happy to even hear of a kærlkrabbe, much less see one."

      "Is it impossible to get through the straits, then?"

      “This is Vuldranni! Nothing be impossible," Harpy said with a smile. “Merely a challenge."
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      No Pineapples For Me

      Make it through the Hilð Helvítis in mating season.

      Reward for success: A new indicium

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): unknown

      Yes/No

      

      "See?" Harpy said. "The world seeks to offer us the challenge. Do you accept?"

      I really took a moment to think it over. Why pineapples? And it seemed like madness to try and go through something like what Harpy had just described. And yet … maybe he was just an old sailor telling a tall tale.

      "Yeah," I said. "I accept."

      I accepted the quest, and, I presume, Harpy did as well.

      "At least," he said, closing his eyes and settling back against the rock, "we might get rewarded for our madness."
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      I took over watch from Rose somewhere in the darkness of night, when she could no longer stay awake. I sat next to Hellion, and I could see small eyes all over his chest form keeping watch with me. After the previous night, it made me feel better, thinking maybe he'd see something if I didn't.

      And sitting there with time to kill, I started working on magic. I noticed that my new body didn't have nearly the mana channels my old one had, so I started the process of burning them all in. I worked the mana all over my body, making sure every single piece of me was awash in magic.

      It hurt.

      A lot.

      And I must have been making noise, because all of a sudden there was a little grimeling holding my face in his hands, shaking me until I opened my eyes. He looked right at me.

      "I'm okay,"  I said to Grim. "It's just exercise that hurts a little."

      He let go, and then crossed his arms and dropped into my lap. 

      "You can stay and watch if you want," I said.

      He gave me a nod. And, I suppose, set up to watch me on watch.

      I let the pain subside, then did the burn again.

      And again.

      Over and over, I powered the mana around my body, just liked I'd done countless times before. I reminded myself I’d starting over — I couldn't forget the grind.

      When the sun rose, the burn was almost nonexistent, and I could just push the mana around my body. More of it than I'd had even before, all ready to be used. Wanting to be used. I felt full of power and energy, and I had to resist the urge to run around the camp kicking everyone awake.

      But once they were awake, we ate, and got our 'caravan' of one wagon and a herd of horses and oxen moving. 

      And that was our routine.

      Drive hard during the day, going a little later each day while we tried to maintain a lead over the brigands surely chasing after us. I learned animal husbandry from Harpy in the evenings, and then I would take watch late at night and work magic until dawn. I slept when I could, ate dried meat when I had to, and did my best to enjoy this bizarre road trip we were taking.

      There were attacks here and there, various monsters who eyed the horses for tasty treats. We managed to keep nearly all the horses alive, but one got snagged by an alligator as we crossed a ford on the fourth day.

      It was impressive to see Rose work, because she was a force of violence. She looked like she could be the avatar of war. The more I watched her, the more I realized the efficiency and beauty in her work. Her armor seemed pointless, because nothing even got close to touching her, and she knew how to cut or cleave in such a way that blood sprayed in the eyes of her opponent instead of drenching herself in gore. Every fight was a masterclass, as it should be with the highest level out of the group.

      Harpy was no slouch either, and any time Rose was fighting, Harpy was right there, ready to jump in. 

      I always had a spell or two ready to throw, but I never needed to do much beyond minor distractions.

      Nox actually stopped complaining after the second day, starting to bury himself in books.

      Lux leaned into either the 'cruise director' role or the group 'mom' role. She was the one who made sure we all got enough food. She named all our animals. She had sleeping areas for everyone. And she would hop out of the wagon and spend time picking berries or fruits along the road. 

      Six days in, the routine was broken when we came across another group.

      The caravan was clearly heading toward Raim, and looked more like a traditional caravan. Eighteen wagons filled with all the basics: sacks of flour, barrels of ale and mead, rice, spices, booze, syrups. It was like a traveling Whole Foods. 

      I warned the caravan leader of who she might come across, bought some fresh meat and food from her, and then we moved out of the way so her eighteen wagons could pass.

      It wasn’t long after that we reached our first destination.
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      Whitefell.

      A small walled village that was mostly known as the last bit of civilization until Raim. But for us, it marked the start of civilization.

      I could see the stone road on the other side, blessedly smooth compared to the unrelenting cratered mud we'd been powering through over the past week.

      Inside the village, I sold everything but Mornax's elk at a very low price to a surprised but happy man, and we got beds at the local inn. 

      I fell asleep instantly, not even bothering to eat first. And it was a beautiful sleep. A glorious moment of rest made possibly by sleeping somewhere I thought was safe, on an actual bed that was beyond soft. I hadn't slept so well since before the corpse king infected my brain.

      I had no dreams, did not wake up screaming, did not wake up tangled in sheets. Nothing like that. Instead, I woke up refreshed and ready for the day. I felt like I had finally had clear eyes. My heart might even have been full. I thought about writing a note to Nadya, but then I remembered that I didn't have a way to do so. 

      Instead, I wrote a note to the Mad God. Just a quick check in, to see how he was doing and all that. It was more just so I could share the good news of sleep with someone.

      I stared at the journal for a moment, somewhat expecting an instant write-back, but I guess he was busy killing adventurers or dreaming up demented traps. Or both.

      In the morning, we gathered in the inn's dining area, and sat at a round table in relative silence, eating a hot breakfast.

      "When do we leave?" Harpy said.

      "I would prefer not to leave for a bit," Nox said. "I have gotten to a very interesting spot in my latest read, detailing the lost history of the Mrannsavoort dynasty of—“

      "Today," I said. "I think."

      Harpy nodded, using a biscuit to sop up the last remnants of his eggs. 

      "I thought we had no definite timetable," Nox countered.

      Harpy shrugged. "The breeding does not start in earnest until after Fiends’ Night—“

      "So we do it after Fiends’ Night."

      "That would be quite the delay,” Harpy said. "We only know when it will begin, not when it might end. There’ve been tales of the breeding lasting half a year—“

      "We are still going to the City of Darkness," Lux asked. "Right? I only ask because we needn't go through those breeding grounds until after the City of Darkness."

      Harpy frowned. "Where is this place supposed to be?"

      "Here we go," Nox whispered as he rolled his eyes.

      "It is, perhaps, a little farther west than I, um, perhaps—“

      "How far west?"

      "The other side of the ocean," Nox said.

      "May the hells and the abysses both open their doors in your rectum," Harpy snapped.

      “Jeez, Harpy," I said.

      "She asks us to sail across the ocean? Or is it even farther beyond that? Will we get a little closer and you move the goal farther still?"

      "No, it's across the ocean," Lux said. 

      She pulled out a piece of parchment and rolled it out to reveal a map.

      "Here," she said, stabbing her finger a black splotch of ink.

      Harpy snatched the map and held it close to his face. Muttering to himself, he started to move it around, and then stretched it on the table, using our mugs to hold it flat. Then he traced his finger over one border to another. 

      "May the outside also release its denizens into your--"

      "Easy there, Harpy," I said, putting an arm on the older man. "What's the problem?"

      “’Tis a cursed island she guides us to.”

      "It's called the City of Darkness," I said. “Were you expecting an ornate vacation destination where we could kick our feet up and have trained grimelings bring us tropical juices poured over ice?"

      "They can do that?" Rose asked, taking a side glance at my hood.

      "No," I said. "Not yet, at least. If you give him fruit juice, he'll either drink it or pour it down your pants. Kind of even odds."

      Harpy crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the chair until it began to tip back. Then he found a nice balance point and just sort of hung out there for a moment.

      "Is it, like, super cursed?" I asked.

      "Enough that none even put in for water there," Harpy said. "They say any port in a storm? Not that one. There is nothing but darkness on that island. No matter the time o' day or the season o' the year, it is dark and raining there."

      "Sounds like Gloomguard," Rose muttered.

      "How far is it?" I asked, trying to make sense of the map.

      "Not that far," Lux said. "I think."

      “Quiet, you,” Harpy barked. "Enough out o' you for this mess. You still wanting to go there, Hatchet?"

      I nodded.

      Harpy took a long breath, and stared at the map.

      "Never thought to be heading back that way," he said. "The passage there is odd, best way is to head south and shoot across the lower part of the ocean, then come back over to that accursed island. Passage back here, should we survive, will be swift, provided the winter is on. Plenty of winds to push us across."

      I looked at the map to get a better sense of what he'd meant. The currents and whatnot went in a clockwise pattern, so if we were heading west, it was better to go south rather than trying to fight across the north. Even if, miles-wise, we'd be going a greater distance, it would, in theory, take less time.

      "Good plan," I said.

      "Hardly a plan, lad," Harpy replied.

      "I like it," Lux said.

      Harpy frowned at her.

      "How about we see if we can get a carriage to the coast?" I asked, leaving the table to be angry at each other.
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      Later that day, Nox, Lux, Rose and I sat in a nice carriage, riding in relative comfort on the smooth stone road. Harpy rode the elk, and was busy swearing up a storm, with most everything directed at either Lux or me.

      He settled down after an hour, and we went back to relaxing.

      I, for one, leaned back and watched the world cruise by. I let my mind wander for a little before I started grinding the magic once again. I was trying to make the tiniest mote of light that could still serve as a repository for energy. Though when one of those blew up and singed Lux's dress, I stopped.

      Then I got to thinking. Since it was possible to use magic to make light, would it be possible to use magic to take light and make darkness? Seemed like it could work. 

      I switched into magesight and cast a little light ball, paying attention to the manner in which the magic interacted with the world, at least insofar as I could see. Then I tried to do a little reversal to what I was seeing. Altering the direction didn't seem to be that big of a deal.

      The light dimmed more and more, and then there was a momentary hesitation, and with a very faint 'pop' the light turned black. It seemed to dim the light in the whole carriage, and Nox looked up from his book.

      "What happ—“ he started, "what is that?"

      “A dark sphere," I said.

      "Oh. Fascinating," he said, putting his book down and leaning towards the sphere. "I have not seen it done in such a way before. Usually it's a more, well, more shadows and generalized. This is a pure darkness."

      He reached up tentatively and put his hand towards the sphere. As it got closer, it looked a bit like the sphere was pulling on his hand. That his fingers were elongating towards the sphere.

      "Is that," I started, "I mean, are you okay?"

      "It is a trick of the light," he said. "At least as far as I can tell — my hand has not change shape. Your orb is, I believe, pulling the light toward it. See?”

      He put his hand farther into the orb, and, sure enough, it looked like his hand disappeared.

      "But my hand is fine," he said.

      Lux reached out to make her own hand disappear. Then she smiled.

      "There you are," she said. "It was hard to find his hand, but I can feel all his fingers. They're fine."

      They both pulled their hands back, and everything looked normal about them. Five fingers on each hand, nothing new or changed.

      "An interesting spell, Master Hatchet," Nox said, leaning back and getting into his book once again. "Interesting indeed."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Look at that, you’ve learned the spell: Sphere of Darkness

      Sphere of Darkness creates a sphere that absorbs light.
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        * * *

      

      Which was nice. I also took a moment to peek at my other notifications, just to see if I had anything new and exciting.
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        * * *

      

      Cool Beans, you’ve increased the skill Animal Handling. Now you can convince animals to do what you want, some of the time, and have them usually not hurt you!
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve increased an ability: Mana Efficiency. Your spells cost less mana to cast and maintain.
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve increased an ability: Mana Precision. You are able to use just the right amount of mana to cast spells.
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        * * *

      

      Hey-ho, let’s go! You’ve increased an ability: Multicasting. You face reduced penalties for casting more than one spell at a time!
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        * * *

      

      The grind was working.

      The carriage ride very quickly became a grind in and of itself. I regretted having sold all our horses and our big wagon. It was a pain in the butt to be stuck inside all day, despite the relative luxury. Advances in shocks had not come that far, so when there was a bump, you really felt it. I longed to just get out and run alongside, but when I mentioned that, I got a look from everyone involved, and that's when I actually paid attention to how fast we were going. It probably would have been an embarrassing attempt.

      Instead, I worked on tiny little spells and listened to the conversations Lux forced upon everyone. Which mostly involved instructing Rose on the intricacies of life outside Gloomguard, that there were clothes other than armor. That she would probably look good in a gown. That you needn't spend all your time in pursuit of martial greatness. As well as answering some of Rose’s questions, like how does one ride a horse or what is a pastry. Little things.

      At night, we stayed in an inn by the road, and in the morning, we were back on the road with but a single meal in our bellies.

      On and on it went until we were in sight of the Carchedonian border. That's when our good friend trouble came out to say hello. A group of armed men and women on horseback rode forth and blocked our path.

      "Name and business," the leader said.

      The driver told him his name, Terrence, and his business, driving a carriage to the coast.

      "You?" the leader asked, coming to the window.

      "Are you from Carchedon?" I asked.

      "Of course," he sneered at me. 

      "Are we in Carchedon?"

      He looked at me with a frown, then over at his men and women, and then back to me.

      "No," he said.

      "Then what do you care who I am?" I replied.

      "We search for an enemy of Carchedon."

      "Pretty sure that's not me."

      "I think it might be you. An elf with a beautiful woman."

      "You think I'm beautiful?" Rose asked.

      "I mean—“ he started.

      "He means me," Harpy replied, stroking his beard and attempting to pose seductively on his elk.

      "I mean the blonde there," he snapped, pointing at Lux.

      "Isn't beauty kind of subjective?" I asked. "I mean, some people might prefer the look of my bearded buddy there."

      “Aye. Very easy on the eyes," Harpy said.

      "Either reveal your identity or be taken to be judged."

      "Dude, check me. I'm a level-three nothing. You think a level-three nothing could possibly be an enemy of the mightiest nation on the planet?"

      A very confused look washed over the guy, and then he snapped. 

      Another rider came forward, and I felt the slight tingle of magic.

      "He speaks the truth," the new rider said. "He cannot be the one."

      "Move along then," the leader said. "And mark how you speak to us in the future. We show you mercy today, but not every day will—“

      The rest of the riders chose that moment to turn and ride away, drowning out the guy's threat. 

      He frowned and shouted something at the backs of his men before turning his horse around and following them in.

      The driver gave me a glare.

      "No need to give them trouble," Terrence said. "I have to pass by on the return trip."

      "Apologies," I said. 

      And the slog continued on as the carriage just ate up the ground with seeming ease.
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      After two more days of high-speed carriage fun, we emerged from a forest just as the sun was sinking west. A view of an ocean sparkling beyond a small walled town with several tall spires piercing the sky spread out before us. The sunset was unreal, magical and breathtaking as every imaginable color splashed across the horizon and shimmered along the undulating seas.

      "It's beautiful," Rose said, half leaning out the window. 

      "Just Furtaxo," the driver said. "Only nice thing about the place is leavin' it."

      “Wow, I’m excited to get to it," I said.

      "You shouldn't be," the driver replied.

      I declined to instruct him on the finer points of sarcasm.

      We trundled down the road toward the coast, the only time in the trip we'd done anything but go full speed, almost as if he was delaying having to go inside the town. 

      When we got to the gates, I could see he'd done a sneaky. The big gates were closed, the ones large enough to admit the carriage. It was only the small door with the gate that could still be opened.

      "Oh," the driver said in mock surprise, "it would seem I need to drop you off here."

      He gave me a pernicious smile, and the sort of shrug that implied this was purely out of his control, and I really wanted to punch his stupid face.

      "Great," I said.

      "Not worth it," Rose whispered, as if she knew what I was about to do.

      Maybe I wasn't really being subtle with my disdain.

      I hopped out and counted out the driver's payment while the others hauled our belongings, and our mimic off the back of the carriage.

      The driver took the gold, and almost gleefully got his team turned around and headed back east despite the oncoming night.

      I looked over at the open door within a door, then looked at the elk.

      Harpy followed my line of sight.

      "No way he fits," I said.

      Harpy shook his head. "Be tight."

      "You think he can just, I don't know, exist on his own?"

      "You mean let him go?"

      "Yeah."

      "Here?"

      "I don't know, where do elk live?"

      "No idea."

      Nox just shook his head.

      Lux frowned.

      Rose gave me a look that told me I should know better than to ask her.

      "Ask him," I said.

      "You want me to ask the elk?" Harpy asked.

      "We can't take him in the city, can we?" I asked. 

      "I think we could get them to open the big gates for us," Harpy countered.

      "And then?"

      "Ride him in the streets."

      "His antlers are like six feet wide! He'll knock heads as he cruises down the street."

      "Still—“

      "I was more talking about the whole part of our upcoming journey that takes place on a boat."

      "Ship."

      "Same thing."

      "Not in the slightest. But it’s true that elks are not naturally seagoing creatures."

      "Do you think he'd last out there, then?" I asked, gesturing to the forest.

      "No," Harpy said softly, "he's domesticated. Doubt he’d—“

      In a flash, a huge purple tongue lashed out of the chest, wrapped around the elk, and wrenched the poor beast into the massive gaping maw of Hellion the mimic.

      There was a strangled cry from the elk, and then some horrible crunching noises as the huge teeth of the mimic went to work.

      "Mimic!" Rose roared, her sword already in her hand and swinging towards Hellion.

      With no other possible action, I dove, shoving Rose to the side.

      Her sword missed by less than an inch, cutting into the soft grass behind Hellion.

      "He's in our party," I said quickly.

      Her eyes were wide, and she slowly stood up, sword still out, but now in a more defensive position, keeping it between her and the rest of us.

      "A mimic," she said quietly, "is in your party."

      "Yes," I said. "That's Hellion."

      "You're traveling with a mimic. Are you insane?"

      "He's a friend," I said.

      "He's a monster."

      "Not really."

      "He just ate the elk!"

      "Who we thought was going to die anyway, and I mean, at least it didn't suffer. I think."

      "You are insane."

      I noticed, right then, that I got a notification.

      You have failed a quest:

      A Friend Survives

      You failed to keep Mornax’s Elk alive until you return to Glaton

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Decreased party morale
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        * * *

      

      While I was distracted over failing a quest, Harpy walked over and stood between sword and mimic.

      "Hellion is a bit strange," Harpy said, "grant you that. But he has as such never been violent against a single person of the party, and more'n once he’s saved us."

      Nox went and stood next to Harpy, with a nod.

      Lux just shook her head, and didn't move.

      "He's a friend," I said again, trying to keep my voice calm and soothing.

      Looking very much like a large chest again, Hellion took that moment to pop his lid open just a skosh and spit out the metal bits from the elk's saddle and bridle.

      "You need to work on your timing, Hellion," I said.

      Hellion opened up his lid and stuck his tongue out at me in a waggling way, then slammed shut again, popped out a bunch of little legs, and then rotated himself around so I guess he was putting his back to me.

      "He does have personality," Rose said, sword point wavering a little. "You are sure he is safe?"

      "He's safe for us, yeah," I said.

      "I trust him," Nox said. “He had had the chance to hurt us, and he has never taken the opportunities granted. Even when I know he has not had a recent feeding."

      "I trust the mimic as well," Harpy said.

      "I think the mimic as a party member is nuts," Lux said. "But Hellion has been nothing but helpful. Or a chest. Most of the time, I forget and think we have a chest full of useful things before I remember we only have chest full of monster."

      "He can hold things," I said. "Right Hellion?"

      Hellion pushed out a drawer filled with sacks of gold coins.

      "See?" I said.

      "Awfully large chest for, what, four hundred coins?" Lux asked.

      "But safe," I countered.

      Lux rolled her eyes at me.

      "You should tell me these things," Rose said.

      "It was on my to-do list," I replied. "I just never found the right time to do it."

      Rose slid her sword in her scabbard and walked over to the chest.

      "I apologize for trying to kill you," she said to Hellion. "I was wrong."

      Some eyes popped up on the chest, and gazed up and down at Rose.

      Lightning cracked across the sky, seeming to just open the heavens up, as rain came down as if we stood in the world’s largest shower.

      "How about we get inside somewhere?" I shouted against the storm.

      There weren't even nods. Everyone just made a run for the town, even Hellion, who moved on his own hundred tiny legs.
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      Passing through the gate, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I felt an eeriness settle upon me.

      No guards stood on the wall, nor at the gate. No people walked the streets, no lights in the windows. Doors hung open all down the street. 

      But with the rain coming down so hard we could barely hear, I just pointed to an open door and made a break for it.

      I stepped inside, but stopped so suddenly that Rose bumped into me, and I stumbled forward and sprawled across the floor. Which then caused a cascade of trips and falls that wound up with just Lux upright, daintily stepping over all of us to stand in the center of the room.

      It was a house.

      An ordinary house, with really nothing to make it seem out of sorts, except for it being empty. No candles lit, no glowstones glowing, no fire in the fireplace.

      There were, however, a few half-drunk cups of tea on small tables, and even a half-smoked pipe on the floor.

      Slowly, we moved through the house.

      A meal had been left mid-preparation in the kitchen. The larder was mostly full. Upstairs, the beds were made and the chests and wardrobes full.

      The basement was musty and dank, but not more than a normal basement. The barrels of potatoes and apples were still full, and there was a case of wine untouched. 

      Granted, I touched it all, and made sure we piled everything of value into the living room.

      "Is this a normal, uh," Rose started, "do you just go into houses like this? Like are empty houses just available if you need them?"

      I looked over at Harpy, who was shaking his head.

      "This is unusual," Nox said, sniffing the pipe carefully.

      Lux stood by the front window and peered down the street. The rain was still coming down, somehow even harder now, making it difficult to see the buildings across the way. 

      "Any ideas?" I asked.

      "There's little point going out in that," Harpy said. "Best we can do is shut that door, close those drapes, and stay quiet in the dark here. Whatever happened to those what was here... best not draw any attention to ourselves."

      "Right," I said, "good plan. But might be better if we all hide somewhere upstairs, so we aren't in the one house with a closed door and covered windows."

      Harpy gave a shrug, but he was already going upstairs.

      As quietly as possible, we pulled out the mattresses from the three beds upstairs and piled them across the stairs, and then all sat down in the largest of the bedrooms, door shut with the mimic up against it.

      Hellion had his eyes and ears out, at attention.

      I'd found a small mirror in the nightstand, and tied it to a fireplace poker, using it to peek outside.

      Rain.

      Empty streets.

      I pushed into magesight and took another peek.

      I caught swirls of magic here and there, pockets of magic in certain spots, but nothing that pointed to anything specific. Just the basic sort of background magic that seemed to exist everywhere in Vuldranni. That, and few enchanted items.

      No monsters prowled the streets.

      And no one came home.

      We sat in the empty house in silence, listening to the rain.

      Soon, I was the only one left awake. Soft snores and steady breathing filled the room.

      All through the night, I watched the street via my little mirror, keeping myself out of sight.

      Nothing.

      Even when the rains subsided, the clouds remained, and the streets stayed empty. I didn't even see a rat scurry across the street. Though, to be fair, it was kind of dark and rather foggy, so it might not have been impossible that a rat moved around without me noticing.
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      It didn’t really seem like the sun actually rose so much as the sky just switched to a marginally lighter shade of grey. The air was calm, the clouds felt low, and fog hung to the ground and walls. Water still clung to the outside of the windows, the condensation dripping down here and there.

      I crawled across the floor and shook the party awake before we dug into a cold breakfast of dried meat, dried fruit, and water.

      "Nothing happened overnight," I said.

      "Something had to have happened here," Lux said.

      "Maybe it's just this house," Rose offered. "They had to leave suddenly. Monster attack of some kind."

      "There'd be more damage," I said. "Monsters aren't known for leaving furniture intact."

      "Or leaving food behind," Harpy said.

      "Which reminds me," I said, "don't eat the food or drink the water here. Might be poisoned or, I don't know."

      "You think some being managed to poison the food of the whole town?"

      "Maybe?”

      "Might not be the whole town," Nox said. He stood at the window using my poker-mirror to look around. 

      "You see anything out there?"

      "Besides the fog? Or the town itself?"

      "Yeah, besides those two things."

      "No. But I am trying to be optimistic in the face of my burgeoning horror."

      "Ideas on next steps?" I asked.

      "Depends," Harpy said.

      "On?"

      "What is it you think you're doin' here? You want to figure out what happened or you want to keep on our trajectory?"

      "I think, um, we keep on."

      "Then we go straight to the docks. No stopping to ask or answer questions. Once we be at the docks, we talk to captains and find a ship leaving today. Whatever happened in this town is not our problem."

      "Unless we make it so," Rose said.

      Harpy raised his eyebrows in my direction, making it clear he had zero interest in making this our problem. 

      "Let's get to the dock," I said. 

      Rose frowned, but nodded.

      A few minutes of hauling mattresses away, and we were downstairs. Nothing had changed, at least, insofar as we could tell.

      Just walking outside through the fog seemed to layer water upon us. Harpy took the lead, as well as helped me carry Hellion. Then came Lux and Nox, with Rose coming up as our rear guard. She had a shield strapped to her left arm and kept her right hand on the hilt of her sword, just in case. Her eyes roved around, seeking. Grim stood in my hood, holding onto my head, also looking around the place, our extra set of eyes.

      The town was lifeless, which made it eerie as hell. Market stalls were open, their goods left out, stacks of coins unguarded, as well as more than one splash of coins across the stone roads, as if someone had dropped their money and hadn't bothered to pick it back up. We wove our way down the main road, dodging carts left in the middle of the road, looking as if the horses had just been unhitched.

      A short eerie trip brought us to the docks.

      No seagulls met us there.

      No sailors or captains either.

      Four ships tied to the piers bobbed in the ocean, but no work happened on them. Or around them.

      Harpy stopped and looked over his shoulder at me.

      "What?" I asked.

      "What should we do here?" he asked.

      "Picking a ship?"

      "You want to steal a ship?"

      "I mean, if you have a better idea at the present time, I'm listening.”

      He set his end of Hellion down.

      I did the same.

      Hellion popped up eyes, and looked around. Even the mimic was freaked out.

      "I have no idea what's happening here," I said. "But I feel like the best course of action is to just get out."

      "Unless getting on that boat and sailing out of here means we take whatever did this with us," Rose said.

      For a second, everyone went quiet. I think we all, save Rose, had been ready to hop on the ship and sail to freedom, and now suddenly that seemed like a less than brilliant idea. Not just for causing us to disappear, but maybe causing wherever the ship wound up to be like this town.

      "Maybe they're all on vacation?" I asked.

      Rose frowned.

      "Trying to lighten the mood," I said. "I know they aren't vacationing."

      "I think it’s still best to take a ship and sail away,” Harpy said.

      "You have a preference for ship?"

      "Not yet."

      "I assume you want to check them out first?"

      "If you be thinking that what emptied this city came here from one of these ships, maybe you want me to peek in the hulls? See what cargo they hold? See if some nasty thing what causes death and destruction hides within afore we get aboard and tie our lives to these here ghost ships?”

      "Good point."

      Rose stood guard with Hellion, Nox, and Lux while Harpy and I went to investigate the ships.

      "Should we have, say, a code word or something if there's trouble?" I asked.

      "Listen for my brother shrieking," Lux replied.

      "That's hardly fair," Nox snapped.

      "Perfect," I said at the same time.

      The first of the ships was a the smallest, a cutter. It had one mast and one main sail but two foresails, and it was named The Western Dart. Harpy led the way up the gangplank, short sword out and ready.

      I held a flame dart spell in my head, keeping it ready, just in case. Didn't seem to be a great idea to hold fire in my hand while walking around a ship made of wood and tar.

      A few boxes and barrels sat on the deck. The barrels held water and the boxes held foodstuffs of various kinds. There was no other cargo on deck, nor below deck. It looked almost like the ship had been in the midst of being loaded when, well, everyone stopped. There was no one on board, naturally. I snatched the captain's log, and maybe a few pouches from their personal chest. Just, you know, some jewels and gold that likely would have just gone to waste.

      Harpy remained silent the whole time we walked the ship, and he didn't stop moving the whole time either. Like a shark, he cruised around at a steady slow speed, walking the deck, the quarters, and the cargo area belowdeck before angling off and back to the dock.

      We moved onto the next ship, an older cog that was impressively large. But it was a simple ship, an old ship, and there was nothing on the deck. Below were sacks of grain, which kept the cog low in the water. The quarters were little more than hammocks hung above the grain, and a tiny square of wood for the captain. 

      Again, I took the log, but there were no other treasures to poke through on the ship.

      Ships three and four were more impressive, and larger, both carracks. One with two masts, and one with three. The two-master was named The Gramont, while the other was The Grand Revenge. We started with The Gramont, and walked up its gangplank to another empty ship. 

      Like the Western Dart, this ship seemed to have been in the process of loading. A crate of fruit had been dropped and broken open right in the path of the gangplank.

      Harpy pushed some of the fruit around with the toe of his boot.

      "Not rotten," he mused, and knelt down to give it a closer look. He speared an apple with his sword and brought it up to his nose, then gave it a big sniff. "Had to have just happened a day ago, maybe two at the outside."

      He shook the apple off into the water.

      It fell and bobbed there. No fish came up to investigate.

      We walked the deck, and Harpy nodded to himself several times as he looked over the rigging. 

      There was still nothing to be found up on the top deck, but the wheel worked the rudder perfectly fine. The compass even pointed in the right direction.

      The captain’s quarters, directly beneath us, were impeccable. A large map table in the front portion, big soft bed in the back that was still covered in silk sheets and a heavy quilt. All the captain's clothes were in his wardrobes, save what he had clearly been dressing in when he left. His stockings and boots were on the floor, while a wide black leather belt replete with a very nice cutlass hung off the chair. 

      In fact, as we looked around, I noticed a chamber pot on the floor, half full, and a few stains on the wooden floor leading me to believe, at least, that the good captain had been in the midst of emptying his bladder when he decided it was time to leave.

      "This is weird," I said, mostly to myself, but clearly out loud because Harpy whipped around and put his finger to his lips.

      "Shhhhh!" he hissed with force.

      Okay, I signaled.

      We pushed on, and waves began to slap against the hull. A storm had to be brewing up again.

      Out onto the deck, and then below.

      Quarters were emptied. Galley was mid-meal prep.

      The hold was barren, save a few empty barrels and a mop that had been dropped. 

      One more stairway down, and we entered full darkness. Harpy pulled out a glowstone and tied it to the end of the mop handle, so we went with a glowstone leading the way.

      In the very lowest level, we came to two locked doors, one leading aft, one leading fore.

      Which way? I asked in gesture.

      Harpy used his chin to point fore.

      I checked over the door, first by regular sight, and then with magesight. 

      No traps.

      But it was locked.

      I knelt down and pulled out a set of picks.

      Simple tumbler design. Sturdy, but easy to unlock, and with a barely audible ke-thunk we were in.

      I pushed the door open, revealing a mild light beyond, perhaps from portholes.

      A scream ripped out of the gloom.
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      A second quickly followed.

      Harpy moved forward quickly, charging into the room, only to stop suddenly as he nearly collided with iron bars.

      I moved up next to him and saw cages running the length of the ship in three rows. One row in the very middle, and a row on either side of the hull.

      Six were filled. Two in each row. Four men, two women.

      The two women in the middle row were standing in the very center of their cells, looking beyond exhausted.

      On the outer rows, the men in their cells were reaching across the aisle, their hands just reaching into the center cells. I could see blood seeping out of the wounds along their shoulders as they were trying to force themselves through the bars to reach the women in the middle.

      As soon as they saw us, though, all that action stopped. And almost as one, the four men pulled themselves up to standing and turned toward us.

      "Help us," one of them said, his voice warbling and, well, wrong. Discombobulated. Almost like someone trying to speak who didn't really know how. 

      "If they touch you," one of the women said, her voice cracking, her lips bleeding, "they will turn you, and you will turn the rest, and we will all die."

      "Uh," I said, happy to not move for the moment, "I think I'm okay here for the moment."

      "We will come for you, then," one of the other men said. "It is time."

      "Who will come for us?" I asked.

      The men just sort of smiled for a moment. Then one by one, they dropped to the ground and lay there. 

      "Did they just die?" I asked.

      "I have no idea what we look at here," Harpy said, "but we needs to go."

      "You cannot leave us," one of the women screeched.

      I looked at the narrow passageway, in very easy reach of the men in their cells. It looked like the only reason the women were still alive was because they were in the larger cells. I doubted anyone could reach them when they stood in the middle as they were.

      "You know a way to get to you?" I asked. 

      "Above," Harpy said. "Quickly now."

      He turned and ran.

      "I guess we'll see you in a minute," I said with a smile.

      "Do not leave us!" the nearer woman shrieked.

      "Just a damn second,"  I snapped. Then I turned and ran up the stairs.

      I half-expected Harpy to be running up the next flight, but, nope. He had an axe in his hands, and was measuring paces out to, I guess, where he thought the women would be.

      He slammed the axe into the wood.

      I looked around and saw a hatchet in a pile of tools near the barrels. I went and grabbed it.

      "First tell the others not to let anything touch them," he said.

      “Yes! Right!” I snapped. I bolted across the deck until I got to a porthole. I threw it open and shoved my head through.

      The group was standing where we'd left them, Rose on guard, Nox somehow reading a damn book, and Lux looking at her nails.

      "Don't let anyone touch you!" I shouted at them. "Whatever is going on in this town is transmitted by touch."

      As I said that, a bird lifted up off a roof about six houses back, and started toward us.

      Something was off, though, because a bird usually has to flap its wings to fly, at least to a certain degree. This bird just kept its wings flat. And fat. It was a chubby bird. With no feathers. And rainbow glowing colors?

      "Incoming!" I shouted, and because I couldn't bring my arms up out of the porthole, I used my forehead to shoot off a fireball at the oncoming fat-bird-thing.

      I got a quick new hairstyle, something smokey for fall, and the fat-bird-thing went up in an explosion of fire.

      A rose up through the town. A strange haunting melody of disjointed notes coming out of what seemed like a thousand mouths at once.

      "Get on that ship!" I shouted, pointing at The Grand Revenge right next to us, really hoping it was going to be free from, well, weird monster things.

      Nox just ran for the ship, Lux right behind. Rose picked up a handle on Hellion, only for Hellion to follow Nox and Lux in running.

      Someone yanked me through the porthole. Harpy was covered in chips of wood.

      "Need a hand, lad," he said. 

      We rushed over to the new hole in the floor, and dropped first into one cell where I boosted one of the women up to Harpy. Then we repeated the process.

      Harpy and the two women were already running when I pulled myself out of the cells.

      "To the cog," Harpy shouted.

      "Wait," I yelled after him, but he wasn't listening.

      I got up to the top deck as Harpy and the prisoners were running down the gangplank.

      "Other way!" I said. "Everyone's on The Grand Revenge!"

      Harpy skidded to a stop. I think he was going to protest, but that's when shapes started coming through the fog. Lots and lots of shapes. 

      “Oh sod it!" he shouted, running to the other ship, the women following close behind.

      I ran along the gunwale of the Garmont and then leapt into the air and cast blink, plopping into place on the top deck of The Grand Revenge.

      I threw up immediately, and then got moving again. Except my legs went out from under me, and I tumbled down the stairs, winding up in a sprawl on the deck at Harpy's feet.

      "Bit of an issue lad," he said.

      "Yeah?" I asked, trying to get myself to my feet.

      "Got a few townsfolk comin' to chat, and not sure you noticed which way the winds be blowin'."

      I stood up,  and saw thousands of people moving toward the ship, each one looking rather bloated and with quite a few bits of rainbow glow about themselves. Rainbow glows that were moving about under the skin of the former residents of Furtaxo.

      "Let's get the gangplank off," I said. "I can get you help with the wind if you can help with the sails."

      "Aye aye, cap'n," Harpy said.

      "You sure you want me to be captain?"

      "Sure as the hells aren't in my butt right now, cap'n. Swore I'd never take that job again."

      "Okay, uh, full sails and um… yeah."

      Harpy slammed his short sword against the railing, cutting through one of the lines holding us to the dock.

      "Rose, lass," Harpy shouted, "cut through them ropes! Nox, attend the rudder, full to port! Lux, you help the captain toss the gangplank. New ladies, sorries I have not yer names. To the sails!"

      "Aye aye," one of the ladies said, and gave me a vague salute before smacking my ass.

      I ignored it and darted over to the gangplank.

      Looking at how it was supposed to work, it seemed like the docks used a rope and pulley system to lower it against the ship, which meant lifting it from our side was doing a lot of work.

      When Lux came to help, the two of us strained, and the gangplank moved a tad, but the little metal hooks remained in place.

      The horde of, well, whatever they were, pressed closer, moving at their own sedate pace that still managed to eat up distance. We had seconds before the first arrived at the dock, maybe thirty seconds before the first was on the gangplank.

      "Heave, you weak elf boy!" Lux shouted.

      "Elf boy?" I snapped.

      "HEAVE!" she replied.

      I heaved, putting all my puny elf strength into the lift, swearing I would never skip weights for magic again.

      There was a lurch and the gangplank lifted up a touch just as the ship started to move away from the dock.

      Lux toppled forward through the hole where the gangplank lay.

      I grabbed at her dress, catching the knot of the ribbon around her waist, and yanked her in.

      She smiled at me, and put her head on my chest.

      "My hero," she said, and fluttered her eyelashes.

      "Can we flirt later, when we aren’t in mortal danger?"

      She pushed me away, then winked, saying "Better keep your promises elfboy."

      I ran up to the top deck, and as I did, Nox stepped away from the wheel and threw up over the edge.

      Grabbing the wheel, I asked, "Nerves or sea?" 

      "Yes," he warbled back at me.

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the ocean was not impeding the horde; they just jumped into the water. On the plus side, it didn't seem like they could swim.

      Downside, we were basically just bobbing along, likely about to be blown right back into the dock.

      "Harpy!" I yelled out. "Sails?"

      "Do they look they they are down, cap'n?" Harpy shouted back from the rigging, where he was desperately untying knots and trying to kick the sails down.

      The two ladies were similarly at work, with Rose darting along the deck, having finished cutting us free and now trying to help get the sails down.

      "Hold on to your butts!" I shouted. "I gotta kick this pig."

      "What—“ Harpy yelled in reply.

      But I was already casting simulcasting major wind against the hull of the ship, pushing us out from the dock.

      The ship moved sideways, hard, rolling more than a little, with the mast tipping waaay over to the left. It angled down damn close to the dock, to the point that some of the glow-y rainbow husk people were reaching up to try and grab onto the rigging. But none of them seemed to have much in the way of manual dexterity. 

      Harpy dangled from the rigging himself, with obvious superior manual dexterity. 

      Unfortunately, the laws of physics still applied, which meant that as the mast dipped down low on the port side, that meant it also shot back over to the starboard side, which caused a whole new line of cursing to come down from Harpy in my general direction.

      The ship settled about twenty yards from the dock.

      The people-like things either bobbed in the water or stood at the edge, just sort of staring at us.

      "You still hanging in there?" I asked Harpy.

      "Gods be damned!" came the reply.

      "Taking that as a yes!"

      The ship got rolling a bit, after effects from the quick gust of my magic, but the natural wind was already working us back to the pier. It certainly seemed like the not-people were willing to wait.

      The main sail dropped into place, rippling as the wind blew across it.

      "Ready?" I asked.

      "Go already!" Harpy yelled.

      "Hold on!"

      I cast minor wind directly into the sail, and watched as the cloth went taut and the ship creaked. After a second of tense waiting, the ship started to move. I pushed more mana into the spell, and the windspeed picked up incrementally. But the ship moved mostly in the desired direction, parallel to the shore but away from the docks.

      "Too slow," Harpy called down. "'bout to hit our aft quarter—“

      "Working on it."

      I white knuckled the wheel, then cast major wind into the sail.

      The ship launched forward, and I twisted the wheel and turned the prow of the ship directly away from shore.

      We cut through the waves, going right against the wind at a rather incredible rate, leaving the cursed town behind us.
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      I kept the wind going into the sails, and The Grand Revenge picked up speed as more and more sails got into the mix. Pretty soon, we were tearing across the seas, and I couldn't help the smile spreading across my face. There was something so fantastic about sailing. The wind, the seas, the salt spray. The horizon spread out in front of us, no land in sight. Danger was behind us, at least for now. Probably beneath us as well, but currently leaving us alone. Escaping certain gruesome death was always such a high, and I was intent on enjoying it.

      The same could not be said about Rose, who was currently stomping her way in my general direction, just a little green about the face. Maybe more than a little green, as she had to pause in her stomp to heave-ho over the side. But, vomiting done, she wiped her mouth and continued to stomp right beneath me into the captain's quarters.

      The Grand Revenge was a large ship, with three tall masts and one smaller foremast. I stood at the very highest level of the ship, and the captain’s quarters were directly beneath me. A separate door led down into the hold, and the crew quarters and what-not. Which, I now realized, we had not taken much of a look at when we decided to take this boat instead of the ones we had cleared.

      Oops.

      A second later, the dragon’s daughter was out and stomping into the other door.

      "Rose?" I called out. 

      "Bit busy at the moment," she hollered, and disappeared belowdecks.

      "Harpy!" I called out.

      A rope dropped nearby, and Harpy slid down and struck a jaunty pose next to me, a smile on his face.

      "Good to be on the water again," he said. "What can I do for you, my cap'n?"

      "Rose is clearing the ship," I said. "At least I think that's the case. Can you go with her, and then report back what we've got in the hold?"

      "Surely," he said, and was off, moving adroitly down the stairs.

      The two prisoner ladies were leaning against the central mast, looking beat to hell, almost like they weren't able to move any more. The adrenaline of the day used up, and true exhaustion coming on.

      "Lux," I called.

      Lux came quickly from, well, I don't know. Somewhere nearby. She was holding on to anything and everything as she moved, the pitching and rolling of the ship still something very new to her.

      "Yes, oh captain?" she asked. "Are we about to flirt?"

      "What? No. I need— no. Stop with the flirting."

      "You promised."

      "Did I?”

      "I seem to remember it that way."

      I frowned at her. "Where's this affection coming from? Why now?"

      She tilted her head at me, gave me a good look up and down, then smiled at me. "Perhaps I fancy a boy who can save me from monsters time and time again. Or maybe I just like this taller thinner you. Or—“

      "I need you to help those young women over there," I said, cutting her off. "Get them water, and food if you can. See if they're injured, maybe get them to tell you why they were imprisoned."

      "Aye, aye," she said, and gave me a mock salute which might have been cute if she hadn't fallen over half-way through.

      “And work on your sea-legs," I said.

      She hiked her dress up a bit to show off her leg. "You think I need to work—“

      "Go," I snapped.

      She rolled her eyes at me and headed to help the ladies.

      "I daresay she really likes you," Nox said.

      I looked over my shoulder to see a pathetic excuse for a scholar in a heap next to the railing, looking as if he was about to throw up. Or had just thrown up. Probably a mix of the two.

      "Great," I said.

      "You do not fancy my sister?" he asked.

      "Can we not talk about this right now?"

      "It was nice to have something to distract myself from, well—“ he paused to haul himself up to the rail and then vomit loudly over the side. "Ugh, from that."

      "Pick a different topic," I said. "I'll happily talk about anything else."

      Bad idea. While I wasn't exactly keen on talking about Lux, listening to Nox give me the intricacies of the economics of an ancient people thought lost to time was mind numbing. Still, it seemed to help me keep my focus on sailing. 

      Somewhere in the sands of time later, Rose and Harpy returned and stood on either side of me.

      "Any chance you've got good news for me?" I asked.

      "There are none of those things on board," Harpy said.

      "As far as we can tell," Rose added.

      "Minor good news," I said.

      "No leaks," Harpy said.

      "Also good."

      "Rather where it ends, though," he said. "Apart from what we have brought ourselves, there is no water nor food aboard. There are no spare sails and no spare lines. Were I to guess, which I must, this ship was in dock to be repaired or refitted, something which was, thankfully, somewhat close to being finished, but was in no way ready to put to sea, especially not on a voyage across the ocean."

      "That's, um, okay. So we need to head to another port nearby," I said. "Ideas?"

      "South is little but wilds until you get to Morurn," Harpy said. "But that is a port of last resort. North would be easier in nearly every respect, but is also Carchedon."

      "Kind of out, especially knowing that I'm wanted there. And Lux. So tell me about Morurn."

      "Last I visited, it is a small kingdom ruled by a mad man."

      "Perfect."

      "He is quite fond of gladiatorial games and cannibalism."

      “Of course he is."

      "And those who visit his shores or step upon his sands are required to pay a blood price before they are permitted to leave again."

      "Ah. Minor issue. I suppose we could use Nox for that."

      "I can hear you," Nox muttered.

      "I know," I said. “What about going into the wilds, harvest and forage until—“

      Rose clenched her teeth and started to stomp away, sounding a bit like her sabatons were about to plunge through the decking.

      "Something bothering you?" I asked.

      She whipped around so fast her ponytail whistled in the air.

      "You had me leave my home and everything I have ever known on the idea that we would go out here and do good for people? Yes, Clyde Hatchet?" she asked, finger pointed at my face and approaching menacingly.

      "That sounds about what I said," I replied, looking over to Harpy for backup against the kind-of scary Rose. But he had slipped away.

      "And yet, at the very first opportunity we have to do good, you have me tuck tail and run."

      "What are you jabbering about? When—“

      She pointed in the direction we'd come from, but kept her eyes focused on mine. "You are willing to leave such an evil as we have just seen untouched?"

      "I mean, if we touch it, we—“

      "You joke with me about this? You are proud of your actions?"

      "Let's take one big metaphorical step back here, Rose," I said. "I'm rarely proud of any damn thing I do, so let's not get that twisted into this mess. We left because those things, or thing, or whatever, is clearly beyond our capabilities right now—“

      She opened her mouth, but I kept going.

      "and, and," I continued, "we have another quest we're right in the middle of tackling. Now is not the time to—“

      "Now is exactly the time we should stop and fight. That thing there destroyed an entire town. What is to stop it from continuing to kill and spread?"

      "We barely got away from it!"

      "Because we were surprised and already running. We can return with tactics and strategy."

      "If we return, one of us is going to get touched by one of those things and then we'll all be dead."

      "Not necessarily."

      "You fight with sword and shield! You think you can avoid being touched?"

      "I am also well versed with several ranged weapons. And anyway, we know little about the specifics of how it all works. Does it need to be skin-on-skin contact? In that case, once I have my helm in place, there is no way I can be touched on my skin."

      "We got away from those things once," Nox said, hanging off the railing. "I doubt we would manage a second time. Did you see how many of them there were?"

      "I am sure I saw better than you," Rose snapped in response. "I imagine your view was somewhat blocked as you cowered behind the railing."

      "Let's leave the inter-party fighting for after dinner," I said, "Okay?"

      "We have no dinner to eat, captain," she said, biting off the 'captain' so I really got the hint she thought I was underserving of the title.

      "I recognize that," I snapped. "I'm not trying to say we've got food. I’m saying I don't think going back to Furtaxo and trying to take on whatever you want to call that nightmare is a good idea. We need to find a port, get supplies, and—“

      "Then drop me off," Rose said.

      "What? We can't ‘drop you off.’ Where?"

      "I don't know," Rose snapped. "But this is not right. This is not why I left Gloomguard, why I followed you. I came because you told me we would fight for things that matter. We would take on evil and trying to make the world a better place for the little guy."

      "Like gnomes?" Nox asked. "Because I really detest those things."

      "Go throw up some more, Nox," I said, still staring at Rose. "Leaving was the tactical choice—“

      "You disappoint me," Rose snapped, "but let's just run away. You seem quite adept at it. Maybe we can just run from everything. Then maybe I can gain the running away skill. Something I would never have learned staying in Gloomguard monster-hunting. I'm just going to be excited and wait for a mark of cowardice! That sounds like a fantastic plan, eh?"

      She stomped all the way to the prow of the ship and stared off at the horizon.

      I watched her leave, at first trying to come up with something to say, then trying to come up with something to make myself feel better about the decision to run.

      Rose had a point. Not a great one, because I hadn't necessarily been speaking total truth to the girl — ‘Id been saying what I felt she needed to hear. And yet, she was wrong about me doing more saving than running. I went up against the nasty things even when I didn't have to. Why? Furtaxo owed me nothing, and I owed them nothing. It was a place I went through once, not really even in a country, on a continent that wasn't even where my home sat. Leaving this place was the smart move. I wasn't running. I was continuing on to another quest I'd already accepted.

      Right?

      "It is the smart move," Nox said.

      Wrong thing to say. Wrong thing from the wrong person. 

      “Dammit,” I said.

      I spun the wheel around.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      Let me just say from the outset that I don't know how to drive a car particularly well. Being from where I'm from, driving a car is not exactly a necessity, nor is getting a driver's license a right of passage. It was always much easier for me to deliver pies from a bike, not a car, and the few times I did need to get behind the wheel, I just did it without bothering to go through the hassle of getting a license. Still, in my head, I felt there was enough similarity between ships and cars that what little experience I had would translate.

      That was not the case.

      Ships do not like hard turns, especially hard turns at high speed.

      In this instance, the ship did turn, but also rolled precariously to the side, the tips of spars that came off the mast nearly dipping into the water.

      Everyone aboard the ship, save yours truly, went sliding along the deck and slammed into the railing.

      There were more than a few curses sent my way.

      "May the doors of—“ Harpy began shouting from the starboard railing.

      "Yeah yeah," I shouted right back, "open a door in my rectum. Got it."

      "What in the lost gods are you doing?"

      "Going back to Furtaxo?"

      "What in the— why?"

      "It's the right thing to do!"

      "It's the stupid thing to do."

      "Probably. But not mutually exclusive."

      "I must protest," Nox wailed.

      "Of course you do," I replied.

      The ship settled to upright, and I let the natural wind fill the sails and drive us right back the way we'd come, sailing parallel to the bubbles from our old passage.

      Harpy was immediately next to me.

      "You sure about this?" He asked, eyes narrow, jaw clenched.

      "Not in the slightest," I said.

      "Scared?"

      "Shitless."

      Harpy nodded. "As long as we're going into it with our eyes open, I suppose that's as good as I can hope."

      "I'm so glad you're behind me."

      "I will most definitely be sticking there. No desire to wind up like one of them glowing things."

      "Me neither."

      "Then angle north," he said. "Best not to go right back to the Furtaxo docks, but make anchor somewhere safe, and using this hunk of waterlogged wood as a base while you go and fix that accursed town."

      "You're not mad we're going back?"

      "Likely I be feeling along the lines a' you. Bit scared, bit nervous, bit wishing we had a different path to take. All the while knowin' we be on the right one at the moment."

      "But you were—“

      “’Twas a path you needed finding on your own, lad," he said, clapping me on the shoulder. Then he twisted the wheel. "North is that way."
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        * * *

      

      You have been discovered and accepted a quest:

      The Mysteries of Furtaxo

      What happened in Furtaxo?

      Reward for success: Unknown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): unknown
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        * * *

      

      I knew something like that had to happen. The world gave me quest when I asked why squirrels like nuts—
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        * * *

      

      You have been offered a quest:

      Why do squirrels like nuts?

      A question that plagued the ancients and lacks an answer today, why do squirrels like nuts?

      Reward for success: Squirrels might like you more, XP

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): Squirrels won’t like you

      Yes/No
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        * * *

      

      "Of course," I whispered to myself. "Me and my big mind."

      I took the quest and chose to stop thinking.

      Angling north, we settled in a tempestuous silence for a spell, everyone keeping their own counsel while the reality of the situation hit us. The first major snag was one of the former prisoners realizing we were going back. She screamed and hit Lux.

      The other former prisoner looked poised to jump overboard, only for Rose to grab the woman's ankle and yank her back onto the deck.

      A swift punch from Rose, and the woman was down.

      Lux slipped from her assailant's grappling and managed to get the woman pinned to the deck with her knee.

      "I will not return there!" the woman shrieked.

      "We're not going back there," I snapped in return. "We have no food and no water. We're just going back to land to get food and water."

      "I would rather die than return," she replied.

      "Noted," I said. "If we decide to dock in Furtaxo, I'll let you know in plenty of time so you can jump overboard and feed the sharks."

      The woman looked like she only had the most tenuous grasp on sanity at that moment, but she was still gripping it. Her eyes were wild, but she wasn't moving. Rose tied the woman to the mast, though.

      "Just in case," Rose said.

      "Hey," I replied, “Nope. She's not under guard, not imprisoned. If she wants to leap off and try swimming her way to, you know, wherever, she can do it."

      "She," the woman said, "has a name."

      "I would be happy to learn it."

      "Annie Fox."

      "Nice to meet you, Annie Fox. I'm Clyde Hatchet, the one untying you is Rose, Lux is wiping the blood from her nose, Harpy is the only one who actually knows how to sail, and Nox is probably puking over the side." I listened for a second, then heard someone dry heaving behind me. "Correction, attempting to puke over the side. Your friend?"

      "Keira Moore," Annie said for the unconscious girl.

      "Want to share why you two were in cages?"

      "We were pirates."

      "On the same ship?"

      "Aye."

      "And you got caught?"

      She frowned, and gestured at herself. "Obviously didn't turn myself in, did I?"

      "I mean, maybe you thought it was time to go on the straight and narrow?"

      "Our ship ran aground because our captain was too busy playin' with spells to pay attention to drivin' the ship, and the filthy merchants we were attemptin' to pirate wound up 'rescuing' us off that island. They brought us here with aims to sell us as soon as they got to Naraggara, in Carchedon. This was just a stop to restock supplies."

      Made sense. 

      Harpy climbed up to the crow's nest and pulled a telescope out of somewhere. 

      He peered through for what seemed like a long time, then came back down and looked at the compass.

      "More that way," he said pointing to the north. "Looks to be some sort of inlet over there. Likely be able to keep the ship out of sight from most anyone if we get lucky with depth. Providing, of course, that's what you're lookin' for, cap'n."

      "Sure, sounds like a plan," I said. "Maybe you should, uh, take over here so I can attend to other, um, captainly duties."

      "Aye, aye," he said, taking the wheel.

      I gave him a nod, and he altered our course to the north.

      Fairly soon, I could make out the coastline.

      I ran along the ship to the prow, and went out on the pointy bit as far as I felt I could balance, to get a better look at things.

      The coast was sort of beachy for a stretch, then went up into a rocky cliff that wound around before settling into more of a sheer cliff face for about as far as I could see heading north. South was more beachy area, then a river, then looking quite tiny at this distance, a stretch of beachy area before hitting the walls of Furtaxo.

      "You watching for reefs?" Annie asked, balancing on the rail.

      "Uh, definitely," I lied.

      "Might want to call that one out," she said, pointing to the right.

      “Right, reef to the right!" I called out.

      "Right?" Harpy snapped back. "It's starboard, you land-loving leech!"

      Still, he corrected our course a little.

      "Sandbar, port," Annie called out, "two hundred yards."

      Harpy repeated it back, and did a little steering.

      Annie and I worked together to guide us closer and closer in, until Harpy shouted to stow the sails. At which point I had to take over driving, and Harpy got our tiny crew working to put the sails up. All the while I had to cast little gusts of wind here and there to keep the ship from blowing into the cliffside. 

      "Drop anchor," Harpy yelled.

      I looked around. "Where's the anchor?"

      "Off the front, you dingus!"

      I cast blink to the front of the ship, wobbled, and kicked the release lever for the anchor before heading to the railing, miscalculating and pitching over into the water.
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      I got back aboard the ship with no help, thankyouverymuch. It was merely a dip to refresh myself and see how deep a hole we had as a de facto port.

      Plenty deep. With more than a few fish. None of which seemed to care that I joined them. And none of which tried to eat me, so big plusses on both counts.

      I stood on the forecastle with the rest of the group, dripping wet.

      "Is there a plan for this?" Annie asked.

      Her compatriot pirate, Keira Moore, leaned against a mast holding her head, and shot dirty looks in Rose's direction. Rose did not seem to care or notice in the slightest.

      Harpy lay down on the railing, smiling into the sun.

      Lux and Nox sat on the opposite railing.

      "Yeah," I said. "We are going to go ashore and find some food and water and bring them back to this ship here."

      "Can't help but notice we are not quite distant from Furtaxo," Annie said. "Any reason we did not leave that death pit behind?"

      "Well," I said, "here's the bit where you're probably going to be less enthusiastic about everything—“

      "You plan on going back," Keira said.

      "Yes."

      "He's a fool," Nox replied.

      "Also yes," I said. “There's definitely a measure of the foolish in what we're about to do. Still—“

      "I would prefer to not to be engaged in this," Annie said. "It will only end in your death, and then our death."

      "Maybe not," I said. 

      "What is to stop us," Keira mused, "being pirates, to just take this ship as our own?"

      "Rose?" I asked.

      Rose had a sword at Keira's throat so quickly I couldn't figure out where she'd pulled it from.

      "Noted," Keira said, eyes a little wider.

      "You don't have to come with us," I said. "But if you'd prefer not dealing with whatever has taken over Furtaxo, then get out of here, because I don't feel like trying to trust someone who just threatened to take the boat."

      "It's a ship," Annie said.

      “It's my ship."

      "I am leaving then," Kiera said, standing up.

      "As am I," Annie said.

      "Great," I said. "See if you can find your way to the beach."

      "We'll take the—“ Annie started to say, but magically, there was Rose's sword.

      "We can swim," Annie corrected.

      She delicately walked to the railing, took a look over, and then dove.

      There was a splash as she swam away.

      Kiera followed right behind her.

      "You think we've seen the last of them?" I asked.

      "Doubtful," Harpy said. "They seem the type to wait in the shadows until they think we are gone and then they will strike and steal the ship. Or slit our throats."

      "Or both," Rose added.

      "Right, or both," Harpy said. 

      "Awesome," I said. “So we have to leave someone at the boat at all times."

      "Can you please just call her a ship," Harpy asked. 

      "Not like Nox is going to ever come with us willingly," Lux said. "Leave him here."

      "Fat lot of good that'd do even against those two," Harpy said.

      I watched as the two pirates tromped through the surf of the sandy beach at the far edge of our tiny bay. They gave a glare over in our direction, and then disappeared into the woods beyond. I had the feeling they were already watching us, gauging when they could attack.

      "First thing we have to do is scout out what we're up against," I said.

      "Are we still planning on getting to the City of Darkness eventually?" Lux asked.

      I frowned and gave her a long stare.

      "What?" she asked. "It is a matter of importance to me."

      "We will get there," I said. "Provided we don't die here, it's the next stop."

      "Probably," Harpy added.

      "Right, probably. City of Weird Dead Don't Touch Me Things, City of Darkness, City of Glaton."

      "It sounds so simple when you phrase it that way," Nox said.

      "Might be simple."

      "Won't be simple," Harpy countered.

      "Still, scouting is job one," I replied. "We need to know what's between us and Furtaxo. And kind of more importantly: we need to know what the hells is in Furtaxo."

      "Food," Rose said. "Food and water."

      I nodded. "That's also a concern. I can sort of get us fresh water, provided no weird creatures from the water plane try and sneak through, but food is going to be an ongoing concern. Ideas?"

      "Hunting," Harpy said. "Fishing. Foraging."

      "Can you do any of those?"

      "Not well, but all of them to a degree."

      I looked over at Lux.

      "No. I can order food in a restaurant or shop in a store. Finding food in the wilderness is not in my bag of tricks."

      "This is all brand new to me," Rose said. "I am still trying to understand this volume of water. How can it exist here?"

      "It's not even all of it," Harpy said. "There be bigger oceans than this, by far."

      "Let's try and limit the mind-blowing until later," I said. "Nox, tell me you've got some secret ability that can help us tucked in that robe of yours."

      He looked at me, then the others, then rolled his eyes and looked away.

      "I am an accomplished forager," he finally said. "I can likely provide us with any number of mushrooms, berries, tubers, whathaveyou in these woods. Provided, of course, someone is there for protection, as, well, you know--"

      "You're useless with a sword?" Rose asked.

      "Nox here has the dubious honor of being the only person who didn't need to respond to alarm calls in Gloomguard. It was thought he might be too much of a detriment to the defense."

      Rose looked over at the researcher with a new found respect. Or maybe a lack thereof.

      "Still," he said, "I can get us food, if someone were to help me ashore and keep me alive."

      "Okay," I said. "Rose, you go with Nox. Keep him alive and learn about, um, life above ground."

      She gave me a hard nod.

      "Harpy," I continued, "you and Lux are in charge of the ship for now. Set watches, check our supplies, prepare food as it's brought by Nox and Rose."

      "Aye aye," Lux said. 

      "And you?" Harpy asked.

      "I'm going for a little peek at Furtaxo," I replied.
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      I put Grim the grimeling on watch duty with Hellion. Which basically meant Grim slept on the mimic and the mimic did whatever is a mimic does, mostly staying very still and pretending to be something it is not.

      Harpy rowed me, Rose, and Nox to shore. Nox and Rose hiked up the side of the cliff, and I started along the beach.

      If this was somewhere else, without monsters and perpetual danger, this edge of the coastline would be worth millions upon millions of dollars. It was pristine white sand alongside lush green grass and verdant forests. And while it wasn't exactly warm, it wasn't too bad for coming on winter. I barely needed the black cloak I had wrapped around myself. I could almost enjoy the stroll down the beach, keeping an eye out for errant crabs and, you know, surprise giant crabs ready to eat me.

      There were no giant crabs trying to eat me, at least on that particular trip. In fact, it was almost dull getting to town. When I caught sight of it, the walls just visible as they stuck out into the ocean, I cut inland. 

      Not too far inland, though. I still wasn't too confident in my woodland abilities, and getting lost could be a real pain. So I kept the beach in view and followed along parallel as best I could. There were a few streams I had to ford, some trees to climb over, a few thorny bushes to go around, but as afternoon slipped into evening and the sun began to set in a phenomenal display of colors against another oncoming storm, the walls of the city were in front of me.

      I paused in the tree line, watching the walls.

      As per the norm in Vuldranni, there was a bit of open space in between the trees and the walls, although this side of Furtaxo was not exactly that clear. It seemed as if the town’s lawn care services had been rather lax this year. And maybe some of last year as well. The grass was  incredibly long and lush, and quite a few bushes and shrubs popped up here and there. In addition, saplings dotted the area, as if taunting the walls. To be fair, it's not like the walls were all that impressive. Twenty feet or so, with the occasional tower topping thirty-five feet on a good day. 

      I scanned along the wall.

      Nothing. No movement.

      I took a deep breath and blinked across the space, dropping right next to the wall in an instant, and then gritting my teeth to hold down the nearly overwhelming wave of nausea. It was hard to tell, but part of me thought the effects were only getting worse the more I used the spell. Not exactly the best news.

      Especially because I had to use the spell again, because while the wall wasn't the tallest, it was quite well made, with a nearly sheer surface.

      I cast blink again, popped onto the top of the wall, and dropped to a kneel. Then I fell into something of a fetal position where I forced myself not to vomit. It helped substantially that I hadn't had much to eat or drink that day. It was more a heaving than a full projectile party.

      After a momentary pause for involuntary body revolt, I looked around.

      Nothing on the walls moved. Ten yards away from me I spotted a discarded bow, and farther down was a spear and a lantern, long since burnt out.

      Peeking over the edge of the wall into the town, I realized I needed more height if I was to see anything.

      I crouch-ran, keeping my body as much as possible beneath the battlements, until I got to one of the towers. There were no doors involved, but inside were stairs. I went up and up, stopping at the normal lookout spot for only a second before climbing the ladder to the roof, popping out the trap door and laying down flat on the tiles.

      Much better. I could see the entire town laid out in front of me.

      I was on the northern wall, looking south. To the west was the ocean, and to the east, a long way, lay Raim. Furtaxo was a port town, built, obviously, around their port along the western coast. There was a single major thoroughfare cutting through the center from the one main gate straight to the dock. The major road was easily large enough to accommodate two wagons next to each other. It was, by far, the largest road anywhere in Furtaxo.

      There were a series of what I took to be warehouses along the dock, switching to more commercial establishments along that main road, which I decided to call Main Street. I doubted it was the actual name, since naming streets didn’t seem to be much of a pastime here. Smaller roads radiated off of Main Street, and though I was making some rather large leaps, I had the feeling the town was sort of separated into four neighborhoods.

      Obviously there were the docks. Right near the docks was a fort sort of building, really just another set of stone walls and a small keep, and on one side of the keep were larger houses, two with walls of their own. Nearer the walls were smaller homes. At the southern edge of the town, right along the wall all the way until it met the water, were tiny homes and shanties. The poorer district. I mean, the whole place had an air of poverty about it. There was a distinct lack of anything nice. No real parks, no statues, nothing that really gave the place, well, a sense of home. Or purpose beyond a deep water port.

      I kept still there, laying on the roof, and I watched.

      Humanoid forms were busy dragging things through the streets. Their movements were a little confused, as if they were struggling not just with the weight of their loads, but also with the basic mechanics of their own bodies.

      Quite a bit was taking place around the docks, which made a certain amount of sense, but it was too far away for me to figure out what was happening there.

      I tried squinting to see farther.

      It did not work.

      But it did remind me of something I'd read in a book. Or maybe seen in a movie. Maybe I could make a magical telescope of sorts, using the air to make lenses and then focus them?

      I knew the theory of how a telescope worked, two lenses, and—

      An hour of hard work later, using up nearly all my mana, I'd managed to blow wind in my face.

      “Dangit,” I whispered.

      I needed to get closer.

      Only one way to do that: time to find out how far I could reliably blink.
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      The first attempt was to the next tower, about forty yards to my right, closer to the water.

      Blink.

      Success, mostly. I still had to work on altitude. I arrived a bit too high, which caused a slight fall, and a bit of a slide. I had to scramble to grab hold of something before I dropped to the ground.

      I managed to snag the edge of the tower roof with one hand, and dangled there for a moment before muscling myself back onto the tiles. I rolled on my back and stared up at the dark sky just in time for a big fat raindrop to land right in my eye.

      "Son of a biscuit eater," I hissed, and grabbed my eye. 

      I shook it off, and blink-ed again, this time jumping two towers.

      Right off the money.

      I must have been concentrating too low, because I appeared about three feet to the left of where I intended. Not on the roof of the tower, but in the empty space next to it. 

      Problem with empty space, there's nothing there.

      Which meant I hung there, Wile Ethelbert Coyote style, for the barest of moments before I fell.

      As the stone ground rushed to meet me, I cast featherfall and my descent basically stopped, allowing me to glide down to the ground.

      It was an odd feeling. Like an invisible giant lowering you. 

      I stood there and looked up at the tower, wondering how I was going to get back up top. Spell or—

      But I remembered where I was, and slammed my back against the stone wall, glancing around frantically to see if I'd been noticed.

      Nothing.

      I edged around the tower, dark cloak draped around me, doing my best to remain in the shadows as sunny day turned to stormy night. 

      The door to the tower hung open. I had to admit, though everything about these not-quite-people people skeeved me out, I appreciated their approach to home security. In that they just didn't really bother with it.

      Inside was a small room that served as a guardhouse, with a few spears in a rack next to the stairs, a wicker basket filled with arrows, a bundle of bolts on a table, and two cots with blankets folded neatly at their feet. There also happened to be a small leather sack filled with food and a bottle of what seemed to be cheap wine.

      I was still leery of eating anything from the town, worried it might somehow infect me with whatever happened to the residents, so I stepped over the food and hurried up the stairs, then up the ladder, and laid on the roof again.

      Nothing nearby. 

      I blink-ed to the next tower, keeping my jaunts a little shorter so as not to risk another slip. I managed to teleport on target this time, plopping myself right on the roof with nary an inch of space. 

      The nausea hit. 

      I heaved a few times before getting it under control.

      Laying there in the increasing rain, I thought back to the last two jumps.

      No vomiting. No terrible feeling in my stomach. Maybe it was because I'd been in mortal danger. A bit of an adrenaline spike that led to nausea suppression? 

      But even if that was the case, that could very well mean that the nausea factor was something I could overcome.

      Two more towers, and I would be in easy visual range of the dock, so I blink-ed twice in quick succession, trying to jump before the nausea hit. But once I got to my final destination, I was wracked with overwhelming sickness. I had to curl into a ball while I tried to tell my body it was all in my head.

      Didn't work. At least not yet.

      Now that I was nearer to the docks, I could see the kerfuffle ongoing. It was a recovery effort. The not-quite-people were using gaff hooks and spears and ropes and all sorts of things to retrieve bodies from the water around the port. Mostly right where The Grand Revenge had been docked.

      Waterlogged bodies were dragged out of the water without discretion or decorum. Like they were meat. For a moment, I feared I'd see the bodies get right up after they got out of the water, or show some signs of life or animation. But, instead, they just remained dead. Bodies.

      And as the bodies were pulled out, other not-quite-people were grabbing the bodies and dragging them back up Main Street towards the gate.

      I wondered if water was somehow dangerous to them. Seemed implausible, what with water vapor being in the air basically all the time. And also, you know, rain. It’d started raining again, and it didn't seem to bother the creatures. Or, you know, people. Whatever they were. It was tempting to fire off an identification spell, but I worried that could let them know where I was, or that I was there.

      Switching to magesight, I scanned them for any sort of magical tethers or connections, but I didn't notice anything specific. No bright line of power leading back from each person to something else, nor to each other. Nor was there a lack of magic in anyone, like something blocking their magic. It was just, I mean, business as usual. In a completely unusual, terrifying way. Totally normal for Vuldranni.

      But I did notice something.

      A burly man was dragging a body down the street, and the man stumbled. He dropped his grasp on the body, and then just sort of keeled over to the side, his head making a sickening thud against the cobbled walkway.

      He lay there a moment.

      Then another person, this time a woman, came along and grabbed the burly man by the leg, and began dragging him.

      A third person came along to get the body the man had been dragging.

      "What the what?” I whispered to myself.

      It all made so little sense. What was going on?

      Still, I was there to observe, to somehow figure out how to fix all this. So I hunkered down on the tower and watched. And watched.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            36

          

        

      

    

    
      The work continued through the night. Whatever the town lacked, it did have magical streetlights nearly everywhere. An odd luxury in the middle of what seemed like it would otherwise been quite the cesspit.

      Bodies continued to get fished from the water, a surprising number, frankly. I didn't realize so many Furtaxoans had tried to go after us. Did they not know they didn’t know how to swim... That was the only reason I could see for so many of them to have gone in after the boat.

      Other townsfolk walked through the city, going into houses and returning with food and drink. At first, none of them used carts or sacks or anything — they'd come out with one item in each hand. Later in the night, I noticed someone using a basket to carry a bunch of apples. A few minutes later, baskets were everywhere, and food started flowing faster.

      But I couldn't quite track where the food or the bodies were going. 

      That was a problem.

      It was somewhere on the southern side of Main Street, in the maze of twists and turns where the buildings were substantially closer together. And where there didn't seem to be any large structure of note, like a granary. In fact, were I to guess, the granary was actually nearer my position on the northern wall. My guess aided, naturally, by the somewhat large sign that said "granary" attached to a large silo-looking structure near the northern wall. 

      The things were looking for food, didn't know how to carry things, didn't know they couldn't swim, and definitely couldn't read. If the pirates I'd freed were also a clue, the not-people from Furtaxo had trouble with locks, because that was really the only thing keeping the pirates safe from their fellow prisoners.

      Stranger and stranger.

      But the thing was, all this observation through the night had led me to more questions. I had no more answers about what happened to Furtaxo.

      I had to know where they were going, where they were taking all the bodies and the food. But that meant I had to leave the safety of the walls and hop down within the city itself.

      The rain continued on throughout the night, ebbing in intensity until stopping shortly before dawn. The perfect time for a low, thick fog to roll on in.

      Time to go for a walk.

      I walked down the stairs of the tower, doing my utmost to remain silent, worried that any errant noise could send the entire town running after me.

      The door at the bottom was open, and swirls of fog wafted inside.

      I paused there, kneeling right inside the door. I listened. The fog blanketed the town, and muffled basically everything.

      It was the perfect cover.

      If only I knew where I was going.

      But I didn't. How was I going to track someone or something in the midst of this?

      A figure emerged from the fog, walking, empty handed. One of the not-people.

      I held my breath and my position, knowing movement was the best way to be seen. 

      The man cruised on by, seemingly none the wiser.

      This was incredibly stupid.

      Back up the stairs, I walked along the walls until I got farther from the docks.

      I peeked over into the town.

      I just saw fog.

      I climbed over the wall, away from town, casting featherfall and floating gently to the grass below.

      Not the most successful scouting mission, but I had a few key things to bring to the table, and, well, a whole boatload of questions. Balls.
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      I moved through the trees at a reasonable pace. I wasn't quite as concerned with being heard, since I felt like nothing out here was there to get me. Besides, most animals would leave me alone if I made a little more noise.

      But then I heard someone singing.

      I stopped and dropped into a crouch.

      Yep, definitely singing.

      Then came the sound of water.

      More singing.

      I figured out where it was coming from, and angled in that general direction, moving very carefully through what I'd thought was thick forest. I mean, it was old growth trees with wide trunks and canopies so full of leaves they practically blocked out the sun. Lots of ferns, decades of dead leaves, all sorts of mushrooms and fungi. And yet, singing...

      The fog wasn't as bad here, more a haze that kept the sun off the trees above, so it was a bit dark. Which is probably the reason why I could see the glinting sunlight through the leaves ahead of me.

      I slowed down to basically a crawl sort of thing, getting the mud and grime of the wet leaves all up in my business. However, it meant I got to my destination nice and quiet, with the singer none the wiser.

      In fact, the singer seemed to be gaining confidence, belting out a tune about dealing with the private parts of a ruffian who was well-known in the area for being quite generously endowed. 

      I thought it was kinda funny.

      Peeking through the leaves, I realized I had become a peeping Tom. A young woman was bathing in a spring. And if the steam coming up was any indication, a hot spring.

      Her clothes hung from a nearby branch, and she was in the midst of scouring her body clean with a rag, her dirty blonde hair piled up on her head. Eyes closed, she kept singing her song.

      Most definitely, she was not one of the pirates who'd left my ship earlier. This woman was not emaciated in the slightest. She seemed healthy. Curvy, I suppose.

      I looked away almost immediately. Almost.

      My first impulse was to leave the girl alone — there was no need to take her clothes or really do anything to her, but I quickly realized if there was a naked girl bathing in a hot spring, there were probably other people nearby. And if there were other people nearby, they needed to know the danger Furtaxo represented. Any hamlet or village nearby would naturally have perpetual business and interactions with Furtaxo, and it was quite obvious if someone went there now, they wouldn’t come back. The cynic in me also thought that the more people who became the not-people of Furtaxo, the more opponents I might be facing later, so it really seemed best if, you know, I tried to warn the locals.
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        * * *

      

      You have been given an optional addition to your quest:

      The Mysteries of Furtaxo

      Warn the local villages and hamlets of the dangers in Furtaxo.

      0/7 warned.

      Reward for success: additional XP and renown

      Penalty for failure (or refusal): unknown
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      So the world agreed with me. And, handily, it told me I had seven damn villages to find. Great. 

      But that did mean I could just crawl away. I had to wait there so I could follow the girl back to her home and hope that home was within one of the villages I had to warn.

      I didn’t sneak peeks. Instead, I lay there and took a moment to rest.

      After that moment, when she was still bathing, I rolled back away from where I could see her and leaned my back against the tree. I pulled out the paired journal to see if the Mad God had written anything.
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        * * *

      

      Clyde!

      Good to hear from you.

      Your adventures sound enticing, almost enough to drag me out of here. Almost. I fear I have little advice to offer at the present time, save that I gave you when you were here. I am glad you have rested. You have incredible potential, my friend. Be well out there.
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      Not exactly a meaty reply, but, you know, what did I expect?

      I wrote a quick reply, adding in the details of what I’d seen in Furtaxo, and asked if he knew anything. It was actually kind of nice to have that moment to write out my thoughts and theories, as it allowed me to get a little clarity on the situation. But as I was wrapping things up, I heard a stick snap.

      The book went back in my pouch instantly, and I was on my feet in a crouch, dagger in my fist.

      Nothing visible to me.

      The singing hadn’t stopped, so the girl hadn’t heard anything.

      I scurried up the tree trunk, stopping when I got to the point where the largest branches spilt, and then held myself there, half through my spider boots, half through my arms.

      Leaning out, I looked down on the spring and the girl.

      Across the small clearing, on the opposite side from me, were two men. Men who had none of my compunctions about voyeurism and peeping. They were both quite interested in what they’d stumbled upon.

      I spotted a third man by seeing a hand reaching through a shrub, snatching the girl’s clothes off their branch and making them disappear into the leaves.

      A moment later, the third man joined the other two in ogling the poor girl.

      They were all, well, kind of sad looking individuals wearing ratty clothing. Hells, I could see the rust on their swords from my perch. One of them had holes in his boots, and one sad sack only had one shoe. Their hair was greasy and long, and they had scruffy, unkempt beards. They were skinny, and their skin was pallid. They looked hungry. And lecherous. All three were somewhat of an odd counterpoint to the girl, who looked like she’d just walked out of a toothpaste ad.

      They were having a hushed conversation, something covered by the singing. meaning once again, the girl did not notice.

      The poor thing was quite surprised when the first man pushed through the bushes with his rusting sword held out.
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      The girl screamed and covered herself. She pushed away to the far edge of the spring.

      It was a deeper spring, but not that wide, so the sword point was still in the danger zone when the girl made it as far as she could go.

      “Bit far from home, lass,” the man sneered.

      The second man pushed through the bushes.

      “Seems like you lost your clothes,” the second man, the one with hole-y boots, said.

      The woman’s eyes darted over to where she’d hung her things. She gritted her teeth.

      “Why am I not surprised to see you two here,” she asked.

      “Three of us,” One-Shoe said as he came into view of the woman.

      She scanned the group.

      “You came to ogle a girl taking a bath?” She asked, trying to keep her voice level, but more than a little nervous.

      “Oh,” Swordsman said, with a gross smile, “thinkin’ we might do a bit more’n that. Given, you know, the situation and all.”

      “I will scream,” the girl said, failing at keeping the shake out of her voice.

      “Might be we like that,” Boots replied, kicking one of his eponymous boots off and stepping a foot into the spring. “A little fight gives—“

      She reached out, grabbed his leg and gave it a hard pull.

      He lost his balance and tipped over backward, his arms pinwheeling in the air.

      She yanked him into the spring, and pushed his head under the water in one smooth move.

      “Ah-ah,” swordsman said, getting the tip of his rusted sword into her shoulder.

      She relented and pushed Boots away.

      Boots sputtered to the surface, trying desperately to swim while screaming about how she was trying to kill him. But he finally got his feet under him and sullenly climbed out of the spring.

      “Listen, girl,” One-Shoe said, “you have few choices here, and what you done so far is likely to anger ol’ Milton here. You relent now, behave like a good little girl, and perhaps I can convince Milton to leave your hide unblemished. Then you can crawl home to your daddy and we can go about our merry way, none the wiser.”

      “You think I will remain silent about this?” The girl seethed.

      “Seems as we got no choice then,” swordsman said. “Just kill you after we finish.”

      “Or before,” Boots spat out. “Long as she’s warm—“

      The villains had made their choice, and it seemed like they’d forced me to make mine. It was time to play.
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      Part of me wanted to blink right behind one of the assholes, or maybe right in the middle of them, but it seemed likely that suddenly appearing and throwing up might not actually help the situation. Sure, it might surprise them, but it’d probably also wind up with me getting stabbed an awful lot.

      A fireball would probably end up burning everyone, including me, given the rather small clearing and my placement.

      Better idea.

      I dropped out of the tree, dagger in my hand.

      “Morning, gents,” I said.

      “Who the—“ One-shoe started.

      But I lunged forward and planted the dagger in his stomach before he could finish, twisting around his body to get in between him and Swordsman.

      Boots jumped back into the foliage while swordsman swung at me.

      I flared a light spell into his eyes as I ripped my dagger free from One-Shoe.

      Swordsman missed me, but did trim the shrubbery.

      One-shoe put his hands over his belly and dropped to his knees.

      Swordsman had his backhand coming toward me, sword low.

      I feinted jumping up, and Swordsman countered, angling up.

      Blink.

      I was behind him, driving my dagger into the soft spot at the base of his skull and swallowing my rising gorge at the same time.

      Letting the dagger drop with the man, I turned and looked through the woods just in time to see an arrow coming right for me, lodging into my chest with a deep thunk.

      Which hurt.

      The girl screamed while I threw my back against a tree, keeping the trunk between me and my new friend.

      I gritted my teeth and yanked the arrow out, trying to ignore the chunk of, well, me left on the arrowhead, and tossed the arrow aside.

      A quick heal that burnt a good chunk of mana, and then I was back in business, breathing heavy and still reeling from the pain, even if the wound was mostly gone.

      I peeked around the tree.

      Another arrow was already flying my way.

      It hit the trunk an inch from my eye, piercing the bark and going into my cheek.

      This guy was good.

      “Any chance you see him?” I asked.

      The girl just looked at me with wide eyes.

      “Girl,” I said slowly, “where’s the archer?”

      She pointed into the woods.

      “Can you be more specific?”

      She shook her head.

      I gritted my teeth and pushed into magesight. 

      I looked through the tree, and could see a faint swirl of power somewhere in the woods.

      Moving around the trunk, I saw the power flare a bit, and I threw myself to the ground as an arrow shot right above me.

      The guy had magic.

      A second flare, and I scrambled back behind the trunk just in time for an arrow to plunge into the dirt where I’d been.

      “Who is this guy?” I asked.

      “The archer?” The girl whispered. “It can only be Raynor.”

      “Hey,” I shouted around the tree, “you Raynor?”

      A moment passed.

      “Who are you?” Someone called back, a deep voice.

      “Clyde Hatchet,” I replied.

      “Should I know you?”

      “Not likely.”

      “Then might you show yourself so I can shoot you?”

      “Not exactly on my to-do list today.”

      “Surprisingly, this was not on my list of to-dos today, either.”

      “Any chance you’d not shoot me?”

      “There’s always a chance.”

      “Not a great one, though?”

      “Either of my lads still kickin’ there?”

      Swordsman was most definitely dead, and One-Shoe was either dead or damn close, but his leg was shaking a little.

      “Define kicking,” I called back.

      “Still alive,” came the reply.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then it would hardly seem fair to let you live, eh?”

      “Seems fair to me.”

      “Suppose you’ve a point there. What are you doing here?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      Silence.

      “I asked you first,” the man I presumed to be Raynor shouted at me.

      “Are we doing it this way?”

      “I am at a loss as to what way you would prefer.”

      I sighed. 

      “Your lads here,” I started, “were about to kill a young lady for—“

      “What young lady?” He yelled.

      “Me!” Called out the young woman.  

      There was some soft chattering between Raynor and, well, whomever was out there. Presumably Boots.

      Then laughter.

      "Funny you think that's a girl there with you," Raynor called out.

      I looked over at the girl.

      She smiled at me, as if to imply, oops, got ya, and in the same heartbeat, she lunged toward me, her face transforming from the pretty girl with cherubic cheeks to something twisted and dark with a wide mouth full of needle-like teeth that curved inward.

      I dove over her head, toward the water, and invoked my new god-blessed ability water walking while I was in the air. When I hit the surface of the spring, I went right into a roll and hopped out of the water on the other side.

      The girl, or the thing had formerly been the girl and was now more like an eel-headed horror show with a pair of human arms and a body that continued on under the water, turned and hissed at me. She still had her, um, human female chest, but from her lower stomach on down, it was a bit more eel like, if, um, well, the eel was a bit translucent.

      A long thin tongue flicked out, and she ran it around her lips. Or the skin of her face where lips might have been had she still had lips.

      "You will—“ she started, but then lunged for me again mid-sentence.

      I got up a shield spell and dove to the right just as she hit the shield and ricocheted off to the left.

      She spiraled around and came after me again.

      I got a dagger from my belt and threw it at her.

      She moved ever so much, like rippled her body, going right around the thrown dagger, so it missed her entirely.

      But her move me her miss as well, and her teeth ran right against my trousers.

      I ran across the water, getting to the other side of the spring just in time for an arrow to come whizzing in my direction, glancing off the leather armor on my shoulder.

      “Hey!” I shouted. “Shoot at her, not me!”

      I turned around just in time to see the girl-thing coming right at me, mouth wide, and I threw my arms out to try and stop her. 

      Her jaw unhinged as she traveled through the air. My arm ended up deep in her gullet and she bit down.

      Pain flared, and I had that mental ‘oh well’ moment, so I cast fireball through the hand inside the girl.

      Her eyes went wide, and then her body blew up. Bits of steaming flesh flew up into the sky.

      For a moment, there was just the peace associated with a hot spring hidden in the forest. But then that peace got shattered by an onslaught of semi-cooked, semi-charred, fish-like flesh raining down from the sky.
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      My body hurt from the fight, especially the arrow wound I'd mostly healed. Also, my arm hurt because there was a monster head still on it, a bit like an armband. All her teeth were still lodged deep in my muscles, and because she had at least a skull of some kind, her head and mouth had actually vented the fireball blast away from me.

      The water in the pool began to turn from normal-looking spring water into something more translucently gelatin-like, almost like a giant vat of hot snot.

      Quickly, I scrambled back and away from the spring, though the hot snot water stuck to my leg in what would have been the ultimate pizza-cheese string shot of all time.

      As I tried to get the snot off my leg, I heard the kapthwing of a bow, and having no moves left, I threw up a simple shield spell.

      The arrow hit the shield spell, and stuck there, hovering in the air for a moment before the shield gave out. Then the arrow dropped to the ground.

      "Nice trick, elf!" I heard Raynor yell.

      "Thank you," I called back.

      "Got more of those?"

      "Pretty much all I have is tricks," I called back.

      "Kill the pretty girl?"

      "I think so."

      "So you know what she was, eh?" 

      "Uh--"

      I peeked at my notifications.
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      GG! You’ve killed a Blautkona (Lvl 21 Fey Aberration)

      You’ve earned 920 xp! What a mighty hero you are!
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      "Much clearer now," I said.

      "Feel like maybe we should have a chat, then?" Raynor replied.

      "Seem to recall that was what I tried to get to happen originally."

      "I thought you were into killing my lads at that point."

      "I thought they were, well, you know--"

      "About to rape and kill a girl?"

      "Yes."

      "Yes, well, blautkona, eh?"

      "Uh, let's pretend I've never seen one of these things before--"

      "Where is it you hail from?"

      "Denmark?"

      Silence on the other end.

      "Where?" Raynor asked.

      "Little hamlet a ways north."

      "Carchedon?"

      "More north-west."

      "The Erg?"

      “Do you know where Glaton is?"

      I heard hushed conversation between Raynor and his compatriots through the woods, but I couldn't understand a word of it. I did get the end of it, where Raynor hissed at everyone to shut up already. While they were talking, I took the moment where I knew I likely wouldn't be shot to crawl across the small clearing, avoiding the snot water, and put my back up against my good friendly tree trunk. 

      "You still there, elf from Denmark?" Raynor called out.

      "That I am," I replied, starting to work the teeth out of my arm, one at a time, maddeningly.

      "What say you to a little truce?"

      "An actual truce? Or a you-say-it’s-a-truce-but-you-actually-shoot-me truce?"

      "The first one. What kind of man do you take me for?"

      "The latter."

      "Seems unfair."

      "You shot me!"

      "You killed two of my men!"

      "They were—“

      "We are getting nowhere. Do you want to have a truce or shall we see if you run out of magic before I run out of arrows?"

      "Truce."

      "Truce. Now come out."

      "You come in."

      "You really are an untrusting sort."

      "And you don't have trust issues?"

      "Fine, I am coming in. You do anything with magic—“

      I leaned over and stuck both my hands out into view.

      A moment later, from the other side of the tree, a man stepped into view and crouched down next to me.

      "Elf," he said.

      "Raynor?" I asked.

      He nodded, smiling a little under his large bushy black beard. He was a stout fellow with huge arms and an almost bulky back, partially hidden under a nearly bursting knapsack.

      I slowly got to my feet, and stuck out my hand.

      "Clyde Hatchet," I said.

      He clasped my wrist and shook it, which was a little odd, being there was still a head attached. Still, that's just how things are done in Vuldranni.

      "She got you a bit," he said, looking at the head.

      "Just a scratch," I replied.

      "Figure I might owe you, um, something," Raynor said. "Obviously the fact that the blautkona was here means my gents were dead regardless of your involvement. Which would also mean that because Tor got away, you might potentially have saved one. I will, however, be taking the blautkona's treasure, because we clearly need it a bit more than you."

      "What treasure?"

      He smiled.

      "Safe now, lads."

      Four men stepped into the clearing. Boots, or Tor, avoided my eyes. All four men were similarly malnourished and clad in the same sort of rags as the rest. They all looked like they could use food, or gold, or both.

      Working quickly, the men dipped branches into the snotwater and started hauling the ‘snot’ out in big clumps.

      I gave them ample space, being that I had no desire to get any more of that nasty stuff on me. 

      “First time seeing one of these?” Raynor asked, leaning against the trunk and picking at his teeth with a twig. 

      I nodded. 

      “Pretty common here,” he said, tapping the blautkona’s head with his twig. “Worse goin’ south. Nothin’ like this up north?”

      “Not that I’ve seen,” I replied, returning to pulling the monster’s teeth out of my arm one at at time. “Can’t speak for Carchedon though. Only, uh, didn’t spend long there.”

      “Mind tellin’ me what you’re doing out here?”

      “I was in Raim—“

      “Oh?” He asked, eyebrows arched up. “Been a spell since one of your kind stumbled off the path.”

      “My kind?”

      “Adventurers!” He said with a mock flourish. “Not enough glory out here for the likes of you.”

      “I’m not looking for glory or anything along those lines. In fact—“

      “Got it,” Boots called out.

      I looked over at the spring and saw that it was functionally empty. A large pile of flesh and snot and mud lay on one side of the clearing. All four men were breathing heavily and standing inside the hole the spring had left. Now, there was some water coming from somewhere below, filing it up once again, but at that moment, the only thing on the bottom were two chests and a few heaps of metal. Lots of silver, bits of copper here and there, a sword, a dagger, an axe, all the little bits and bobs that seemed to make up a monster’s hoard.

      “Lovely,” Raynor said with a genuine smile. “Looking good. Who’s up for a trip to Furtaxo?”

      “Um, about that…” I started.

      I explained what I’d seen in Furtaxo, leaving nothing out. I didn’t see the point in lying to Raynor, at least about this, because I was genuinely trying to warn him and his people about the monsters I’d seen.

      He listened attentively, at least semi-attentively, as he also paid attention to what was being pulled out of the spring.

      When I finished, he picked up one of the few gold coins and danced it across his gnarled knuckles a few times before flipping it into the air and catching it. Then he used it to tap me on the nose.

      “I don’t believe you,” he said. “Come along!”

      And then he walked away.
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      I followed him through the bush, into the thick of it, and while I couldn’t see any rhyme or reason to the ‘path’ we took, it seemed like all Raynor’s lads knew exactly where they were going, as if they were actually following a road. But I had to push bushes out of the way, scramble over logs, cut through thorns. 

      I lost track of the time I spent trekking across the wilds, but, suddenly the undergrowth seemed to thin out and I was walking on dry dead leaves into an old-growth forest.

      Raynor paused and whistled.

      A second later, a similar whistle echoed back.

      We continued on a spell until we hit a clearing that had small fires lit and a group of people, mostly men, busy at work. Some people were cooking, some were fletching arrows, a few hammering against metals, some weaving baskets. Basically anything and everything to put the elements of the forest to work. But it was what I saw in the trees that was more impressive.

      All the large trees in the area boasted structures. Usually several structures, some built into the trees, others looking as if they'd grown out of the trees. 

      "Welcome to our little home," Raynor said while the other men ran into the middle of the clearing, showing off their newly found treasures. 

      "This is impressive," I said, glancing around.

      "I think so," he said, then called out, "two coming up!"

      "Two coming up!" came an answer.

      He gestured at something that I'd thought was a wardrobe under construction, being that it just a frame, and I frowned.

      But he opened a door and stepped inside the frame.

      "Hurry now," Raynor said.

      I stepped next to him, and he closed the bar behind me, then quickly knocked twice on the frame.

      We started moving up.

      "Oh," I said, "elevator."

      "Good name for this," he said, with a smile, leaning against the railing as we rose. "We usually just call it the Lifter."

      "Descriptive."

      "Yes, but I prefer yours. Elevator. More poetic."

      We went higher than I expected before the lift stopped at a wooden walkway. 

      Raynor opened the gate and gestured for me to exit first.

      I did, and then I peered over the edge. Easily eighty feet up.

      "This way," Raynor said, walking along around the tree.

      I followed again, really starting to wonder what was going on here. 

      "What's going on here?" I asked.

      "Where?" he replied over his shoulder, not stopping.

      "Here—“

      "With you or with this place?"

      "I'd take any answers right now."

      "What you see before you is the gathered might of those who follow me, seeking freedom and a better way of life."

      "Living in the forest?"

      "Indeed. She provides all we could need."

      "Which explains why you were so excited to get that gold."

      "Perhaps she provides most of what we need, and occasionally what we want. Sometimes, however, the heart grows fond of things, and then gold is useful."

      "Hopefully your heart will grow fond of gold and you can buy some food."

      "It has been a lean fall," he said. "And yes, we will likely eat well this winter, thanks to that windfall. Are you seeking gratitude for that as well as saving Tor?"

      "No, I—“

      He waved me away as we apparently arrived at our destination: a hut in the trees with two large windows and one large door. The furnishings inside were simple, rudimentary even, like they were semester projects for a high school woodshop class.

      "Have a seat," he said.

      I looked at my options, and decided on a chair I hoped would not give me a splinter.

      I chose poorly, and winced at the splinter in my butt. I did a little wriggling to get it out.

      Raynor pulled off his pack and tossed it next to the door, then plopped down opposite me, and gave me a smile.

      "Bit odd finding you in my forest," he said. "And the story you told, not sure I like it."

      "Why would you like the story?" I asked.

      "That's the problem., Why would you tell such a story?"

      "It's not a story. It's what's happening in Furtaxo."

      "It can’t be. But sometimes, I suppose, we find it easier to lie. I imagine you are surprised to find anyone living out here. I imagine you thought these are deserted woods, wilds even, and yet—“

      “There are seven towns out here?”

      He tilted his head and raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps you have done some research on the area.”

      “I need to warn them about Furtaxo,” I said. “That’s the only reason I’m even out here. Otherwise I’d have headed back to my ship.”

      “Ah, yes. Your ship. Another interesting cog in the works. See, I feel like I would have noticed something like a ship as large as the one you describe should it have made a home alongside my coastline, next to my forest.”

      “I don’t mean to imply anything here, but are you sure you’ve got that firm a grasp on things happening here?”

      “Yes, I think I do. Especially something like Furtaxo being taken over by, what was it again?”

      “That’s the thing: I don’t know.”

      “Masterful spellslinger such as yourself, you must have an identification spell or two up your sleeve. Why not use it?”

      “I don’t know how the things react to magic, and I didn’t feel like trying to take the whole town’s population on at once by myself.”

      “I can imagine that might be a tad difficult. You’re a sneaky one then?”

      “I have some skills in that department, yes.”

      “You snuck up on my lads — that counts for something. But is your experience mostly restricted to cities?”

      “I’d say so, yeah. More or less. I’ve done some forays into the Gloom, but—“

      “Showing off, are we?’

      “Just stating the situation.”

      “I daresay your woodcraft is lacking. We will likely need to get you working with, hrm, Rogers? Millerton? One of them will probably work well with you, and—“

      “Why do I need to work on my woodcraft?”

      “You can’t expect to sneak about these woods as you do now.”

      “I don’t really expect to sneak about the woods at all.”

      “So what is it you are expecting to do?”

      “Return to my ship and concoct a plan to clean up Furtaxo.”

      “Afraid once you’ve see our little village, you aren’t allowed to leave again.”

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      He frowned, then shook his head as if completely surprised by what I’d just said.

      “Say what now?” He asked.

      “What now.”

      “What?”

      “Bad joke. Look, let’s just pretend for the moment I couldn’t leave here whenever I wanted. If I was going to join Raynor’s Rogues or whatever you’ve named yourselves, you certainly couldn’t teach me woodcraft or I’d just leave as soon as I knew enough to get away.”

      “You wouldn’t leave. No one ever leaves.”

      “Stop with the propaganda.”

      “Not propaganda,” he said, leaning back and putting his feet up on the coffee table, which promptly fell over. Raynor, without missing a beat, set his booted feet on a chair instead. “No one has left our little group. Which, by the way, I like your name. You have a gift for naming things.”

      “Raynor’s Rogues? And I highly doubt that.”

      “Good branding that. And it’s the truth. No one leaves because we offer a better life here than anywhere else around.”

      “Provided you’re willing to steal to get it?”

      “Did I say anything about stealing? What gave you the idea that we are thieves?”

      “You seem like bandits.”

      “Really?” He asked, looking at himself. “You’re right, but I would have preferred you thought us rangers or woodsmen.”

      “You also need to teach your ‘lads’ to take better care of their weapons. Rusty swords aren’t going to do anything against an armored foe.”

      “Funny you thinking we come up against armored foes. Anyone coming at us with real armor, and we’d just as likely go the other way.”

      “At least you’re honest with yourselves.”

      “Best trait we have,” he said, putting his hands behind his head and leaning back a bit on the chair, which creaked loudly. He promptly stopped leaning back. “Now, given your honest assessment that you plan on running away soon as you can, would you prefer cooking or carpentry?”

      “You still think I’m staying here?”

      “I still think you have little choice.”

      He snapped his fingers, and the doors shut. Two men stood in front of the window, clubs in hands, smiles on faces.

      “You mind telling me which way the ocean is?” I asked.

      He gave me a look, but also pointed out the window.

      “That way,” he said.

      “Thanks,” I said, and cast blink.
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      I appeared on the other side of the two men, and while fighting back the desire to vomit, I shoved both men through the open window. They tumbled inside in a mishmash of legs, arms, clubs, and, after they hit a chair, broken furniture.

      “Toodles,” I said, waving my fingers at Raynor, enjoying the stunned look on his face.

      But that stun didn’t last long. He had a bow in one hand an arrow in the other in what seemed like a blur.

      I blinked again, and stumbled onto the ground, messing up the altitude just a little.

      Then I started running.

      “Stop him!” Raynor called out.

      An arrow drove into my shoulder, and I let the momentum carry me into a roll of sorts, getting back to my feet and running just as I heard feet slapping against the ground. Lots of people were chasing me.

      I had enough mana to blink at least two more times in a row, maybe three if I spaced things out better. But the real key was going to be losing my pursuit. I blink-ed straight up, dropping into the y-space of a group of branches in a big oak.

      “Spread out,” Raynor shouted. “Find him.”

      I bit down on a branch and forced the arrow through my shoulder, making sure to catch it before it fell and gave away my position.

      “He’s nearby,” Raynor said, a little quieter.

      He had to be tracking me somehow.

      My mind raced as I tried to come to grips with the situation. How was I going to get out of this mess? I could just torch the place. Fireballs tended to solve a great many problems. But it might also wind up killing a lot of people, maybe even burning down the whole forest. And that seemed a bit, well, overkill.

      “I have yet to find him,” Raynor said, his voice closer. “Who has a direction on where he ran?”

      “This way, Raynor,” someone called out.

      “He is not there. I would see him.”

      It was really only a matter of time before he thought to look up, which meant I needed to move.

      I edged around the trunk, just getting my eyes over the edge so I could get sight on another big tree.

      Below, Raynor’s Rogues were spread out, nearly all of them carrying bows with arrows nocked. On the other side of the clearing was Raynor’s home, currently empty.

      So I blink-ed right into his living room.

      A quick check of the mana told me what I already suspected: I needed to take a minute before casting more magic. 

      I dropped to a crouch by the window and rode out the wave of stomach contractions.

      Flipping into magesight, I could just barely make out blips of magic in the woods, but there didn’t seem to be anything specific, nothing to which I could point and definitively say was Raynor.

      But it seemed like he wasn’t having luck finding me, either, as they were still heading away from my current hiding spot.

      It irritated me that he’d been unwilling to believe me. Was it that unbelievable a concept? That some mystery monster thing had taken an entire town?

      I suppose, when phrased that way, it did sound a bit unreal.

      But that was what happened. I mean, should I have lied about it to make it seem more realistic?

      Insanity. Here I was trying to help these idiots, and they were actively hunting me. This world…

      I waited for my mana to get a little closer to full before taking a peek over the edge, just in time to see most of the Rogues coming back to their area.

      Carefully, I crawled out the door and along the walkway until I was on the other side of the tree. I heard the elevator moving, and I knew it was time to go.

      I blink-ed  over as far as I felt comfortable, getting to the ground about two hundred yards away, right where the clear area of the forest stopped being clear. Then I sighed and started heading into the thick of it once again.
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      It was not the wisest decision I’ve made. Stumbling around the woods is never the best of plans, even if you know where you’re going. When you’re going somewhat blind and being actively hunted by someone? Less optimal.

      Still, I had a few tricks up my sleeves. Or really just the one, that I was very good at climbing and close to a coastline. Every once in a while, I would scamper up a tree, figure out which direction the ocean was, and orient myself off of that. In this case, I was basically making a nice wide curve around where I thought the Rogues’ camp was situated, and then beelining for the ocean.

      About an hour into my hike, and I hit a trail.

      Not like a game trail — I’d come across more than one of those and even followed one for a while. This was a human-made trail. Well, let’s not pick a species, it could have been any number of humanoid or civilized beings. Bit this was a wagon track. Or a cart track. Small wagon, large cart, somewhere in between. There were ruts for wagon wheels that had been dug rather deep into the terrain, which, to me at least, meant the path was used often, and had been for some time.

      I looked up and down the path, and decided I would go in the direction away from Furtaxo. I didn’t really stick on the path, more I kept the path in view and went parallel to it. I didn’t want to make it too easy for Raynor to find me.

      Luckily, I didn’t run into Raynor.

      Instead I ran into farmland that had been cut out of the forest. It wasn’t huge, just a few acres of moderately flat ground that had small stone walls around it, and, in the center, a walled compound of sorts. There were rows of grains in the process of turning amber, swaying gently in the mild breeze.

      There were people in the farm area, tending the crops, but as soon as I stepped out of the tree line and into view, a bell rang and people sprinted for the compound.

      I did a very quick check behind me for a monster, but then realized that was probably the stranger-danger bell. Then I just watched everyone run into the front gate and disappear as the door shut behind them.

      Slowly, in as non-threatening manner as I could, I approached what I took to be the front gate of the compound. The walls looked like rammed earth, maybe fifteen feet tall. There was a heavy wooden door at the front, just wide enough for a wagon to exit. 

      I gave a friendly wave.

      “Good morning,” I shouted.

      “What do you want?” Came the ever-so polite reply.

      “Just, uh, wanted to have a chat about Furtaxo,” I said.

      “You lookin’ for Furtaxo, you are ridiculously lost.”

      “Not, uh, no, I know where Furtaxo is. I just came from there and—“

      “We’re not lookin’ to buy nothin’.”

      “Not selling anything either. I was just—“

      “Got nothing to give out for free.”

      “I’m just trying to tell you guys something about Furtaxo.”

      Silence.

      The door opened a little, and an older man stepped out. A patch of white hair shot out of the top of his head in a strange direction, his cheeks had a heavy scruff on them, and he held a crossbow that looked very much like it had seen better days in his hands.

      He took a few steps forward, and then the gate closed.

      “Got plenty of bolts pointed at you right now,” the older man said. “Don’t be tryin’ nothing, now.”

      “I’m just here to talk,” I said.

      “Then talk.”

      “You mind if I come a little closer?” I asked. “Just feels a little weird shouting.”

      He frowned, but then nodded. “I suppose. But not too close.”

      I walked slowly toward him, hands nice and visible. Not that that would really matter if I wanted to throw some spells since I didn’t need to use my hands if I didn’t want to. I could just shoot fireballs out of my face.

      Roughly twenty feet from the man, I stopped.

      “Close enough?” I asked.

      “You were the one wanting to be closer,” he snapped, clearly annoyed at me interrupting his day. “You close enough?”

      “Sure.”

      “What is this you want to talk about?”

      “Furtaxo.”

      “What about it?”

      “It’s been taken over by monsters.”

      “Oh? And I suppose you have the means to quell them? To save the town? We just need to get enough gold together—“

      “Hey, no. I never asked for any money.”

      “Not yet. We have heard your tales before. Get you gone.”

      “I’m serious,” I snapped. “Do not go to Furtaxo.”

      “Until when?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I am not saying I believe what it is you say, but let us pretend for a moment that I do. When will Furtaxo resume trading?”

      “I don’t think it ever will. I think it’s pretty done.”

      “The town is gone. Just like that?”

      “I mean, I don’t think it was like that, whatever that means. I think there was probably, you know, something that happened there. It wasn’t magic or anything—“

      “But monsters have taken it over.”

      “Yes. And if you go there, you will die.”

      “I suppose you alone hold the key to get my goods to market safely?”

      “Not in the slightest. I have no idea where I’d take your goods. Or what you grow. I’m just talking about Furtaxo.”

      “You spin strange stories, elf. Why?”

      “It’s not a story, dammit! It’s the truth. If you step foot inside Furtaxo, you’re going to get got. Those things touch you and it’s game over.”

      “What game?”

      “The big game called life. That’s it. One touch, you’re out.”

      “There is nothing that can do that.”

      “This thing can.”

      “And I suppose—“

      “I am not involved with the monsters or Furtaxo, I’m trying to do a good deed and let people know the danger before they go there and wind up a tasty treat for these damn monsters, okay?”

      He glared at me for a moment.

      “Now,” I said, taking a quick peek at the quest log and noticing I’d found two of the ‘villages or settlements’ needed, “can you tell me where any other, um, villages or settlements might be?”

      The older man finally relaxed a little, and lowered his crossbow so the bolt pointed at the ground. He rubbed a hand along his scruff and scratched at his skin a moment.

      “Elf,” he said, “I got a problem handin’ information out in that way, ‘specially to a stranger such as you. How did you go about finding us?”

      “I had a run in with Raynor and—“

      “Raynor?” He asked, and immediately the crossbow was pointed back at me. “You running with Raynor? I cannot fathom the game he’s playing with this, but I knew something was wrong. You got till the count of ten afore I shoot. You still here after that, I loose the hounds.”

       I held my hands up in front of me. “I’m only trying to help you, man.”

      “One… two…” he counted. Then he got a mean look on his face and said: "ten.”

      He fired.
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      I knew he was going to fire.

      He'd been itching to pull the trigger since he walked out to talk to me. I'm pretty sure he only wanted me to get closer to him so he had an easier shot. Which is why I was holding a shield spell ready, so when he did fire, I popped that shield out and his stupid bolt with a rusting head lodged in the arcane energy about six inches from my body.

      The stupid smile on his face dropped.

      "What did you do?" he asked.

      I snatched the bolt and threw it on the ground. 

      "You want to go to Furtaxo and be monster meat?" I asked. "Be my guest. I don't care. Not any more. You and all the rest of you idiots in there can do whatever you damn well want. I'm leaving."

      I stalked off.

      "What do you mean, monster meat?" someone called out, a woman's voice.

      "Ask Quick-Shot McButtFace there," I called over my shoulder. "I told him all I know."

      "Just wait a darn minute," the man said. But I heard him struggling, and a quick glance told me he was trying to get his crossbow loaded again.

      I turned around and stood there, teeth clenched.

      "You want me to wait here so you can shoot me in the back?" I asked.

      "Just wait," the woman's voice called out from inside.

      "You stay in there, Priscilla," the man yelled, using all his strength to pull the string back, just barely eking out the words.

      "I let you get a free shot in the once," I said. "I won't be so kind as to let you slide again."

      "I need to talk to you," the woman called out.

      The gate opened a sliver, and a younger woman slipped out. 

      She frowned at the old man. “Come on Burton, would you stop trying to load the crossbow?”

      Burton stopped, confused, and looked over his shoulder just as he lost grip on the string.

      The crossbow dry-fired, and tore itself apart in the process, shards of wood going every which way.

      "Godsbedamned girl," Burton shouted, crossing his arms over his face to block the shrapnel. "See what you made me do!?"

      "Go inside already," Priscilla said, walking past Burton and smacking him with a towel.

      "You go inside," Burton replied.

      "Make me," she said.

      He tried to take a step after her, but his feet got caught in the crossbow detritus and he fell to the ground.

      She walked until she stood in front of me, and then crossed her arms.

      “So what’s this about Furtaxo?" she asked.

      "Are you going to believe me?" I asked.

      "I will listen. Belief, well, that might happen, but no promises."

      I sighed and went through the whole story. Going through the city, finding it empty at first, then full of weird monster things that looked like people but turned you into monster things with just a touch. And how I'd gone back to watch and saw the monster-people-things taking all the corpses and food somewhere.

      "Where?" she asked.

      "Haven't figured that out yet," I said. "It was too foggy for me to see anything, and too dangerous to go in on foot."

      "Why are you doing this?" she asked, giving me a look. "Why bother? Why stay here if you had already made it on a ship? A ship I believe you stole, by the by."

      "Is it stealing if the owner is dead? Kind of makes it salvage, and that would make it mine."

      "Were there other ships there?"

      "Yes, but—“

      "So if I were to go and take one of those ships—“

      "Let me just stop you there. Yes, it'd technically be yours based on the laws that I'm making up as I go along, but did you forget all about the monsters filling the city that kill with a touch?"

      "I had not forgotten, stranger. I also know the challenge of living here, and that it might be prudent to find a way to not live here any longer if such a means presented itself."

      "Lady, you can do what you want. You want to go snag one of those ships, be my guest. I was just trying to warn you."

      "I appreciate the warning."

      "You're just going to disregard it, aren't you?"

      “On the contrary. I take it quite to heart. Might I know who to thank for braving this danger and warning us?"

      "Clyde Hatchet."

      "Clyde Hatchett," she said, and stuck her hand out. "I am Priscilla Fitget, and I, for one, thank you."

      "I don't!" Burton yelled. "That elf is full of lies and tricks."

      "Oh?" Priscilla asked, an eyebrow raised. "Care to show me a trick or two?"

      I rolled my eyes, but made a little ball of light dance around.

      She smiled.

      "Any chance you can point me to the ocean?" I asked.

      "I can do better," she said. "There is a path if you continue on the other side of the fields. It will lead you to a spot where you may harvest oysters if you choose."

      "Thank you."

      "It is quite the least we might do," she turned and walked towards the gate.

      As I made my way along the small paths through the fields of grain, I saw other people coming out of the compound, rushing up to Priscilla to speak with her. She seemed excited to speak with them, and I had a bad feeling about what they were going to be doing in the near future. I really didn't want to have to kill them since I still had to take down the monster town.

      Balls.
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      The path to the ocean was well marked with a sign. It said ‘Oysters.’

      It was a nice path: not a ton of vegetation slapping me in the face, no bandits jumping out to point arrows at me.

      I got to a small beach with very gentle waves, and kind of recognized where I was, being that I'd walked down this beach only about twenty-four hours before. I didn't see any oysters, but it's not exactly like I knew what I was looking for. Did I need to dig them out of the sand? I didn't have time to dig in the beach. 

      Instead, I headed north, looking for the ship.

      Which I found about an hour of a hike later, still where I'd left it, and looking quite a bit more lived in. Someone had done some clothes washing, so there was a line of clothes hanging out to dry.

      Hellion, who had been inside the captain's cabin, was currently sitting in the sun on the deck.

      Grim started making chattering noises, and I saw him bounding about the rigging, making me think that grimelings were basically made for life on big sail ships.

      I waited at the edge of the water, listening to soothing sounds of the waves rolling in marred by the shrieks and cries of the grimeling.

      Eventually, Nox looked over the gunwale.

      "You have returned," He said.

      "Eloquent and observant as always," I replied.

      "We had concerns about you returning, to the point," he paused and held up a finger. "You know, hold on a moment."

      Then he disappeared.

      A moment later, the rest of the party appeared at the gunwale.

      "Is it really you?" Rose asked, bow in hand, arrow nocked, but not yet pointed at me.

      "Me? I'm really Clyde Hatchet," I replied.

      "Ah, but wouldn't that be what one of them what wasn't you but was pretending to be you would say in reply?"

      "Bit of a paradox you go there. I think I'm me."

      "Dance," Lux said. "Those things have terrible motor control."

      "What makes you think Clyde can dance?" Nox asked.

      I sighed. This was stupid. 

      Still...

      I did the truffle-shuffle.

      "Is that dancing?" Nox asked.

      "I hope not," Rose replied.

      I rolled my eyes, and did a quick back hand-spring, something I hadn't done in quite a while, and certainly hadn't done in this body, which meant it was not pretty. I knew the mechanics of it, but I'd been much shorter the last time I'd done one.

      But the world seemed to appreciate my efforts:
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        * * *

      

      TEMPLATE: Cool Beans, you’ve unlocked the innate the skill Tumbling. Now you can tumble and roll without hurting yourself!
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        * * *

      

      "I think it's him," Lux said.

      "Then, my captain," Harpy said, "let me row you aboard."
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      Back on deck, I ate a quick breakfast of morels, water, fish, and a handful of almost painfully tart berries while I went over what I'd discovered. 

      The party did a lot of nodding, but asked few questions. 

      "Anything to report from your end of things?" I asked when I finished.

      "We have a reasonable amount of food foraged," Nox said. "I think, given current appetites, we can last a week."

      "Filled ten barrels with water," Harpy said. "They hold with no leaks, and that should be good for a month or so."

      "I washed the clothes," Lux said.

      "This is all really great stuff," I said, "but have you made any, um, I mean, have you met anyone out in the woods?"

      "No," Harpy said.

      "I have seen some tracks of others," Nox said. 

      "We saw them," Rose clarified. "There was a small road leading east. We followed a short distance but when we saw evidence of civilization, we thought it best to retreat."

      "A big wheat field?" I asked.

      "I think they were pumpkins," Nox said. "I went to take one, but Rose seemed to think that would draw attention, and, well..."

      I let him trail off while I thought about things.

      "We should form a party so we can all work on this quest together, " I said. "Anyone want to opt out?"

      Nox raised his hand.

      Lux slapped his thigh so hard I winced.

      Nox put his hand down and glared at his sister.

      "Great," I said, and quickly sent out the party invite. "You can see that there's a second part of the quest, which is letting people know of the dangers. I've gotten to two communities so far, which means there are five to go."

      "You thinkin' we need complete the quest prior to tacklin' the town?" Harpy asked, chewing on some sort of stick. "Seems'd be just as easy to finish the main part o'the quest and not bother with trampin' around tryin' to find all these folk what seem happy to be hidin'."

      "They’re certainly not receptive to outsiders," I replied.

      "Probably think you're coming to snatch them," Lux mused.

      "Why would I do that?"

      "I doubt you would, but with how close are we to Carchedon? Easy prey to anyone in the flesh market. Which, come to think of it, means we should probably limit usin’ our names, and try not be seen together. You know, bein’ that we’re wanted in Carchedon."

      "Yeah," I said, thinking very carefully about how many times I'd introduced myself, "that would be smart."

      Oops.

      "Big question," I said started, eager to change the topic, "remains the town itself. I don't know what the things inside are, and, obviously, I know the least about the world here. Does anyone have any idea what those things might be?" 

      Harpy frowned and scrunched his eyes up, staring up at the puffy white clouds gently floating across the blue sky.

      Rose picked at a fleck of mud on her armor.

      Nox had something under his nail.

      Lux just smiled at me.

      "No ideas?" I asked.

      "There are many potential entities," Nox finally said. "However none that I know of tick all the boxes to make it obvious they would be the culprit."

      "Agachnern?" Harpy said.

      "Gesundheit," I said.

      "The change is too sudden," Nox replied. "And overt. The agachnern are creatures of subtlety and planning. They would never take over a town in this manner; they would take it over without anyone knowing."

      "Unless we came at the wrong time," Harpy said. "Interruptin' the plan."

      “It happened before we got here! But anyway, what is the greater goal? No, the agachnern like thralls who can think. Slaves even. This is... not that."

      "Sníkjudýraárás?"

      "Possible, but how would that get through a simple touch? That is a rather important distinction here. The sníkjudýraárás might be able to replicate something like this, but certainly not on this size or scale. And I feel there would be more of a fight back when the town realized what was happening. Most terrifying is how the town seemed to just roll over and accept defeat, with no thought to protect itself."

      Harpy nodded, then looked at me.

      "Any signs of defense?" he asked. "Fightin' back?"

      "Not that I saw," I replied with a shake of my head. "Doors were all left open or unlocked."

      Nox shook his head, and took a berry.

      "Disease?" I asked. "Some—“

      "That affects every citizen the same?" Nox asked, incredulous. "I suppose it is within the realm of possibility, but the likelihood of something akin to a disease causing this is so remote I daresay we should consider it impossible. We simply lack adequate information regarding whatever it is we face in Furtaxo."

      "Balls," I said. "Guess I know what I'm doing then."

      “I’m thinking we might want to move," Harpy said. 

      “It’s pretty nice here, though."

      "Aye, but there be two others who know where we are. And if you were found by them bandits, you think there be a chance those ladies might find a home with them rogues and be more'n happy pointing out where your ship sits?"

      "Oh. Yeah. I guess that makes sense. Any idea on where we can go?"

      "Seems as likely we might head south as soon as the sun drops low. Keeps us nice and out of sight, and we find a new spot to sit for a spell."

      "Might make it easier to find settlements as well," Rose offered. "Likely to be people on the south side as well."

      I looked at the remains of my lunch, feeling my stomach still wanting more. But there was too much to do to just sit and eat.

      "Okay," I said with a nod, "we move tonight. Harpy and Lux, prep the ship to move. Nox, read your books and think. Rose, show me this path — let's see if we can find someone to warn."

      I got nods from most people, and an especially enthusiastic smile from Nox. I’d finally handed the guy his ideal afternoon.
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      So I was back walking through the woods. This time, at least, I had someone with me, but she was in full business mode, no time for talking or socializing, so it was basically like being alone. Just with someone who thought danger was around every corner. Which, to be fair, was basically how it was in the Gloom or the Maze, so it made sense, but it was just so stressful. I don't know how she did it.

      After about an hour of pushing through bushes and climbing over logs, we got to a patch of berry bushes.

      "On the other side of this," Rose said.

      I crawled under the thorny bushes and peeked at the path. A whole lot like the one I'd followed, but just a little bit newer. The ruts weren't as deep, but still definitely made by wagon wheels.

      "It's clear," I said quietly.

      Being that she had full armor on, Rose just pushed the bushes, heedless of the thorns that had no chance at scratching her. 

      "Which way?" I asked.

      She pointed, and I took lead this time.

      "How far?" I asked.

      "Thirty minutes at this pace," she replied. "Or thereabouts."

      I nodded and plodded. More walking.

      As the sun fell in the sky, we got to our destination. Another area of the forest that had been cleared. This was a bit newer, with plenty of stumps still in place. Though I liked their aesthetic, as most of the stumps had lampposts in them, providing what would probably be even lighting across the whole clearing. The middle of the clearing held another compound with a similar design. Rammed earth walls, large wooden gate, a few windows peeking up above the walls. Simple, easy to build, easy to defend. 

      And as per Nox, they were growing pumpkins. Lots of pumpkins, at least on this side of the clearing. I could see a couple of different large round fruits growing, melons of an impressive variety. There were also quite a few people working the fields, some weeding, some watering, two people doing something with various flowers, maybe pollinating?

      I took a breath and strode into the clearing as if I had nothing to fear, knowing that I was probably going to wind up being shot, at because that's just how things seemed to work in this neck of the woods.

      "Hello there," I said.

      A bell rang, and people bolted for the compound.

      "I come in peace," I said, hands up, wishing I had a better phrase to start the conversation.

      There was no response from the compound, so I kept coming closer, trying to radiate a sense of calm.

      "Any chance someone would like to talk with me?" I called out.

      Silence again.

      Then a face popped over the wall for maybe a second before disappearing back down.

      I moved closer.

      "You still behind me?" I whispered.

      "Right here," Rose replied quietly. "You need me to take point?"

      "Too threatening. I've got a shield spell if we need it. Something happens, you duck behind me, let the shield take the hit and—“

      "Charge."

      "No, we're here to warn them, not fight them."

      "Right right. I just feel a little out of my element."

      "I know. I got this."

      Another face appeared above the compound walls. 

      "Hold there," the person said.

      I stopped, smiled, and waved.

      The face remained impassive.

      A moment later, the gate opened and a woman slipped out.

      "What is your business here?" the woman asked.

      "Just passing on a warning about Furtaxo," I said. 

      "What is the warning?"

      "There's some sort of monster or disease that has taken the place over. It's not safe to go there."

      "It has never been safe to go there. What makes it worse now?"

      "Whatever is there can basically kill with a simple touch, taking your body over."

      The woman seemed to take a moment to think about what I'd said, and then she nodded once.

      "Is that all?" she asked.

      “Uh, yeah. I think so."

      "We have heard your warning," she said. "Leave."

      “Oh, um, okay," I said, taking a quick peek at the quest sheet and noting that I now had three of seven settlements warned. "Have a nice day."

      She scowled at me, and I turned my back to them and walked away.

      "Sister," the woman said, ostensibly to Rose, "do you need rescuing?"

      "Me?" Rose asked.

      "We can destroy this man , should you need it."

      "Hey—“ I started.

      "Silence, worm bringer."

      "Worm-bringer?"

      "I need no help from you," Rose said. "I am master of myself."

      "You need not remain with them," the woman called out, "should you—“

      "I am happy with my companion," Rose said. "Heed our warning."

      The woman seemed peeved that Rose wasn’t into killing me. Which I appreciated, and I was about to say we should keep going when Rose piped up again.

      "Do you know of other settlements we might warn?" Rose asked.

      “Have you met with any of the others nearby?”

      “Only, um, what was her name?” Rose asked me.

      “Priscilla Fitget.”

      “I believe we are the farthest north,” the woman said after a moment’s thought. “Carchedon is but a day’s ride, and only the wilds in betwixt us and their wall. Somewhere in these woods, you might stumble across a group of worthless bandits led by a fool named Raynor. I would advise not warning them and seeing if whatever might be in Furtaxo might alleviate the blight he is on our land.”

      “Anyone else?” Rose asked with a sigh.

      “Not to the north. To the south are three families, but I know not where they make their home. You will find that there is little trust amongst those who live here, for good reason, sister. Thus, I can only offer once more to—“

      “I don’t need you to kill my friend here.”

      “When you change your mind, remember my offer.”

      The woman shot one more glare in my direction, and then retreated into the compound.

      I contemplated stomping on a bunch of pumpkins as I left, but I didn’t want to bother. However, Rose gave one a savage kick just before we got out of the clearing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            48

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood at the helm as the sun set. We pulled up the anchor and carefully navigated out of our little bay. I had to swallow my doubts about our maneuver. It made sense, it was just a bit unsettling to sail past Furtaxo at night. I mean, sailing at night under any circumstance was unpleasant.

      We went out a fair distance from shore before making our turn south. I felt like I was starting to get a hang of driving the ship, though probably in an unusual way. I’d started using my wind spells a bit like gas and brake pedals. Throw some wind in the sail here, put some against the sail here. It was almost as if I could‘ve ignored natural wind altogether. 

      Harpy perched in the crow’s nest, calling out directions that he insisted were merely suggestions that I, the captain, could choose to follow or ignore as I saw fit.

      Even as far out as we were, I could just make out some lights on in the city as we passed by Furtaxo. Lights I’d seen the night before, street lamps that had so far been left untouched by whatever was walking the streets. We were all deathly quiet, as if the creatures could somehow hear us over five hundred yards of water. Fear on the ship was palpable. I scanned the skies for any sign of movement, hoping some glowing blob-bird-thing wasn’t about to land on one of us and ruin every plan we had so far.

      But the fear was pointless. Nothing happened. We just sailed in silence until Furtaxo was a mild glowing blip behind us.

      “Closer to shore,” Harpy hissed down at me.

      I angled to the east.

      As the shore came into better view, I realized this area was similar to the north, just with less elevation variation. It was all pretty flat. And there weren’t quite as many trees — I saw several open grassy fields. Another twenty minutes, and Harpy had me turn hard to port, and he guided me into a spot that seemed like an underwater canyon, where we were only about thirty feet from a rocky shore, but in water so deep we couldn’t see any sort of bottom.

      The anchor was dropped, and as the first moon rose into the sky, I began heading north to go spy on Furtaxo again.
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      As I got the town in view, I realized there were people outside. People walking in a reasonably orderly group, heading toward the main gate, very clearly with the intent to enter Furtaxo.

      I sprinted toward them, hoping to get there in time, but because I didn’t want to yell and alert everything inside to my presence as well as the oncoming group, I basically had no chance. I couldn’t warn them, and they walked in just like they were entering a town they’d been to a thousand times before. 

      I hid in the shadows of a copse of trees just a smidge off the main road, about a hundred yards from the main gate. I shook my head, wondering if yelling would have been the right move.

      Or, alternatively, if I should still try and get to them, help them out maybe. I mean, we’d gotten into the city and spent the night without encountering any of those things. Maybe—

      Horse hooves echoed off the walls as someone came up the road.

      I turned to see an ornate carriage bouncing along the cobblestone road, led by two gorgeous white stallions. Or geldings? Horses. Two big white horses.

      Second chance at salvation, I thought, and jumped out into the road to block the carriage’s passage.

      The driver slowed the horses down so they didn’t run me over, but then leveled a small crossbow in my direction. Then second man climbed on top of the carriage and aimed a large heavy crossbow at me.

      I held my hands up.

      “Picked the wrong carriage to burgle, thief,” the driver said as a third man stepped around the back of the carriage with a third crossbow pointed in my general direction.

      “Not robbing,” I said.

      “Damn straight you aren’t.”

      “I wanted to warn you about the town.”

      A window in the carriage opened, and an old man leaned out.

      “What is the hold up here?” He asked.

      “We have it handled, Mister Trellwether,” the driver replied, not taking his eyes off me. “Lad here had us stop because he’s got a warning. We think it likely he thought to rob us.”

      “What is this warning, elf boy?” Trellwether asked. “I’m afraid I have a ship to meet and I dare not be late.”

      “Might I approach?” I asked.

      “Stay there,” the driver said.

      “If the three of you cannot handle one elf when you have the drop on him, I have hired the wrong bodyguards. Approach.”

      I walked up to the window, hands out and visible.

      “There’s something happening in the city,” I said. “Everyone is turning into these monster things and—“

      ‘Monster things?” The old man asked, peering past me at Furtaxo. “In Furtaxo?”

      “Yes. If you go in you will be infected by them and—“

      “Clement, do you see a plague flag?”

      The driver stood up and peered out.

      “No, Mister Trellwether,” Clement the driver replied. “No flags.”

      “See,” the old man said. “No infections to worry about.”

      He suddenly had a coin in his hand. He threw the coin right past my head. 

      “Go fetch, elf,” he cried, then slapped the side of his carriage. “Continue on!”

      Clement cracked the reins, and the horses started up again. 

      “Wait,” I said, taking a jog after the carriage.

      The bodyguard on top fired a crossbow into the ground near my feet, and I stopped.

      “You got your chance to talk,” the man shouted, “now run back off to the woods, elf boy.”

      I stopped jogging, and just watched the carriage head toward the city.

      Slowly, I wandered back into the copse of trees, noticing the guard on the back still watching me, a devious smile on his face. 

      I flipped him off.

      He waved.

      By the time they got to the gate, I was back in the trees. I watched the show unfold from there, as the gate didn't open up wide. Two guards hopped off the carriage and slipped inside the door within the larger gate door. A moment later, after Trellwether leaned out of his window and shouted a barrage of curses, the large gate opened and the carriage rumbled on in.

      A morbid sense of curiosity came over me. I sprinted the distance to the wall, keeping to cover and shadows as best I could. For whatever reason, this portion of the wall had not been taken care of as well, or perhaps not built as well, as the wall on the north side of Furtaxo. This part of the wall had crumbling mortar between large bricks. Easy climbing.

      I scrambled up, pulling myself over in between the battlements.

      I paused to look and listen, but detected nothing. So I crouch-walked over to the nearest tower, then slipped inside and up the ladder so I could lay on the roof. 

      The roof of the tower was dry this time, but given the decreasing number of stars in the western sky, I presumed clouds were coming in, and rain was likely any minute.

      Down in the town, the wagon had stopped, and the driver was chatting with the two bodyguards. The horses in front were nervous, and one of the bodyguards went to calm them. The other bodyguard said something harsh to the driver, who, I think, rolled his eyes. The first bodyguard turned and walked a few steps from the carriage, pausing to look at something on the ground.

      Then I saw movement.

      A window on the second floor of the building nearest the carriage opened up, and a figure in black slipped one leg out. Then a man's torso squeezed through, followed quickly by the man's second leg.

      He was right above the carriage, and he stepped out lightly onto the carriage itself.

      The driver had no idea.

      I winced at what was about to happen, thinking I was going to see the transformation take place. But, instead, the man in black pulled out a knife, and slit the driver's throat.

      There was a yell from the figure in black, and a group of men came swarming out of a doorway, surrounding the carriage.

      One bodyguard got off a bolt, which took down one of the newcomers, but it was a short fight before the two bodyguards were put down and the newcomers in black were in charge. They roughly opened the door and wrenched Trellwether out, throwing him to the ground.

      I could see him cowering on the ground while the figure in black slipped inside the carriage.

      A leather valise flew out, followed by some small leather sacks. One sack split open when it hit the cobblestones, spilling coins across the street.

      The bandits, obvious now, sprang for the coins, and Trellwether made a break for it, sprinting down the street.

      One of the bandits brought up his bow and fired off an arrow.

      I'm not sure what the bandit intended to hit, but it seemed like he missed, with the arrow lodging itself in Trellwether's calf.

      Trellwether took the hit better than I expected. He barely broke stride at first, and then only slowed down a little before limping into a dark alley.

      There were some hoots and hollers as the bandits went through the carriage and divided their spoils.

      Then movement again.

      Trellwether was back.

      This time, though, his limp was gone. Sort of. It was more like the wound wasn't bothering him, but given the bolt in it, the muscle wasn't quite at peak performance.

      The bandits didn't notice, since a chest had just been liberated from the back of the carriage, revealing an impressive collection of crystal decanters, all of which held some variety of hard liquor. They were currently either fighting for decanters or trying to polish off the contents.

      Trellwether continued on, unbothered, not really hurrying, not really going slow.

      A second person emerged from the shadows.

      Then a third, fourth and fifth, and I quit counting because it was very quickly becoming a horde of people who couldn't walk well. A horde that had the occasional glowing flash here and there. The not-people of Furtaxo.

      Trellwether reached the criminals, bent down and touched one of them on his neck.

      The man went rigid for a moment. Trellwether lifted his hand up, and then both stood and proceeded to touch two more people, who went rigid for a moment.

      In a flash, everyone had been touched, and all the bandits were joining the horde as they headed out the gate in a group.

      I had to crawl to the other side of the tower roof to follow their movements. They went straight out the gate and along the road until they got to the copse of trees where I'd been hiding. As a group, they turned and entered the trees.

      "What the fuck?" I whispered to myself.

      They thoroughly swept the area, somewhat easy to do when you had so many people. The group paused, almost like they were confused. After a moment, they came back into town.

      I crawled back over the roof to watch the goings on inside the town.

      One of the not-people of Furtaxo touched a horse.

      The horse lashed out with a good kick and the not-person went flying across the road, crashing into a wall with a satisfying kathunk. The horse danced a little in its harness, clearly confused and nervous about things. Which caused the other horse to start dancing.

      A second not-person approached and got promptly kicked before they could even touch the horses. Another not-person met their end at a wall.

      It didn't seem like the not-people had any idea what to do with the horses. They just shied away from them for the moment, and instead, went about collecting the bodies.

      A bit horrific, but that brought a smile to my face. It was why I was there.

      I slipped off the roof and ran down the stairs inside the tower, pausing briefly at the open door to double-check things.

      No movement outside. No noise in the direct vicinity. I could hear, however the shuffling of feet and the soft thudding of dead things being pulled over uneven surfaces.

      I pulled my dark cloak around me and stepped out into the streets of Furtaxo.
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      It was eerie in the streets. There was an almost oppressive quiet to the place, and a complete lack of any sense of life. None of the homes had lights on. No fires burned, despite the chill in the night air. All the doors remained open.

      I paused at Main Street for a moment, just holding on the corner.

      My heart raced. I was scared of being seen.

      I peeked out as little as I could, and saw the things hauling bodies into the alley.

      The horses stamped in their lines.

      No other people.

      Onto main street I went, hopefully as silent as the rest of this creepy-ass town.

      I got to the alley and paused again.

      Another peek.

      The people were already gone.

      I darted down the street, pausing at each intersection to look down.

      Nothing.

      They'd vanished. 

      I climbed onto a barrel, then monkeyed my way up to the roof of the nearest building.

      From above, the town looked dead. I didn’t see anything moving.

      I could hear stamping from the horses still attached to the carriage, but I figured that was just their nerves. I needed to find these damn people so I could figure out where they were going and—

      There was a crash from main street.

      I spun, but couldn’t see past the taller building in front of me. I blink-ed onto the roof, and dropped to a knee to let my stomach roil and boil for a second, gritting my teeth at how this just wasn’t getting easier. But when I looked down onto main street, I couldn’t hold the vomit back.
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      Not-people swarmed the horses.

      The poor animals tried to get away, but they were trapped by the carriage.

      They got a few feet, but the people had zero self-preservation instinct, and just took horrific bodily damage to stop the horses.

      The horses fell to the ground and were beaten to death.

      I just sat on the roof, jaw agape, vomit running into the gutter.

      “You mind running a bit of water down?” Something whispered.

      I nearly shit my pants.

      “Down here,” the thing whispered again.

      A little hand waved at the edge of the roof. I had to get really close to see that it was a tiny little thing with an ugly head, two horns, two little wings, and skin the color of stone.

      “Are you—“ I whispered.

      “Gazza,” the thing whispered back.

      “Is that—“

      “My name. Gazza the gargoyle.”

      “Are you—“

      “Listen, I hate to focus on a single issue here, but maybe the water first, conversation second?”

      I realized he was somewhat covered in my vomit, so I nodded, pulled a water skin out and poured some over the little guy.

      “Sorry,” I said, “I didn’t realize, uh, you were, you know—“

      “Alive? It happens. And usually I’m not. I just got tapped for, uh, well, look. Gargoyles are a—“

      “Before you go any further, I have to point out that there are some nasty things here and—“

      “Oh, you ain’t seen nasty. Let me tell you, this one time, a bird—“

      “Monsters,” I said, pointing. “Down there.”

      “I seen monsters, oh,” he said, following my finger. “Yeah. That’s not right.”

      The not-people had killed the horses and were now struggling to pull the corpses, still hooked to the wagon, towards the alley.

      “I suppose that might be the reason I have been brought here today,” Gazza said.

      “Who brought you here?” I asked, still whispering.

      “A mutual friend.”

      I frowned, and tried to think who— 

      “The gargoyle from Raim?”

      “Not the friend I meant. Also, I don’t know anyone from Raim. Or what Raim is. Is it a city?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Huh. Anyway, how can I help?”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like what?”

      “I don’t have to do a quest to earn your friendship or something?”

      “Whoa, hey, tone down the emotional attachment. I said nothing about bein’ friends. I’m here to help, not hold your hand and change your pants, you know?”

      “But who sent you?”

      “You really need me to tell you?”

      I paused, glanced over at the struggling not-people to make sure they hadn’t disappeared again, and took a second to think. Who did I know— oh. 

      “Oh, yeah. Makes more sense,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said, putting a stubby stone finger on his nose and winking at me. “Now. Whatcha need?”

      “What can you do?”

      “Mostly, I sit and spit out liquids.”

      “Not exactly what I need at the moment, but thanks.”

      “Sure.”

      “Got any other tricks?”

      “Seen this one?” He got his tiny hands around in such a way so it almost looked like he was pulling the tip of his thumb off.

      “Neat,” I said.

      He smiled, then threw the tip of his thumb up in the air and ate it. Then he waggled both hands to show he had all his digits.

      “Really the big finish that sells it,” he said.

      “Again, not super helpful,” I said. “Though I appreciate the entertainment. Any chance you’re good at sneaking around and following things?”

      “Eh, the wings are more for show,” he said. “But there are a few gargoyles around here—“

      “So,” a voice that sounded a whole lot like Gazza came from another little stone figure further down the roof, “I can maybe move a little.”

      I crawled along the roof, and spotted another Gazza.

      “Is this you now?” I asked.

      “More or less. The intricacies of gargoyle, at least of my kind of gargoyle, are, well, complex.”

      “You are nothing like the gargoyle I met before,” I said, thinking back to the thing I’d fought in Glaton.

      “Bah, those are fakers,” he said. “You idiots named ‘em gargoyles. You see, I’m a true gargoyle. That thing just looks kind of like one of us, but has none of our panache. Or magic.”

      He smiled and went rigid.

      “And,” Gazza’s voice came from another gargoyle, “they can’t move between gargoyles.”

      “Can you inhabit any statue?”

      “Nope,” he said. “But most gargoyles. See?”

      Suddenly, I spotted a little hand waving at me from across the street. Gazza did a little somersault, and a dance, and then the gargoyle right in front of me was moving again.

      “Ta-da!” He said.

      “Much better than the thumb trick,” I said.

      “Gotta save the best trick for last.”

      "Fair enough," I replied. "If you can, I need you to keep an eye on those things down there."

      "The people who killed the horse?"

      "They aren't people."

      "Look like people. Humans."

      "But they aren't. They don't move right."

      "Not an expert on human movement, though I don't know why not. I've seen enough of them through the ages. What are you wanting to see of them? You aren't, like, into peeping are you?"

      "No."

      "Oh."

      "You sound disappointed."

      "I am not."

      "In another time, I'd probably push the matter, but there’s a lot going on here right now, and, um—“

      I’d just seen something bizarre. Obviously in the fight, a number of the not-people had been killed by the horses, and those corpses were on the ground, laying where they fell. But there was the exact replica of one of the corpses standing in front of the corpse staring down at itself. But it was an imperfect copy in any number of ways. The ears weren’t right, the hair was wrong, there were six fingers.

      But as I watched, the living thing began to ripple and rearrange itself until it matched the corpse. Exactly. 

      Moving, though, illustrated that there was still something wrong. The joints weren’t really in the right places, nor were they the right joints. It’s almost as if it was a universal joint at each moving point on the body, as in the knee wasn’t just a hinge, the lower leg could rotate around. Which was tremendously disconcerting to see.

      “Definitely not human,” Gazza muttered. 

      “No,” I said, trying to figure out what I was seeing. “Where did that come from?” 

      “What?”

      “The thing that is definitely not human?”

      “Didn’t notice. You?”

      “I, no. I wasn’t paying attention, I was talking to you.”

      “Yeah, you had a job for me.”

      “I did, yeah,” I said, but now I was second-guessing myself. Was it important to know where they were taking corpses if they were also able to shape-shift? Was it more important to see the limitations of their copying abilities? Maybe that’s what I did while… “Can you tell me where these guys take the horses? And then what else they do?"

      He snapped off something I think was meant to be a salute, then barked: "Can do!"

      Sudden silence from below.

      "I might have put a little too much enthusiasm on that," he said. "Just, uh, been some time since I've been, well, out."

      Peering over the edge, I saw about a hundred eyes looking back at me.

      "Might want to run," Gazza said. "Just an idea."

      I could hear footsteps as the things came up the stairs.

      "I'll see you in the morning," I said.

      "Hopefully," Gazza replied.

      I went to blink off the roof, but as I stood up I caught a glimpse of something on the other end of main street: a ship coming in to dock.
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      “Balls on toast, man,” I complained, staring at the ship teeming with sailors. They were all busy hopping onto the dock and making a racket.

      Down below, the things took zero interest. They were after me.

      “Comin’ in hot,” Gazza the gargoyle barked.

      I glanced over my shoulder just in time to duck under a flying thing. It was a puffy bird approximation, kind of like a child had drawn a bird with a fat crayon. 

      The bird-thing floundered a little as it tried to turn in the air. I shot off a quick fire bolt before running and leaping off the roof onto a neighboring building.

      My feet thudded against the tiles, but my boots helped me stick the landing nearly perfectly. There was just the slightest wobble that the French judge would have used to knock off ten points. 

      Almost as one, the not-people stopped running into the building I had been on and started streaming back out, heading into the new building.

      I ran and jumped to the next building, which was unfortunately taller, so this time my jump  took me through the next-door window, into the second floor.

      I crashed through the glass, landed in a roll and came up running through someone’s bedroom. It had been a nice place, and in slightly less hectic times I would have enjoyed pilfering the pouch of gold left on the nightstand. But on that night, I had to leave the coins behind so I could sprint through the open door and leap the banister to the landing on the stairs, just as the first not-person came into the house and charged straight for me.

      “Wrong way,” I said, and jumped right back over the bannister to the second floor. I ran back down the hall and into a new bedroom, where I opened the window before jumping through.

      But there was nothing really to jump to, so I just sort of hit the wall and slid down, scrambling for purchase.

      I landed on the ground and stood there in shock for a second, processing what I should do next. I was in an alleyway. I saw a rain barrel next to me, and a broken crate behind me. Ahead, Main Street.

      In that second of indecision, the not-people streamed past, bypassing the alley to go straight to the building next door, not even bothering to look down the alley. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw more of  the same . I was trapped by idiots.

      If they really were idiots, however, I had a place to hide.

      I hopped in the water barrel, which, thankfully, was only half-way full, and crouched down as low as I could get. A little illusory magic, and I had a semi-opaque lid in place.

      Just in time, because the not-people began to realize I hadn’t made it into the house, and they started down the alley. I could hear their shuffling footsteps, and I watched their vacant faces as they passed by the barrel.

      One of them even went so far as to look behind the barrel, as if I’d somehow squeezed into the inch or so of room there. But none looked into the barrel.

      I counted the seconds as they continued searching, hoping they’d get bored and look somewhere else. 

      A loud whistle sounded in the street, coming from the dock.

      All the not-people stood up straight, ram-rod straight. And as one, they turned and left the alley, all heading toward the fools on the docks.

      I counted to thirty, then pulled myself out of the barrel and took a few soggy steps. Then I peeked around the corner at Main Street. 

      Things were everywhere, and they were all heading towards the docks. If I stepped out into the street, I would to be seen immediately. I could try the other streets, or get back up on the roof-highway. 

      Then I stopped and remembered the barrel.
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      I’d found the perfect disguise to move through Furtaxo.

      It took a little work to carve out holes to see out of, but after that, I was ready. I flipped the barrel over, and wore it like a hat. 

      It wasn’t comfortable, or fast, but when I went out into the street, one of the things looked at me for a half-second, then ignored me, walking along past me as it joined the horde at the docks.

      Damn barrel worked perfectly. I felt a little bit like Solid Snake making my way through the surveillance of all these drones.

      Which made me stop in my barrel in the middle of the street. 

      They did kind of seem like drones. That one thing had control over all the people. They certainly seemed to have difficulty focusing on more than one thing at a time. I needed to figure out how to test that particular hypothesis, but at that moment I realized I was too late to help any of the sailors on the ship.

      It was stunning how quickly they spread. I mean, all it took was a lingering touch, so I knew how easy it was to just reach out and touch someone. There was no sense of danger, no sense of being attacked. Just some people being a little overly friendly. And as soon as the first sailor had turned and was in the process of ‘recruiting,’ it was essentially over.

      Someone carried out a burlap sack from the ship, holding, in this case, a purple grain. I know this because as soon as it came off the dock and onto the street, it was torn open and poured out over the cobblestones. 

      One thing stretched its arm waaaay too long, and then sort of opened its hand up. But not like its fingers so much as the skin sort of parted and took some of the grain into itself. The figure sucked its arm back in and went about looking mostly human again. 

      A moment later, more sacks of grain came off the ship, and some of the not-humans conveyor-belted them directly into the city. A few not-people were on their hands and knees, scooping up the spilled grain and carrying handfuls of it off. I watched the things get to work unloading the ship, eschewing the dockside crane, or really any tools. It was the old-fashioned means, going into the hold and carrying stuff out by hand.

      Time to play follow the leader.

      Barrel and I headed toward the dock, still on Main Street, but staying to the edge and sticking to what shadows there were.

      Off to the west, I could see rain coming, a sheet of falling water spreading across the horizon. I knew it was going to be another splendiferous night. Which made me realize that I was going to need to sleep soon. I could probably make it through another night, but more than that would be dangerous. And stupid.

      Speaking of stupid, I waited for a group of not-people to head past me back up Main Street, and then I turned and followed them.

      They turned south, following a narrow side street for three blocks, then down a smaller street heading east, then into an alley. It was a rather small alley, to the point where I didn’t think I could pull off the barrel disguise there because they’d literally run into me. There was no way for someone to get around me if I went in there.

      But I did find a way to look down the alley: across the street, I could peer down the alley and watch from there.

      In the middle of the alley, I saw an open hole that looked like it had been dug rather recently. The not-people walked to the hole and just sort of fell into it. No qualms. No stopping to check what was down there. 

      I sat in my barrel and watched at least fifty people head down the alley with sacks of grain, all jumping down into the hole.

      No one came back out of the hole though. It was a one-way trip.

      But the not-people had to come out at some point, right? They couldn’t just stay underground forever — otherwise there wouldn’t be anyone around town for me to be running away from. On top of that, I started to notice some of the same people, which means they had to have come above ground somewhere between this hole in the alley and the docks.

      I had to do something. I had to get out of my barrel and actually find something out. I didn’t have time for  have a second night coming home with only more questions. While the fear of being discovered kept me in place, I knew I had to overcome it, and soon.

      It would also be prudent to test out a few things. 

      I fired off an identification spell at a woman walking by in clothes that were not exactly on properly.

      She paused when the spell hit her, and slowly every other not-person also paused. Everyone started looking around.

      Troubling, the spell came back:
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        * * *

      

      Human

      Lvl 17 seamstress
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        * * *

      

      Just a regular, run of the mill human.

      How did that work? 

      So did that mean she had to be under the control of something else> Or, I mean, I suppose she could just enjoy doing what it was she was doing, or she was going along with the flow, pretending to be one of the not-people things.

      More damn questions.

      I waited until the not-people grew tired of searching for the magic source and resumed carrying the goods pilfered from the ship. Then I picked a different person and fired off another identification spell.
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        * * *

      

      Human

      Lvl 12 butcher
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        * * *

      

      What the French?

      How did that work?

      Also, the same thing happened. All of the not-people on the street paused in a ripple sort of effect, centered on the man I identified.

      They began to search the street, and they were more insistent this time, going into buildings, even appearing at the second-floor windows in several buildings before giving up.

      So they were, at least in some measure, sensitive to magic. How sensitive though, that was the next question I needed answering.

      I cast a ball of light right next to one of the glowstone street lamps, doing my best to make it sort of blend in to the light.

      Nothing at first.

      But then one of the things noticed something. A slight pause, a shudder in their step, and then they all stopped. 

      After another search, and I started to feel like I was going to die inside the barrel. My legs were in extreme pain, but I just bit my lip and tried to accept it as part of doing business. 

      I had one more experiment I wanted to try, and that meant shooting a ball of light down the street, seeing if I could get the things to give chase.

      Time for science.

      As soon as the ball of light appeared, all the not-things focused their full attention on it. For a moment it seemed as if there was basically just confusion. They just watched in awe as the ball of light moved about.

      Then, they charged at it.

      I mean, ‘charge’ is probably a strong word for what they did. They still lacked coordination, so while the will to move fast and aggressive was there, the means wasn't exactly in place. So there was a quick-ish attempt to reach the ball of light, and the first not-person that got there reached out and tried to touch the ball.

      Naturally, their hand went right through the ball.

      And as one, all the not-things stopped.

      There were a few more attempts to grab the ball of light, including a few different individuals coming forward to try, but never two people at once. It was one person tries, then stops, then a second person tries, then stops. Very strange to watch. 

      But they seemed to get to the understanding that nothing was actually there. It was just light, so even though the ball of light was still bopping along down the road, they ignored it and went back to work.

      I sent a second ball of light, a different color this time, going a different direction, up the street.

      The not-things watched it for a moment, then seemed to recognize it, and then ignored it.

      I frowned, not exactly excited they were so quick to pick out illusory magic. Especially because that only made it harder for me to get out of the city.

      Next up, I used minor illusion to make a version of me running down the street.

      The things watched the illusion run down the street, all stopping where they were and what they were doing. But notably, they did not chase him.

      I used minor illusion again, this time to make a noise inside a house.

      Again, the things looked at the house, but then continued on moving the sacks of grain.

      How were they both so stupid and so smart? I leaned back against the barrel in disbelief.

      Which caused the barrel to tip back. I overcorrected in pulling the barrel back down over me, causing it to clunk against the cobblestone street.

      Every one of the things stopped dead in their tracks and stared at the barrel. Right at the barrel.

      And, as one, they moved toward the barrel.

      Seemed like they knew where I was.

      It would have been an ideal time to blink the hell out of there, but I was already feeling shitty, and I worried if I could actually pull it off. I needed another means of escape.

      So I jumped up and threw the barrel into the crowd.

      But my legs cramped up.

      And I fell over.

      “Shit,” I eked out as the horde closed in on me.

      Had to do it.

      I blink-ed up and over on top of the building next door.
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      I landed with a thud on the roof, threw up on myself, and frantically pounded on my legs in an attempt to get them to work again. The cramping from being inside a barrel for hours was somehow not affected in the least by magicking myself up to the roof. I made a solemn oath to myself not to fold myself into small spaces for hours on end again when there were swarms of things that wanted me dead nearby.

      Without even a second’s hesitation, the not-people were swarming not just the building I was on top of, but the buildings on either side, as if they’d already figured out my old tactic.

      Hands appeared on the roof tiles as not-things struggled with the concept of climbing.

      Faces appeared in windows next door, staring at me, pounding on the glass.

      My legs were locked in place, and I screamed in frustration.

      The first of the windows broke under the not-people’s assault, and that seemed to open the floodgates, metaphorically speaking, whereupon windows broke all over the damn place. Glass showered down around me, and the first of the things jumped through the window and slammed down on the roof next to me.

      I lashed out and punched their foot, causing the foot to slip down the roof, and the not-person pitched over, and promptly slid down the tile and over the edge.

      There was a soft thud from below.

      My legs finally started to let me use them, and I stumbled to my feet as suddenly there were not-people everywhere.

      “Sorry to do this,” I said, but I dropped with my belly to the roof just as I cast major wind.

      A harsh gust of wind whipped down the roof, and the not-people, with precarious balance on smooth, flat surfaces, all struggled to remain upright, before one-by-one, they blew off the roof.

      I released the spell, the wind stopped, and I hopped up to my feet.

      There were already newcomers jumping from the buildings on either side.

      Plus, the first person figured out how to do a muscle-up over the edge of the roof. I was surrounded on three sides.

      I feinted like I was going to run right past one of the not-people, but then cast blink and popped up on a building across the street.

      Without missing a beat, the damn not-people swarmed the buildings on around my new position. 

      Of course, I was in the midst of missing a damn beat, because the stupid motion sickness part of blink was so completely debilitating. I forced myself to my feet, wobbling a bit, and walked to the back of the building.

      There was a bit of a balcony below, looking out over a small patch of grass masquerading as a back yard.

      The not-people’s footsteps thundered as they ran up the stairs.

      I dropped onto the balcony, then hopped over and landed in the grass with a roll to running, then parkour’d up the wall and over into the next backyard, which was a mirror of the first.

      Relishing the whole leave-every-door-open aspect of  Furtaxo, I sprinted through the house and out into the street, but skidded to a stop. There were already not-people there, like they were waiting for me.

      Only one answer for a group of people waiting.

      Fireball.

      The spell whooshed out of my hand, growing large and then exploding in the midst of the group.

      Not even waiting to see the effects, I ran directly after the fireball.

      As it exploded, I was already there, powering through, ignoring the heat and flailing bodies. 

      On the other side, I kept going, knowing there would be pursuit.

      And pursuit there was, a quick glance over my shoulder told me the whole town was behind me.

      I cut through an alley to a side-street, where there were more people sort-of running up the street my way, and I had the sinking feeling that if I had to get all the way over to Main Street, I was going to run into a horde of these things. I put my head down and sprinted up the street, figuring my best bet was getting to the wall and blink-ing up and over.

      My breath came in ragged gasps as I put everything I had into my legs. My stamina was bottoming out much faster than it had in the past. Stupid new body not used to hard exertion. I could pump my stamina with magic, but doing that might not leave enough for anything other than a single blink, which could really hamper things if I had to, you know, get down from the wall, or stand and fight.

      And fighting was definitely looking like it was going to be more likely, given that I could see not-people in side streets and alleys ahead of me, already charging forward to block my progress.

      I was right in the middle of the street, and the not-people grabbed at me as I passed by. I was slowing, and they seemed to have no such thing as stamina, just using and abusing their bodies.

      Though, once again, I saw someone just sort of drop over, maybe from sheer exhaustion, who knows? I mean I did catch sight of blood leaking from their ears, but that could easily have been a result of the massive head wound you get when you dead-drop onto a stone street, clonk your noggin on a cobble and keep going. 

      I was losing. the hands were getting closer. I could feel their fingers grabbing at my sleeves.

      I blink-ed as far as I could go, stumbled a bit, gritted my teeth against the cramps, and realized I didn't have enough mana to cast another blink. I managed to get a quick glimpse behind me, and saw the full horde still coming on, as if they knew exactly where I was and where I was going to be. They were already coming on full speed.

      It took me a few steps to get back up to mostly full speed, at least as fast as I could run with my stamina dropping in and out to zero. But at least I was far enough away from the horde that the not-people could no longer come in from the side.

      I jogged to the base of the wall and paused for a moment, exhausted. I could try for one of the towers, but I saw small hordes coming along the wall from either side. And looking over to the west, there was a group standing in the arched gateway. They were blocking the exit.

      One way left.

      Up.

      I recharged my stamina with essentially all the mana I had left, and then started to climb.

      A good group of the things arrived at the bottom of the wall and stared up at me. One of them started trying to climb, but they didn’t have any luck.

      I continued to scurry my way up as fast as I could.

      But it did not escape my notice that two large chunks of the horde split off and started toward the nearest towers on either side of me.

      I rolled over the top of the battlements and had a second to breathe before realizing there were already not-people coming down the wall at me.

      "Come on," I said, dragging myself to my feet. I just jumped off the wall.

      Twenty feet is not always a good jump. Most of the time it's basically guaranteed to break an ankle. But I'd done lots of jumping and moving in my old life, and a fair amount of running and jumping in the previous life. And now, on life three, I guess, I presumed those skills would transfer over.

      I hit the ground in a roll and felt a little twinge, but nothing snapped. Nothing broke, and nothing hurt so bad I couldn't get up.

      However, when one of the not-people followed my lead, they hit the ground feet first. Hard.

      The thing didn't seem to notice the issue, and tried to take a step, only for their legs to not work. They face-planted into the muddy grass.

      And then it was just like a Rice Krispie convention: snaps, crackles, and pops everywhere.

      I was already jogging away from the spot. I didn't need to watch the things try to figure out jumping, because, you know, the group in the gate was already in hot pursuit. 

      I was on the southern side of the town, so I kept heading south, looking for a good spot to start losing my followers. I spotted a small cart path, much like I'd seen on the northern side, and I crossed over to that, keeping an easy pace where I was still moving reasonably fast, but not draining my stamina too quickly.

      As soon as I got deeper into the trees, though, the plan was to make a hard turn, weave through the trunks and lose these asshats.

      Problem was, as soon as I got into the trees and took my first cut, I ran into trouble.

      "Evening, lad," Raynor said, firing an arrow at point blank range into my leg.
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      I grabbed at my leg and hissed in pain.

      "Are you serious?" I asked.

      "Not the greeting I thought I might get," Raynor said, pulling an arrow from a thigh quiver and casually nocking it against the string. "Led me on a pretty chase, you did. Impressive to say the least. Annoying, though, if I'm being honest. And I do hope we are in a spot where we might be honest with each other."

      While he was talking, I gritted my teeth and pushed the arrow through my leg, nearly blacking out from the pain.

      I did fall over, and he gave me a smile.

      "Always quick to get the arrows out," he said. "But that's fine. I have more."

      He shot at me again, and I flicked out a quick minor wind that sent the arrow off course into the dirt next to me.

      "Oh that's new," he said. But he had another arrow in his bow and fired in the space the space of a blink.

      I repeated the trick, and it worked again, but barely.

      "Now that's just annoying," he said.

      "Stop trying to shoot me," I snapped.

      "It's a simple way to keep you from moving," Raynor replied. He pulled another arrow back, but also held.

      "It's going to get us killed."

      "Seems a bit dramatic, right? You have survived several arrows at this point. I am almost disappointed in—“

      "Can you take a peek at the horde of not-people coming this way?"

      "Oh, the draaaama. Come on, little elf. A horde? Really?"

      "I swear I won't move," I said. “Just go look down the damn trail."

      "I do not abide betrayal, elf. You break your word, and we will have issues."

      “Oh no, you'll shoot me twice?"

      "Worse. I will use the nasty arrows," he said, practically sauntering past me to stand on the trail. 

      He looked around a moment or two, then tilted his head, confused.

      "Did you steal someone's daughter?" he asked.

      "No," I snapped, trying to concentrate enough to heal my leg.

      "Why are they all chasing you?"

      "Because they aren't human and they are trying to eat me. Or something along those lines."

      “They don't seem like zombies. Those usually shamble."

      "They will turn you if they touch you—“

      "Turn me into what?"

      "One of them."

      "Yes, see, they don't seem like a thing different from me. I know you might have trouble visualizing humans as being, you know, human, but I assure you, even though I have unreal good looks, I am but a human—“

      While he prattled on, I gathered my mana and cast heal self, pouring in everything I had to get the hole in my leg to seal up.

      “—being like them," he continued. "I mean, not that much like them. I like to think I'm a rather exquisite specimen—“

      "We need to get out of here," I said, getting to my feet.

      "I thought you swore you wouldn't move."

      "I'm not moving yet. I'm just standing up, dammit. We need to get out of here. How close are they?"

      "Hrm, hundred and fifty feet or so. I think I recognize that chap in front."

      "He won't recognize you. Can I run now?"

      "Seems imprudent."

      "I'm going to run."

      "I will shoot."

      "Shoot them and see what they do."

      He glared at me.

      "Whatever you may think of me, I do not engage in random acts of violence. I value life, and I strive to protect—“

      I stepped out into the path and shot a fire bolt into the horde.

      And it was a horde. Closing in fast. And when they saw me, they went faster.

      The fire bolt smacked right into an older man's face, charring the skin and setting his hair alight. 

      Zero reaction from the man.

      "Now that is unusual," Raynor said.

      "I'm running,” I said.

      "Just wait," he said.

      "No time to wait,” I replied, and started sprinting down the trail, knowing I needed to gain some space before trying to lose these things in the forest.

      "Ho there, Reginald," I heard Raynor shout, then quickly add, "Reginald, Raynor."

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      He wasn't moving, and the things were getting closer.

      "Reginald?" Raynor asked again.

      “That’s not going to work," I shouted. “They're not who they seem."

      Raynor fired off a quick shot.

      The arrow went straight into presumably-Reginald's leg. 

      Other than manifesting a slight limp, there was no effect.

      "Oh hells," Raynor said almost quietly, perhaps realizing he had no chance.

      The things were just so close to him. One reached out.

      I gritted my teeth and blink-ed back to him, grabbing his shoulders and pulling him out of reach at the same time as I cast an old spell I’d yet to try: force burst.

      The bubble of arcane force shot forward, pushing back the horde of not people long enough for me to get Raynor moving in the right direction. We had just enough of a head start that we probably wouldn’t get caught. As long as we could keep running.

      I vomited, gritted my teeth against the mana headache, and ran for it.

      Raynor stood in confusion for a second until I passed him by. Then he started running.

      Naturally, he ran faster than me.

      I was almost surprised that he didn't trip me when he zoomed on down the trail.

      But in that moment of surprise, my toe caught an errant root. 

      I flew for a moment, feeling that horrific helplessness, arms pinwheeling before my face slid across the dirt trail.

      Immediately, I tried to push myself to my feet, but my ankle didn't seem willing to work.

      I dropped to a knee, and an arrow whizzed by me.

      It thunked into someone.

      A second, third and fourth arrow zoomed by, and I started crawling. I had nothing left.

      The arrows continued at an incredible pace. I just crawled on, trying to will my mana to regenerate so I could cast healing.

      “Wait,” I heard Raynor say, “they stopped.”

      I looked over my shoulder. Sure enough, barely a yard behind my foot, they had stopped. Or at least sort of stopped. Some of the ones behind the stopped ones kept going, until they, too, reached a certain point, and they, too stopped. It quickly became a line, out to either side, of the not-people, all staring at me and Raynor.

      Slowly, I tried to stand.

      Raynor was there, a hand under my shoulder, helping me to my feet and accepting the weight my busted ankle couldn’t bear.

      “What are these things?” He whispered, eyes locked on the not-people.

      They stood there in silence.

      Then they took a single step forward, all of them at once. But just a single step. Like that was all they could take.

      “Not worth sticking around to find out right now,” I said.

      “Bit of an issue in that my home happens to be on the other side of these fools,” Raynor said. “And if I’m correct, so is your ship.”

      “This way,” I said, pointing south along the trail. “We’ll have to make a right in a spell, but this way for now.”

      We moved down the trail, looking behind every once in a while to see the line of people, not moving, not saying anything.

      Just staring at us.
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      Somewhere after we split from the trail, we took a break so I could fix my ankle. Which sucked. Healing always hurt, but this seemed to be extra-double painful, setting everything back in the right position.

      “Neat trick,” Raynor said, watching my ankle go back to normal. “Got a splinter in my thumb — can you fix that?”

      He held out his hand and I saw the tiniest sliver of something.

      I frowned, grabbed his thumb and squeezed it very hard.

      “Ow, shit,” he snapped, ripping his thumb back. “Not like that!”

      “Splinter’s out,” I said, holding out the offending speck of wood. “Let’s keep going.”

      He rubbed his thumb and frowned at me. “Didn’t think that was necessary,” he said. 

      It was definitely easier traveling with Raynor. However annoying he was, he was also an incredibly experienced woodsman, and really knew the forest. He had all sorts of paths memorized, and got us to the beach much faster, even providing me with a variety of fruit and edibles along the way.

      Once at the ocean, he saw where the ship bobbed, a bit south of our position, and nodded knowingly. 

      “Good spot that,” he said. “Overflowing with abalone.”

      “Uh, right,” I said.

      I paused, knowing I needed to have a chat with him.

      “How did you find me?” I asked.

      “Tracked you,” he said, tapping his head. “Got an ability, lets me track something I’ve hit with an arrow.”

      “Powerful.”

      He shrugged. “A bit. Takes most of my mana to use, and only one thing at a time. Lost you when you went jumping around my home — surprised me there. Led us on quite the merry chase, and wound up irritating my fellows quite impressively. They all left me in the woods, saying I was crazy. That you broke my ability. They went to town to spend the gold and forget their problems for a spell. I probably would have gone with ‘em, if not for my pride. Had to show ‘em I still had it, so I spent all day looking for where you’d gone until I saw you again, that little blip down south. Found you in the town, waited for you to come out, then surprise! Got you.”

      “But you lost all your men in Furtaxo.”

      “That I did,” he said, his face falling. “Well, might not be all of ‘em. Might be some left.”

      “You think so?”

      “No,” he said, sitting down on a bit of drift wood. “No, they all went. We most always went to town as a group. Kept the guards from hassling us too much. Made the coin go further. Told you, it was pride what kept me from going into town with them.”

      “I think I saw them,” I said. “They murdered a carriage driver and were sacking the carriage.”

      “Sounds like them,” he said. “I tried to quell those impulses. Never really my goal to head up a group of thugs, bandits, and highwaymen—“

      “Kind of seems like it.”

      “Caught me in the midst of their great reformation. Moving from stealing anything from everyone, wanton murder and violence, into something more vigilante-esque. Fighting against the horror show that is Carchedon. Freeing the slaves, killing the masters, that sort of thing. Bit better on the soul.”

      “Are you from Carchedon?”

      “In a round about sort of way. Kind of a long story.”

      “Is there a short version?”

      “Of course. It’s the classic Carchedonian story of boy meets girl, girl drugs boy and sells him into slavery. Boy kills his way to freedom and survives in the forest until he can get out of Carchedon. And then, well, find a group of ne’erdowells and try to make them ‘er do wells.”

      “Got it.”

      “Suppose it’s time for me to find a new group of ne’erdowells.”

      “Is this your clumsy attempt at asking to join me and my group of, uh, do wells?”

      “Never thought you’d ask! I would be happy to join you,” he said with a smile, hopping up and clapping me on the shoulder.

      “I don’t think I did ask—“

      “Who’s the captain of the ship and can I duel for taking that spot?” He asked, already back to tromping across the sand.

      “Hey,” I called out after him, “I’m the captain.”

      “You want to duel to see if you keep it?” He asked.

      “No.”

      “Pity,” he said. “Anyway, where’s my bunk?”

      I sighed and thought about how bad of an idea this was…
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      My party was not immediately receptive to our new friend. There was more than a little paranoia over having someone new.

      I made sure to keep space between Raynor and Hellion, but I also made sure not to allude to Hellion's true nature. The mimic was a damn good backup if something problematic were to start up.

      We all kind of stood there on the deck in a circle, waiting for someone to say something, which usually meant I was the one that needed to do some talking.

      "I'm afraid I don't have many answers," I said. "I still have no idea what we're up against."

      I went into the whole explanation, covering everything I'd experienced and seen.

      Nox shook his head.

      "I spent my time as suggested," Nox said, "combing my memories and what books I have in order to procure some thoughts on a potential enemy, but I have come up empty. There is still no creature known, at least that I can find, who might fit the profile of what it is we have seen."

      "Why did they stop?" Rose asked. "When they were chasing you, why did they stop?"

      "Maybe they realized I was going to kill them all," Raynor suggested, twirling an arrow in his hand.

      "Hardly," I said. "You get any experience or kill notices?"

      He frowned, and then his eyes glazed over as he read something. "Now how does that work?" he asked. "Why..."

       The question just trailed off into the night air, and we were silent a moment longer.

      "Likely," I said, "it has the same reason they all identified as humans. There's something going on that's messing with things. Seems with even maybe how the game stuff works."

      "The game stuff?" Raynor asked.

      He got waved off, his question ignored.

      "There is certainly something odd afoot," Nox said. "But I find it hard to believe there is something in Furtaxo that alters the very rules of the world."

      "Okay," I said, "just because we're in a backwater armpit spot of the world—“

      "Hey," Raynor said.

      “—doesn't mean there can't be something capable of changing the world here."

      “Does not mean there is either,” Nox countered.

      I yawned and shook my head.

      “I need sleep,” I said, and started towards the captain’s quarters. Then I paused. “Another ship docked in Furtaxo tonight. Is there some way we can warn others against doing that?”

      “Not from here,” Harpy said. 

      “What if we flew a plague flag?”

      “Might warn someone t’keep off our ship, but, oh, you meant in Furtaxo. Aye, that might keep folks from dockin’. Let me check what flags we might have in stock on board.”

      I gave him a nod, then headed into the captain’s quarters, hoping ‘crew’ would figure out how to handle our new guest for the night.
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      I laid in bed for a moment, waiting for sleep to overtake me. And yet, my brain kept going a mile a minute, even when I tried to get it to shut the hell up.

      The bed was comfortable, at least as comfortable as anything I’d slept in my whole time in Vuldranni. I wouldn’t say it was overly large, but it was well-made and there were windows where I could see the stars. Or, in this case, the dark clouds covering up the stars and getting ready to dump a whole load of rain down over the land around us.

      There had to be something we’d missed. This couldn’t be a totally new creature that no one had ever experienced before.

      I mean, there was a chance of that.

      Rolling out of bed, I grabbed my bag and looked for my paired journal.

      I also grabbed the captain’s logs, just in case one or the other might have useful information.

      First up, though, I was going to see if the god had anything to say:

      

      Clyde-

      I have spent some time contemplating your words, so forgive my delinquency in writing you back. In my time out amongst the world I can not remember anything that matches what you have described, but bear in mind that the world I knew and the world you now live are vastly different beasts, under a literal different set of rules.

      Based on what you have said, you face a creature that is taking over individuals, though I would imagine you have already figured that out. The question, then, would be by what means is the control established? And, once you have reasoned out that magic must be the means, have you discerned a means to halt the spell?

      I will add that, just from what you have put together for me, it would seem this thing, whatever it might be, could be capable of learning. If it was able to shift from gathering with hands to using tools to carry more food to itself, it is very likely you could see it grow in complexity incredibly quickly, perhaps even gain sufficient intelligence to either converse with you, or, worse, fool you into thinking it is something it is not.

      Sadly, I have little more to give than encouragement, and the hope that you are not vanquished by this foe, because if you are, I would doubt there is anything to stop its spread across the world. Which, of course, would mean the end of the world as you know it. So, perhaps think about making this your primary quest for the moment.

      Luck to you.

      

      It made sense, but I’d looked for some sort of magic, and I hadn't seen any. Sure, I guess I could try casting a counterspell directly on a person, see if that did anything.

      Unless it wasn't magical. This was a world dominated by magic, sure, but that wasn't the only way to do crazy, powerful things. What if there was something outside the bounds of magic that could do the takeover? A parasite theory was itching away in my brain, which sounds as bad as it felt at that moment. Could it be a parasite? Something that could be transmitted via touch?

      Although, touch isn't exactly what happened. It wasn't a simple touch that manifested the takeover, it was a touch and hold. A grab. Maybe something was able to transfer dermally, through the skin. If a parasite passed at that moment, maybe that parasite had the magical means to take over the person, hence why I couldn't see it with magesight. And yet, wouldn't I be able to see some measure of it, even if it was inside the person? Magesight had been remarkably sensitive in the past — I just couldn't fathom a parasite inside a person that would be able to hinder such a powerful ability.

      Unless there was a matching ability within the parasite that allowed it to circumvent being seen by things like magesight. 

      The loops of thought stacked on top of each other until I was so confused and frustrated that I started to convince myself the Mad God was wrong. That I should just forget this quest, forget Furtaxo, and just sail off on a fantastic voyage to the Dark City. Wait. The City of Darkness. 

      I tossed the paired journal back to my bag and laid down with force against my pillow before staring sullenly out the window. But I still had two books on my lap. 

      Captain’s logs.

      I figured the ship that had the pirate captives might prove more interesting. Maybe that ship had been out somewhere in the depths of the world and come across something interesting, and then they brought that thing with them to Furtaxo, and it escaped and chaos ensued. The Mogwai Theory, if you will.

      But as captivating as pirates are, this log was the virtual antithesis to excitement. Unbelievably dull. Page after page of a man complaining about the most banal of things. The bed was uncomfortable. The sheets were stiff. The food was cold when it was served to him. The sails were too loud. How was this the captain of a ship?

      I suffered through it until it got to the last page, where the captain listed the repairs they were going to undertake in port, and that they were going to wait for a representative from the slave company busy buying bodies outside the borders of Carchedon, because taxes on slaves were higher if you brought them in via the sea.

      Weird how a little thing like taxes managed to reduce a person to even less.

      It felt dirty even holding the journal, so I hurled it at the wall as hard as I could. The little book fluttered through the air and hit, falling apart.

      I opened up the next one, from the smallest ship we'd boarded.

      It was a much different style from the first, more methodical. Less complaining, more business, recording onloads and offloads, who was working hard, who was hardly working. All that nonsense. The Western Dart moved up the coast, taking short jaunts from port to port, trying to guess what might be cheap in once port and expensive the next. It was just another grind, and I couldn't imagine having to do it day in and day out.

      So, yeah. I read nothing that indicated The Western Dart had taken on some dangerous creature that possessed people's bodies or minds. 

      I dropped the log on the floor and I lay back once again.

      There was a gentle knock at the door. It opened before I could say anything.

      Rose peered in.

      "You okay in here?" she asked.

      I shrugged. "Probably."

      She stepped all the way inside, and I sat up straight, confused. 

      There was no armor.

      Instead, she just wore regular clothes. At least as regular as I'd seen. She had on a nice shirt, pants, that sort of a thing. And she looked good. She had a great figure, with lots of muscle. There was still a sword on her hip, but everything else was mostly relaxed.

      She seemed to realize what I was staring at, and she smiled, shy, and took a step back, almost covering herself as if she was embarrassed to be seen in that state.

      "You doing okay?" I asked.

      "Because I'm, uh—“ she started.

      "Just because."

      "Confused," she said. "Lux, Raynor, and Harpy are going to the settlements nearby to pass on the warning. That should complete the quest and hopefully keep anyone else from going to Furtaxo. Nox is on watch, but that means he's reading a book and hoping the grimeling will tell him if something is coming."

      "And you came in here?"

      "I was getting water when I heard something hit your wall, so I came to check on you. And you are, um, I have no idea what you are doing."

      "Reading."

      "Loud reader."

      "I like to sound the words out."

      "Did we make the wrong decision?" she asked suddenly, getting a bit closer to my bed. 

      "About?"

      "Coming back to Furtaxo?"

      "Oddly," I said, "I was thinking about that and, um, I mentioned it to someone I, um, share a journal with, and they think that if we don't stop this, it could spread. That it could mean the end of the world, or something along those lines."

      "The end of the world? You think it could be that bad? Or is your friend, um, dramatic?”

      "He's definitely dramatic, but he's also got a good grasp on that sort of stuff. Makes me believe him. At least in regards to, you know, apocalypses and the like."

      "Who is this friend of yours who is also an expert on the end of the world?"

      "Sworn to secrecy, I'm afraid," I said. "You can sit down if you want."

      She looked down at the bed, then grabbed a chair and tried to pull it over. It didn't move.

      "Strapped in," I said. "Boat moves around and all.”

      "Harpy'd punch you if he heard you call it a boat."

      "I'm captain of this boat! I can call it whatever I want."

      "Captain of the boat doesn't really have the same ring."

      "No, but— are you having second thoughts about Furtaxo?"

      "In part," she said, unstrapping the chair and bringing it closer to the bed. "You are the one doing the bulk of the work, and it's hard for me to watch you go through that when I do so little here."

      "You do plenty—“

      "I guard Nox while he picks mushrooms and tries to speak to birds."

      "He tries to speak to birds?"

      "Nearly every creature, really. He says he is working on a spell that will allow him to converse with the creatures of the wild as if they are people. So far, I have not been impressed.”

      "I'd actually pay to watch that."

      "Go foraging with him."

      "Do you think we can get him to try it on fish? Or clams?"

      She grinned, but just shook her head.

      "I have done nothing productive yet," she said. "And you have been risking your life these past two days."

      "Yeah, but that's just the way things go with quests sometimes," I said. "If we were going up against, say, trolls or goblins, you'd be first in line. But I'm still not sure swinging swords or shooting arrows does much against, um, whatever we're up against."

      "I was thinking, it kind of sounds like something I have seen in the gloom before. There is a fungus that infects troglodytes. It forces them to engage in very dangerous behavior, and it makes their butts glow. Which, in the gloom, means they get eaten in very short order. Which then causes the fungus to be eaten along with the troglodyte, and when it is excreted, there is quite a bit of fertilizer and the process repeats itself. So far the fungus has never managed to infect any other creature, but there are some similarities here. At least it sounds that way."

      "The biggest difference I've seen is how the things act. I mean, they're not after being eaten. It really seems like they are doing the eating."

      “Right, however," she said, holding up a finger, "have you ever seen any of them eat?"

      "Uh, no. That's true. I've only see the not-people carrying food."

      "Not-people?"

      "What I call them. They carry the food somewhere, and then reappear without it."

      "Have you seen ghouls before?"

      "More than enough, yeah."

      "Feral zombies?"

      "I think maybe?"

      "Both creatures have similar issues. They are so stricken by hunger they cannot help but feed as they come across food. So it cannot be zombies. At least, as far as I can tell."

      "I don't get a sense of them being undead. They have similar pain tolerances to the undead, in that pain doesn't seem to bother them. But they lack the strength I've seen from zombies. Their bodies are definitely bound by the laws of biology, you know? Like, when Raynor shot one in the leg, it started limping. The muscle stopped working. The pain didn't matter, but the muscle not working, that bothered it. Slowed it down. And another thing my friend pointed out — he thinks they might be capable of learning. Increasingly complex behavior."

      "That could be bad."

      "That's what he thought as well. I mean, right now, the biggest thing we've got on our side is that we can tell when someone's been changed, you know."

      She nodded. "I can imagine if they are able to mimic humans completely, they could sweep through a large city in a day, maybe two. And if they can take a city that fast, a country would not last long... Especially if it only takes a touch."

      "Yeah, that might be the one bit of good news I've got," I said. "It definitely takes more than a simple touch. When I saw it happen, it was more like a grab and hold. I mean, we're still talking in the realm of seconds, but it's certainly nothing like a fleeting glance. And I think it has to be skin-on-skin contact."

      She smiled a little, then looked away. She was blushing.

      I chose to ignore it for the moment.

      "Maybe tomorrow, we go and see if we can get them to give chase," I said. "See if we can figure out what stops them."

      She nodded, getting up quickly. 

      "I think I would be helpful on that mission. If you'd have me."

      "Of course," I said. "Get some sleep."

      "You too," she said.

      She lingered in the room for a moment, as if she wanted to say something, or she wanted me to say something, but ultimately, she just gave me an embarrassed little wave and left. Any other time, I probably would have spent some time dissecting her actions. Try to figure out why she'd been embarrassed. But there was too much going on in my head for something like that.

      The way they’d stopped bothered me. It haunted me. Why didn’t they keep going? Why did they stop in that pattern? It was almost as if there was a line in the sand they could not cross. And they got as close to the line as they could. But then they took that extra step. They crossed the line. Only once, but that meant the boundary could move. If the boundary could move, how could it move? When could it move? Why did it move?

      I laid there, listening to the rain falling against the small glass panes on the back of the ship, and somehow slipped into sleep.
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      Which meant I woke up in a strange alley in a strange city. I immediately looked around for my good buddy Theophany.

      She was sitting right in front of me.

      "Hi!" she said.

      I sat up and tried to brush the dirt and grime from me, but the goddess just flicked a finger, and I was clean.

      "Hello again," I said.

      "I know you said that I didn't neeeeed to visit you every time you slept, so I skipped last night—“

      "I didn't sleep last night."

      "I know. And I didn't visit you either."

      "Appreciated."

      "It's just so exciting to have someone to talk to," she said, beaming. "There's just so much happening!"

      "Yeah," I said, "I got that."

      "Did Gazza find you?"

      "The little gargoyle? Yeah, he found me. He's a handful."

      "He's very enthusiastic, and very excited to be helping."

      "Is he, I mean, is he tied to—“

      "He is tied to you. If you find a gargoyle out in the world, you may summon Gazza to it."

      "Can I just keep a gargoyle with me?"

      "You like him that much?"

      "No. I mean, it's not that I don't like him, it's that it might be useful to have a gargoyle to set places or, I mean—“

      "I would imagine any reputable stone mason could make one for you. I don't believe they are that unique. Gazza is unique, but, um—“

      "Got it. Hey, any chance you could tell me what I'm up against here?"

      "When? Where?"

      "In Furtaxo. And now."

      "No."

      "Just like that?"

      "How do you mean?"

      "You just seem awfully positive about being negative."

      "I cannot interfere in the direct happenings of the world. That’s a very important rule. Otherwise, the gods could just step onto the planet and duke it out amongst each other. And then we would destroy the planet again, and I imagine that would not be good for anything involved, which is, um, well, I can't. It's a rule."

      "No hints either?"

      "That's one of the nebulizer areas."

      "Nebulizer?"

      "Nephew."

      "Still think you're using the wrong word."

      She scrunched up her face all cute and really tried to think. 

      "Nephoulous."

      "Nebulous?"

      "That's the one. Like a grey area."

      “Exactly, nebulous."

      "Hints are, um, frowned upon? Not exactly allowed, but it's hard to say when a hint is a hint and when it's just extraneous chatter that has no importance. Like, if you were up against a blue dragon and I told you that you were up against a blue dragon that had a severe allergy to shellfish, that would be illegal. If I mentioned that you should probably look into shellfish because of a potential use for shellfish in the near future, and you looked at shellfish because I told you about shellfish and you figured out, on your own, that shellfish was important to your quest to take on the blue dragon without me mentioning the blue dragon at all? That might be allowed."

      "I'm very confused right now. Are we, I mean, should I be doing something with shellfish?"

      "No. That was an example."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Mostly."

      "Are you just saying that you’re sure because you think someone might be listening and you’re trying to stay in that nebulous zone, but I really should be looking at shellfish because this thing that is definitely not a blue dragon might have some issue with shellfish?"

      "I did not say that."

      "Okay, but you didn't say that that isn't what I should be doing."

      "Shellfish might be useful."

      "Okay, so I should look into shellfish."

      "Maybe."

      "Got it," I said. "Thank you for the hint."

      "I didn't give you a hint."

      "Of course."

      She frowned.

      I smiled, and was incredibly confused as to what had actually been said in this bizarre conversation.

      "I should probably do some actual sleeping," I said.

      "Oh, of course," she said. "I wish I had something more to give you than just a pep talk. And Gazza. Although I think Gazza can be very helpful. He's one of my smartest gargoyles. Although, that's more if I’m being generous. He's definitely the most energetic."

      "That's something," I said.

      "Right. Sleep. Good luck, Clyde! I'm counting on you. I think we all are."

      "I won't let you down. I hope. I mean, I guess if I do let you down, we'll both be destroyed in this thing you can't tell me about, so, you know, what does it all matter? But I've got this shellfish thing now, and—“

      "There's no shellfish thing."

      "Okay."

      "By which I mean there might be a shellfish thing, but it's not my shellfish thing. So don't, um, there might be a shellfish thing. Just—“

      "I got it."

      "You do?"

      "No, but it’s time to sleep."

      "Okay," she said, and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

      The world disappeared.
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      And I woke up just in time to see lighting crackle across the sky.

      Thunder came a mere second later, and the entire ship vibrated in the rumble. A harsh storm raged outside.

      I lay there in the bed a moment, wondering if the ship could handle such a downpour. It seemed plausible in my head. Considering, you know, ships and water. But this was a big storm. Hurricane levels of rain, just not much in the way of wind — at least as far as I could see in the darkness of night. The trees along the shore swayed and moved here and there, but I heard no cracking of trunks and breaking of branches. 

      I tossed the blankets aside and got out of bed. And also maybe accidentally tossed Grim across the room.

      "Sorry, Grim," I said.

      The little grimeling grumbled, ignored me, and buried himself under the pillows.

      "I said sorry," I said. "I didn't know you were there."

      More grumbles.

      "Fine, be that way. I have things to do."

      First up: shellfish.

      Actually, first step, get dressed. Second: shellfish. 

      I pulled my cloak tight around myself and stepped out into the weather.

      Rain immediately buffeted me, and I was basically soaked through to the bone after just a few steps.

      I could see Hellion the mimic sitting in the middle of the deck, lid open, mouth agape, showing off big teeth and letting his huge purple tongue loll out. He was catching rain in his mouth and he seemed almost playful.

      "Thank the gods," I heard Nox say.

      I looked around and saw him emerge from under the stairs. 

      "I thought I would be left out here on watch all night long!" He said.

      He clapped me on the shoulder as he passed by and hurried down into the hold.

      I stood there, a little confused, but realized that I was the only one who could be on watch. Rose was sleeping, and likely needed the sleep, and Nox was headed to bed. Lux, Harpy, and Raynor were still out, in theory, completing my quest to warn all the nearby settlements.

      So that meant I needed to be on watch, and I couldn't exactly traipse off into the wilderness.

      I sighed and sat down on the railing, looking down into the dark water below. It was hard to see much of anything, since the mixture of rain and storm caused the surface to be a nightmare show of turbulence. I caught a little bit of bioluminescence in several places down below, and I wondered if abalone glowed. Or, you know, what abalone were. Were they shellfish?

      Being on watch meant I had time to practice magic, and the first thing I did was steel my stomach and blink from one end of the ship to the other.

      Still sick.

      I let my body come back to normal, and then I began playing with the wind spells. I had a basic grasp of how they worked — sending gusts of air toward objects — but that night I wanted to focus the air. I wanted to see how small a space I could force the air to move through, which, to my mind at least, could do some very interesting things, because I would be applying the full force of the wind to smaller areas. Which meant, if I did it right, I could maybe even blow holes in things with just air.

      The initial plan was to use candles, trying to put out just one candle among three. But the rain made that practice a little impractical. So I tied ribbons close together on a line, somewhat out of the wind of the storm, and tried to make on the middle ones move from the wind.

      To say it was a frustrating experience would be generous . Wind is not easy to control, and as I started to shrink the cone of wind, it became fiddly. Every once in a while, it seemed like there was a blowout, and I would lose control of the spell. Then wind would just blow every which way for a moment. Something of a neat effect, and potentially useful if you wanted to make a sneaky getaway somewhere with a lot of dust or leaves, but not what I was going for. Also, because the wind was trying to affect such a large area at once, there was little power behind it.

      Somewhere late in the morning, when the skies had begun to get a little brighter and dawn was already happening a bit to the east, I finally started to find progress. I could make minor wind come down to a narrow point, about a foot in diameter, with enough control that only the ribbons within blew around. And it had some reasonably serious force to it. I could use it to push around one of the full water barrels. Granted, I couldn't push the barrel fast or far, but I definitely moved it. And roughly fifty gallons of water was what? Five hundred pounds? I felt pretty good.

      I was exhausted after hours of playing with magic, so I sat down and reburnt my mana channels a few times until the burning pain subsided.

      When I opened my eyes, I caught movement in the forest to the south.

      On my feet instantly, I moved cautiously along the ship, keeping low and in the shadows as best I could, but also watching for more movement. As I got to the aft castle, I stop and peered down, running through potential spells—

      A hand waved.

      Harpy stepped through the undergrowth and walked over to the dinghy.

      "Just us," he called out, picking up the dinghy and tipping out an impressive amount of water. "Headin' back aboard, if it please your cap'nship."

      "Uh, sure, welcome aboard," I called out. "Or, um, permission to come aboard."

      I was still getting used to proper naval speak. I kept falling back to what I’d learned from Love Boat on Nick at Nite, which I’d used a little too often to drown out the parental grudge matches in the other room.

      Lux and Raynor came out of the trees a second later, laughing at a shared joke, hopping in the little boat just as Harpy started to row.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            61

          

        

      

    

    
      "I believe we were successful," Lux said. "As much as we could hope. I cannot say for certain that everyone believed us, but I doubt many wish to head out into the storms for any reason, especially to visit a city where there might be death waiting."

      I checked quickly, and, in fact, the quest had been marked as complete.

      

      You have been completed the optional addition to your quest:

      The Mysteries of Furtaxo

      Warn the local villages and hamlets of the dangers in Furtaxo.

      7/7 warned.

      Reward for success: 500 XP and renown

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      But that still left the slightly more important part of the quest — destroying the thing in Furtaxo.

      “’Course, none of that would be possible without the rain," Harpy said, raising a wineskin to the sky. “Thank you, grand ol' storm,”

      Perhaps in answer, a bolt of lightning crashed across dark clouds.

      "God of storms approves what we do," Harpy hollered, then took a long drink.

      I just let that go.

      "I've been thinking about what we should do today," I said. "I think we should try and see what happens if we force one of them past the point where they stop."

      "You think that will take the entire day?" Raynor asked. "I thought—“

      "That's the start of things," I replied. "Once we know that, I need, I don't know. I'll have to reassess things. Oh, and also, we need some shellfish."

      I got some eyebrow raises with that.

      "Is this a dietary thing?" Lux asked.

      "No," I said, mind spinning as I tried to come up with a believable reason to explain such a strange request. "Let's just say I had a vision, and in it, shellfish was somehow the answer to our problems here. So, maybe we can grab some abalone?"

      "How about a few crabs?" Raynor asked. "Or clams. Diving for abalone right now seems overly risky."

      "Sure. I'm not really much of an expert on shellfish."

      Raynor gave me a look, then looked over at Lux. 

      She smiled at him.

      I rolled my eyes.

      "You plannin' on leavin' nowabouts?" Harpy asked.

      "It is still the depths of night," Raynor protested. "He cannot think—“

      "Almost morning," Harpy said with a sigh, pointing to the east.

      "Now how did that happen?" 

      "You and the young miss decided to prioritize chattin' and social hour over movin' quickly and quietly, didn'tya?"

      "Would you say we had social hours?" Raynor asked Lux.

      "Maybe one," Lux replied. 

      "Oh, well, you heard the lady. I suppose I am guilty as charged—“

      “Take a nap and then get the shellfish,” I said. "I'm going, though."

      "By yourself?" Raynor asked.

      "Wait for Rose or someone," Lux asked.

      "Who is the or someone here, your brother?" I asked.

      "No, you're right. That wouldn't do."

      “Well, Rose needs the rest. Besides, I’ll be fine," I said. "I'm just going to test a quick theory. Then when I’m back, we'll hopefully have a little more to go on. If the rest of my vision holds any water, we're going to be in real trouble if we don't destroy this thing soon."

      "Why?" Raynor asked.

      "Because it's learning. And fast."
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      While I still found him rather unpleasant, and certainly not trustworthy, Raynor had at least shown me good paths through the forests, and I made it to the cart track in what I considered record time. Sure, I was covered in mud and leaves by the time I got there since I'd fallen in something I'm reasonably sure was a beaver pond. And maybe I had sticks in my pants and at least one insect still crawling over me, and it was daytime. But I was there, dammit, and I was ready to work.

      There was no group of not-people waiting there for me. The path was clear as far as I could see. Of course, that didn’t mean there weren’t not-people waiting in ambush for me. Standing there on the path in that moment, I realized that if the not-people figured out ambushes, they’d basically be unstoppable. Just a quick reach out from a shadow and you’d be done.

      I took a few strides off the path. Even though it took longer, it seemed safer to walk through the forest instead of on the path.

      But it was clear all the way to Furtaxo. 

      I paused at the edge of the cleared area before the wall.

      The town looked just as it had. There was little way to tell from out here that anything was wrong. The gates were closed, which wasn’t typical for places in daylight, or when they were at peace. But you could maybe argue that was because of the weather.

      I moved to the base of the wall, checked along the battlements for any signs of movement, and seeing none, I blink-ed up and onto the wall. 

      Kneeling, I forced my stomach to not unload before crawling to the town-side of the wall and peering over.

      The place was pretty dead. 

      But then I caught a bit of movement to my left. Not-people moving in and out of houses. Sometimes they would come out carrying things, and, at that point, they’dheadede somewhere else. If they came out empty handed, they simply moved to the next house. 

      It looked like ants searching for food. They didn’t seem to have any real direction, they were just going from building to building, streaming along alleys, breaking potted plants, breaking windows, tearing apart bushes. It was odd to see it all happening.

      I thought I saw birds, but upon closer inspection, I realized they were those not-quite bird things. They were very adept at keeping aloft, despite having weird puffy wings and a fat body.

      It was time to get a little attention, so I just dropped a fireball out of the sky onto a group of the not-people as they clustered around something they’d found in an alley.

      I maybe pumped a little extra mana into the fireball, and it roared as it moved through the air. All the not-people looked up at the noise, only for the fireball to hit them in their collective faces and explode in a horrific inferno.

      “Oops! My bad!” I shouted.

      All the eyes in the city shifted to me, and I waved from the top of the wall. 

      It took about two seconds before every able body in the town of Furtaxo was headed my way.

      I waved one more time, just to make sure they knew where I was, and then I climbed down the outside of the wall and jogged along the main road a fair distance before turning around and waiting.

      Sure enough, after a few minutes, the gate opened up, and the horde poured forth, running after me. Disturbingly, they were getting better at running, including several who seemed to have mastered the art of removing joints and bones, because their bodies were not bending correctly. And yet, they were going much faster than any of the others. They’d somehow altering their forms to make themselves more efficient.

      I had not counted on that.
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      I turned and burned up the road.

      I ran not quite at top speed, but in that middle ground where I could maintain my stamina loss burning mana. Every so often, I’d check over my shoulder to see if they’d stopped, and really all I saw is that the ones who weren’t restricted by, you know, prototypical human physiology, were gaining on me. 

      That’s when I just sprinted full out and pumped all the mana I could into keeping my stamina up.

      Five minutes of sprinting turned into ten, and my mana reserves were about to run dry.

      I stopped and looked behind me.

      They had stopped, once again, forming a line across the road.

      I breathed hard for a moment, putting my hands on my legs, letting my breath come back as well as letting my mana recharge for a moment.

      Then I walked closer to the group.

      None of them moved. They just stared at me.

      More of the things came up to the invisible stopping point, spreading their line out further to either side.

      I approached cautiously, unsure if there was going to be an additional step forward like last time.

      For a moment, there was this strange equilibrium where I stood and watched them while they watched me. It gave me a chance to really look over these people. Which confirmed what I’d assumed from watching them from afar — they mostly looked like shit. Sunken eyes, small wounds all over their bodies, some of which looked fresh, some of which festered with pus or other things. But the ones who’d run fastest? They looked fine. There was a rather clear dichotomy between the two groups, those who looked like shit and those who looked perfect, with even their hair in place. But looking closely, I saw another strange element to the perfect people — their clothes looked like they were grown in place. As in, the cuff of the shirt blended into the arm, like a toy doll.

      Above, the bird things circled, and I realized that these things looked more like balloon versions of birds. Maybe they were filled with some gas that kept them aloft without having to use their wings.

      I frowned.

      What the hell was going on here?

      Time for more science. 

      First thing was to get one of the things across the line. Though now that I knew there were at least two different things here, I needed to pull one of each across the border.

      I got a length of rope from my bag, and tied a loop in one end.

      Then I lasso’d one of the not-people.

      Or, rather, I tried.

      And again.

      And again.

      I had not used a lasso prior to that moment, but all the times I’d seen one used in film or on TV, it had seemed like a reasonably simple thing. Make loop, through loop at thing, get thing.

      Not the case.

      On the plus side, the things didn’t seem to mind being hit by the lasso. They just took it without even flinching.

      Finally, though, I got the loop around one of them, a middle-aged man with very thin hair, and pulled it tight.

      The not-person struggled a little, more with confusion than anything else.

      I planted my feet, and then gave the rope a hard tug.

      The not-person stumbled forward and face planted into the muddy ground next to the stone road.

      I gave the rope a second tug, and the body came forward.

      There was no movement from the body itself. No breathing, no shaking, no trying to push itself up. It just remained there with its face buried in the mud.

      I dragged the body closer in, and, importantly, well out of reach of any of the not-people. They were still watching me with interest. I knelt next to the body and gave it a quick check.

      Dead.

      The flesh was still warm and pliable, so it had just died. It wasn’t undead, just regular dead.

      I flashed through my notifications, which were basically just that I’d leveled up my minor wind spell to level 3, and attained the skill jogging. No death notices, no XP, even though it would seem, to me at least, that I was responsible for this guy’s death.

      Weirder and weirder.

      Time for experiment number one, part two: the part where I get gross.

      I pulled a dagger out of my belt, took a deep breath, and cut into the man.
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      I've had to butcher things before. Back when I was little more than a lowly pit-boy in Glaton, I actually got reasonably proficient at pulling apart monster bodies, and finding the useful things within said bodies. In school, back in life one, I studied anatomy in that I went to biology reasonably often and paid attention when we were dissecting things. I put both sets of information to use as I pulled apart the man on the side of the road, in the rain. And I did done what protective gear I had, by which I meant I wore gloves. Also, I had magic on my side, so any time I needed to actually get in and touch the body in any capacity, I used magehand. If I had to use the knife to cut, I used my gloved hands. It was, well, mostly sort of safe in theory. I think.

      It was not the most fun I've had, but I can say with confidence that I did not throw up into the body itself.

      I managed to get my vomit down the road a few paces. I'm sure Mrs. Durvasala would have admired my technique in keeping things clean.

      There was nothing in the man's stomach. It was painfully empty. I didn't notice anything unusual about his heart or lungs. And when I cracked his skull open, there was no worm attached to his brain.

      It was just, I mean, there was nothing there but human parts. I did find some worms in his intestines, but when I shot an identify spell at them they turned out to be common roundworms. 

      I sighed and looked over at the group.

      They had taken two steps closer during my scientific foray in the human form, and I had to wonder what it was that allowed them to move.

      I stood up, pulled the body off the road and into muddy area, where I got out a spade from my bag. I dug a shallow grave and rolled the body into it.

      And yes, I did take the man's coin purse, rings, and golden chain from around his neck, putting all of them safely in a pouch. I would take the time to look over them in detail later, when I wasn't butchering people in front of an audience on the side of the road. Because it also hadn't escaped me that if someone were to come upon this sight, they would immediately assume I was a horrific monster of some kind who had so terrified these people that they were merely trying to get the body of their townsperson back and I had done the unthinkable: sullying and destroying the corpse in front of them.

      But with the body out of view for the moment, and having learned painfully little, I decided it was time to move on to experiment two.

      I grabbed the lasso and approached the horde.

      Which, I noticed, had actually grown. There were now more individuals in front of me, still staring at me, all their eyes following me as I moved. I tested that briefly, dancing across the road and noting how the figures moved in perfect unison at every point. Incredibly disturbing.

      Then, I picked out one of the perfect people with the grown-on clothes, and I threw the lasso at him.

      He moved a little, and the lasso fell to the ground.

      I frowned. This was going to be considerably more difficult if they weren't standing still.

      Second attempt of the lasso, and my target moved again.

      "Seriously?" I asked.

      My target tilted its head, as if it were listening carefully to me.

      I threw the lasso again quickly. 

      The guy didn't even have to move, because I missed. I mean, he did move, but it wasn't necessary.

      I moved a little closer, and the group seemed to get a little excited. Almost like they were waiting.

      Something was happening, and then I saw it. One of the figures was a little off-balance and tripped, taking a half step forward. And it didn't die. It was fine.

      "Balls," I snapped, then turned and sprinted away.

      Looking over my shoulder, I saw the creatures charge after me.

      It wasn't a long chase, mere feet for them before whatever the boundary was kicked in again. But had I been within their range, they could have grabbed me easily.

      I watched them again. 

      So they were capable of tricks. That made everything a whole lot more annoying.

      I tried to lasso again.

      This time, the things grabbed it and yanked. 

      There was a brief tug of war, but I wasn't going to win against the bulk of a town.

      They yanked the rope out of my hands and it disappeared amongst them.

      A moment later, I noticed one of the figures approach the line and toss the rope at me.

      It wasn't a good throw, worse than any of my attempts, but the mere fact it was happening? 

      A second throw.

      I needed to do something, so I shot a firebolt at the guy holding the rope.

      He just took the hit. His skin crisped up, and some of his clothes charred a bit, but the rain quickly put out any of the fire, and it didn't do a damn thing to the soaked rope.

      And he wasn't even my target. He was one of the starving humans, missing quite a few teeth and with a horrible, weeping cut on his shoulder.

      I waited for him to toss the lasso again. I wanted to watch.

      It was a better throw. He was learning quickly.

      I needed to hurry up and stop teaching these assholes more tricks.

      So I cast an overpowered, focused minor wind at the back of my target's head.

      Unexpected, obviously, so the force of the wind caused my target to stumble forward a step, whereupon it promptly turned into a blueish-blackish sludge before the body hit the ground. It was kind of as the thing went across the imaginary boundary, the human shape disappeared and became sludge, and then the momentum just kept the sludge going until it splashed onto the ground.

      As one, all the things stepped back.

      Were they afraid of me? 

      What was it I'd just done?

      I took a tentative step forward.

      No response.

      Lasso-man had even stopped his attempts to lasso me.

      It was almost as if they were stunned at what I'd done.

      I mean, I was stunned. It's not every day you see something go from solid to sludge instantaneously in mid-fall.

      Approaching very carefully, I tried to get close enough that I could get a sense of the sludge stuff. It wasn't moving, but there were some bubbles in it. 

      I needed a sample, so I got out a sword, the longest weapon I had with me at that moment, and I cautiously got within sword range.

      Leaning out, I scooped some of the sludge onto the end of the sword, and promptly moved several steps back, into what I considered a safer zone.

      I uncorked a mana potion, took it, and used a little rain water to wash it clean. Then I scraped the sludge into the empty potion bottle and re-corked it. I took everything out of one of my pouches, and then I put just the sludge bottle inside.

      Realizing it would be useful to have a second sample, I picked out another perfect not-person and pulled my spell together. I cast a focused minor wind, but as I released the spell and the wind hit, the not-person dropped into a more balanced stance with a lower center of gravity, withstanding my ‘attack.’

      I tried it again, and this not-person was even faster at prepping for and then nullifying my attack. 

      They could sense magic, which meant I could really only use huge area of effect spells they couldn’t get away from. Or spells I hadn’t used before. 

      I started to gather a fireball, and the things moved quickly until they were spread out with plenty of space between themselves. I shot the fireball at the sludge puddle.

      The not-people remained where they were, but as new ones arrived, they filled in the spaces.

      This was bad. They were learning too quickly.

      I took a peek at the sludge puddle to see how the fireball did, but saw no real effect. It had steamed up a bit, nothing more. It certainly didn’t have any obvious weakness to fire, and it almost seemed like the sludge might actually have some resistance to heat. That put a thorn in my shoe, considering most of my magic was fire-based at the present.

      There was one other element I had in my spell quiver…

      I tried acid.

      A little effect. Kind of like arcane acid on any organic thing, it dissolved the sludge a bit.

      I hated to just leave it on the road, but I had to get back to the others.

      For good measure, I checked my notifications.

      Nothing.

      I still hadn't killed it.

      But I could try and identify it. I shot a spell over at one of the perfect-looking people.

      

      Unknown

      Unknown

      Unknown

      Lvl: High

      HP: Very High

      MP: Very low

      Known Strengths: ???

      Known Weaknesses: ???

      Threat Level: Unknown, likely very high
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        * * *

      

      Well, boy howdy. Unknown. That was fucking useful.

      

      Huzzah! Look at them apples, you have discovered a wholly new entity never before seen by someone with the capability to identify it. You get to name this entity. What would you like to name this entity?
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        * * *

      

      "Aw, shit, I don't want to--"

      

      Congratulations! You have named the new entity: Awshit

      

      "Hey, no—“

      

      As a bonus for finding and naming a new creature, the awshit, you gain 2000 XP. Congratulations.

      

      Huzzah! Against all odds, you have reached Level 4! 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.

      

      "Seriously?" I asked the raining skies. "Like this?"

      There was no answer from the gods or the game. And the not-people horde just stared in silence.
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      I put my point in agility, and headed back to the ship, which gave me an extra data point I wasn’t expecting. Obviously, I couldn’t follow the main road. That was currently quite filled with things that wanted me dead. So I had to tromp through the woods, parallel to the line of not-people. Eventually I’d lose them and turn right to get to the coast. Easy peasy.

      The not-people walked along with me, keeping to their side of the line. But as I walked along, I noticed they’d started to angle away from me.

      Was it possible I’d drifted off course? 

      I checked my compass. I was definitely on course, I’d been going straight. The not-people were curving away from me.

      I continued on, being very conscious of my angle, constantly double-checking my heading. I was dead straight. But the things were curving back toward town.

      Maybe whatever it was that dictated the boundary was set in the town, and could only project its control out a certain range. Which meant that, if I could find the diameter of the circle, I could use that to find the radius. And then, in theory, I could pinpoint where the control point was. In theory. There were probably a number of missing variables in my potential equation, but I was confident in the theory. Reasonably.

      After a long slog through the forest, I made a right and turned to the west, going hard toward the coast. I kept an eye out for the not-things curving around on their line, but I had the feeling they were somewhat visual creatures, thus if I was out of sight, I would probably be out of mind.

      I didn’t see any.

      And once I got to the coast, I saw I’d been pretty spot on with my random guess as to when to go west. I came out only a hundred or so yards from where the ship was moored.

      I walked down the beach and caught a ride to the ship, where a breakfast, or more properly brunch, was in progress.

      “Success?” Lux asked.

      “It was actually a good morning,” I said. “I think I’ve got a plan.”
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      Like any terrible plan destined for failure, my plan required splitting the party. 

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Rose asked. We were all eating breakfast on top of our water barrels.

      “It’s the only way,” I said. “One group gets to be the bait and draw all the things out of Furtaxo, ideally keeping their attention for as long as possible.”

      “And what is the other group doing?” Lux asked.

      “Good question,” I said, “the other group will do some math to figure out where this thing is, which also maybe has a name. Did I mention it has a name?”

      “No,” Nox said. “What is it called?”

      “I accidentally named it an awshit.”

      “Awshit?” Lux asked. 

      “How does one accidentally name something?” Nox asked.

      “I mean, I’m not exactly sure how it works, but this was something unknown. I found it, I was told to name it, and I reacted to the enormity of that task by saying ‘aw, shit.’ And somehow that was taken to be the name, when clearly, something full of black sludge should be called the Noxious Black Mold Slime Thing.”

      “Funny,” Nox said, not smiling.

      “Heard worse names,” Harpy said.

      “Glad you’ve got my back on this,” I replied.

      “Not the best of names though,” Rose said. “Makes it seem a bit lighthearted, friendly almost, when apparently it can cause the destruction of entire worlds.”

      “Hopefully this is the only one,” I said, “and once we kill it, it can never be brought up again.”

      “Seems a bit harsh to pin your hopes on extinction,” Raynor said.

      I pulled out the vial of goop and set it on the table.

      “That’s the sludge,” I said.

      “Come now, lad,” Raynor said, pulling his plate off the table, “we are eating here.”

      Nox had the opposite reaction, pushing his plate out of the way to pull the vial closer.

      “I haven’t touched it or done much of anything with it,” I said. “And I think touching it with your skin would probably be bad. But we’ve gotten off track. The other group is going into the town once the things are gone. We’ll be looking for the lair of this thing and finding a way to kill it.”

      “Ambitious, considering so far you’ve had little luck hurting it,” Raynor said, popping a bite of food into his mouth. “Or are you confident in your shellfish gambit?"

      "I wouldn't say I'm confident, no," I said. "But I'm willing to take that chance."

      "I presume I will be guarding the ship?" Nox asked.

      "About that," I said. “Team two, which is my team, kind of needs to take the ship to Furtaxo," I said. "If Team One draws the things—“

      “The awshits," Lux clarified.

      "Can we not call them that?" I asked.

      "That's their name," she replied.

      I hung my head in deserved shame, but nodded.

      "Fine," I continued, "if Team One draws the awshits away from the city, the only exit point for Team Two will be via the sea."

      The color drained from Nox's face. "I will not be an asset with Team One or Team Two," he said. "Is there a Team Three?"

      "I guess you're team three."

      "Who else is on Team Two?" Raynor asked, eyeing me.

      “Will you join us on this?" I asked.

      He took a minute, and I think he almost dropped whatever facade he had going, but then his smarmy grin came back across his face.

      "Seems my dance card is empty," he replied. "Might as well."

      I sent him a party invite.

      "Oh," he said, "look at that. Yes, I do accept. And look at your level. How—“

      "Let's just take that for another day. Team One is going to need to be you and Rose at a minimum. Maybe Harpy—“

      "Beggin' pardon, cap'n," Harpy said, "but if I were to go with them two, who exactly you expect to be sailin' this here ship o' yours?"

      "Good point. Team Three is the ship team," I said. "Harpy and Nox."

      "Which leaves me on Team Two," Lux said, trying to smile.

      I shook my head. "I think I'm going to need to roll solo on Team Two."

      "Not exactly a team if it's just you," Rose said.

      "No, but I'm the only one who can move around Furtaxo the way I need."

      "Are you the only one?" Raynor asked.

      "I imagine you'd be able to as well, Raynor."

      "Would you like me on Team Two, then? The Town Team?"

      "The problem is that I need two of you right now."

      "I have heard that can be an issue at times."

      I rolled my eyes.

      "I do need to have an idea about the layout of Furtaxo," I said. "There has to be a spot where the main awshit is holed up. Somewhere underground that is probably a really big space. I think it's on the southern side of town, but... Any ideas?"

      "A big underground space?" Raynor asked. "In Furtaxo?"

      "Yeah."

      "There's really only one underground space in Furtaxo. The shit pit."

      "The shit pit. Care to elaborate?"

      Raynor looked from me to Lux to Nox to Harpy to Rose, and then back to me.

      "That's a new concept? The pit where the shit goes? Sewers lead to the pit, things eat the shit, get rid of it for you so you don't have to live in an ever-growing cesspool of your own filth. What kind of sanitation do you have in this Glaton of yours? Do you just wallow in excrement?"

      I sighed. "No, we have pits. I just didn't realize they were also here."

      "How else would we dispose of our waste in such a crowded space?"

      "Let it wash out to sea?"

      “Then we would be eating shit fish. How is that the right move?"

      "I don't know! I'm not an expert in the stuff."

      "Given how you named your nascent discovery, color me surprised."

      "Where is this shit pit of yours?"

      "I'd hardly lay claim to it. More like it's Furtaxo's, and it's in Furtaxo, which means I have no real idea where it might be. But I would imagine there's an easy way to find it..." 

      He smiled broadly.

      "It's climbing down a toilet, isn't it?" I asked.

      “It is!” he said with a clap. "How did you guess?"

      "I'm guessing you're about to proclaim how vital you are to the success of Team One."

      "I will go into the shit with you," Lux said.

      "I appreciate that, but—“

      "I am not just a pretty face who needs to be rescued!"

      "That is precisely what you were," Nox said. “Remember? We rescued you."

      Lux glared at her brother while blushing furiously at the same time. 

      "I think you're going to be needed on Team Three," I said calmly, hoping to prevent fratricide from happening. "Harpy will need more hands than just your brother's soft ones."

      Nox frowned at me, but Lux nodded, mollified somewhat. 

      "When do we enact this master plan?" Rose asked.

      "How does now sound?" I asked. “Not like we have time to spare. It is learning fast. And I am terrified it will gain abilities we have yet to uncover or even understand. It could quickly get to the point where we can't overcome it. I think we are already pushing being too late. So, how about now?"

      So we got to work.

      Raynor sat down with me and we drew a map of Furtaxo, marking out things I might find useful. He also put a few Xs on places he thought I might find the pit, as well as a few spots which could have easier entrances to the sewers than digging up a toilet.

      Harpy gathered shellfish for me. 

      Rose sharpened her sword and got fully armored. She also went through the various bits of armor we'd accumulated and put together some additional protection for Raynor. I didn't think they'd be wading into melée combat with the things, I mean the awshits, but it was better to be fully protected.

      I warned them about the bird-like things.

      And then Nox gave Rose and I a sheet of paired paper so we could communicate over long distances.

      Then, we split. Team One headed to Furtaxo via land, and Teams Two and Three got the ship under sail.

      The mission was a go.
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      We sailed up the coast, and I spotted another nasty storm blowing in from the west.

      I steered the ship, listening for Harpy's directions, but otherwise sitting in my head, thinking through things. Once again, I was putting myself in danger. Going up against a mystery monster who had, so far, proved invulnerable to everything I'd thrown its way.

      I imagined that it was able to separate pieces of itself off and control those pieces remotely. And it was able to form those pieces as it wanted into most anything, which explained the perfect people with grown-on clothes. The one weakness I'd found was that it didn’t seem to like being too far from itself. How to get it away from itself though?

      That is, you know, if the whole shellfish thing didn't actually work out. I had to hope that Theophany hadn't led me astray, because my current plan was to find the thing and then unleash my large knapsack, which was filled to the brim with clams, into the awshit’s angry maw.

      I wouldn't say I was brimming with confidence, but I felt good about the plan. Mostly.

      The ship crawled along the coast. Purposefully so. Team One was limited in how fast they could move, and we needed to arrive unseen in order for as many of the awshits and not-people to be pulled away. 

      I knew if the main awshit thing saw me, it would pull everything back to catch me. I had reason to believe the thing recognized me, and viewed me as a high-value target. I had this irritating thought in the back of my head that the only thing stopping the awshit from spell-slinging was knowledge. If it could get the knowledge from me, that’d be it.

      There was also the secondary worry that the manner in which the awshit took over people might be similar to how the corpse king worked. So a takeover might not give me a chance to respawn.

      I swallowed my fears as best I could, and focused on driving the damn boat.

      We paused to the south of Furtaxo, holding for the signal.

      There was plenty of nervous energy on the ship, and not just from me.

      Harpy paced back and forth, looking at the town, then at me, then back at Furtaxo.

      Hellion the mimic seemed to pick up this from Harpy, and started pacing back and forth as well on hundreds of tiny little legs.

      Nox had a book in his hands, but I noticed it had been some time since he'd turned a page.

      Lux was cleaning things. Most of which didn't need cleaning. She even tried to give Grim a bath. Not to say he didn't need one — as a grimeling I think he had a natural attraction toward mud and, well, grime. There was a bit of a fight, and though Lux won in the end and scrubbed him to within an inch of his life, she also managed to get nearly as much water and soap on herself.

      I hung by the helm, playing with magic. Mostly I sent extra mana into a storage ball in a pouch on my hip. Which was a little like building a bomb you carry on your belt, but a bunch of extra mana could very well come in handy.

      Although, while I was fiddling with a ball of light, I came to a sobering realization. The awshits had been very sensitive to magic. Any time I cast a spell, they seemed to know, and had done a reasonably good job at figuring out where it was coming from. If I started slinging magic around in the town, there was a very good chance it would notice. And if it noticed, it would pull its not-people and things back. Which meant no magic until after I'd been discovered. Of course, once discovery happened, it was really gloves off and get the hell of out there by any means necessary. But if we failed, it would learn this tactic, and likely never be alone again. Which, once again, meant this was the one real chance we had. 

      Balls.

      I looked down at the paired piece of paper.

      A message had appeared:

      

      The chase is on!

      

      "It's go time," I said.

      Everyone stared at me for a heartbeat, and then they all jumped to their places. Except Nox. He didn't jump so much as move a little less sullenly. Which was basically like jumping as far as he is concerned.

      The ship moved almost painfully slowly toward Furtaxo.

      I was ready to jump out and just swim the rest of the way on foot, my heart thundering in my chest, the nervous energy feeling like it was going to make my body explode.

      When we were about a hundred yards south of the town walls, we tossed out the anchor, and Harpy and I got into the dinghy. He rowed me over to a part of the wall that went into the ocean, and I grabbed onto the wall.

      "Luck be with you, lad," he said. "We will be rootin' for you, or be here to rescue you. Either or both."

      "Thanks, Harpy," I said. "For everything."

      "None of that, Clyde," he snapped. "Too many adventures left to have. The two of us, we're still at the start, eh?"

      He gave me a clap on the shoulder, but I felt like he would have hugged me if we weren't in a tiny boat.

      I climbed up the wall into Furtaxo.
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      The city was more even dead than usual. But almost like clockwork, another storm was coming in from the west just as we were approaching sunset. I welcomed the storm. Anything to make it harder for the things to see me. 

      I climbed along the wall until I got up on top of a tower. From that vantage point, I got my bearings, thinking back to the map Raynor drew for me. I was in the southwest corner of the town, where the fish market and some warehouses were located. The smells waft ing up confirmed my location. 

      Main street was devoid of movement. Frankly, I saw nothing moving in the whole town.

      I took the stairs down to the base of the tower and slipped through the open door into the street, moving from shadow to shadow, going slow and paying attention to any sounds. All I heard were the soft crash of waves on the pylons. The drip of water here and there. A door blowing back and forth in the wind.

      Standing in the street, I took out the paired paper, and I wrote a quick note.

      

      I'm in. Team Two: game on.

      

      Then I headed north and east, looking for the bathhouse.

      I cut through alleys when I could, trying to avoid the streets. I also tried to stay under cover as much as possible. Even though I hadn’t seen any of the awshit’s bird-type things, I figured they could easily come back from Team One. But that made me think, and so I sent a second note.

      

      Take down the bird things if you can.

      

      A second later, there was a reply.

      

      Raynor says he enjoys the target practice. 

      

      That made me feel a little better about things, but I still snuck glances up to the sky on a regular basis.

      I had to quell the urge to slip through houses and liberate them of the belongings left behind. I saw more than a few valuables as I moved through, and I knew I could make a killing here, especially if I hit some of the big houses on the north side of Main Street. Or the two walled mansions. Maybe if I survived this mess, I could make a visit.

      Instead, I focused on moving quickly and quietly to the bathhouse. 

      I stopped in front of it, across the street, where I could crouch in an alley.

      The doors were fully broken off the structure, just missing. All the windows were empty as well, glass broken and shutters gone.

      I waited in the shadow for a moment. Listening. Watching.

      Nothing.

      I darted across the street and slipped into the bathhouse.

      My first impression as my eyes shifted to darkvision? It stunk.

      The powerfully bad stench of dead things and water.

      The second, every piece of furniture had been taken. It was all gone: the benches had been ripped out of the wall, the counter gone, some of the wood paneling had even been pulled off the wall. And peering through the open door frame, I saw where it had all gone. Everything had been piled in the bath. That and more. It was like someone had decided to build a garbage dump in the bathhouse after draining the water. It was a very large public bath, something that looked a lot like a public swimming pool. Not like olympic sized, but big. 

      I walked into the bath area, and the stench only got worse. I tried breathing through my mouth, but then I just tasted the foul air.

      Wrapping a cloth around my face helped a little, but as I got closer to the spot where the public bath had been, I got more and more of the stench. It was definitely wafting up from below. 

      I knelt down at the bath and took a closer look. The tiling on the bath walls extended down about three feet. Then it was broken off, as if there had been lots of digging taking place here. As if something was expanding the bath. Or someone. But that expansion had clearly stopped, and it would have had to be the awshit who decided to fill it up with the nearest available blocking agent — all the wood and trash from the nearby buildings.

      They’d done a good job at blocking the blocking thing; I didn’t see any spot I could easily get through. I couldn’t even see many spots a cat could get through. Maybe some cockroaches could make a path through, but come to think of it, I hadn’t seen any kind of bugs, rodents, or critters since arriving in Furtaxo. Had the awshit done away with them as well?

      If I had a long time and didn’t mind making a lot of noise, I could probably get through, either by setting it alight and letting the fire burn, or by moving things out of the way. But there was no guarantee I’d actually find passage to the main body I sought.

      Time for plan B. The toilet method.
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      I went back outside into the rain and moved a few blocks closer to the center of town, still keeping on the right side. As I looked for a house that might have an entrance to the sewer system, I remembered a hole in an alley, and I changed direction.

      It was a bit hard to retrace my steps, so I got a bit lost.

      I stood there, in the rain, when I heard something.

      “Psst,” someone said.

      I looked around for a second, then saw a little grey hand waving at me from the roof.

      “Gazza?” I asked in a whisper.

      “The one and only,” he said.

      “We have to be quiet—“ I started to say, but he waved me off.

      “Don’t worry,” he replied, “I’ll come to you.”

      The little grey gargoyle spread his wings and jumped off the roof.

      He dropped like a rock.

      Because, I mean, he was a rock.

      He still flapped his wings, valiantly and in vain, and so hit the stone road at full speed, shattering into a thousand pieces. The dust from the explosion vanished instantly into the rain.

      I walked over to the remains and stared at them for a moment before bending down and trying to figure out what I’d just witnessed. The shattering had been so complete I wasn’t sure I’d be able to fit him back together. I couldn’t even make out a single body part amongst the pebbles—

      “Maybe you come up here,” I heard Gazza whisper.

      I looked up and saw another gargoyle leaning over a gutter.

      “Coming,” I said.

      I went inside the building, something that looked like it might have been a paper store, or a book store, or both. The awshits had clearly rummaged through the place, but hadn’t found anything they wanted. All the books were tossed unceremoniously about, with many pages torn and crumpled in places. The constant storms had also done a good job of flooding the place. I had a feeling there was a lost fortune on the floor. The second and third stories were a singular apartment, presumably belonging to the proprietor of the first-floor store.

      On the third floor, I opened up a window, and Gazza hopped inside. He was a tiny little thing.

      He shook off the water and thumped onto the floor, a good reminder that he was still made out of stone. By the look of it, granite. His current in-carve-nation (see what I did there?) was a bit cuter than his last one. Fewer devil horns and bulging eyes and more chubby demon-bunny.

      “Wet out there,” he said, stretching his granite wings out and getting some drips off.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Oh yeah,” he said. “Happens all the time.”

      “Smashing into a million pieces?”

      “I have this dream of flying, and I swear it’s gonna happen. Just not today. Now, you asked me to do something, and I did it. Or at least I made an honest effort.”

      “Which is?”

      “You didn’t want me to follow those not-people you pointed out? See where they went, what they was doin?”

      “Yeah. did you?”

      “‘Course I did. What’d’you think I was doing?”

      “Sorry — I meant, can you tell me what you saw?”

      “First of all, they’re weird. I think we can agree on that. I spent a long time watching you humans— uh, also elves— and I seen lots of things, but these things? Weird.”

      “Right, weird. Where did they go?”

      “Everywhere. They go from one side of the city to the next, every building, looking everywhere for food. Always about food. Nothing else. Don’t care about jewels, don’t care about gold, don’t care nothing about nothing but food. And they’re dumb. Like real dumb. You know they still ain’t figured out the granary? Sitting there, full of food, but they don’t look at it. You know why? I don’t think they figured out there’s anything inside. Also, I don’t think they know how doors work. Or really windows. Always breaking windows. Can’t stand ‘em for some reason. Thinking now about it, might be because they always try to go through the window without openin’ it. Like they don’t see the glass. Cracks me up every time they run full speed into a window. Hilarious.”

      “Great. Where do they take the food?”

      “Underground.”

      “Where underground?”

      “That’s the thing — anywhere underground. They dig out holes all over the place, and then fill ‘em up. Can’t make any sense of why they fill ‘em up. Just, some point arrives, and poof! It’s time to fill up the hole. And never with dirt mind you. Always with trash. Broken things. 

      “How do they get back above ground?”

      “Another hole. You know, they’re a bit like ants that way. Digging holes and stuff. But ants is more, uh, individual. Which, you know, tough to say. These are all, uh, they act more like one thing. Which I guess makes them individual in a different way.”

      “Do you mean all these things are controlled by one other thing as opposed to ants, which are all individuals working together?”

      “Yeah, that’s more like it. These things are all controlled by one other thing. Before you go asking me what that other thing is, I’ll tell you I have no idea. Haven’t seen another thing here.”

      “What about mice—“

      “No mice. No birds. No bats. Anything alive is killed and taken underground. Anything dead is taken underground. You humans been dying left and right, workin’ themselves to death. You know, I ain’t seen one of ‘em eat once. Not once this whole time. So wherever all that food is goin, it ain’t to any of these things. It’s all going to something else entirely. Which, you know, must be that main thing. So that main thing has to be real big.”

      “Any chance you know about the sewers in Furtaxo?”

      “We gargoyles are creatures of the sky, Clyde. I don’t know nothing about what’s underground.”

      “I did just see your attempt at flight. Maybe you’re more a creature of the roof?”

      “Splitting hairs I ain’t got because I’m made of rock and the sculptor didn’t give me none. You want me to go underground and scout out the sewers? Because I will. I can do it. Won’t like it. I got a sensitive schnoz, but I’ll do it.”

      “Don’t,” I said. “I need you in reserve up here.”

      “Okay. Doin’ what?”

      “If the shit hits the fan, I’m probably going to be running hard and fast. I need you to be a distraction.”

      “That I can do,” he said. “You just call my name, and there I’ll be. Plenty of gargoyles left — I can be pretty much anywhere you need.”

      “Plenty of gargoyles left? How many have broken? Or should I ask how many times have you tried to fly here?”

      “Not important,” he said. “But I stand ready. Are you headed to the sewers?”

      “Yeah, Do you know of any open holes right now?”

      “Sure. Two of ‘em.”

      “What’s the nearest?”

      “Just a block over, down the alley across the street. Go through the fence two yards over, and you can’t miss it.”

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      “I’ll be sure to stand upwind when you get back.”

      I gave the little gargoyle a pat on the head, and ran back down the stairs.

      Truth be told, I felt a little better knowing I had an ally in the town, though how much help he’d be if I got the awshits riled up, I wasn’t sure.

      Across the street, down the alley, and then through the two yards. It looked as if there had been wooden fences between the small patches of grass at some point in the very recent past, but all of it had been torn down. So as soon as I went through the remains of the first fence and could see over the trees and shrubberies, I saw the hole leading down.

      And it was quite a hole, somewhere in the neighborhood of six feet in diameter. Someone, or something, had dug through the yard, through some stone, and then broke into the sewer. Basically, there was an open hole straight into the sewer system below.

      The smell was similar to the one in the bathhouse, but not as pungent, what with it being in the open air and all. I took a deep breath, and jumped down inside. 

      The smell was intense. Overpowering almost. But there was no raw sewage flowing along the tunnels, so, you know, I had that going for me.

      The tunnels were not as nice as those in Glaton, nowhere near as large. Which made sense — Furtaxo was a much smaller place, less technologically advanced. I was, frankly, surprised there was any sort of indoor plumbing here at all. And yet, here I was.

      The design was basically the same, as if they'd built off the same concept, just a little extra flourish here and there. A small path ran just along one side, and the rest of the tunnel was left open for, you know the whole purpose of a sewer.

      I moved along the dark tunnels as quietly as I could, but it was difficult to listen for anything because there were so many other sounds reverberating around the hard walls of the sewers. Drips and blips happening all over the dang place.

      But I'd been in sewers a lot, so I knew how to navigate them, and the basic concept was simple: go with the flow. 

      I followed the trickles of water along the bottom of the sewer through a maze of turns until I could feel the change in the air. It was suddenly heavy and thick, oppressively humid, and horrible-smelling. I imagined the aptly named shit pit was just ahead, around the next corner where a number of other tunnels converged.

      Pausing for just a moment, I got my knapsack of shellfish in place and I checked in with Team One. I wrote:

      

      Everything still on plan?

      

      Then I waited a moment, my back pressed up against the sewer wall, really wishing there was a different way to go about this.

      The reply came back.

      

      It seems yes? We have reached the boundary and they are watching us, but their numbers seem less than what you indicate. Might be they are dying off quicker? Maybe running out of food in the town? Can this thing starve?

      

      I wrote quickly back:

      

      Making the attack now.

      

      Then I put the piece of paper in my pocket, and scurried around the corner. I threw up in my mouth a little at what I saw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            70

          

        

      

    

    
      The pit was probably big and deep. Of all the sewers I'd seen, and all the pits I've visited and worked in, they were never shallow. That's why I was so surprised to see something that was so large it bulged out of the pit. It looked like a horrible abomination of gelatin, pink slime, mucus, and maybe a starfish or an anemone. There was this mass in the center that looked squishy and seemed to undulate in time to some unknown beat. All along the outside were tendrils of varying length. They started very fat where they joined the main mass, and became very skinny as they extended out. Some of them waved back and forth, perhaps tasting the air. Others just laid out like heavy cables running along the floor, some of which extended along into sewer tunnels opposite my position. Some of the thing seemed turgid, swollen almost, while other bits seemed wrinkled and dried out. It was a bizarre dichotomy within the creature itself, and nothing made any sense. I could see bubbles forming on the surface of the creature, and when they popped, it didn't seem to bother the beast. But a new smell joined the miasma every time.

      Over on one particularly tumescent portion of the awshit mass was a large pile of refuse, though a second look revealed that it was 'food.’ Though, that's a very generous use of the word. It seemed that it was all organic material in the process of being absorbed into the mass, very slowly being pulled into the pink slime. Or the slime was moving around it. Hard to tell exactly how the movement was happening. 

      The whole thing was revolting to every sense I had. Visually disgusting, horrible smelling, and the sound will forever haunt my earsL a cruel mixture of smacking lips, popping gum, and snot rockets. I didn't dare touch the thing, but the surface looked like a god had blown its nose and left it for someone else to clean up.

      Maybe that's what this was. The remnants of a god's nasal excretions.

      I watched in horror for a long minute, shocked into stillness by the sheer alienness of the awshit. 

      One of the clams clacked in the bag, and it reminded me that I had the remedy to this problem. Normally, I might have come up with something pithy to say prior to killing the big baddie, but in this case, all my brain power was absorbed in trying to process the hell I saw in front of me.

      I took a few steps back, and then ran forward and unleashed the bag of shellfish onto the surface of the awshit.

      The clams flew out of the bag in an arc, and then the hundred or so tiny saviors peppered the awshit’s slick pink skin.

      Slowly, the dark shapes of the clams disappeared into the pink gloop.

      I waited, wondering what an allergic reaction would be like in this thing, realizing belatedly that if it involved vomiting I would certainly be drowned. Which made me start moving towards an exit, though I definitely kept my eyes on the awshit.

      Nothing happened for a moment.

      A few bubbles formed, then popped.

      "What the hell?" I asked. Was it the wrong kind of shellfish? Were there different kinds?

      The surface of the pink slime thing trembled. For a moment, I thought there might be a delayed reaction and I would see the thing crumble into black sludge.

      Instead, a little blob-like shape appeared, coming out of the pink flesh almost like a submarine surfacing. 

      Something akin to an eye opened up, and I could see the blob turning around in a circle, scanning the rim of the pit.

      It stopped when it saw me. The singular eye remained open and focused on me for a second. Then it got yanked violently back inside the pinkness.

      Then stillness. Stillness that only lasted a heartbeat, before turning to incredibly loud rumbling.

      I thought an explosion might be imminent.

      There was. Just not the way I thought it might happen.
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      Arms, tentacles, or pseudopods, whatever you want to call them, exploded out of the mass. Every single surface had some sort of long grabby thing coming out of it.

      And all of them were coming for me. Fast.

      I bolted down the sewer tunnel.

      The arms were right behind me. I could hear their sticky slaps against the stone walls in their pursuit. 

      I made the first turn I could, and then another and another. At each turn, while I lost some of the arms, there seemed an infinite amount still coming. At least in the few panicked looks I took over my shoulder.

      Three more turns and I was horribly lost and had gained no ground on the arms. The pink monstrosities were still behind me, and I saw nothing ahead but more sewers.

      I fired back an acid glob and heard a welcome sizzle. But it made no real difference.

      Next I shot a fireball, where the flames practically licked at my heels. 

      The arms came on.

      I summoned an imp. No idea what happened to it, because it manifested into being just as the wave of arms rolled over it.

      I tried fill minor hole. It made a small pile of dirt behind me.

      Useful.

      Finally I saw salvation. A small slice of light ahead. 

      I put on all the speed I had left and skidded to a stop under the light, looking up to see that I was peering into a bathroom some thirty or forty feet up.

      No choice.

      I cast blink.

      I popped into the bathroom, smashed my head into the ceiling, then crashed against the floor, banging my head off the sink on the way down. Then I threw up across the tile.

      As quick as I could, I pulled myself up to my feet as an audible rumbling came through the floor.

      I limped out of the bathroom, quick casting heal self to try and rid myself of the pesky concussion causing me to see three of everything.

      My head cleared just as the bathroom exploded, pink arms massing out of the hole and already coming for me.

      I was running again, out into the street.

      "What did you do?" I heard a voice above me.

      "Haven't killed it yet, Gazza," I yelled. "Can you distract it?"

      "Distract it? I? How?"

      "Be creative," I yelled, hurdling a broken wagon in the street on my way to slip into an alley, gaining a smidge on the arms now that it was harder for the thing to follow me.

      The next street over, though, I found new arms coming out of various houses. One of the arms was covered in what looked like pustules. Thing is, as they got bigger, it seemed more like bubbles. But the bubbles didn't break — they just floated off the arm and turned into the bird-like things. All of which were all looking right at me.

      Which meant all the arms were coming for me.

      I ran inside a building, dodged the thick arm exploding out of the basement, and powered up the stairs.

      Then from the second-floor windows, I fired off a host of flame darts, getting a few of the bird things, popping them so satisfyingly.

      I climbed out of the second floor and pulled myself onto the roof, casting major wind into the street and blowing all the stupid not-birds away.

      Then I sprinted along the rooftops until I saw a particularly sad roof with a wide open hole, and I sprinted and dove inside.

      Carefully, quietly, I crept down the stairs and stopped on a landing when I saw a pink tentacle thing writhing out of a hole in the floor through the foyer and out the front door.

      I'd have to step over it to get off the staircase.

      So I did, carefully moving to the kitchen and hopping on the counter so I could peek out the curtained windows.

      The streets were becoming filled with tentacles and bird thingies. Every door soon had at least one tentacle coming out of it, sometimes more. And sometimes those tentacles joined up, lashing themselves together and spawning more tentacles.

      I had a second to breathe, a second to plan. But my brain was empty.
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      First step: Let Team One know we were moving to plan B.

      Which I did.

      And got back the reply:

      

      What in the depths of the abyss is plan B? You never said anything about Plan B! It was always plan shellfish. Raynor wants to know if plan B is ‘Bleave this Blellhole.’

      

      Not a bad plan B.

      Couldn't exactly be my plan B because then I'd fail the quest and doom the world to destruction. 

      I wrote back:

      

      That's plan L - Leave. Plan B is finding another way to kill this thing.

      

      Very quickly came the reply:

      

      Better hurry -- we just got left. Everyone is heading back to Furtaxo, moving fast. Figure you have about ten minutes before company arrives.

      

      Fantastic. I decided the best course of action was at least getting who I could out of harm's way. Worst case, I could re-spawn somewhere. So I wrote:

      

      Ship is waiting at the southern side of Furtaxo. Will meet you there shortly.

      

      I took a moment to let my mana recharge a bit more, while trying to triangulate where I was in the town. According to Raynor, there was a shop in the eastern edge of town that sold curiosities and other such things. If there was something in the town that could bring destruction upon the awshit, it would be in there. I just needed to find a way to get there. Ideally undetected. Then I could pore over everything in the store and find something to either kill the thing or get out of town.

      But as I got ready to go, I noticed new text appearing on the shared paper.

      

      You have a problem. Look at the docks. And the walls.

      

      I couldn't see either of those things from my current position, so I opened the curtains and slipped through the broken window. A glimpse up to the sky told me it was clear for the moment, so I pulled myself onto the roof.

      With the sun setting on the western horizon and the rain starting to come down with a vengeance, I couldn't see that well in any direction. But after a moment of intense staring at the nearest wall, I realized what the problem was. 

      The pink arms were forming a lattice over the walls. 

      Looking toward the dock, it was even worse. A pink net stretched from one wall to the next. There was no exit there.

      I was trapped.
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      Below, the town was basically just undulating pink arms. And worse, I could see not-people streaming in along Main Street. It was particularly disquieting too, because some of the not-people would just sort of merge and become pink stuff. There was a bizarre malleability to the creature, how it could split itself off and be more than one thing at a time. 

      I sat down on the roof and leaned my head against the chimney. Now I understood why there weren't more bird things. The awshit didn't need them. It had me trapped. I couldn't even get near enough to any way out of Furtaxo to even use blink. 

      "Balls," I said, pulling out the paper so I could write a note.

      

      See the problem. Working the problem. If I'm not out in fifteen minutes, just wait longer.

      

      I shoved the paper in my pocket, knowing it wasn’t going to have an answer for me. The answer for this mess had to come from inside myself. In which case I was probably in trouble. 

      A quick glance at my spells told me nothing new.

      But in the rain, as I watched the pink slimy flesh undulate across the entire town, I was both disgusted and amazed. And reminded that, at one point, I had had the means to play with flesh in an entirely different gross way. The spell was there, in my head, even if it wasn't on my character sheet.

      If I started using it, there was the very real chance I could really hurt this thing. Maybe even kill it. But that meant I’d probably get myself on the radar of several gods who were a whole lot more powerful than this awshit.

      "Well," I said to myself as I stood up and brushed the water off my face, "when have I ever let fear of authority get in the way of a good time? Pink thing, let me introduce you to a little subject known as necromancy."

      The easiest method would obviously be wielding the spell without regard for anything, just walking into the pink mess and throwing necromantic spells left and right. Ripping flesh and tossing it into air. Thing was, I didn't think that would actually work. There was such a volume of flesh that I wasn't sure I'd be able to control it all, or take it all from the control of the main awshit. In fact, I was quite confident that was beyond my ability. 

      Instead of just trying to Rambo my way out of this, I had to be smart. I had to go back to the central mass and find that little submarine blob that had to be the center of this thing. The heart, the brain, or whatever. If I could get that little thing, then I could control that, and maybe, just maybe, I could somehow get the rest of the pink stuff to black sludge it.

      "Gazza," I said. "I'm going to need those distractions now."
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      I'll say this for the little gargoyle: he's got heart.

      As soon as I said I distractions, I heard my voice coming from a hundred different tiny mouths.

      The pink arms and not-people froze as the awshit tried to understand, well, anything actually happening within the cacophony. 

      I knew it wouldn't last, so I sprinted along the roofline of the buildings, looking for my target.

      And because those awshits had been so thorough in the town, it didn't take long. I saw a hole filled with busted-up furniture.

      I jumped off the roof, stuck my boots to the wall, and slid down. I jumped into the pile of stuff and looked for a small hole I could see the sewer through. Bingo.

      Blink through the hole, throw up in the sewer, and start running.

      But I knew I'd just sent out a big ol' flare telling the pink bastard exactly where I was. 

      Sprinting through the tunnels, I could hear movement coming from every which way. Arms, feet, tentacles, I had no idea exactly what was coming for me, but I knew it was only a matter of time.

      I urged myself to go faster, wished I knew a spell to make myself go faster, swore I would practice sprinting every chance I got if I could just get out of this alive, and even said a quick prayer to Theophany.

      Maybe, just maybe, because I was sort of in her domain, sprinting along running water in the city, I felt a sense of warmth and ease settle over me, and I got a boost of speed. My feet were moving so fast I felt like I was flying.

      I followed the flow of the water once again, sliding around corners and running right at the limit of my stamina, my breath coming in ragged gulps.

      The pit was ahead of me.

      Blocked by pink arms.

      Or should I say mostly blocked. A lattice of pink stretched across the entrance to the pit. But to my elven eyes, it seemed like the awshit thought I was a bit bulkier than I really was, because I was pretty sure I could jump through one of the holes. 

      Reasonably sure.

      Didn't have time to think about it Nor, frankly, did I think I'd come to a stop in time. 

      I just bolted forward and dove, hoping I hadn't miscalculated.

      Perfect fit.

      Mostly.

      Though I managed to squeak through the hole in the lattice without touching, I neglected to think through my landing on the other side. 

      Which wasn't possible.

      Because there wasn't a spot to land -- It was just pit.

      A pit that was now mostly empty, save a small pink blob down about sixty feet below, resting somewhat comfortably on the stone.

      Stone that I was now fast approaching.

      In that moment of flight, the sort of Looney Tunes moment at the top of your jump where you have a smidgen of stillness to really understand the scope of your predicament, I realized I had two options.

      One, I could cast featherfall on myself, and have a leisurely trip floating down to the base of the pit, whereupon I could have a chat with the awshit and try and kill it. Though my casting of featherfall was going to be a clear indication someone, namely me, was on the way down to chat with the awshit, and would likely result in the awshit pulling back all its pink goop slime and arms and everything, which would inevitably bury me in pink slime.

      Two, I could wait to cast something else after I was on the ground, hoping that I could survive a sixty-foot fall onto stone.

      Really, was there any question?

      I went with option two.

      In the air, I rotated as best I could until I was mostly feet first.

      I landed on my feet, trying to get into a roll. But that first impact was hard, and it broke a lot of things in my lower body. I heard all sorts of snaps as pain flared immediately, but thankfully shock set in damn quick and the pain just fell into the background as I splayed out across the floor, sliding a bit on the slick stone that was most definitely coated in some foul mixture of mucus and stuff I didn't want to know about.

      The awshit immediately freaked the eff out. Like, its tiny little blob body went into sea urchin mode, with tiny arms spreading out everywhere, and I could hear, somewhere in the back of my mind, something like a psychic scream.

      "Un uh," I murmured, trying to ignore the blood coming out of my mouth. And ears. And the gash on my leg, which also had a bone protruding from it. "Not today."

      I reached back into my memory, got everything in place, and clenched my teeth, really hoping I wasn't about to explode a spell right in my face. Which, given my extremely low HP, would definitely kill me. Hells, the awshit could probably fart in my general direction and kill me.

      The awshit rushed its little blob body toward me, doing its utmost to grab me. Pink goop and flesh and arms streamed back into the pit above me.

      Animate Flesh.

      I poured mana into the spell and sent the magic around the creature in front of me. 

      It was a spell I'd done before, taking someone's own flesh and use it against them.

      The awshit stopped moving. One if its little pink arms stopped mere inches from my face, quivering there.

      I made the thing move back a little and glanced up at the flesh coming in hot and heavy, ready to kill me or absorb me or do something else nasty.

      "Get in the bag, bub," I said, holding open my sack of holding.

      I forced the creature into the bag, and then sealed it.

      Just as the big pink arms were about to grab me, they turned to black sludge.

      It all turned to black sludge.

      At once.

      An ocean of black sludge rained down on me, pouring into the pit and covering me in the all-new worst liquid ever.
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      At the bottom of sludge lake, somewhere I will hope to forget, I cast heal self, and then swam through the heavy sludge until I got to the surface. Then, I had to climb up a ladder to get out of the pit. Black sludge was still pouring into the pit at an incredible rate. I guessed all the pink stuff in the city had become black sludge at once. As soon as the main awshit was far enough away, it was no longer able to control the stuff. Kind of felt like a loophole in the rules, using the bag of holding like that. Still, if it caused the quest to complete and saved the town, I was happy to take the dub through a loophole. In some cases, whether or not you win is more important than how you win.

      Standing in the sewers, I got the answer I wanted. The quest completed:

      

      You have completed the quest:

      The Mysteries of Furtaxo

      What happened in Furtaxo?

      Reward for success: 1000 XP

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nice. Would have been nicer to have gotten to kill the thing and gotten some more XP from that, but, well, that’s not the way this cookie crumbled, I guess.
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      Thankfully, all the people who'd been taken over by the awshit were released, mostly unharmed, when the awshit couldn't reach them any longer. But they had really hazy memories about what had happened, and were convinced Rose and Raynor and I were behind everything.

      And in a move of impeccable timing, a group of bounty hunters thundered down the road from Carchedon, eager to follow up on sightings of an elf named Clyde Hatchett.

      And maybe I saw them coming just as I’d finished liberating all the valuables in the two walled mansions. 

      So yes. It was time to go. Now. 

      I hopped on The Grand Revenge and gave the order to sail away at all due haste. Which apparently is not the command, but I pointed out I was the captain, and what I say went.

      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.

      

      The end.

      For now…
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      I am SO ready for the City of Darkness. Let’s get into the thick of it in just a little while:

      A Trick of the Night

      

      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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      Sept 7

      

      Friends, Readers, and anyone else who somehow found their way here:

      

      Okay. First of all, I finished this right at the wire. I had to write my butt off to make this happen in such a short time, and I will admit it’s not exactly the book I originally had planned when I set the preorder date back in December. I had about five weeks to write this whole book, and I hope you enjoy the quest. I tried to put in lots of action, adventure, and, oddly, character development. I, frankly, had a lot of fun putting this together. It’s not the longest book, but I think it’s a full story, and a good one.

      Next book will be a big one. A whole new place never seen before with all sorts of fun in the most macabre sense of the word. That said, it’s going to be a bit far off. I’m taking a short break to rest and recharge. In all honesty, I’ve taken off maybe four or five days total since One More Last Time came out in 2018. I just need to sleep a bit and get my feet back under my brain. I hope you don’t mind, I promise I’ll be back soon.

      I know the world is crazy, and that we’re all under a hose of stresses we probably never anticipated. I really hope I can offer a smidgen of fun away from all that. That’s my goal here. to entertain and give an escape.

      If you’re going through rough times and you need to talk, I’m around. You can email me or hit me up in my discord. I love each and every one of you. Even you, Kent. Just, you know, not as much as the rest. You know what you did.

      Thank you all for coming to play, I really appreciate y’all helping me live my dream.

      Smooches and hugs to those who want them.

      

      Eric.

      Now in Maine! (Are there bears in Maine? I hope not too many)
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      Eric Ugland ran away from Seattle to join the circus. And then he came to his senses, and moved to Manhattan, then Los Angeles, then Southern Oregon, and yet, somehow, wound up in Maine. Now he's a novelist in Portland, trapped by trees and snow and bears and moose and lobsters. Mostly lobsters. SO MANY lobsters!

      

      The Good Guys and The Bad Guys are continuing LitRPG series I’m writing in the world of iNcarn8. They are discrete series, so you don’t have to read both, but if you do, you’ll get more from it.  Join my reader group and be the first to know when new books come out.

      

      Reviews help other readers find books. Please post a review on Amazon, even if it’s only a line or two. I appreciate all feedback, whether it’s positive or negative.
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