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Chapter One




“Hey, thanks for riding and I hope you have a good —”

SLAM

“— night.”

I shook my head and put my Prius back into drive to clear the club’s loading zone.

Driving rideshare at night sucked, especially on weekend nights, but that’s where the money was — drunks. Saturday and Sunday mornings were good too, but I preferred the risk of drunk-vomit to the almost certain hangover-vomit. Plus, there was the guy who’d still been drunk at nine a.m. the next morning and insisted on telling me all about his exploits while rubbing my upper arm and mumbling, “She was so smooth, man. Smooth.”

“Assholes,” I muttered, wondering if I was going to have to adjust the car’s rear passenger door again.

I drove the half-block to my next pickup.

“Alex?” a guy asked through my passenger window.

“Yeah, hop in.”

I drove him and his date a few blocks to their next club.

SLAM

What the fuck kind of cars did these people usually drive that they thought they had to slam the door that hard?

At the next stoplight, I checked the three phones I had going with different rideshare and food delivery apps to make sure they were all ready and waiting for my next gig, then checked the time. Almost time to pick Heather up from work, but I had time for one more ride or delivery, so long as it wasn’t too far. Things had slowed down a bit, anyway, since we were now in the sort of relatively dead time between everyone going out to the clubs and trying to get home at the end of the night.

“Fuck it,” I said, turning off the apps and setting my GPS to the 24-hour diner where Heather worked. I was hungry anyway, and sick of eating fast-food out of a bag while waiting for the next call.

The diner was about thirty minutes away, but outside the club district, so there was less traffic on the way. I was able to cruise along easily until I pulled into the diner’s parking lot and parked around the building’s side.

The owner had been going for some sort of retro-‘50s theme, and inside it was brightly lit with lots of white tile and shiny chrome. The clinking of dishes and even the sizzle of the grill back behind the pass were the top sounds, not even a murmuring buzz of conversation, since the diner’s crowd at this hour was more interested in solitary sustenance than talking to anyone.

I found a seat at the counter with no one to either side and pulled a menu from behind the napkin holder.

“Well, hey there, stranger! What brings you in so late at night?”

I chuckled, eyeing the waitress.

She was a few inches above five feet tall and probably right at a hundred and ten pounds, with chestnut hair and brown eyes. One end of the red and black kerchief she had tied around her neck dangled down to not quite cover the skin exposed by how many buttons of her white blouse were undone.

“You just saw me when I dropped you off a few hours ago.”

The waitress pouted her already bowed lips, set a coffee mug down in front of me with a dull clunk, then started pouring from the coffee pot she held in her right hand without bothering to ask me.

“You’re no fun,” Heather said. “Not even a little ‘mysterious stranger tries to pick up the cute diner waitress, setting the stage for a night of mayhem and mirth’ role play?”

“I have no mirth left in me tonight and the only mayhem I’m interested in would be tracking down asshole riders and slamming their dicks in my passenger door.”

Heather finished pouring my coffee and turned briefly to set the pot back on the warming plate behind her.

“Rough night?”

I shrugged. “No more than usual — I’m just more over it tonight.”

“Heard,” Heather said. “Food?”

I nodded. “Yes, please. I will have…” I perused the menu. “Cowboy Bob’s Super Gigantically Big Breakfast Platter, please. Double sausage.”

“Seriously?”

“I’m hungry.”

“That’s, like, five plates — between the pancakes, toast, hash browns, eggs and sausage, and the fruit cup nobody ever eats.”

“It’s right there,” Alex said, motioning to the pass behind Heather on her left. “You don’t even have to walk, just turn around.”

“Five times,” Heather said, turning to the pass and calling out: “Bob’s Obesity Starter Kit, double-pigs on white and wreck-‘em!” She turned back to me, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you stay that fit eating the way you do.”

“Start coming with me to training and you, too, could burn more calories.”

Heather’s eyes narrowed and I stifled a laugh for my own safety.

“Are you saying I need to burn more calories?” Heather asked slowly.

I held up a hand. “Nope! Not saying that at all.”

“Hmph. Good. And I don’t need a broken nose, either — it kind of looks good on you, but I don’t think I could pull it off.” She mimed shooting an arrow. “I’ll stay with sticking things at a distance.”

I felt at my nose, which had a little bump that signaled a change in direction.

“Hazards of MMA,” I said, “and you don’t have to fight to work out.”

“I think not.”

“How about kendo, then?”

It was an old argument between us. In my opinion, Heather certainly didn’t need to burn more calories. She’d grown up a lot in the years since she’d just been my best friend’s annoying little sister — more than made me comfortable, to tell the truth, because the visible skin and cleavage behind her kerchief was difficult to keep my eyes off of. Really, I just wanted to spend some more time with her, since she was now one of the few friends I had left in town. Everybody else had either gone off to college or finished it here at the local community school, then moved away — even my best friend growing up, Heather’s brother Mike, had moved away.

“I’ll stick with my bow,” Heather repeated, then brightened. “Hey, are you going to the LARP next weekend?”

I thought about it for a second, but had to decide I couldn’t. Rent was due in two weeks and the weekends were prime rideshare time. Food delivery was active all week as people got home from work too worn out to cook, but the weekend rides were nonstop, especially now that the weather was cooling enough to make some of the outdoor venues more tolerable.

“I can’t — need to make rent.”

“Roommate — problem solved.”

That was an old argument, too. Heather had been suggesting we share a place ever since she’d turned eighteen and graduated high school earlier in the year, but I thought that would be too weird. How would I explain it to Mike?

Hey, your little sister’s moving in with me. Nothing hinky — swear it.

Even though I didn’t have anything hinky in mind with Heather — not anything I couldn’t suppress with a little logical thought, at least — a brother wouldn’t be cool with it. Neither would Heather’s folks, I thought, who had always been cool with me, but I thought I’d noticed Heather’s dad giving me a little side-eye lately as I started spending more time with Heather after Mike left town.

It was one thing when I was hanging out with Mike and Heather just tagged along, but in the two years since Mike had left for his post-doc schooling, it was just me and Heather hanging out … a lot. Probably more than we should — I was pretty sure if I spent as much time looking for a girlfriend as I did just hanging out with Heather, then my social life would be a lot more active than it was.

On the other hand, I really liked hanging out with Heather.

We both liked LARPs, though in different ways — I was into the sword work, specifically kendo, while Heather was into archery — we had the same taste in movies, books, and music, and she was just fun to hang out with. If she hadn’t been my buddy’s little sister, if I’d met her at college, I would probably have asked her out by now.

“My place is a studio, remember? A two-bedroom’s more than twice the rent, so there’s no real savings.”

“Hmph.” Heather chewed on her lower lip, staring at me as though she had more to say, but then a bell rang as plates started landing in the pass. She turned and started passing them to the counter in front of me. “… four … and five,” she finished. “Enjoy — I’ve got tipping customers to take care of.”

I watched her walk away to fill a coffee cup at the far end of the counter, struggling to keep my eyes off the rolling of her butt beneath the short uniform skirt she wore.

Mike’s little sister, dude, I berated myself. You really need to get laid, for fuck’s sake.

I turned my attention to my meal, carving up the pancakes and pouring syrup so it would have time to really soak in, then slicing two of the sausages lengthwise. A couple sausage slices, some eggs, and hash browns went onto one slice of toast along with a jelly packet — another slice of toast on top of that and I had a sandwich. I grabbed it with both hands and raised it to take a bite.

“That is the grossest thing I’ve ever seen someone eat,” Heather said, returning from her rounds of the counter clientele. “And I’ve worked here for the three a.m. Doctor Demento shift.”

“You’ve seen me eat this since you were seven,” I said, shrugging.

“And it hasn’t gotten any less gross.”

I took another bite and chewed, only this time staring right at Heather and doing it with my mouth open.

“Ew!”

I grinned as Heather hurried off to check on customers again, rather than stick around for more of my eating, not returning until I’d prepared and eaten the rest of my sandwiches and started working on my pancakes.

“Are you done driving for the night?” Heather asked, returning now that it was safe.

“Maybe? I might go back out again after I drop you at home.”

That’d be a chore, though — Heather still lived with her folks about forty-five minutes from the diner, so it would take me almost two hours to get back downtown to the clubs. Sitting around in the suburbs this late at night wouldn’t get me much business, either.

“Oh.” Heather chewed on her lip again. “Do you want to, maybe, just head to your place and watch a movie or something? We’re kind of slow, so I think Ed would like it if I left a little bit early.”

I considered what I remembered of my apartment’s condition. I thought there were just a couple dishes in the sink from this morning, and I remembered putting my bed up because I’d just been hanging out until it was time to go driving — most of my “not quite dirty” clothing lived on one side of my sofa bed and got folded up with the mattress every day. One of the main reasons they didn’t get washed, because once they were folded away it was more work to get them out, even if I was doing a load.

I considered it for a second — yeah, I needed to make rent, but I was already irritated with the riders and didn’t really want to deal with the drunks on their way home, especially those who hadn’t managed to hook up with someone — men or women, those were the biggest problem riders and worst tippers.

“Yeah, that would be fun,” I said — I’d still have to drive Heather home later, and she wasn’t a paying ride, but she also wasn’t likely to vomit on me.

“Good — finish your fruit cup, it’s good for you.” She turned to the pass. “Ed! I’m clocking out — cool?”

A gruff sound that could be interpreted as agreement came from the pass.

I hurriedly finished my bowl of cantaloupe, grapes, and a solitary, rather sad, strawberry slice, and paid my tab — no tip. I’d tried to tip Heather when she first got the job here, but she argued that driving was my business and I didn’t charge her for the ride to work and back, so why should I tip her for her work?

Still, she gave me shit about other customers tipping when I didn’t — I think she just liked to tease me.

It was a short, fifteen-minute, drive to my apartment, and, once there, Heather started digging around in the dresser that doubled as my TV stand.

The apartment was, charitably, four rooms. A bathroom was the only one that had a separate door and the others were the main living area that doubled as a bedroom, the kitchen, and a sort of intermediate space between the two that could be called a dining room if you never had dinner with more than one other person. I was glad to see my memory had been good and the place wasn’t too bad — a glass and cereal bowl in the sink waiting to be washed was the worst of the visible mess.

Heather took a pair of her pajama shorts and a t-shirt from the drawer. It made me wonder why I bothered to tell her she couldn’t move in when it seemed she’d been doing just that over the last several months. Half that particular drawer held her clothes — with the excuse that she came over so often after work and didn’t want to hang out in a uniform that smelled of the diner’s signature sauerkraut Reuben — and my tiny shower had more bottles of her products than mine.

All of which she had perfectly logical arguments for that I’d never quite been able to counter.

If she was coming over after work, then she needed something to change into, right? If she was changing into something clean, then she should shower, right? If she was going to shower, then she certainly wasn’t going to use my disgusting guy-products, was she?

While Heather was in the shower, I got things ready to watch a movie, pulling the little, wheeled cart that acted as my coffee table away from the wall and over to the sofa, then I microwaved a jar of nacho cheese and set it on a coffee cup warmer I had for just that purpose. The open bag of tortilla chips felt a little stale, so I opened a new bag, then grabbed a beer and settled myself on the couch.

A few minutes later, Heather came out of the bathroom, squeezing her wet hair with a towel.

“Nachos — good idea.” She went into the kitchen and came back with a beer of her own.

“Really?” I asked. “I could get in a lot of trouble for giving you a beer, you know.”

“You didn’t give it to me — I took it.” Heather sat on the couch and scooted the table closer so she could reach the cheese, then tucked the bag of chips between us and took one for herself.

“Still.”

“It’s stupid — I’m eighteen. I can have sex, but I can’t have a beer?”

My face went hot at that and I had to clear a suddenly tight throat at the thought of Heather having sex with someone.

“I think the beer-ban is supposed to help avoid the sex-part.”

Heather made a rude noise. “Believe me, of all the things keeping me from having sex, a lack of beer doesn’t even make the list.”

“Yeah, okay,” I muttered, clearing my throat again and grabbing at the remote to put off any more of that particular conversation. “What movie?”

Heather shrugged. “I picked last time.”

I scrolled through the options until I found something I thought we’d both like and settled back, kicking my shoes off and putting my feet up on the table.

“Hey!” Heather yelled, pulling the coffee warmer and jar of cheese sauce closer to her. “Don’t put your stinkies in the cheese!”

“They weren’t anywhere near the cheese, and if they do stink, it’s because, unlike somebody, I didn’t get to take a shower when I got home from work.”

Heather shrugged. “Too late now — I don’t have all night to wait around on you to start the movie. If you want to shower next time then you’ll have to join me. No time wasting!”

I shifted uncomfortably and clicked play.

I might have to have a talk with Heather about her … jokes. They seemed to be a lot more edgy now that she was eighteen, and that made it harder and harder for me to keep my thoughts in the friend-zone. On the other hand, talking to her might make her uncomfortable or self-conscious around me, which I didn’t want either.

Aside from a couple uncomfortable and, I thought, unnecessary sex scenes, the movie was pretty good and I enjoyed the evening.

“Alright, kiddo, time to get you home,” I announced as the credits started to roll.

Heather yawned and stretched while I hurriedly grabbed the bag of chips and the cheese jar to return them to the kitchen.

“Couldn’t I just stay here? I have the afternoon shift tomorrow, so you could drop me off on your way downtown rather than drive way up to my place to get me. I can text Mom I’m staying at Maria’s — she’ll cover for me.”

“And then your dad tracks me down and offs me like a rabid dog in the streets. No thanks.”

“Dad wouldn’t do that. He likes you.”

“Mike likes me, too, but I’d rather your dad got to me first. Come on, let’s get you home.”


Chapter Two




The next morning, I washed my cereal bowl and glass, had a bowl of cereal and a glass of orange juice while I caught up on some emails cluttering up my box, then I drove over to my old neighborhood to pick up Heather.

The house I’d grown up in had been painted, I saw — my parents had sold it and retired to Florida while I was away at college. They kept nagging me to come down and visit, but also so I could go through all the stuff of mine they’d packed up when they sold the house, and get the boxes out of their garage.

Heather came out in response to my text and almost threw herself into the passenger seat before slamming the door and huffing.

“Something?” I asked.

“Mom wanting to talk about college again. Ggrrr! I don’t know what I want to do yet — I just graduated a few months ago — and I don’t want to spend money on a degree I might not use. What if I decide to become, I don’t know, a plumber? What good is college going to do me then, huh?”

“You want to be a plumber?”

“Maybe! Plumbers make good money. I just don’t want to spend money on college if I don’t have to.”

I couldn’t really argue with her — I had a degree in Computer Science and I was driving drunks and delivering fast food for a living — so I let Heather whine about it some more as I started driving toward the diner.

About half way there, my phone rang — I didn’t recognize the number, so I shushed Heather and answered via the car’s audio.

“Hello?”

“Is this Mr. Alexander Mercer?”

“Who’s calling?” I’ve always hated people who call you, then ask if you’re you before identifying themselves. Shouldn’t that be the first thing you do?

“Ah, yes, this is Jonathan Rawlin of Rawlin and Rawlin, attorneys. We represent your uncle’s estate — your uncle, Mr. Jack Mercer, that is.”

“Uncle Jack? Have you heard from him?”

That would be exciting news. Uncle Jack was the black sheep of our family and for years my younger self had listened eagerly for the next bit of news about him — usually prefaced by my dad getting a letter and yelling, “Olivia? You’ll never guess what that fucking moron Jack did this time!”

They even said I looked like a much younger Jack.

Those stories came to an end when I was sixteen and Uncle Jack disappeared without a single word to anyone.

“I’m afraid I can’t say anything about that except to Mr. Alexander Mercer — is that to whom I’m speaking?”

“What? Yeah, that’s me — so what’s the news? Is he okay?”

“I’m afraid I don’t have good news about your uncle, Mr. Mercer — no news, at all, in fact. Which, ironically, is the reason I’ve called you. It is, I’m sure you’re aware, a little over seven years since your uncle was last heard from?”

I nodded, disappointed there wasn’t news about Uncle Jack, then realized the lawyer couldn’t see me. “Um, yeah, I’m aware of that.”

“In accordance with Mr. Mercer’s instructions — Mr. Jack Mercer’s instructions, that is — a petition was filed once no one had heard from him for seven years. That petition was granted by the courts this morning, which triggered the next of Mr. Mercer’s instructions, those being to contact his nephew, Alexander Mercer.”

“Contact me? Why? What sort of petition?”

“The petition, Mr. Mercer, was to recognize your uncle’s seven-year absence as evidence of his death — you, because you are Jack Mercer’s only heir.”


Chapter Three




“Of course I’m coming with you!” Heather insisted.

“You’ve got work!” I argued.

“Pffft! I already texted Ed to call out today. I liked Uncle Jack’s stories, too, you know? I want to hear what he left you. Besides, you need moral support.”

She wasn’t wrong, I knew. I was still reeling a little from the news Uncle Jack had been declared dead — nothing had changed, really, they hadn’t heard from him, with or without that, but it was … somehow more final.

“Alright, you can come,” I said.

“Yay!”

I checked my mirrors and darted across two lanes to take the next off ramp and head more downtown. The address Mr. Rawlin had given me was there, but more in the business district than the club district I was used to driving in.

I followed the navigation app to the address, then a nearby parking garage. Heather followed me inside where we found the elevators guarded by a security desk.

“Name and destination?” one of the guards asked.

“Alex Mercer — I’m going to Rawlin and Rawlin?”

The guard pecked at his keyboard for a minute.

“Go right in, sir — Rawlin and Rawlin are on the fourteenth floor.”

“Thanks.”

I passed the security desk with Heather close behind me. The elevator doors were already open when we got there, so we went in and I hit fourteen.

“This is a nice elevator,” Heather said.

I nodded, looking around.

The walls were black glass with panels that looked like real wood, while the floor even looked like real marble.

The elevator stopped at fourteen and the doors opened, but I didn’t see what I expected to when we got out — instead of a corridor with a bunch of different offices, there was simply one reception desk with a huge Rawlin and Rawlin logo on the wall behind it.

Uncle Jack’s lawyers had the whole floor? He must have done better for himself than we’d thought.

There was another woman by the receptionist who smiled as we got off the elevator and said, “Mr. Mercer? Right this way, please.”

She led us through a door behind the reception desk and down a long, dimly lit hallway with thick, plush carpet and rich wood paneling, to a conference room.

“Please have a seat, Mr. Rawlin will be with you in a moment. May I get you something to drink? Coffee, tea, water, soda?”

Heather and I sat — the chairs were leather, with high backs, and padded so that I thought they might be softer than my couch.

“Ah … coffee? Please.”

“Of course — cream? Sugar?”

“Just black, please.”

“And you, miss?”

I expected Heather to ask for a soda, or some godawful concoction of a coffee, but she surprised me.

“Tea sounds wonderful,” Heather said.

“Of course, miss — do you have a preference?”

Heather’s face went blank. “Um, Earl Gray? If you have that?”

The receptionist … assistant? … I wasn’t sure what she was, nodded.

“I’ll be right back with those,” she said, leaving and shutting the door.

“Since when do you drink tea?” I asked.

Heather shrugged. “I don’t — but this looks like a great place to start. I bet they have fantastic tea.” She looked around at the wood paneling, then ran a fingertip over the conference table. “Was your Uncle Jack rich?”

I shrugged. “Maybe? Dad always said he had more money than sense, and he was always traveling someplace. The only times I saw him in person were when he came to our place for dinner once or twice a year.”

And not even that for a long seven years, I remembered.

In my memory, Jack Mercer had been a heroic figure. Tall and lean, as though a lifetime of adventure had scoured his frame of every spare ounce. His face and hands bore the subtle lines and scars of old injuries and missteps. Brown hair, darker than mine, but just as unruly, where my dad’s was always in place, but a well-groomed beard that framed a strong jawline.

He’d always worn a suit for those visits, but to my eye that had been out of place, as though Uncle Jack should have been in a leather jacket and hat, fighting the bad guys somewhere in the world. That was in sharp contrast to my father, who wore a suit to work every day, but not one as elegantly tailored as Uncle Jack’s.

“You okay?” Heather asked, putting a hand on my arm.

“What? Oh, yeah. I was just thinking about him, you know? It’s hard to believe he’s … well, could be dead.”

Even after seven years, I had just always assumed Uncle Jack could show up any day with a new set of stories.

Heather squeezed my arm as the assistant returned with coffee and tea, then left again.

“How’s the tea?” I asked, sipping my coffee and raising my eyebrows before taking another sip.

“How should I know?” Heather asked. “I don’t drink tea.” She took a couple sips of her drink. “I like it … but that could just mean I have lousy taste in tea.”

The conference room door opened and a man in a suit entered with a thick file folder in hand.

Unlike Uncle Jack, this was a man who looked like he was not only comfortable in an obviously expensive and custom-tailored suit, but might well have been born in one. Clean-shaven, with a mass of silvered-black hair that rose from his forehead in a wave before crashing down the back of his head in a perfectly formed fall. His dark eyes were sparkling and friendly, with just a hint of a crease at the corners that made me think the man was constantly performing some mental calculation.

“Ah, Mr. Mercer, so sorry for the delay.” He held out a hand. “Jonathan Rawlin — we spoke on the phone.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, half-rising to take the man’s hand and meeting a firm, but not challenging grip.

“And your companion?” Rawlin asked, nodding at Heather.

“This is an old friend, Heather Gray,” I answered. “She knew Uncle Jack, too.”

Rawlin held out his hand again. “Miss Gray — so good to meet you.”

After releasing Heather’s hand, Rawlin took a seat at the end of the table next to us and steepled his fingers on the table in front of him.

“Please allow me to start by saying how very sorry I am for your loss. Mr. Mercer was a valued client and more — I feel quite privileged to call him friend, in fact, and miss him dearly myself.”

I nodded, throat a little tight. “Thank you, but there’s a chance, right? He could still be alive somewhere?”

Rawlin smiled sadly. “I’m afraid your uncle rather anticipated this turn of events, Mr. Mercer. His exact instructions were, ah, ‘Seven years, then file the damn paperwork. If I’m not back by then I’m either dead or found something better to do with my time than futz around with humanity.’” The lawyer chuckled. “Not one to mince words, your uncle.”

I had to chuckle too. “No, he wasn’t.”

Rawlin nodded. “He was equally succinct in his bequests, Mr. Mercer, so let’s get right to that. You are, in fact, Jack Mercer’s sole heir, to receive his entire estate — there’s a bit more to do in the way of paperwork and a hearing or two, but Rawlin and Rawlin is already retained to handle all of that. Mere formalities, really.”

I nodded again, feeling a little guilty about the slight thrill that went through me. “Sole heir” had a moneyed sound to it and I sure could use a sudden influx of cash. I’d give it up in a heartbeat to have Uncle Jack at dinner telling stories about his adventures the last seven years, but part of me had already accepted that the man was probably dead and not coming back.

“Now, I must tell you,” Rawlin went on, “that the estate is nowhere near what it once was. In fact, your uncle liquidated most of his holdings just prior to his disappearance.”

“Really?”

Rawlin nodded. “Indeed. In fact, the only things of value left are the manor house itself and its associated maintenance accounts. Everything else was sold at Mr. Mercer’s instructions and the proceeds withdrawn in cash just before his disappearance.”

“Cash? How much?”

Rawlin opened the folder he’d brought with him and flipped a couple pages. “Nearly one hundred million.”

“Dollars?” Heather asked before I could.

Rawlin nodded.

“In cash?” I asked. “What could he have needed a hundred million in cash for?”

“I’m afraid I have no idea,” Rawlin said. “I’m sure you know your uncle was an … eccentric man.”

“That’s one way of putting it,” I agreed.

“Indeed — we, the firm, that is, assisted him with any number of odd purchases over the years. For a time your uncle was one of the largest purchasers of pre-World War II steel, until the regulations limiting recovery and sales to scientific institutions were put in place.”

“Pre-World War II steel?” I asked.

Rawlin nodded. “Steel produced before the end of World War II, before the atomic testing and bombing, apparently lacks some radioactivity brought about by the atmospheric testing — it’s sought after for several different scientific purposes.”

“Why would Uncle Jack want that?”

“I have no idea. He never said, but he purchased several tons of it over the years and there’s no sign at all of anything like that on the manor property. Nor of the rather large collection of antique weapons your uncle amassed over the years — several hundred pieces, yet no sign of them.”

“Antique weapons?” That was less a surprise to me than the steel — Uncle Jack had enjoyed any number of weapons, after all, and was one of the main reasons I’d started with Kendo and other martial arts.

Rawlin nodded again. “Yes, primarily firearms and, again, nothing produced after July, 1945 — that was the first test of a nuclear weapon.”

“Was he anti-nuclear or something?” Heather asked me.

“I don’t think so,” I answered. “In fact, I think I remember him saying we should be using more nuclear power instead of solar and wind once.”

“I’m afraid we have no more idea about your uncle’s motives than you do,” Rawlin said. “Should you ever find an explanation, please do let us know — I believe our staff still has a betting pool of some sort on it.” The lawyer took some papers from the folder in front of him. “In any case, I mention these things only to explain the state of your uncle’s estate, which, I’m afraid, is much reduced from what it once was.”

“How much reduced?” I asked. A hundred million was far more than I’d ever dreamed of, so even reduced a lot it was probably a life-changing amount for me.

Rawlin cleared his throat. “Yes, the amount.” He consulted his folder once again. “There is, of course, the manor itself, though it’s in a bit of disrepair, having been vacant so many years, as well as the maintenance accounts. It appears your uncle did some quite accurate calculations before his disappearance, however, and those accounts held only enough to pay for the property taxes and some general upkeep for the time since he’s been missing. Those funds are very nearly exhausted now and the accounts total no more than a few thousand dollars.”

“A few thousand?” That was way less than I’d been imagining — but there was this house, manor, and that was probably worth a lot.

“There are, of course, some conditions and restrictions on your inheritance.”

I sighed and nodded — that would be typical of Uncle Jack. “Of course there are.”

“First,” Rawlin said, “you may not sell, lease, mortgage, or otherwise encumber the property itself for a period of a year and a day from taking possession — that would be today.”

Great, so I can’t even sell the place for a year? I thought.

“Second,” the lawyer went on, “should you choose to sell the property, the manor house itself must be demolished as a condition of sale.”

“What? I have to wreck the house before I can sell it?”

Rawlin nodded. “Such is your uncle’s instruction — it’s written into the property’s deed, in fact, so a sale cannot be considered final until the condition is met. The manor itself must be demolished, the building’s cellars filled in, and the location restored to its natural condition before the property may be sold.”

“Figures,” I muttered. I shared a look with Heather, but she seemed more amused than anything else. “Is that it?”

Rawlin cleared his throat. “I’m afraid there is a third requirement.” The lawyer pursed his lips as though even he found what he had to disclose next distasteful. “The third requirement is that you, Mr. Mercer, must go to the property today and spend tonight, the first night of your possession, within the manor itself.”

I frowned. “What’s so wrong about that?”

He’d said there were “maintenance accounts” so the place must still be livable, right?

Rawlin had acted like that was the biggest condition and not the restriction on sale or having to demolish the house if I wanted to sell it. Spending the night in something described as a “manor” wouldn’t be that bad — hell, I probably would have decided to do it anyway. It wasn’t like I had anything else I needed to do.

The lawyer sighed and pulled a piece of paper from the folder, then looked down at it before speaking, “The manor, you see, is haunted.”

“What?” Heather exclaimed.

Rawlin nodded, continuing to stare at the paper. “A dark and malevolent spirit is said to haunt the grounds and home, eternally seeking vengeance for past wrongs. In order to inherit the property, you, Mr. Mercer, must spend the night in the manor and appease the spirit before dawn.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

Rawlin sighed. “No, actually, your uncle simply left instructions for me to say that. Something of a joke, I’m afraid.” He looked down at the paper he held, sighed, then looked at me again, wincing. “Or, is it?”


Chapter Four




“Of course I’m going with you,” Heather declared as we returned to my car.

The meeting with the lawyer had ended with a couple dozen of my signatures on papers, along with three times that in initials, and I had no idea what they were — for all I knew, I might have just signed away my soul or first-born child — but it got me a set of keys, an address, and printed directions.

“It’s four hours away,” I said, “and I’m going to be there overnight. No matter if Rawlin said the haunted part was just a joke of Uncle Jack’s, no way is your dad going to be okay with you overnighting with me.”

Mike and Heather’s dad was cool — I liked him a lot and thought he liked me, but that was as his son’s friend, not his daughter’s … nighttime companion.

“A joke.” Heather cocked her head to the side. “Or … is it?”

“That’s just Uncle Jack’s weird sense of humor — remember how some of his stories always had some kind of weird angle, like ghosts and elves and stuff?”

“Yeah, so what if some of them were real?” Heather buckled her seatbelt while I put the Prius in gear and navigated the parking garage. “Look, you just inherited a haunted mansion and you’re going to spend the night there — there is no way I’m letting you go alone. You’d probably come back possessed or get trapped by an incubus or something.”

I felt myself flush red. “I, ah, think it’s succubus … incubus is the guy.”

“Whatever,” Heather said. “And you haven’t had a date in, like, three years, so maybe you need to change things up and find some new options.”

“It hasn’t been that long,” I protested, though it felt like it had been. My last relationship hadn’t ended that great and I’d decided to concentrate on my studies — which got me excellent grades, but still left me delivering bad Chinese food, and worse, drunks, for a living.

“It doesn’t matter,” Heather said. She grabbed the folded paper with directions from the dash where I’d tossed it and quickly took a picture of it with her phone. “There — now either I come with you or I’ll call Maria and she’ll drive me up there. Then you’ll have to deal with both of us.”

I groaned. “Fine,” I agreed. Heather’s friend Maria was a stuck-up brat and I absolutely believed Heather would follow up on the threat. All I needed was for the two of them to show up on my doorstep too late for me to make them drive all the way home.

I drove Heather to her house and waited a surprisingly short period of time for her to return with a backpack, a small, rolling suitcase, and two of her archery cases.

“I texted Mom that I’m staying at Maria’s — she’ll cover for me,” Heather said, digging in her backpack. “And I got salt and sage — that’s what we’re supposed to burn to cast out spirits, right? Sage?”

I looked at the cardboard cylinder of salt and smaller, red-topped spice jar. “That’s poultry seasoning.”

“It’s got sage in it!” Heather turned the jar around to show me the ingredients. “Probably a lot of other good stuff to burn, too.”

“Why the bows?”

Heather shrugged. “It’s out in the boonies, right? Maybe I can get some forest shooting done in the morning. I need the practice with trees and shit.” She glanced toward the back of the car. “There’s not much room back there with my bows and all your stabby-gear … what do you do if a ride has luggage?”

I shrugged. “Drunks don’t usually come with suitcases, and I like to be able to stop at the dojo if I want to, without driving home to pick shit up.”

I drove back to my apartment to quickly pack a bag of my own — pajamas, change of clothes, and a few toiletries — then we got on the road.

It was a four-hour drive on the highway before we got to the right exit — one with not even a gas station or a fast-food joint near the off-ramp, just an exit onto a narrow, two-lane road surrounded by forest. Several miles along that brought us to the small town nearest Uncle Jack’s property — so small it didn’t even have a big box store close enough to drive the Main Street shops out of business. I noticed a butcher, general store, ice cream shop, and hardware store on the way through town, all looking like they’d been there since the buildings along Main Street had first been built.

Just as we were through the short stretch of businesses, I pulled a quick U-turn and went back to park in front of the general store.

“We’re going to need food for tonight and breakfast tomorrow, probably,” I explained at Heather’s questioning look. “I don’t even know if the place has power or water turned on, and I doubt there’s any delivery out there.”

I kicked myself a little for not asking the lawyer, Rawlin, about water and power, but I’d been expecting to just pick up a pizza and a sixpack, then chill with my phone until going to sleep — then getting up early and figuring out what to do next. Seeing the town, though, pizza didn’t seem to be an option — the only restaurant in sight was a diner that looked older than Heather’s pretended to be.

“Good idea,” Heather said, hopping out to enter the store with me. “I was thinking delivery, but there might not be internet or cell service in a haunted house.” She grinned. “Ectoplasm probably blocks the signal.”

I sighed and then a second thought about what we might need for the night sent me across the street to the hardware store to buy a couple flashlights, extra batteries, a cooler and a small camping stove, then I went into the general store and loaded up a basket with what I thought we might need for the night and morning — mostly canned stews, a loaf of bread, peanut butter and jelly, and whatever snacks Heather kept tossing in. We certainly over-bought, but better to have too much than too little. I topped that off with two bags of ice, two twelve-packs of soda, and a case of bottled water. We wound up with three or four times what we needed for one night, but it would all keep, so we could leave it at the manor for the next visit.

I was pretty sure there’d be a lot of visits while I figured out what to do with the place, and, if it was habitable, I might even give up my apartment and move in. That would save me the rent and I’d probably be the only rideshare in town — a monopoly.

Being hours away from Heather would suck, though.

Heather approached the counter with a case of beer but pouted and reluctantly put it back when I pointed and shook my head.

“What if the spirits need to be appeased with alcohol?” Heather asked as we loaded the groceries in the back of the Prius. “What are you gonna do then, smart guy?”

“There are no spirits, and if there were, I don’t think a case of that swill would do much to appease them.”

“It’d go a long way to appeasing me,” Heather muttered. “Relaxing — I’ve got a lot of pent-up stuff to deal with these days.”

I laughed. “Like what?”

“I’ve got stuff!”

“Okay, okay!” I kept laughing as we drove out of town.

Seven miles past the town’s last house and we were back in a heavily forested area, starting to climb into the foothills of the nearby mountains.

“It should be along here on the right somewhere,” Heather said, reading from the directions. I’d tried putting the address in my GPS, but it kept telling me it wasn’t found. “There!”

I slowed and peered ahead, surprised Heather had been able to spot the small sign we were looking for, but there it was beside a narrow, gravel road barely wide enough for a single car. My Prius wouldn’t have any trouble with the width, but I began to wonder about the grade as I could see the road itself winding off into the trees and up a slope.

I brought the car to a stop halfway onto the shoulder and examined the sign.

Mercer Manor

Carved into a wooden board that might have once been quite nice, but was now faded and cracked with age. It hung from a slightly off-kilter iron post.

I laughed. “Watch it turn out to be a single-wide trailer Uncle Jack used as a hunting cabin or something.”

“Whatever it is, it’s yours now,” Heather said. “Let’s go see!”

I pulled the Prius onto the narrow, gravel track and quickly passed from the relative brightness of the main road into a gloomy tunnel overhung with trees. Only the occasional shaft of sunlight streamed through to light the ill-kept drive covered in frequent potholes and washouts where the bank on either side had eroded, either sending dirt down to cover part of the road or washing it away on the downhill side. Overgrown brush scraped the sides of the car and I started to worry that it would mess up the paint.

“This place is going to need ten grand worth of road work before I can even show it to someone,” I muttered, wondering just what kind of problems Uncle Jack had left me.

My concerns got even more intense when we arrived at the gate.

An old, brick wall stretched off beneath the trees in either direction, topped by iron spikes originally, but now with vines and fallen branches obscuring most of it. The gate itself was iron bars with fancy scrollwork at the top, but secured with a bright chain and padlock.

“Nice vibe,” Heather said, “very Gothic.”

“Yeah, sure,” I muttered.

I got out of the car and approached the gate, sorting through the ring of keys Rawlin had given me for one that looked like it might fit a padlock.

There were three possibilities on the keyring and the third one worked, unlocking the padlock with a sharp click that seemed to echo in the silent forest around us, followed by a series of clinks as I unwrapped the chain from the gate. The gates themselves opened surprisingly smoothly, turning easily and silently on their hinges as I pushed them fully off the road to let my Prius pass through.

The road past the gate was in better condition than that leading up to it, but only because the terrain was flatter. We seemed to be on some kind of plateau in the hills and the road simply curved through the forest for what seemed like forever, but my check of the odometer said less than a mile, before I could see light ahead.

Just past a sharp corner, the trees opened up into a rolling meadow — I would have said lawn, but it was so overgrown and had so many wildflowers that it seemed more like a meadow, reclaimed by nature from whatever state Uncle Jack had left it in seven years prior.

The road ran straight now, toward an imposing building a hundred yards away. It was built of grey stone, and despite its imposing height, three floors plus what was probably an attic, seemed to almost hunker down to hide in its own shadows from the bright, late-afternoon sunlight that bathed the overgrown lawn surrounding it.

“That’s … big,” Heather whispered as I let the car coast to a stop while I took in the sight. “I thought your uncle didn’t have any other family?”

“He didn’t.”

“All that house for one guy?”

“Apparently.”

“That’s weird.”

I nodded. That was the perfect way to describe my whole day.

I tapped the accelerator to get the car moving and the house only seemed to get larger and more ominous as we approached, until we pulled to a stop at the driveway’s end just at the bottom of a set of stairs that led up to the house’s porticoed entrance.

I parked the car and retrieved my backpack from the trunk while Heather lifted hers from the passenger footwell and closed her door behind her.

We went up the stairs to the front doors and I started fumbling with the keyring, looking for one that might fit.

“See if it’s open first,” Heather whispered.

“What?”

She nodded at the door. “Check if it’s open first.”

“What? Why?”

“Because that would be super-creepy. An old abandoned house where the door just swings open with a creak when you touch it?” She shivered.

“There’ve been people up here taking care of the place,” I said, reaching for knob. “There’s no way they would have left —”

The knob turned and the door slowly swung inward with a loud, laborious creak.

Heather grinned. “Awesome.”

I peered into the shadowy interior revealed by the open door, then frowned at Heather.

“You seem pretty enthusiastic about this maybe turning into some kind of psycho-murder night.”

Heather shrugged. “It’s been a boring summer.”


Chapter Five




The interior of the house was filled with shadows — not even light from the windows, since they appeared to all be covered with heavy drapes of some sort.

I flicked on my flashlight and shone the beam through the doorway, but there wasn’t much to see. The entryway was rather small, with stairs leading both up and down to the right and a set of double-doors on the left just opposite the stairs going up. Straight ahead there was an archway just beyond those doors and stairs, but I couldn’t see much past that due to the darkness.

“This is so creepy,” Heather whispered, turning her own flashlight on. She crept closer to me and wrapped an arm around mine. “You go first.”

I chuckled and patted her hand on my arm, trying not to show just how much I kind of liked her hanging on me like that and giving me the role of leader and protector, then stepped over the threshold to explore.

The double doors to the left opened into a library with bookcases reaching to the ceiling and a fireplace along one wall. The bookcases were covered in a heavy, canvas sheeting so we couldn’t see the books there. More sheets draped the furniture that filled the middle space with what looked like a long sofa and three large chairs around a central table.

One corner of the room was part of the rounder, tower-shape we’d noted on the front of the house, the outer walls of that were covered with windows, five of them, with benches below them. The windows were covered, but not with normal curtains — maybe there were curtains behind, but the outer covering was the same sort of canvas sheeting that covered the furniture and the front of the bookshelves.

I tugged at one of the sheets covering a bookcase and the fabric came loose easily to pile up on the floor, revealing shelf after shelf of books. Not paperbacks or something, either, these were old, cloth- and leather-bound, with faded and scuffed gilt lettering for the titles.

Heather stepped forward and shone her flashlight on the books.

“I’m never going home,” she muttered, running a finger along the titles, first one row and then another, before she gasped. “Oh, my God, these are all Churchills.”

“What?”

“Winston Churchill? He’s kind of famous?”

I shrugged, but bent to look at the books. “Didn’t know he was an author, too. What’d he write? Like, mysteries or something? That’s an English thing, right?”

Heather rolled her eyes. “Histories,” she said, “memoirs, political commentary. This one —” She carefully pulled a book from the shelf and randomly paged through it. “— The People’s Rights? This is from so early in his life, and it’s fascinating to see how his views shifted and changed as he got older, lived through two world wars, and —” She broke off, frowning and staring at the book for a moment before carefully turning to the title page. “Alex — this is a first edition.”

I chuckled. “I have no idea what that means, but I’m glad you like it.”

Heather, slowly and carefully, returned the book to its place.

“It means I just had, like, ten grand in the palm of my hand.” Heather ran a finger along the shelf of books, reading titles but being careful now not to touch the books themselves. “These can’t all be first editions, can they?”

I eyed the shelf, counting. “I certainly hope so — if they’re all worth ten grand then things are looking up.”

“You can’t sell them!” Heather looked down, embarrassed. “I mean, you can — they’re yours and stuff — but…” She trailed off and looked around the library. “Your uncle must have spent years, decades, maybe, tracking these down. Just these few shelves are so amazing.”

I walked over to the windowed seating area and tugged at one of the sheets covering a window.

“Amazing or not, I’m going to have to find the money to fix this place up somewhere.”

There were no curtains behind the canvas sheet — maybe they were all in storage or something?

I cleared the rest of the windows, letting some light into the shadowy room.

There was a sort of chandelier fixture hanging from the ceiling with what looked like bulbs in it. They weren’t candles, at least.

“Do you see a light switch anywhere?”

“No,” Heather muttered, pulling the sheet away from a second bookshelf and reading more titles.

I started checking the walls for a switch while Heather uncovered the rest of the bookcases. I found a switch, but nothing happened when I flipped it.

“No power,” I said, disappointed.

“Maybe the breaker?” Heather suggested, “we should check that before calling the power company.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “but let’s uncover the rest of the windows first, while there’s still daylight.”

If the problem was more than a breaker, at least we’d have some light during the day and I didn’t want to waste any of it searching for the breaker panel.

“Okay,” Heather said, reluctantly following me from the library.

A door in the library’s back wall opened into an office space with a large desk, leather chair, and filing cabinets, but those were empty. Two large windows behind the desk revealed a small screened porch. Beyond that was a dining room at the rear of the house, with windows overlooking the back grounds that were in as much of a wild state as the front.

A short hallway brought us past another set of stairs, the back door along with attached mudroom, and eventually to the kitchen with some antiquated appliances. The refrigerator and freezer doors were propped open and there seemed to be no pilot light burning in the gas stove.

Past the kitchen was another round space, I figured there was a tower at the back of the house like there was at the front. The two spaces were on opposite corners, so that kind of made sense.

From there I could see the still open front door and between was a sort of sitting room with a large fireplace, covered sofa and chairs, along with some other covered furniture I couldn’t identify and didn’t want to take the time to uncover.

“Up or down?” Heather asked.

I thought for a moment. “Up — we can get the upstairs windows uncovered and take advantage of the daylight, then check the basement for a breaker box. That way, if there’s still no power, we’ll at least have seen the place in the light.”

“Sounds good,” Heather said and followed me back to the entryway, then up the stairs.

The second floor was bedrooms and bathrooms — four of each with the largest being at the front of the house and incorporating the tower space as a sort of sitting area. We didn’t bother to uncover the furniture, but did the windows. I was a little surprised that each bedroom had its own bath as well — the house seemed to be from a time where that wouldn’t have been the norm, but maybe Uncle Jack had renovated or something?

The third floor was a surprise — I’d assumed it would be more bedrooms, but the open space at the top of the stairs had four doors leading off it. One to yet another bathroom, another to an unfinished space with bare floors and walls, and two others on either side of the stairs that opened into a sort of merged workout space that ran behind the stairs. About thirty feet by forty feet, half the room was filled with exercise equipment — a treadmill, weight machine, and others — while the other half was open, the floor covered in mats with empty wooden racks attached to each wall.

“I think these are real tatami,” I said, kneeling to run a hand over the mats.

“As opposed to imaginary?”

“I mean not synthetic.” I stood up, nodding. “These are traditional — woven straw stuffed with rice straw. These have been used a lot, but they’re still in good shape.” I looked around at the walls. “I wonder why all the weapon racks are empty.”

“I wonder how your Uncle Jack got all that equipment up those stairs,” Heather said, looking back at the area used as a gym.

“Yeah,” I agreed. There were some big pieces there and I wouldn’t have wanted to be involved in moving them at all, much less up those stairs.

“Up or down?” Heather asked. “Basement or attic?”

I considered that — the attic was just above us, but I wanted to see if the lack of power was just something at the breaker box. I didn’t think the attic would have enough windows to light it.

“Basement,” I said finally, and led the way back down the stairs. “Let’s try and get the power on before we go up there.”

Past the first few steps, the basement stairs were like an inky well, hardly penetrated by our flashlights.

I led the way, shining my light this way and that to trace out the walls and look for a breaker box.

“Over there,” Heather said, shining her light on one of the walls.

The breaker box itself looked old — older than I expected — and when I opened it, I was surprised.

“Fuses? Really?”

Did they even sell fuses anymore? I examined the box closer, trying to figure out how I was supposed to even tell if one of the fuses needed to be replaced, then I noticed a fat, ceramic plug on a shelf nearby that seemed exactly the same size as a hole at the top of the box.

I took that in hand and examined it, then shrugged.

I set it against the hole and — eyes clenched shut and expecting to be blown across the room by some electrical arc — shoved it into place with an audible click.

The basement lights came on, bathing the space in a bright, electric glow.

“What the actual fuck?” Heather whispered.


Chapter Six




The door on the basement wall opposite the fuse box was massive.

Two doors, really, each made of what appeared to be a single piece of wood. They were framed in roughly squared off timber at least a foot on a side. I counted no fewer than four deadbolts locking the two doors in place, plus several barrel bolts along the top and bottom of each door — the top ones setting into the massive framing timbers and the bottom into holes drilled into the basement floor’s concrete. To top things off, two timbers, four inches square, were in place against the doors, held tight by brackets attached to the frames.

“Okay,” I said, “you have to admit that’s creepy.”

“Yeah,” Heather agreed, drawing it out.

We both walked over to the door and examined it carefully.

“That’s a lot of hardware for a basement door,” Heather observed.

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“Do you … think he kept someone in there?”

“What? Like a person?” I regarded the door in a new light — you used that many locks to be sure you kept something out or in. We were in a basement … what could Uncle Jake have been trying to keep out of his own basement? Keeping something in, on the other hand … made just as little sense unless I thought my uncle might, indeed, have been keeping someone locked up in his basement.

“I don’t think Uncle Jack would do that?” I said, making it more of a question than I liked.

“Should we open it?” Heather whispered.

I looked around the basement — it was a lot less imposing with the lights on, showing just old wooden shelves and boxes, but none of that made the locked door seem any less freaky.

If the door was to keep something out, then we were ill-equipped to deal with it, while if it was to keep something in … well, it had been seven years since Uncle Jack disappeared and if there was something still in there, I didn’t want to know what it was.

“I think we’ll wait on that.”

Heather nodded agreement. “Good choice.”

Heather and I went back up the stairs — I won’t say we fled, but we walked with intent and purpose. As we got to the first landing, though, we heard a thud from above, followed by what sounded like footsteps running away.

“What the fuck?” Heather whispered.

I held up a hand to quiet her and tried to listen, but there were no more sounds.

“Stay here while I take a look,” I whispered.

“Are you kidding? No. No splitting up in the spooky house when we heard a mysterious noise.” She shook her head. “And fuck a bunch of staying alone in the basement with a locked door to what’s probably a hellmouth or something.”

I sighed. “Fine, but stay back a step, okay?”

Heather nodded and I continued up, peeking around the banister to see what I could of the library and parlor. No one was visible, so I climbed the rest of the stairs and stood in the entryway looking around. I couldn’t recall anything about the footsteps that would indicate a direction, so didn’t know what to do next.

“Is it safe?” Heather whispered.

“Yeah, I think so.”

Heather scrambled up the last few stairs while I peered into the library and parlor.

“It must have been an animal — squirrel or raccoon or something that got in? Mr. Rawlin said the maintenance accounts were running low, so maybe they cut back. There might be some holes or something one could get through.”

Nothing in the library and I could see all of the parlor and most of the kitchen from the entryway. There were far fewer shadowy places to hide, now that the windows were clear and some of the lights were on.

“Yeah, squirrel, maybe?” I prompted again, then turned toward Heather. “Heather?”

The girl was standing, mouth half open and covered by her hands, as she stared at the floor.

“Heather? What’s wrong?”

“My backpack,” she whispered, pointing to where we’d left our packs earlier.

Mine was upright against the wall where I’d left it, but Heather’s was lying flat, top zipper undone and cover pulled back with some of the contents spilled onto the floor.

“Someone opened my backpack. Alex, there’s someone in here with us.”
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“Okay,” I whispered, turning so I could keep an eye on the doors to the library and parlor, then backing slowly toward Heather. “Let’s think about this logically —”

“No! That’s how you get killed! Some doofus says, ‘let’s think about this logically,’ and convinces everybody that it’s all in their heads and the weird shit doesn’t mean anything — and that’s when the killing starts!”

“It could still be a raccoon, right? They’re clever, they get into shit, maybe one managed to get your backpack’s zipper open. Or this house has been empty for seven years, maybe there’s some homeless guy squatting here — homeless doesn’t mean serial killer. He might just have been looking for money or food and we scared him off. Or maybe it’s somebody that Rawlin guy hired — like, Uncle Jack put it in his will to have someone fuck with me the first night I stay here. Or do you think a scary, murderous spirit is the more likely explanation?”

“I think the low-likelihood, high-consequence ratio of the murderous spirit possibility still warrants us getting the fuck out of here!”

I almost laughed because it was Heather who’d wanted to come with me when she heard the place was haunted, but at the first sign of weirdness she was ready to bail.

“I’m betting on it being someone Rawlin hired on Uncle Jack’s instructions,” I said, then checked outside through the door we’d left open. “And it’s almost dark — remember he said the ‘haunted’ part was just something Uncle Jack made him say, but I still have to spend the night here, dusk to dawn, if I want to keep it.”

“Fine,” Heather grumbled, then knelt down to start putting the things that had fallen out of her backpack back into it. A moment later, she was digging through the backpack before turning to me with wide eyes. “You think a squirrel took my body wash? Really?”

“Your what?”

“My body wash? The special one that’s only available at Christmas? The one you like to sniff whenever I use it?”

I flushed. I knew exactly the one she meant, I just hadn’t known she knew I liked it — and, yes, I admit I did some sniffing when she used it. I liked it a lot, and I even went so far as to buy a bottle of my own, but the scent was different on me, as though it was altered by contact with Heather.

“I don’t —”

“Your nose twitches like a fucking rabbit whenever I wear it, which is why I brought it, and now it’s gone! That was my last bottle, too — I can’t get more until December!”

“Why you brought it?”

“Never mind, just, no squirrel took it.”

“Could still be a raccoon, right? They’re bigger, and they have those little thumbs.”

“Fine.” She pointed back into the depths of the house. “Go produce me a peppermint raccoon and I’ll believe you.”

Heather groaned and looked around as though she thought a ghost was going to come out of the walls or something, but I was determined. I certainly wasn’t going to give up my inheritance, weird as it was, over some bumps and thumps that were probably a trick of Uncle Jack’s. For all I knew, it was Uncle Jack himself who’d made the sounds.

Fake his own disappearance, hide for seven years, and hire a lawyer, all to play a practical joke on his nephew? Maybe? It was a non-zero chance, at least, and seemed more plausible than a murderous spirit deciding to go through Heather’s toiletries.

“I’m not leaving,” I said. “If you’re really scared, you can take my car and find the nearest hotel — pick me up in the morning?”

“A hotel? Did you see the drive up here? The best I’d find would be a crappy motel with doors that open right on the parking lot and a kid named Norman manning the front desk. I bet his mom’s nice. No, thank you.”

“Looks like you’re staying then.”

I ignored Heather’s shifty looks and tried to exude some sort of confidence as I started unpacking the car. She eventually joined in, but I could tell she was still scared.

We didn’t bother putting things in the fridge, since it was propped open and not cold — the cooler would do well enough for our sodas and water overnight, and I was as determined to go home at dawn as I was to stay in the manor house overnight. I couldn’t find the gas valve for the stove — well, I found a couple possibilities, but I’d never worked with a gas stove before and decided not to risk messing something up, so I set up the camp stove out on the veranda. The bag of food came into the kitchen though.

Heather started looking through the bag and unpacking food.

“Did you … bring a can opener?” she asked after staring at a can of beef stew for a few seconds.

I froze — I had, in fact, neither bought nor brought a can opener, but if we couldn’t open the food and had to rely on the peanut butter and jelly sandwich fixings as our only meals, I knew Heather would never let me live it down. Ten years from now I’d be hearing about the time I tried to starve her. A couple of the cans had pull-tabs, but not the two Heather was holding.

“One second,” I said hurrying back out to the car where I was happy to find I still had my small toolbox in the back. I hurried back in with a hammer and screwdriver. “Hah!”

Heather raised an eyebrow. “Bowls, plates?”

I thought frantically about what else might be in my car, but … the damn thing didn’t even have hubcaps that might work as a bowl.

Heather rolled her eyes while I pondered how easy it was to forget the little things when you were in a hurry, and kicked myself for letting her come along. I did, in fact, have a can-opener in my camping gear, but I hadn’t brought my camping gear, because we were going to be staying in a house.

I shrugged. “Let it cool and drink it out of the can, I guess.”

We’d mostly picked up stews, after all, and it wasn’t like dining etiquette was an issue — I’d seen Heather go elbows-deep into a plate of nachos with both hands.

“Men,” she muttered, stalking out to my car.

I took the time to open all the kitchen cabinets and drawers in the hope there’d be some dishes or cutlery, but they were all empty. The water was on, at least, so we could shower — or, maybe, I didn’t know if the water heater was electric or gas or even if it had come on when we got the power working.

“Here,” Heather declared, returning and slapping something down on the counter next to me.

It was a plastic knife covered in dirt and hair.

“Where’d you get that?”

“Under your car seat — you should really clean more often.”

“It’s kind of nasty.”

Heather nodded. “That’s why it’s yours. This is mine.” She held up a plastic spoon still in a sealed package.

“Hey!”

My objection didn’t seem to matter as Heather slid the packaged spoon into her pocket.

Sticking me with a dirty knife to eat my food with seemed to have settled Heather down and she was no longer looking around like she thought something was going to jump out of the walls at her. Giving me shit usually relaxed her.

We went out and sat on the veranda in the growing darkness while I heated up a can of beef stew and another of ravioli on the camp stove. The screwdriver, after I held the tip in the stove’s flame for a minute to, maybe, sterilize it, and hammer did a fine, if somewhat messy, job of getting the lids off and I had to go back to my toolbox for a pair of pliers to move the cans on and off the camp stove. Once I declared them heated, Heather went to get us sodas from the cooler and we moved to sit on the veranda steps and look out over the meadow.

“This is actually kind of nice,” Heather said. “No one around for miles. No car sounds, just the birds.”

“Those are bugs.”

“What? Ew!”

“You say that every time we’re outside somewhere.”

“Because every time you try to convince me it’s icky-bugs and not pretty birds.”

I chuckled.

After dinner we cleaned up our mess and stored the garbage bag in the back of my car to pack out the next morning, then went upstairs to look more at the bedrooms and bathrooms. We started with the master bedroom, as I figured I’d let Heather have that for the night, and found some bedding stored in vacuum bags in the dresser drawers. The rest of the drawers were empty.

“Did he take the dishes and all his clothes?” I wondered.

It really looked like Uncle Jack had cleaned the place out of most things portable, leaving only the large furniture and a few pillows, towels, and sheets.

“Alright,” I said, as I fluffed the last pillow and tossed it on the bed. “Let’s go pick one for me.”

“What?”

“The bedroom I’m going to sleep in?”

“Oh, no.” Heather’s eyes were getting wide again as she looked around the room. “We are not separating in the scary-house. That’s exactly what the killer ghosts want us to do.”

“Seriously? You spent the whole drive up here mocking the killer ghosts.”

“Ssshh! They might hear you!”

I sighed and looked around the room — there were chairs and small sofas, but none big enough for me to stretch out on, and the flooring was hardwood with a couple rugs, none of which offered the sort of padding I wanted to spend the night on.

“And, yes, seriously.” She shook her head. “Are you seriously objecting? What, do you think I’m going to take advantage of you in the night?”

I wasn’t really concerned about that — yeah, Heather had been getting flirtier and flirtier with me, but I figured that was just her, I don’t know, practicing on someone safe, maybe? Was that a thing?

What I was concerned about is having some sort of physical reaction to being that close and in bed with a truly beautiful young woman and weirding her out. Even if I thought of her as a little sister, there were apparently some parts of me that weren’t convinced.

Heather sighed, then gestured for me to follow her. I did, as she went across the hall to another bedroom. At first, I thought she’d seen my point and was picking a room for me, but she just opened dresser drawers in that room until she found more vacuum-packed bedding, then led me back to the master bedroom.

“Here,” she said, tossing the vacuum bag on the bed. “You can have your own blanky and tuck it under you so you don’t accidentally touch me in the night and get girl-cooties.”


Chapter Seven




There wasn’t much to do in the house after dark — it didn’t even have a TV apparently — so we got ready for bed early and sat around messing with our phones. The signal wasn’t great, but it was there, surprisingly.

The showers did have water, but none hot — the heater was probably gas and not something I wanted to mess with tonight.

The long drive up had left me feeling grungy, so I went ahead and showered anyway, using a bar of soap Heather fished out of her backpack, then she decided to shower as well. While I was in the shower, she found another vacuum bag of towels in a closet and tossed one into the bathroom for me.

Then she made me help her move one of the short sofas to put behind the bedroom door so it couldn’t open, which was probably a fire code violation, at least.

“Do you really think a closed door will stop a killer ghost?” I asked as we set the sofa in place. “Maybe all this does it make it harder for us to get out when we’re running.”

Heather glared at me, then stomped off to take her shower.

I watched a couple more videos, yawning. It was still early, all things considered, but the day seemed to have taken more out of me than it should. The state of the property weighed on my mind — as it was, I couldn’t afford to fix the place up or tear down the house so I could sell the land, so what could I do? Just let it sit until the State foreclosed on it for the property taxes I also couldn’t pay?

Maybe there were enough first editions or whatever in the library to pay for what needed to be done … but I had a suspicion Heather might strangle me if I suggested selling those again.

At which point, I realized the water had turned off quite a while ago and Heather had been in the bathroom about three times as long as I had. I had time to hope I’d sterilized the screwdriver enough and not driven some kind of stomach bug into her stew.

I nearly strangled myself by swallowing my tongue as Heather came out of the bathroom.

Her hair was damp at the edges, darker from the water, and pulled straight back to fall down her back, exposing her shoulders, bare except for the thin straps that held up her top. That clung to her skin in the places she hadn’t fully dried off and the material was so thin the damp material seemed to disappear and show exactly what was under it, including the side of one breast. Her nipples poked prominently at the thin fabric, making it clear exactly how cold the shower, and the room itself, was.

“What?” she asked, crossing to where her backpack lay on the large dresser, then coming back to the bed with a hairbrush.

“Nothing!” I said — then cleared my throat to get rid of the high-pitched squeak and tried again. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”

I stared intently at my phone, trying to ignore what I could see out of the corner of my eye.

Heather’s pajama bottoms were worse than the top — not that they were revealing, they covered things, it was just that they were loose shorts with leg holes that flared out a bit and were cut pretty high on the sides, so as she sat cross-legged on the bed and started brushing her hair, the openings in her shorts gaped wide, making it impossible not to wonder just how much they might expose given just a tiny shift in how she was sitting.

I tried to pay attention to the guy narrating a bunch of video clips of skate-boarders face-planting, but Heather’s hair-brushing seemed designed to distract me, as she raised both arms, elbows back, in a way that seemed to shove thinly-covered nipples directly at my eyes.

Did I mention there was no water heater and the water was cold?

“See anything good?”

“What?” I jumped, guiltily. “See what? Where?”

She waved her hairbrush at my phone. “Anything good we could watch together before we go to sleep?”

“Oh … no, nothing good. Just whatever the algorithm thinks I should watch next, you know?”

“Oh, okay.”

She went back to brushing her hair. When she was done, she stretched and pulled her blankets back to, much to my relief, slide underneath and cover herself.

“I’m going to sleep then.”

“I’ll turn off the light,” I said, since I was closest to the door and the switch there.

“No!”

I looked to find her with wide eyes, blanket pulled up under her chin and just the fingers of both hands visible, grasping it.

“Are we scared of the dark?” I asked, smirking a little.

“I’m not scared!” She paused. “I’d just be more not-scared if the light was on. At least until I’m asleep. Could you stay awake, too? Just until I’m asleep?”

The snark I was going to give her for that died in my throat, because she actually did look scared — or at least very nervous — so I just nodded and traded my smirk for a look of reassurance.

“Yeah, I’ll stay awake for a while.”
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I switched from the video app on my phone to catch up on some reading, figuring the noise of videos might keep Heather awake, but wound up reading the same page several dozen times — Heather was laying with her back to me, hair spread out on the pillow and the bare skin of her shoulders and upper back exposed. My hand seemed to keep wanting to reach over and rub her back — or even pull her closer to cuddle against me.

I was going to have to get those thoughts out of my head before Mike came home and caught me looking at his little sister in ways that would get me ass-kicked. Luckily Heather hadn’t noticed how much of an effect she was having on me today.

After a while I thought she’d managed to get to sleep. I’d given up on reading and found myself just watching her as the blanket went up and down with her slow, even breathing.

Oh, this is bad, I thought.

I don’t know why she was having this much of an effect on me today — we hung out all the time, nearly every day, even alone at my apartment, but everything about her was hitting harder now. I could even still smell the soapy freshness she had after her shower and found myself inhaling a lot deeper than I normally would — and wishing it was her body wash I was smelling instead of just soap. Or maybe not — that could put me in a really bad way.

“Get a grip on yourself, dude,” I muttered, rolling out of bed to hit the lights and get some sleep myself.

I lay in the dark for a while, trying not to think about Heather laying right next to me, and finally dozed off, only to be awakened later by a thump.

I sat up and listened carefully, but the sound didn’t repeat, so I closed my eyes again.

Thump

Okay, that was actually something out in the hallway — I got up and quietly went to the door, pressing my ear to it.

Thump

I froze. It wasn’t something that hit the door, it was duller and sounded farther away, but then there was a sort of pitter-patter, like of tiny feet drumming on the manor’s hardwood floors.

I frowned, listening.

Neither sound seemed to be from something as large as a person, making me more certain our mysterious “spirit” was some sort of animal that’d gotten inside somehow.

“Heather — hey, Heather,” I whispered.

Thump thump

I returned to the bed and shook Heather’s shoulder gently.

“Heather.”

“Donwannagoschool!”

“Heather, it’s Alex,” I whispered, shaking her again. “There’s something —”

“Mmmhh, yeah.”

“Yeah, there’s something outside the —”

“Inside … need you inside…”

She squirmed the next time I shook her, so might have been waking up. She’d always been a heavy sleeper.

“I’m inside the room, but there’s something outside in the hall and —”

“Not outside,” Heather whined. “Inside … need you inside … inside me…”

I jerked my hand back as though it was on fire, eyes going wider as I realized the nature of the squirming she was doing.

Thump thump

Shit.

I certainly didn’t want to try waking Heather during a dream like that — whoever she was dreaming about, she wouldn’t want a picture of me in her head in the middle of it. And I certainly didn’t want her to know I knew.

I returned to the door and listened.

Thump

Whatever it was, it didn’t sound big.

I glanced back at Heather, still asleep, and gave in to the urge to go out and trap this thing somewhere so I could show her I was right … so I could show her there was nothing to be afraid of.

I softly crept back to the bed so I could grab my phone. If I couldn’t catch the thing, then a picture of a raccoon or whatever running around the hallway might do it.

Carefully lifting one end of the sofa we’d blocked the door with, I pivoted it enough that I could open the door slightly and slip through.

“Hello?” I whispered into the dark hallway.

I’m talking to a fucking raccoon?

I didn’t want to be too loud or turn on the lights in case it woke Heather. She was busy.

There was more pitter-pattering toward the stairs, so I started carefully walking that way. Without a door between us, the sound was a lot clearer and I became more convinced that it was a raccoon or some other small animal. The sound was too light and the pattern too rapid for it to be a person.

“Crap,” I muttered as a small shadow darted for the stairs, along with more of the pattering feet I’d been following. At least I could conclusively say it was some sort of animal now, because the shadow had been tiny, maybe one or two feet tall, if that. I tried to put images of killer dolls out of my head.

“Come on, Rocky,” I whispered making my way down the dark stairs. That was what you called raccoons, right? “Come here … let me show that brat what she was so afraid of.”

I followed the sound to the first floor and thought I’d lost whatever it was, because there was no sign of where it’d gone, but then the pattering came from the stairs to the basement.

“Gotcha,” I whispered.

The basement was one large, open space. Yeah, there were shelves and boxes, but anything climbing on those would still be obvious. If I could block off the stairs somehow, then the thing would be trapped in the basement, and I could show it to Heather when she woke up.

I switched on the basement lights, but didn’t see any animal, so I started down the steps, keeping my eyes on the space near the stairs so whatever it was couldn’t surprise me and dash back upstairs.

Then I stopped and stared at the far wall.

The door was open.


Chapter Eight




The space beyond the door was all shadows, but the door was definitely open.

The timbers that had crossed it were set to the side and the door-halves themselves were folded back against the wall on either side of the opening.

Had whatever I was chasing gone through the door? And how had it even opened the door when the sounds had been so like a small creature of some sort?

Now I was getting pissed, because the door had to be opened by a person, which meant one of the not innocent-animal explanations was on the table — a person either hired by Rawlin or Uncle Jack himself, or some homeless guy, but I thought homeless-guy wasn’t likely, because some of the locks that had been on that door required keys.

I crept to the doorway and peered through, but the light from the main basement only penetrated a few feet into the other room, showing nothing but a cobbled stone floor, unlike the concrete of my side.

I considered going back upstairs and getting one of my swords out of my car — just in case — but that would just make things worse. If it was a homeless guy, what would I do? Slice his head off? Or beat him with my practice blade? I was pretty sure either of those things would wind up with me in jail.

Same with someone hired by Rawlin to scare me — neither killing him nor beating him up would be a bright idea.

Maybe I could just shut the door and trap whoever it was inside to deal with later — a night locked in the basement would probably teach any trickster a lesson — but I was pissed.

A raccoon would be funny — this was just bullshit.

“Hey!” I called into the darkness. “Hey, come out! I know what’s going on.” I hesitated — if it wasn’t a trick and was a homeless guy, I didn’t want to startle or scare him into taking a swing at me or something. “Hey, look, let’s not take this somewhere bad, okay? Come on out — I’ll fix you … I don’t know, some corned beef hash or something.”

I turned on my phone’s flashlight and pointed it into the darkness, but it wasn’t very strong and only illuminated a few feet. It was as though the other room was completely empty and the only thing I could see was a bit of the floor and ceiling. At the threshold the flooring changed from smooth concrete to rounded stones mortared together. Even the ceiling beams looked rougher and somehow older than the main basement, as though the other room had been built a century or more earlier.

I took one step closer, then another, trying to make my light catch anything but emptiness on the other side — all the while preparing myself to endure a jump-scare … or straight-arm some trickster to the jaw if he got too close.

Heather’s talk of bad horror-movie decisions ran through my mind, but I shook my head and scowled.

The unlocked door was a tell — some of those locks required keys, even on this side, and Rawlin had told me to be careful with the keys he gave me, because the only other set was with the maintenance company. So either some malevolent spirit or homeless guy had keys even Uncle Jack’s lawyer didn’t know about, or this whole thing was a setup.

“This isn’t a movie,” I assured myself. “House isn’t haunted, no such thing as ghosts, and nothing in there is waiting to eat me. It’s some dude Rawlin hired to scare us.” I squared my shoulders. “All right, asshole, feel free to jump-scare me — but if you touch me, whatever you’re getting paid isn’t going to be enough.”

I shrugged away the sudden chill that ran through me and stepped over the threshold.

As soon as I did, my phone’s light went out, other lights from within the room came on, blinding me, and I heard the sharp clicks and clatters of multiple locks being set on a suddenly slammed door.
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I tried to spin around and leap for the door, but I couldn’t move.

I strained my muscles, but couldn’t twist to see behind me, couldn’t turn my head, couldn’t even blink, and I realized the light in my eyes wasn’t lights, it was letters, glowing in my vision.

Giving up on trying to move, I paused to read.

Welcome to Arctara

“What the fuck?”

The letters spun apart into little dots of light, then reformed.

Syncing inherent skills…

Please wait…

I tried again to turn my head, wanting to scan the darkness for anything that might be coming for me. My heart started racing at thoughts of the many things that could be lurking in the darkness. I could see, I could breathe, I could feel my body, but I couldn’t move — no matter how much I tensed my muscles, my body stayed frozen in place like a statue.

Then more words started scrolling in my vision, floating in space like some kind of video game.

Initial Skill Cap Exceeded…

Selecting most relevant skills…

Randomizing bottom quintile…

Entity transfer complete…


Stat Sheet


Body

Health 90

Fortitude 35

Endurance 30

Agility 35

Perception 28

Understanding 29

Charm 15

Martial

Tahlén Blade

55

Unarmed Combat

45

Swordsmanship (General)

30

Longbow

5

Dodge/Evasion

20

Weapon Maintenance

25

Life Skills

Cooking

10

Item Repair

20

Foraging

12

Fishing

8

Hunting

18

Survival Skills

22

Navigation

25

Specialized

Crafting (General)

10

Tinkering (Mechanical/Technical)

45

Alchemy

12

Lockpicking

2

Perception

28


Chapter Nine




Skills synced, please select a general starting class for bonuses:

Fighter

Rogue

Artificer

Monk

Istruggled again to move, but I couldn’t — not even to blink — and the line about selecting a class started to flash insistently.

Taking a deep breath I tried to calm myself and figure this out.

I’d walked through a mysterious door, found myself unable to move, my phone light went out, and there was some sort of video game interface in my eyes … a psychotic break was definitely on the table here, clearly influenced by how much of my life I’d wasted playing video games.

Given the incessantly flashing “choose your class” message, I was willing to bet that my psychosis wouldn’t let me move until I did that.

I considered the options.

Monk was right out — my psychosis would probably make a vow of celibacy come along with that and, while I’d never gotten what you’d call a lot of action, I’d still like to have the option. Artificer was out, too, since the whole skills thing seemed to be focused on a lot of martial stuff. If I was going to spend the rest of my life in a loony bin thinking I was living in a game, then I’d at least like it to be interesting — Artificer sounded like I’d be spending my crazy-time making bracelets out of beads and string or something.

So Rogue or Fighter?

I actually gave Rogue some thought, since it would probably be safer, and get me let out sooner, if I spent my time in the psych ward sneaking around rather than picking fights.

In the end, I decided on Fighter, because … I like to fight and I’m good at it.

Maybe not competitive-level good, but I enjoyed my MMA sparring and sword sessions, and I could hold my own pretty well.

I still couldn’t speak, so I focused on Fighter and tried to project the thought to my crazy-part. Yeah, that one.

Fighter Base Class selected.

Applying bonuses…

Fortitude +5

Endurance +3 (Health 99)

New Skill! Armor Proficiency - movement penalties for medium/heavy armor reduced 12%.

New Skill! Enhanced Regeneration - health regenerates 13% faster.

Unarmed Combat +5

Weapons Maintenance +5

New Skill! Power Strike - +4% damage with melee weapons or unarmed combat.

New Skill! Shield Defense - -4% damage when using a shield.

New Skill! Battle Awareness - Perception during combat +3.

New Skill! Weapon Mastery (sword) - +5 to all sword skills.

New Skill! Taunt - +10 to Charm-based negative interactions.

New Skill! Second Wind - when Health is reduced to 10% or below, it is reset to 25% and +10 to Endurance for 30 minutes.

Evaluating…

Class Skills Exceeding 50

Please select a class specialization:

Swordmaster

Brawler

Great — more to pick. Really, I just wanted to be able to move because my nose was itching.

Swordmaster! I thought, trying to project it forcefully.

Swordmaster specialization selected.

Applying bonuses…

Tahlén Blade +10

Swordsmanship (General) +5

New Skill! Blade Dance - Attack speed +7%.

New Skill! Master’s Strike - Triple damage once per combat.

Skills Sync Complete.

Welcome to Arctara!

Enjoy your stay.


Stat Sheet


Alexander Thomas Mercer

Class: Fighter/Sword master

Body

Health

99

Fortitude

40

Endurance

33

Agility

35

Perception

28

Understanding

29

Charm

15

Martial

Tahlén Blade

70

Unarmed Combat

50

Swordsmanship (General)

40

Longbow

5

Dodge/Evasion

20

Weapon Maintenance

30‍

Life Skills

Cooking

10

Item Repair

20

Foraging

12

Fishing

8

Hunting

18

Survival Skills

22

Navigation

25

Specialized

Crafting (General)

10

Tinkering (Mechanical/Technical)

45

Alchemy

12

Lockpicking

2

Perception

28

Class Skills

Armor Proficiency

12%

Reduced movement penalty in medium/heavy armor.

Enhanced Regeneration

13%

Increases Health Regeneration.

Power Strike

4%

Increases damage done by melee weapons and unarmed combat.

Shield Defense (-damage %)

4%

Reduces damage taken when using a shield.

Battle Awareness

3

Increases Perception during combat.

Weapon Mastery (sword)

5

Increases Sword skills.

Taunt (negative charm)

10

Increases Charm when initiating negative interactions.

Second Wind

When Health reaches 10% it is increased to 25% and +10 Endurance for 30 minutes (24 hour cooldown).

Blade Dance

7%

Increases attack speed.

Master's Strike

Triple damage once per combat. Requires Invocation.


Chapter Ten




Suddenly I could move again and I immediately spun to face the door, which was closed, and rushed back to it. The knob was solidly set and shoving on either half of the door had no more effect than if I was shoving on the surrounding rock walls.

“Fuck!”

I kicked the door, which worked no better than trying to turn the knob or shoving on it, then stepped back and scratched and scrubbed at my nose because the itch was driving me nuts … nuttier than I already appeared to be.

I threw my shoulder into the door a few more times, then gave up — the doors were solid wood, with multiple locks, most of which didn’t have even a keyhole on my side, and if the thunks I’d heard were those wooden beams being put back in place, there was no way I was getting back through those without chopping through them.

The welcome message and — I guess, my stat sheet — stayed floating in my vision. Since nothing seemed to be attacking me out of the shadows, I gave it a look over to try and understand better what was going on.

Could I have wound up in some new VR game?

While in a derelict mansion in the middle of nowhere?

Yeah.

Could I have wound up in Uncle Jack’s new VR game?

Cash out a hundred million dollars, hide away in a secret room in your basement for seven years developing new hardware, then use that to fuck with your nephew?

Plausible.

The problem was, for this to be a VR game, it would have to have graphics and haptics decades ahead of anything else — and someone would have had to dress me in a haptic suit without waking me up.

Cash out a hundred million dollars, hide away in a secret room in your basement for seven years developing new hardware, then … gas your nephew in his sleep so he won’t wake up while you strip him and put a haptic suit and VR setup twenty years more advanced than anything on the market?

Or some kind of holodeck shit — which, if I had it, I’d be marketing to make a billion dollars, not setting it up in an abandoned basement.

Psychosis was far more plausible.

So what was my psychosis trying to tell me with the glowing text?

My name and class were clear. The “body” part seemed to be the same as a typical RPG’s attributes — strength, constitution, dexterity, etc., just with different names. Health was pretty clear, as well, but had it gone up from the first time? Ninety-nine seemed like it was probably a multiple of Endurance and I’d gotten +3 in that from picking a class — I guess it was 3x Endurance?

The Class Skills looked like they were all passive, they just worked, except for Taunt and Master’s Strike.

The Martial stuff seemed straightforward as well. Tahlén Blade was probably this game’s version of a katana? At least that was the type of sword I was most skilled with back home.

“This game’s” … that didn’t seem right, since I was actually in whatever the fuck this was, not playing it. This world’s? Was I in a different world? Was the locked door in Uncle Jack’s basement some kind of portal to another world? Universe? Dimension? What the fuck ever?

Yeah, whatever, if it looked like a game and talked like a game, then it could be gamified. I might not have played a lot of RPGs lately, but I’d been pretty good at them in high school — although this didn’t seem like something I’d be playing with a keyboard and mouse, so I should probably take it a lot more seriously.

Save game? I thought. Save!

Arctara has no save function.

Okay, so the System, whatever it was, responded to thoughts like that.

Help! I tried.

Arctara has no general help function.

Limited Introductory Support Activated…

Please make a specific request.

A specific request?

Exit! Quit! Send me the fuck home!

Arctara portal, Mercer Manor, is behind you.

It’s locked!

There was no response.

The exit’s locked — how do I unlock it?

Arctara portal, Mercer Manor, is open and functional.

System working as designed — no trouble found.

I thought about that, leaning my weight on the door again.

Was the exit maybe the threshold and Uncle Jack had put the door in place? But why not have a way to open it from this side?

It made sense to block off his house from whatever was in this … fine, we’ll go with world. Yeah, if there was stuff in this world that made things like Blade Dance and Master’s Strike a necessity, then I’d probably lock it off from my house, too, but he had to have wanted a way to get back through from this side.

I started feeling around the door’s frame and surrounding walls, looking for anything that could be poked, prodded, or turned, but after several minutes of searching I found nothing. Even if I had found something, I thought about all those locks and bars on the other side of the door — even the knob was locked — if any of them had been set, then some latch on this side wasn’t going to help anyway.

But who was back on the Earth side of the door to do that? Whatever I’d been following had sounded way too small, but maybe that had been a trick? Had I been led down here and trapped on the Arctara side deliberately?

My blood ran cold.

What was back on the other side alone in the house with Heather?

Are there other exits? I thought, desperately.

There are 7,284 portals in Arctara.

Where’s the nearest one?

Behind you.

I fought the urge to scream in frustration.

Other than the one behind me!

You have not discovered any other Arctaran portals.

Limited Introductory Support limit reached.

For future assistance, please submit a support ticket.

Fuck me.

Look — I still need some help?

Thank you for contacting Arctaran Support

Support Ticket # b482b495-3fa3-47c1-b33c-a5a93dce0121

Ticket received, please wait for assistance…

You are #27,824 in the support queue … but we have lots of reps, hang on!

(Estimated wait time … 06:47…)

I sighed. Well, seven minutes wasn’t so bad, was it?

Support Ticket # b482b495-3fa3-47c1-b33c-a5a93dce0121 updated.

Estimated wait times are presented in the format hh:mm.

Thank you for contacting Arctaran Support, ticket #b482b495-3fa3-47c1-b33c-a5a93dce0121 closed.

What the fuck? Closed?

“Hey! What the fuck? I still have a question!”

Thank you for contacting Arctaran Support

Support Ticket # d44d66b9-ff24-4e32-997a-bda6a438b788

Ticket received, please wait for assistance…

You are #31,278 in the support queue … but we have lots of reps, hang on!

(Estimated wait time … 08:18…)

“Mother —”

It was going to be like that, was it?

Fine, I’d break the fucking door down with … yeah, I had nothing.

Which meant I was going to have to find something to break the door down and that meant getting out of this fucking basement to somewhere there was light and, hopefully, a big fucking ax.


Chapter Eleven




Okay, so trapped in a locked basement.

Well, maybe locked — if this was a basement and not just an extension of the Earth-basement. If it was just an extension, then I was fucked. But that didn’t make sense — there had to be a way out.

I tapped my phone and tried to hold the power button to reset it, but it was dark and nothing I did had any effect.

So, exploring in the dark?

I set my back firmly against the door to my world, stretched my arms out in front of me to avoid walking face first into something, and tried to take deliberate straight steps in one direction.

Shuffling my feet across the uneven stones of the floor to avoid stubbing a toe too, I slowly made my way into the darkness. I was just about to give up and return to the door to keep my bearings straight when I thought I could see just a bit of dim light straight ahead, so I kept going.

The light was very faint, but it was something, and as I got closer, I could make out dim shapes ahead that looked like stairs.

I stopped and frowned, thinking of how far I’d come from the door. If my estimates were right, then I’d come just about three quarters of the length of the basement back on Earth — where the portal and stairs were directly opposite each other.

I kept going and found that there were, indeed, stairs leading up and the light was dim because the top of the stairs were covered in debris. I climbed up and tried to carefully move the debris — wood, cloth, dead leaves, and such — aside, constantly wary for whatever might be up there to be disturbed by my actions.

Once enough space was cleared, I stuck my head above the upper floor’s level and looked around.

“Fuck me,” I muttered.

I was in the entryway to Uncle Jack’s house.

Well, a copy of that, at least, because this one was a mirror image with the bulk of the house stretching back over the space I’d just crossed below. It was as though the two structures were identical, but one was reversed and they were connected by the wall the portal was on.

Here the front door had a large crack running across its bottom half and it hung from only one hinge, leaving an opening for the leaves and weather to be blown in. The view down the hall into the parlor, kitchen, and back wall was lit by the uncovered windows there — uncovered and mostly missing, as the glass and frames lay scattered on the floor.

I climbed the rest of the stairs and looked around more, sticking my head into the parlor — that was filled with shadows, the dim moonlight and predawn glow not penetrating there.

The library doors here were tightly closed and a quick check showed they were locked as well, so I entered the parlor and got a better look at the kitchen area — not great, since everything was dark — which was very different as well. There was a large fireplace with an open hearth and a large cabinet where the refrigerator should have been. There was an old-style hand pump at the sink.

None of the furniture had been covered here, so the sofas and tables were beat up, as well, with water stains, grime, and torn cushions leaking stuffing.

A quick look out the back windows showed that the grounds here were even more overgrown than back on Earth.

I returned to the entryway and tried to ease the door open without it falling down completely. The bottom scraped against the floor and it wiggled in my grasp, but I managed to move it far enough to open a space to pass through and go out.

The time seemed to be the same here, as I could see the sun now fully appearing over the distant mountains … at least, unless the sun’s direction was reversed here too and that was the sunset.

I stood on the veranda for a while, watching, and the sun was rising, so dawn, and I started to see more differences.

Uncle Jack’s house was surrounded by a broad lawn, turned meadow, then a wall of trees in the distance. Here, the way to the main road was still forested, but the hills looking toward the town were bare — in fact, the rising sun revealed that the view was open all the way down to the town in the valley several miles distant. The rolling hills were covered with fields and farmhouses — what looked like animals grazing on the hills and crops closer to the town where the land was flatter.

As the sun rose higher and I could see the town better I realized it was absolutely not the same town — this one had a medieval feel to it — I couldn’t think of any better way to describe it. Even though I couldn’t make out details, the roads, streets, and buildings all had colors and textures that screamed ancient-stuff instead of concrete and glass.

Well, that made sense if I was in a world where swordsmanship was a serious thing.

I did a quick calculation — almost two miles back to the main road, down what should have been the driveway, but was more of an overgrown forest track here, then seven more to town. Average walking speed was three miles an hour, but I knew I could push that, even jog if I wanted to, so call it five miles an hour on average. That was a two-hour trip into town and two hours back.

Maybe a little longer, since I was barefoot and still in my pajamas. The t-shirt and flannel pants were comfortable, but barefoot running on rough or rocky ground wouldn’t be wise — a turned ankle would only make things worse.

At least it wasn’t winter. Did they have winter here?

I tried to decide what would be quickest — search the manor and grounds for something that would get me through that door or immediately head for town, hoping to find a farm or something before I got there. Farmers would have an ax, right?

I decided to spend up to an hour searching the grounds for anything I could use to get through the door, then head for the town and seek help there if I found nothing.

It only took about twenty minutes of searching to realize there wasn’t anything that would take the door down. The upper floors of the manor here were in as rough shape as the first — there wasn’t even a pair of boots or something in the bedrooms. I even checked the third floor, thinking if the weapons racks back on the other side were empty, maybe they’d been moved here, but the entire third floor was empty.

Outside I located a wood pile by the side of the house just around the corner from the kitchen door.

The logs were piled in a tidy pyramid, elevated off the ground and with a roofed structure covering them. I found the ax next to a large stump that looked like it had been used for the chopping.

The ax lay on the ground beside the stump, covered in heavy grass and vines. The head was rusty and pitted and the handle bowed alarmingly as I picked it up. There was no way it could handle even a single swing.

The logs themselves were in better shape, and I hefted a couple, but they were only a couple feet long. Nothing I could use as a battering ram, and even if they were heavier, the thought of those thick beams barring the door on the other side made me certain they’d be useless.

I sighed — town, it was, then, and hope I meet a farmer I could borrow an ax from. Assuming meeting a farmer didn’t cause me even more trouble, because I had no idea what the people here would be like. For all I knew traveling strangers were sacrificed to the Corn God every new moon.

I started across the meadow — the only trace of the drive there was somewhat less vegetation and the feel of some remaining gravel or just small stones underfoot. It was better after I crossed the tree line, but there were still saplings and vines growing in the middle of the path along with a thick layer of leaves, making it hard to even tell where the path was.

About halfway to the road I spotted a small, fallen tree and had an idea. The trunk was fairly straight — it looked like it had been knocked over by a larger, fallen branch. I went and got it to test its strength. It was about ten feet tall, but the upper portion was too thin for my purposes. That broke off with a little applied leverage against the trunk of a larger tree and after I stripped the remaining branches, I had a six-foot staff.

It wasn’t as strong as I’d like and would probably snap if I hit anything too close to the middle, but it would work for walking and defending myself if it came to that. Better than bare hands if the others in this world were typically armed.

I made it to the main road, which was not in the best shape either. It wasn’t paved at all and consisted mostly of grass and dirt worn away by travelers. I tried jogging, hoping to cut down on the time, but the ruts from wagon wheels and roots from the surrounding trees made the footing treacherous. After the third time I nearly broke an ankle, I moved to the road’s shoulder, but the high grass concealed the sharp stubs of branches, so I was limited to a walk instead of jogging — the last thing I needed was to turn an ankle or stab myself in the foot all alone out here.

Based on what I’d seen from the front porch, I thought the trees here would likely end in a couple miles and be replaced by farmland, so the road would probably be better maintained there. Farmers had to get their wagons to market, right?

I pushed on, but after a few hundred yards I heard sounds coming from behind me.

I quickly moved off the road into the tree line, wanting to see who or what it was before deciding whether to try speaking to them.

After a few minutes of the sounds growing closer, identifiable now as creaking wood, jangling metal, and the light thump of hooves on the dirt, a tall wagon pulled by two horses came into view. The sides were wood and it had a flat wood roof, with a door behind the driver. A man sat in the wagon’s seat holding the reins — he had dark hair and a full beard, well-trimmed, and was dressed in a dark red shirt and brown pants. The clothes looked as medieval as I’d thought the town looked.

The wagon had tall wood sides and a top, not the type of open bed I’d associate with farm work, so this was something else — still, he was alone and didn’t appear armed. He might even have an ax in the wagon I could borrow.

I stepped out of the trees when he was about thirty yards away and rested the butt of my staff on the ground, waving to him with my other hand and trying to smile in an entirely harmless way.

The man abruptly pulled his team of horses to a halt and stood up, replacing the reins he held with a loaded crossbow he had on the driver’s bench beside him. He looked around before returning his eyes to me.

“Who are you?”

Well, that was curt — on the other hand, maybe people standing by the road in the middle of a forest was something suspicious here. I tried to figure out how to best phrase my request, while wondering how the guy spoke English — I’d been expecting to have to mime something.

“Ah, my home is back a ways and off the trail. I need an ax or someone with an ax to assist with something. Do you happen to have one?”

“I’ve a hatchet for firewood, but I’ll not be giving such away nor follow a stranger off into the wilds.” He paused, looking me over. “I’ll sell it, if you have the coin —” He paused and looked around again, brow furrowed. “Eight and six for you, as it’s seen some use.”

I didn’t bother to ask eight and six what, since if they were coins, I didn’t have any.

“I’m a little short on cash right now,” I admitted. “I was hoping I could just borrow one for a couple minutes?”

“What is cash?”

“Ah, coin — I’m afraid I don’t have any coins on me at the moment.”

The man snorted. “Waste my time? Stop a merchant with no coin at all to spend?” He took up the reins again with one hand, keeping the crossbow in his other, and twitched them to get his horses started forward again. “Out of the way, boy, and ask at a temple if it’s charity you’re seeking.”

Well, fuck you, too, I thought, but didn’t say because there wasn’t much point in antagonizing the first guy I met in this world.

I stepped farther off the road and let him pass. The man glanced at me and shook his head in disgust as he went by, but didn’t say anything else.

After he was a few yards away I moved back onto the road and started walking again, watching the back of the wagon get farther and farther away.

“Maybe a ride?” I belatedly called out, thinking at least that would be an easier, faster way to get to one of the farms or into town.

The man, merchant, I guess, didn’t answer except to raise one hand over the top of the wagon, fingers in a fist except for an extended pinkie.

There are some gestures that make their meaning clear even if you don’t know the culture and that was clearly a fuck you.

“Asshole,” I muttered, walking on.

The road here was mostly straight, so I was able to watch the wagon’s ass-end for some time as it pulled away from me, then it disappeared around a curve.

I was kind of hoping there’d be enough curves to hide the jerk from me for the rest of my walk, but when I made the turn, I could still see him a couple hundred yards ahead of me.

Hopefully not everyone in this world would be like that and I’d be able to get some actual help. I glared at the back of the wagon as we both traveled on, when suddenly the wagon slowed to a stop and I watched as a red and brown clothed figure toppled silently off the wagon’s left side to land crumpled in the road.

I blinked. Had the dude had an assholery-induced heart attack?

Then I dove for the tree line as four little green men came out of the trees, bows trained on the wagon and the merchant’s body.


Chapter Twelve




The things that attacked the merchant were little, no taller than the wagon’s wheels, so about five feet, and I could tell they were green because there was a lot of skin exposed, except for a sort of loincloth they each wore.

Okay, maybe not men.

As I took a closer look from the safety of the trees, I could see they had long dark hair pulled back in ponytails, and pointed ears that extended several inches away from their heads — some straight up, some to the side.

As I watched, the four tossed their bows aside and two started rummaging through the merchant’s clothes while the other two disappeared into the wagon.

Well, shit, I thought. What do I do now?

The merchant was clearly dead — when I looked closer, I could see the four arrows, two in his torso and two in his head, that had killed him. I was just glad I wasn’t close enough to hear the sounds as the two … whatevers pulled the arrows from him and examined them closely, probably to see if they were damaged or could be used again.

I could probably stay where I was until they were done looting the wagon and moved on — unless they planned to move the wagon off the road and wait for the next traveler. If they did leave the road with the wagon I wouldn’t know if they were leaving the area or just hiding it, though, so I’d be vulnerable to a possible ambush if I waited.

Going past them in the forest seemed like the best choice.

I moved farther back into the trees by a few dozen yards, then made my way parallel to the road, moving slowly and carefully to make as little noise as possible, and keeping an eye toward the road in case the things finished before I was past them and they came off the road.

The closer I got to where the wagon and the creatures were, the more attention I paid to looking toward the road, and that’s why I almost tripped over the fifth creature.

I came around the trunk of a large tree, caught a glimpse of green that wasn’t plant life out of the corner of my eye, and jumped away, bringing my staff up in preparation to swing — then what I was seeing registered and I froze.

This one was female.

Very, very obviously female, with large, bare breasts. She might have only been about five feet tall, if that, but those tits wouldn’t look out of place on a full-grown woman. A human woman, since this was obviously a woman, just not human. They didn’t look comically large, just … big — and they fit well with the woman’s narrow waist and wider hips.

She was barefoot and wearing only a brownish loincloth like the four who’d attacked the merchant. Her black hair was bound in a ponytail so long it reached the ground.

I relaxed a bit as I saw that she was gagged and wouldn’t be screaming for the other creatures, but she was also bound. Her hands were tied behind her back with rope and a second rope was tied around her neck with the other end tossed over a high tree branch and secured to another tree some distance away.

It was a setup where she couldn’t sit without the rope around her neck choking her and couldn’t raise her hands to free herself.

It kind of pissed me off more than the other four creatures killing the merchant, because that obviously had a purpose in getting the guy’s stuff. This … well, there was only one reason I could think of to tie up a girl like that — a pretty girl, I realized, taking in her face.

The green hue of her skin wasn’t at all unattractive — I think a certain captain normalized that decades ago. Her eyes were red with something of a glow to them — which was disconcerting, but not unattractive. Her nose was a little pointed and she had full, generous lips where the gag didn’t hide them.

Okay, the sharp, pointed teeth showing around the gag were a little more than disconcerting, but the overall effect — including the large, pointed ears that extended from the sides of her head and had a delicate, pink hue to the inside — was both pretty and exotic in some weird way.

So … do you leave the pretty green girl tied up and at the mercy of four creatures you just saw kill a guy in cold blood? Even if she’s the same sort of creature?

“I should’ve gone past on the other side of the road,” I muttered, then knelt down in front of the girl — which put me even closer to those magnificent breasts. Her areolas and nipples were a much darker green than the rest of her skin, standing out and drawing the eye.

I put a finger to my lips, hoping she’d understand that and keep quiet.

Closer now, I could see her eyes were darting around fearfully.

“I don’t know if you can speak English,” I whispered, “but I’m going to take that gag out and get you loose. Be quiet, do you understand?”

The girl nodded quickly, some of the fear leaving her face.

“Okay.” First, I tried to just pull the gag from her mouth and slide it down her chin, but it was tied too tight and when I went behind her to try undoing the knot, I found that was also pulled too tight to easily untie it.

“I wish I had a knife or something,” I muttered.

“Mmph!” the girl made a noise and jerked her head to the side.

There were four large sacks there, two tied to the ends of each of two, inch-thick poles, as well as a belt with a sheathed knife.

“Excellent,” I whispered, retrieving the knife and sliding it between the back of her head and the gag.

The knife was a little dull, but I managed to get the gag free, and before I could move on to her bound hands the girl spat out the gag.

“Hurry,” she whispered. “Soon return — are four. Warriors of Black Mountain Tribe — well-armed.”

I nodded. “I saw them,” I whispered back, working on the rope binding her hands. I managed to cut that loose and decided to cut the noose where it stretched above her head instead of trying to slide the knife between the rope and her neck.

“Hurry, please,” she whispered again.

“Almost got it,” I said.

The last of the rope parted and the girl immediately started pulling at the loop around her neck.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” I whispered, but it was too late as the sound of crunching leaves and snapping branches sounded from the direction of the road, and one of the creatures came around a tree trunk to stand staring at us with wide, red eyes.

He was nowhere near as attractive as the girl, with a scowl around his eyes, abnormally large cheek bones, and a bulbous nose.

I saw he had the same sharp teeth, though, as he snarled, shouted something, and rushed at us, drawing a knife from his belt.

I quickly dropped my own knife and grabbed my staff — I wanted to be able to attack from farther away and there was no way I was getting involved in a knife fight. Those were too vicious and dangerous for my taste.

The creature ran straight for me, knife raised above his head.

As he neared, I swung the staff, catching his forearm with a satisfying crack that sent the knife flying, and I followed that up with a shin-strike to the side of his head.

That knocked him off his course toward me and into range of the girl, who shoved the knife she’d picked up deep into his lower belly, then sawed it up and around to spill the creature’s blood and insides out onto the forest floor.

My gorge rose at that — it was one thing to break another guy’s nose in a fight or gut an animal you’d just hunted, but this was something that could speak and act like a person. I was almost more affected by it than the merchant’s death, which had been more distant and abstract.

There was no time to think about that, though, as the other three creatures were in sight, rushing through the forest toward us. One had another knife, a second some sort of short sword, but the third was the one that worried me as he tried to nock an arrow to his bow as he ran. That was going to be a problem and probably get me killed.

The one with a bow was behind the other two and stopped at the edge of the clearing while they rushed forward.

I was just about to try and slip by the two attackers and go for the bowman when the girl threw the knife she held. She didn’t even bother to watch its path, just threw it and dove for the other knife dropped by the one we’d already killed.

Her throw caught the bowman in the left eye and he collapsed to the forest floor.

I didn’t have time to be impressed, because the other two were nearly on us.

The one with the sword came at me while the knife-guy went at the girl.

I caught his first blow with my staff, turning it aside, then swung one end for his head. He dodged back from that and lunged forward again as the end of my staff passed him, causing me to twist to the side. The twist put me on his sword side and I brought the lower end of my staff up into his elbow, then followed through as his arm went up and shoved the side of the staff into his face. There wasn’t enough force to the shove to really hurt him, but it got me inside the reach of his sword.

My mind assessed opportunities in a second and I realized this wasn’t a fight with rules, so I brought a foot up right into the little bastard’s groin, lifting him several inches off the ground.

The creature fell onto his back, dropping the sword and clutching at his balls, which gave me a clear shot to bring my staff down on his face with a sickeningly satisfying crunch.

I spun around, looking for the last one that had gone after the girl, but the clearing was empty, then I heard crunching leaves and caught sight of a flash of green. I dashed that way and saw the girl running as the other one chased her. She had a knife in her hand, but was apparently smart enough to not get into a knife fight — no matter who won one of those, the result was nearly always bad.

“Back this way!” I yelled and the girl glanced at me before turning her next dodge into an all-out run toward me.

I readied my staff, but as soon as the girl passed me and spun to face her attacker by my side the thing skidded to a stop. He looked at the two of us, then around the forest as though searching for his buddies, and finally turned and took off running.

The girl laughed and shouted something after him in a language I didn’t even recognize.

I set one end of my staff on the ground and leaned on it as glowing text sprang into my vision.

New Skill! Quarterstaff — +5

“Fuck you, System,” I muttered then turned to the girl to see if I could get some questions answered, but before I could say anything she looked at me, swallowed hard, and threw herself to her knees. She leaned forward until her face touched the forest floor and extended her arms toward me with the knife laying on her open palms.

“Thank you for life, Master.”


Chapter Thirteen




Well … fuck.

What is the exact protocol when a pretty green girl throws herself at your feet and calls you “Master?”

Maybe I’d write Miss Manners about it when I got home, but for the moment all I wanted to do was breathe for a minute and process the fact that I’d just killed three things that could talk.

I guess I’d killed one of them, but the girl had actually killed two. Yeah, I’d injured the one, but she ended him.

So … if you’re alone in a forest with a pretty green girl who just gutted one dude and stuck a knife in another’s eye, there are probably worse things that could happen than her calling you “Master.”

I blinked a couple times and sighed. Yeah, this was going to be a conversation, I bet.

“Maybe hold off on that for a minute and explain to me…” I sighed again. “Everything?”

“What would Master know?” she said into the dirt.

“Look, how about you sit up and we talk for a minute? I have a lot of questions and you’re the first … person I’ve met here who wasn’t an utter asshole.”

I counted the four green guys as assholes, since they’d tried to kill me. She got up to sit with her butt on her heels, arms now outstretched toward me.

“Go ahead and put your arms down, too,” I said.

The girl looked at me quizzically. “Master will trust this slave with a blade?”

“Yes,” I said, more and more creeped out by the “Master” thing. “We fought together — I see no reason not to trust you.”

The girl frowned as though she didn’t believe me, but carefully set the knife on the ground beside her and rested her hands on her thighs.

“Thank you for blade, Master.”

“Great. Fine. You’re welcome. First thing, could you stop calling me that?”

The girl’s frown deepened and her eyes grew wide. “Master does not want me?”

“Where I’m from doesn’t really do the whole master/slave thing anymore,” I said. “My name’s Alex, can you call me that?”

“Ah-rex, Ar-rex,” she tried, still frowning as though she didn’t believe me.

“Right, good.” I licked my lips and realized my mouth was dry. I hadn’t had anything to drink since early last night and the walk and fight had left me needing one. “Let’s see if those guys had any water. Or an ax — did they have an ax?

Before I could even make it two steps toward the wagon, the girl was on her feet and scurrying toward the four bags that had been near her when she was tied up.

“Master have water,” she said.

Damn, she could move fast. I hadn’t even taken another three steps before she was heading back toward me with a leather wineskin.

Again she threw herself to the ground in front of me, face in the dry leaves and hands outstretched with the wineskin across her palms.

“Ah … thanks,” I said, taking the skin. “You can sit up again, please?” While she did that, I examined the wineskin. “And let’s not do the whole face in the dirt thing anymore?”

“It fresh, Master.” She pointed off into the forest. “Drawn from spring just there this morning.”

“Thanks.” I uncapped the skin, raised it, and squired a stream of water into my mouth.

It tasted fine — good, actually. Cool and refreshing with just a hint of the leather it was contained in. It might even be safe if it came from a spring and had filtered through enough sand or soil, though I fully expected to come down with the shits from some parasite within the next twenty-four hours or so. Hopefully I’d be back home with a functioning toilet before that happened.

“Any chance those guys have an ax in their packs?” I asked.

The goblin shook her head. “Sword?” she suggested, pointing to the one the male goblin had dropped.

Would a sword work? I picked up the short sword and weighed it in my hand, thinking about how thick those basement doors were.

“Thank you,” I said again, offering her the wineskin and standing. “So what’s your name?”

“Master give name.”

Of course, even getting a name couldn’t be easy.

I examined the goblin’s short sword and wondered if anyone in this world actually took care of their shit, because the blade didn’t look like it had ever been sharpened and the metal was rough and pitted, with spots of rust and what looked like hammer marks along its length. I had a suspicion it wasn’t even steel, maybe just iron, and a test swing against a nearby tree yielded some pretty pathetic results.

The blade sort of bounced off the tree, making a dent in the bark, but not penetrating.

I held the blade up to my eye. “I think it bent,” I muttered.

The goblin shrugged.

“Fuck,” I muttered, then I started making my way through the trees to the road. The dead merchant said he had a hatchet.

“Have you ever had a name?” I asked. “I mean, you weren’t always a slave, were you?”

The goblin shook her head as she followed me. “Master is first Master. I started as clandaughter of Southern Ocean tribe, then wife to chieftain of the Red Mountain tribe, then captive of Black Mountain tribe,” she said, gesturing at the dead things. “Now slave of Ah-Rex.”

I shook my head. “Not…” I trailed off. Fuck it, it didn’t matter anyway. I was going to get some help, open up that fucking door, go home, and never deal with this shit again. If some green chick got left behind in my delusion calling me “Master” — yeah, fuck it.

I sighed — no, it wasn’t going to be that simple. If this shit was real, I couldn’t just leave her here with nothing and nowhere to go.

I took a deep breath, trying to fight off the thought that this was just some psychotic hallucination anyway, so there wouldn’t be anything really wrong about taking advantage of it.

The problem was … all this was way too real and I was more and more convinced that it wasn’t a hallucination.

And, if it was, then I was probably still in bed next to Heather and didn’t want her waking up to find me humping my pillow or something.

“What was your name then?”

“Grimelia,” the girl said with a sigh.

“Great, so I’m going to call you Grimelia and you’re going to call me Alex,” I said, then decided it couldn’t hurt. “Let’s call that an order, okay?”

“Yes, Ah-Rex,” the girl said with an expression that said it clearly wasn’t.

“Great.” I tried to think of what to ask her first, since I knew absolutely nothing about this place. I could at least get some information while I looked for the hatchet the dead-asshole had tried to sell me. “I guess, first … I’m not sure how to ask this without offending you, but you’re not human, right?”

Grimelia looked at me like I was crazy. “Ahr-ex does not know goblins?”

Short, green, kind of vicious … of course, goblin.

“Okay,” I said, deciding I’d have to figure out what I was going to do with the girl if she was real. It wasn’t like I could just leave her out here in the middle of the forest alone. Maybe I could get her to town and have someone take her back to wherever she belonged. “So why do you think I’m your master now?”

There was nothing resembling a hatchet around the wagon’s bench seat and the door behind that was locked.

More are-you-crazy looks. She gestured at the forest and the dead goblins there. “You defeat Black Mountain warriors — all they had is yours now.”

I nodded. Sure.

“If they captured you,” I tried, “and I freed you, can’t you just go back to the, what was it, Red Mountain tribe?”

Grimelia shook her head. “Red Mountain tribe all dead. Black Mountain kill them.”

“What? These four dudes killed an entire tribe?” I found that a little hard to believe, given how easily we’d killed them.

“These not whole. Many, many Black Mountain goblins come. Kill Red Mountain tribe. All gone but those captive. These —” She gestured at the dead goblins. “These want more. Leave Black Mountain to raid more.”

I glanced at the goblin, who was watching me intently, and had to ask, even though I knew deep in my soul that there was going to be some reason it wouldn’t work either. “What about your original tribe? Southern Ocean?”

Grimelia shook her head again. “I no more Southern Ocean when join Red Mountain. No more Red Mountain when tribe dead. Now? Nothing to be now but slave of Ah-rex.”

“How far away is the Southern Ocean tribe?” I asked, on the off chance there was an ocean somewhere up in these mountains. “How long did it take you to get to Red Mountain from there?”

The pretty goblin’s brow furrowed. “More than four, less than five.”

“Days?”

“Moons.”

I groaned, wondering if this place might have a moon that went through its phases in, like, twenty minutes?

Oh, this was a mess now. It didn’t feel right to just abandon the girl here, even if I did want to get home as quick as I could. Maybe I could help her find a job in the town after making sure Heather was okay?

Yeah.

Get merchant-dude’s hatchet, get through that fucking door and make sure Heather’s safe, then come back here and find Grimelia a place to work and stay.

That was a plan.

Were goblins even allowed in towns?

I guess I was going to find out.


Chapter Fourteen




“Idon’t care what ‘eight and six’ that asshole was talking about,” I said, hefting the hatchet the dead merchant tried to sell me. “This shit isn’t worth it.”

The metal head was as rusted and pitted as the ax I’d found back at the manor and it looked to have been sharpened so many times that the blade was less than half the length I thought it must have been originally.

I took a tentative swing and the head fell off to thunk against the wagon’s floor. I could probably fashion a shim to fix that, but I didn’t think the hatchet would put any more of a dent in the basement door than the flimsy short sword would.

Using either of them would be like trying to cut through the basement door with a butter knife. Or maybe the butter.

“Fuck!” I screamed, throwing the hatchet’s handle into the woods. I started going through the wagon’s interior, looking for anything that might be helpful, but it seemed like the guy had been some kind of cloth merchant and the wagon was filled with multicolored bolts of fabric.

Could I set fire to a pile of cloth and burn the door down?

No, burning down the mansion on this side wouldn’t get me home any sooner, and the fucking door opened toward the Earth-side — there wasn’t even much of a handle to tie a rope to.

Could I run a rope down to the basement and use the horses to pull the door down?

“All I want is a fucking ax,” I muttered.

“Master want ax?”

I scrambled out of the wagon’s interior to find Grimelia looking up at me. “Yes, I want an ax — did those other goblins have one?”

Grimelia shook her head and pointed down the road. “Human town sell ax,” she said, like she was explaining to a particularly dumb goblin. “Master buy.”

I sighed. Back to Plan A.

The question was, now, how to get there?

Walk the remaining miles? Take the wagon? Was the merchant’s wagon known to this town, so showing up with it would make them suspicious I’d killed him?

The best I could come up with was to bring the bodies, merchant and goblin, with me to explain. Even with the time necessary to load them up, the wagon would still be quicker than walking.

I briefly considered unhitching the horses and trying to ride one, but I’d seen someone try that with a cart horse at a LARP once and it hadn’t ended well.

I decided to drag the whole mess into town and let the authorities there figure it out. With three dead goblins I figured they wouldn’t accuse me of the merchant’s death, and if I left the bodies here and the merchant was known, then driving his wagon into town would be the worst thing I could do.

“Why give away?” she asked, staring at a locked chest the merchant had bolted to the floor of the wagon. “Goblins take from him. You take from goblins. Is yours.”

“He might have a family or something that needs the money. I’m going to see if anyone in town knows him or knows how to contact his family.”

I was also hoping that appearing honest enough to bring all the merchant’s stuff back would get both me and Grimelia some goodwill in the town — maybe enough to be loaned an ax and a horse to get back to the manor faster.

“If family want, family should protect better.”

She frowned even more when I handed her a shirt I’d found in the merchant’s belongings and told her to put it on.

“Most humans aren’t as … open about that sort of thing as I guess you goblins are — at least where I’m from,” I explained. I didn’t really know that for a fact in this world, but figured being wrong with her covered up would be better than being wrong the other way.

“Hmph. Humans not like tits?” She grinned, showing her sharp teeth and grasping her breasts from underneath to push them up and together so the dark green nipples seemed to be staring at me. “I see stare. Ah-rek like tits. Touch?”

“No!” I said, quickly.

“Ah-rek want.” Grimelia grinned wider and nodded at my crotch.

Yep, I was tenting, and the loose fabric of my flannel pajama bottoms did absolutely nothing to hide it.

“You’re very pretty, but it wouldn’t be right — and I’m in a hurry.”

“Hmph. Tits belong to Ah-rek now, should do what want.” She grinned again. “Other thing belong to Ahr-ek too … want?”

I was starting to think she might be changing up how she pronounced my name just so I’d let her call me “Master” instead.

“Put the shirt on,” I said, trying for a stern tone that was a little spoiled by my voice cracking and my inability to look away from those nipples, which seemed to be growing longer and harder the more the conversation went on.

Grimelia grumbled, but did as she was told, including wrapping a bit of rope around her waist to hold the baggy shirt in place. All that really did for me was accentuate what I knew was under there, something not helped by the way the wide neck hole would slide down one of Grimelia’s shoulders, baring more smooth, green skin.

The interior of the wagon was so stuffed with bolts of cloth that the bodies wouldn’t fit and would only bleed all over the wares — something that would also probably get me in trouble — but there was room on the roof. There were other supplies up there, but still enough space. It wasn’t easy, but there were handholds on one side that made it clear you stepped on the wheel to get up there. I found a lever next to the seat that led down to the front wheels and could probably brake or set some sort of parking state so they wouldn’t roll. A bit of a climb with a body over your shoulder, but I managed it.

While I loaded the bodies onto the top of the wagon and lashed them down, Grimelia concentrated on looting whatever body I wasn’t actively carrying. I gave her a stern look when she approached the merchant’s body, but she just hmphed at me and set about wrapping him up in a sheet of canvas I’d found inside the wagon, then she went back to the goblin camp and returned with their belongings.

That included the four bags that were the goblins’ travel packs. Apparently, they were tied to the ends of sticks so Grimelia could carry them across her shoulders while the group traveled.

She came to me with a single bag of what she thought was actually valuable, instead of useless crap her captors made her carry for no apparent reason. I got a look at the stuff she tossed — broken pottery jars, tangled balls of string, things like that.

I managed to strap the four bodies to the roof of the wagon, then I dug through the pile of goblin weapons we’d collected to get the unbent short sword and its belt and scabbard. I buckled that around my waist. The goblins must have stolen those from a human, too, because the belt fit me.

I still had my staff and it was in pretty good shape, all things considered, but it had taken a beating and my skills said I should be better with a sword, even a shitty one, at a 40 than the staff at a 5. I thought I’d done pretty good with the staff against the goblins, so I wondered what fighting with a sword would be like — mostly if it’d feel any different than fighting back on Earth.

The short sword was quite a bit different than the katanas I was used to, made more for stabbing or hacking where a katana was made primarily to strike and pull, slicing through its target rather than piercing or hacking.

Neither Grimelia nor I had any idea how to drive a wagon, but how hard could it be?

I settled onto the wagon bench next to the scantily clad goblin and took up the reins.

“Hiyah!” I called out, slapping the reins like I’d seen in movies.

Surprisingly, it worked — the horses started moving and followed the road with little intervention from me. It wasn’t like there was anywhere else they could take the wagon with the trees on either side, and the most I had to do for some time was hiyah them again when they slowed or stopped to bend down and eat whatever happened to be growing near the roadway.

It was still an easy ride when we came out of the trees into the area with farms.

Drainage ditches lined the road on either side now and the fields all had fences of some sort, whether wooden poles or rock, as we got closer to the town.

We passed a few farmers, but they got wide eyes and headed away from us as soon as they saw Grimelia — or maybe it was the four bodies we had strapped to the top of the wagon. I did notice a green leg and head were now hanging over the side of the wagon. One of the farmers even had an ax, but he kept it with him as he ran away across his field.

I was starting to feel like I was being herded toward the town and if my psychoses really was running this world as a game, that really could be it.

The town had a stone wall that went around most of it and there was a gate where the road went through that had four men in armor standing around.

I got ready to try and stop the wagon, something I realized I probably should have practiced on the way here so I wouldn’t look stupid, but the horses seemed to know the drill. As we approached the gate, they slowed without any instruction from me and came to a stop right where the men were standing.

The guards looked us over, especially Grimelia, and two of them had their hands on their sword hilts.

“That’s Seraphines’ wagon,” one of them said before I had a chance to start the explanation I’d prepared. “What are you doing with it, lad? And why the goblin?”

“Bodies!” a voice called from the other side of the wagon and I saw a fifth guard there, staring up at the top. All the guards now drew their swords.

“Wait! Wait!” I cried. “There’s three goblin bodies up there, too! The merchant guy, Seraphines, was attacked by them and killed. I just wanted to bring his wagon and body here in case someone knew if he had a family or something.”

“By goblins, you say?” the guard who’d done all the talking so far asked, staring at Grimelia — who wasn’t helping anything by grinning back with her needle-like teeth.

“Not her,” I said quickly. “There were four goblins, males. They had her captive and ambushed Seraphines. I was on the road behind him and couldn’t stop it, but I found Grimelia tied to a tree and together we killed those three — the fourth one ran off.”

The guard narrowed his eyes, then nodded.

“Very well, I suppose one who killed Seraphines wouldn’t be so daft as to drive his wagon in here with the man himself barely cold atop it. I’m Jeffault, guard captain. What’s your name and where will you be staying, should we have more questions?”

“My name’s Alex — Alexander. I’m not sure where we’ll stay — I’m new here. What I really need is to buy an ax and rent a horse so I can get back … to where I came from.”

I could actually buy an ax now, because Grimelia had given me a pouch full of coin the goblins had taken during their raids.

Jeffault shook his head. “No, I think you’ll be staying in town for a day or two, lad. The mayor’s like to have words with you over Seraphines’ death.”

I ground my teeth in frustration — everything was two steps forward, one back around here. I should have expected “don’t leave town” from a cop.

“Okay,” I said, trying to sound agreeable. I’d make it look like I was staying, buy an ax and a pair of shoes, then sneak out of town and run like hell. Even in daylight, the rutted road would tear up my feet if I tried running it barefoot.

“Can you recommend someplace to stay?” I asked, trying to give the impression of someone fully intending to follow law enforcement’s instructions.

Jeffault thought for a moment. “Not many places will let a goblin stay, even a slave.”

“See?” Grimelia whispered. “You Master.”

I shushed her as Jeffault went on. “Try The Sleepy Bull.” He pointed into town. “Two streets straight along, then right and you’ll see the sign right enough.”

“Thank you.” I gestured at the wagon. “Should I take the wagon somewhere first, or could you?”

Jeffault nodded again. “Kest, take the wagon to the temple and have the Oakfather accompany you to Seraphines’ home to inform his family.”

One of the other guards stepped toward the wagon and I motioned Grimelia to get down, then followed her, grabbing the single sack of belongings we’d looted from the goblins.

“I trust none of that’s Seraphines’?” Jeffault asked, nodding at the sack.

I shook my head. “Only what the goblins had. I don’t think there’d be any way to track down who it actually belonged to.”

The guardsman nodded agreement. “Nor likely they’d be alive for the returning.”

“Oh,” I added, gesturing at Grimelia. “I did take just one of Seraphines’ shirts, for … you know.”

“Ha! Got sick of looking at green tits? I don’t blame you.” Jeffault was sneering at Grimelia now, and her lip was curled back in turn. “They’re useful enough if nothing else’s available, I suppose, so long as the room’s dark.”

I set a hand on Grimelia’s shoulder, squeezing gently, and fixed my own face in a smile. What I really wanted to do was stuff the guardsman’s head up one of the dead goblin’s asses, but that wouldn’t do us any good. I could understand the humans here not liking goblins — they’d just killed a citizen of the town, after all, and probably did worse all the time — but that was the sort of comment that was uncalled for and disgusting. He was talking about using someone like Grimelia for his own pleasure at the same time he insulted her.

“The Sleepy Bull, you said?” I asked. “Two streets up and to the right?”

Jeffault nodded. “And remember, the mayor may have questions for you later. Stay in town.” He pursed his lips. “Welcome to Dunbarrow, Alexander — I trust the rest of your stay will be uneventful.”

I was really starting to get irritated at the delay, but tried not to show it.

We probably should get some food, I hadn’t even had breakfast and it was now after noon — and if I rented a room at this Sleepy Bull, it might convince the guards I was staying and we could leave town for a walk or something. Worst case I might be able to sneak out of town after dark and get home, even if it meant risking whatever might be out and about in the forest for the night.

We.

I grumbled at myself, but I’d already decided I wouldn’t leave Grimelia here in town— not with the attitude the town guard captain seemed to have about goblins What I was going to do with her now, I hadn’t figured out yet, but we could address it once we were back at the manor and through that fucking door.

I nodded my understanding to Jeffault and turned Grimelia away with the hand I had on her shoulder.

I waited until we’d gone a hundred feet or so before looking down at her, ignoring the somewhat hostile stares we were getting.

“Sorry about that.”

The little goblin frowned. “What sorry?”

“About what he said back there.”

Her frown deepened. “You not say — why sorry? You think?”

I slowed and steered us to one side of the street. There were no sidewalks, just the dirt street itself where everyone traveled whether on foot, mounted, or with a wagon. There was a fenced yard with some grass near the street that seemed to not see much traffic and I paused us there. The town buildings here were smaller and more broadly spaced than those farther into town, so there was more room.

I stooped over so I could look her in the eye. She didn’t really seem hurt, just confused, which made me sad at the thought she might simply expect all humans to view her that way.

“I do not think that,” I told her, staring into her glowing red eyes. “I think you’re very pretty.”

Grimelia’s eyes narrowed. “Prove.”

“How am I supposed to do that?”

The corners of the goblin girl’s mouth quirked up. “We fuck. Not in dark.”

I took a deep breath and stood. “Come on. I don’t want to discuss that on the street.”

We walked in silence, following Jeffault’s directions, until I saw a sign with a bull’s head, eyes closed, hanging from a post. The building was two floors and not very big, but the door was open and a couple people came and went as we neared it.

“Master?” Grimelia said quietly.

“Yeah?” It was probably a bad idea not to protest her calling me “Master” again, but I was tired, hungry, and my feet hurt. I wanted to rent a room to make the cops think I was staying in town, grab a sandwich or something, then find a fucking ax. How could it be this hard to find an ax in a fucking fantasy world?

“We follow,” Grimelia whispered.

“Follow what?”

The goblin made a brief motion with her head to indicate behind us. “Follow we.”

I didn’t look back right away, but I might as well have — the guardsman following us wasn’t exactly being subtle about it.

So we were being watched, which was more irritating than surprising, and made getting out of town more complicated.

The building and the clientele looked a little rougher than I’d like. Mostly men in dirty clothes, like they’d just finished work and stopped in for a drink, but it was midday.

We entered and I blinked my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting while taking in the bar … pub? Inn? I don’t know what the hell it was — there was alcohol, I smelled food and some of the patrons had plates in front of them, and, according to Jeffault, they had rooms for rent, so whatever that was.

I crossed to the bar itself where a rather portly man was polishing mugs with a dirty towel.

“Drink?” he asked, setting the mug he’d just wiped crud all over down in front of me.

“Ah, yeah,” I said, wondering again if I’d make it home to a flush toilet before this world did bad things to me, but a beer would be safer than water. “And some food and a room?”

The man nodded. “Have all of that.” He nodded at Grimelia. “No trade here.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, I don’t understand.”

“You can have a room,” he said, “but just the two of you. If you plan to rent out the goblin, you’ll have to find someplace else. I run a respectable inn here.”

I looked around while I calmed myself and wondered if everyone in this world was an asshole. If this place was respectable, I’d hate to see seedy.

“None of that,” I assured him. “We just want some food and a place to rest.”

He nodded. “One night, one meal, one ale — two stars. Each.”

I nodded as though I knew whether or not that was a reasonable price.

Back at the ambush site, Grimelia had collected all the coins from the goblins’ bodies — and, I suspected, Seraphines’ when I wasn’t looking — and given them to me in a pouch. On the way to town I’d had her explain what she knew of the coins to me and I’d separated them, taking some of the smaller ones to keep in the pouch I tied to my belt and hiding the others away in the sack with our other belongings.

I’d asked her to explain, after I’d held a couple of the gold coins up while yelling at a fleeing farmer to come back and I’d pay him for an ax, and wanted to figure out if I wasn’t offering enough.

There were three basic types, plus a few others, but the main ones were copper pennies, silver stars, and gold crowns — all about the same size and weight. I was particularly interested in the gold ones and wanted to see how much they might be worth back on Earth. She’d also explained what the merchant meant with the price for a hatchet, at eight and six. That was eight stars and six pennies.

So this guy wanted almost half that for one night’s stay and a meal. One of them was trying to rip me off — maybe both.

“That seems high,” I ventured.

The man shrugged. “Find another inn that’ll take your goblin, then.”

I grumbled, but dug four of the silver coins from my pouch and handed them over.

“Upstairs — second room on the right I’ll send up your meal and drink shortly.”


Chapter Fifteen




The room was small, with a single bed, a little bigger than a twin, that seemed to have straw sticking out of the mattress, and nothing much else. There was a small table with a large bowl, a pitcher of water, and two or three small, mostly-clean towels. The towels were stained, but looked like they’d at least been laundered recently.

I was glad I wasn’t planning to actually spend the night here, because I really didn’t want to deal with Grimelia sleeping that close to me. There’s only so much self-control that can be expected of a guy, and the way she kept throwing herself at me was going to have an effect on that eventually.

I took a quick look out the window and caught sight of the guard who’d been following us. He’d set up shop, pretty obviously, right across the street from The Sleepy Bull’s front door.

So either he was just that dumb and obvious, or he was the obvious one, standing around so we’d see him and sneak out the back — where there’d be another guard to catch us clearly trying sneak around.

Or maybe I was just suspicious.

I figured I’d give it just enough time for him to think we were settling in, then go out the front door and try to pick up if there was more than one following us.

While waiting for our food to be delivered, I sat down on the bed to rest and pulled the other money pouch from our bag — Grimelia took the bag from me and sat on the floor to sort through its other contents. I think we were both trying to figure out how much of a dent the four stars had put in our resources.

In total, after paying for the room and our meals, we had twenty gold crowns, forty-four silver stars, and one hundred twenty-six copper pennies. That was the equivalent of twenty-two crowns. Grimelia told me there were twenty stars in a crown and sixteen pennies in a star — which seemed like a pretty fucked up monetary system, if you asked me. Especially when she told me there were also two- and three-penny coins, as well as half-pennies and half half-pennies, plus some others I quickly forgot about, because I was almost certain she had to be making that shit up.

Grimelia told me the total was a handsome sum — the whole take from months of the goblin band raiding settlements and ambushing travelers.

I was concentrating on the gold, though, as I had a feeling it would be worth far more back on Earth. How much was gold now? I thought it was something like a couple thousand an ounce and — I jiggled the gold coins in my hand and frowned — these were probably a couple ounces total, maybe three, it was hard to tell.

Were they pure gold or an alloy? If pure, or close, then I was holding several thousand dollars in my hand — all for taking out some pretty weak goblins.

That was a lot of rideshare drives.

I watched Grimelia sort through the other objects. There was a lot of silver there, too — cups, mirrors, other little trinkets, a few rings that looked cheap to me, but probably had value here.

Maybe I could leave most of the treasure with Grimelia to finance her getting a fresh start somewhere, but my mind kept coming back to the gold coins and how much money I’d need to even get Uncle Jack’s property to a point where I could sell it.

If I still wanted to sell it, because that thought had been sneaking into my brain, too.

Uncle Jack must have come here often — this was the source of his stories and his wealth. He’d definitely been wealthy; he’d just taken it all with him when he disappeared. Hell maybe he was still in this world somewhere, living it up as a retired adventurer or something.

There was a knock at the door and I quickly scooped up the coins and put them in my pouch, as Grimelia did with the things she was looking through, then I went to the door and opened it. There was a woman there with a large tray of food — two bowls of some kind of stew, a loaf of bread, and a pitcher of what I assumed was ale.

The scents from the tray as she passed me set my mouth to watering — the rich, savory scent of the stew, the mouth-watering smell of the hunk of fresh butter sitting beside the loaf of bread … yeah, the bread. My stomach rumbled.

After she set that on the room’s only table, I gave her a silver star, hoping that would be enough of a tip, and it seemed like it was way more than enough, because she grinned widely and actually curtsied as she left the room.

“Ask for Alaina if you want aught else, sir,” she said.
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We dug into our food, me slurping down spoonfuls of the savory stew and Grimelia holding the bowl to her mouth and shoveling stew in with her fingers, despite the stew’s heat that had me blowing three times on every spoonful I managed.

“This is good,” I said.

I was trying to eat it as fast as I could, though, because we needed to get out into the town and find an ax, then figure out how to get out of town without being stopped to answer questions for the mayor. Grimelia nodded, scooping up a handful of butter. I started to say something, but the little goblin already had half the loaf of bread in her mouth, so might as well mix them there.

I managed about half my stew before Grimelia licked her bowl clean. Her tongue was pink, glistening in contrast to the green of her face … and somehow wider. It definitely seemed wider than the typical tongue — maybe longer, too.

The goblin stood and began looking around the room while I finished eating. She picked things up, looked at the bottom, peered inside, and sniffed nearly everything portable in the room, then stood in front of me, watching me eat.

I chewed quickly and swallowed. “Something?”

“I wait.”

“Wait for what?”

“Master finish eating.”

“We talked about the ‘Master’ thing.”

The goblin shrugged.

“Okay,” I said, setting my bowl back on the tray. I was still hungry, but not enough to put off whatever the goblin was staring at me about. “What do you need?”

Grimelia stripped off her shirt, letting it dangle from one hand, then turned around, knelt, dropped her elbows to the floor, and thrust her ass toward me.

“Master fuck?”

The goblin’s loincloth wasn’t that long, so I now found myself staring at a line of pink drawn between green lips and a tiny pink asshole.

I hung my head and sighed.

“No, no we’re not going to fuck.” I looked up to meet her eyes and tried to explain — I figured she was stressed from her captivity and her tribe being killed, overly grateful to me for rescuing her, and probably trying to figure out what she was going to do now. It was likely natural for her to think offering herself to me that way would get her some safety, even with me being new to the whole Arctara thing, she was in a much more vulnerable place than I was.

I got about three sentences into explaining all that when Grimelia stood up, clenched her fists, stomped one little green foot, and cut me off.

“Master stop!”

Grimelia dropped the shirt to the floor, glared at me, and the insides of her ears gradually got redder and redder until they seemed to glow like a pair of red-hot pokers just pulled from a fire.

If you’ve never been glared at by a five-foot, naked, green goblin, I don’t recommend it.

“You think dumb,” Grimelia said finally.

“What?”

She tapped the side of her head. “You think me, I, dumb.”

“No! No, I don’t think that.”

“Do.”

The little goblin paced around the room muttering, then stopped and glared at me again.

“Talk human bad,” she said, then launched into a torrent of what I assumed was the goblin language.

She stomped around the room, gesturing wildly, waving a hand at me and glaring periodically, then she stalked over to where I was sitting and stood pressing herself against my knees while she continued to gesture and shout before ending by shaking her finger in my face and winding up to a finish I was almost afraid of.

She stopped and there was silence for a minute before she went on.

“Talk human bad — talk goblin good.” She poked a finger in my chest. “Talk human good — talk goblin?”

I shook my head.

“Hah! Who dumb now?”

Okay, she had a point and I’d clearly hurt her by underestimating her.

“I get it,” I said. “You think I’ve been letting how you talk influence how smart I think you are.”

She nodded.

I nodded back. “Maybe — and I’m sorry…”

Grimelia’s hands tightened on my thighs, digging sharp nails in even through my pajama bottoms, distressingly close to something that had made itself a much bigger target due to the pair of green breasts staring at me.

“Master dare say ‘but.’”

I cleared my throat, swallowing the “but” I was about to utter.

“Grimelia, I think you’re beautiful, and sexy, and … a little scary.”

“Fear good,” she said, nodding. “Make blood pump.” She glanced at my crotch. “Fast blood make big.”

I glanced down too and, sure enough, my dick was sticking straight up, straining at the fabric of my pajama bottoms. I didn’t even try to make it stop — that ship sailed when I turned around and saw the goblin’s ass in the air waiting for me.

“I’m not someone who jumps into this sort of thing, though.” No matter what my dick thought about it. “I like to get to know someone … really well first.” The little goblin took a deep breath, but I cut her off before she could start another tirade. “And I’m worried about why you want this — I mean, you’ve been through a lot. First your whole tribe was killed and then you’re captured by those four assholes who dragged you around with them — God knows what they did to you, and all of that’s pretty traumatic, so —”

In that moment, I was not expecting to be laughed at, but that’s what I got.

Grimelia backed away from me, laughing, pointing at me with one hand and the other clutching at her belly as though the laughter was causing her physical pain. She backed up farther, then sank down to the floor and the little brat actually started rolling around, laughing and clutching her stomach.

Naked. Boobs rocking back and forth and jiggling. Legs lifted up to expose herself to me again, and my first glimpse of what was between her legs had been absolutely correct. The inside of the goblin’s pussy was bright pink, like a target painted on her green skin.

“You … Master think…” she laughed, then dissolved into another fit of laugher.

Finally the laughter faded, but Grimelia wasn’t done with me.

She spun herself on the floor so that her legs pointed right at me, then spread them wide and used her fingers to spread her lower lips even wider, showing me a deep, pink, dripping tunnel that, if it hadn’t been for the need to get back to Heather, I might have given in and taken a dive at.

“You think those…” She growled something in goblin. “You think they touch this? Ha! No one touch this — ever! Master be first.” She stroked the sides of her pussy slowly and smiled at me with heavily lidded eyes. “Master want now?”

Fuck, yes, I did, but I fought that down.

“I thought you said you were a clan chief’s wife?”

She snorted while continuing to stroke the edges of her pussy. “Clan chief old. Have … three and four wives? Never get to me. Good. Other wives say he small and quick. Pump, pump, done.”

“The chief had seven wives?” That sounded like a lot more work than it would be worth, honestly.

Grimelia shook her head and held up fingers. “Three and four.”

“Seven,” I said.

“Three.” She held her hands next to each other. “And four.”

I blinked. “Thirty-four?”

Grimelia shrugged “Three tens and four.”

Yep, too much work.

“And even though those four other goblins had you captive, they never, you know…”

“Ha! Them. They know they try that, I work hard get loose, catch in sleep, bite off cock and spit in fire.”

I cringed, making a mental note never to piss the little goblin off.

I also started to wonder if all the reasons in my head for not just bending the green brat over something and showing her I wasn’t pump-pump-done were probably moot. She wasn’t stupid or a child who didn’t know her own mind; she didn’t seem to be offering it as some sort of reward for me saving her; she clearly wasn’t traumatized or something by what she’d gone through; and I didn’t even think the whole “Master” thing had much to do with it, especially since I’d given her more than enough outs to stop calling me that and realize I was serious. Maybe later.

Right now, I thought I’d had enough to eat, had rested enough for the walk back to the manor, and it was time to find a fucking ax. Then lose the cop I was sure was still watching and skip town.

“I can’t right now. Someone I care about might be in danger — we needed to eat and rest, and put the guards off, but now I have to get some tools and get back to … where I came from to make sure she’s alright.”

Grimelia sat up, sobering quickly. “Tribe in danger?”

“Yeah,” I said, thinking about it, “she’s my tribe, I guess.”

The goblin scrambled to her feet, suddenly all business. She quickly pulled on her shirt and tied the rope tight around her waist to keep it in place, then grabbed our sack of loot.

“Why dumb Master not say? Master tribe my tribe. Save tribe first, fuck later.”


Chapter Sixteen




As we went down the stairs, I explained to Grimelia that I needed to buy a couple axes and then hurry back up toward the mountains to chop down a door.

I don’t think she believed me.

“Why? If tribe on other side door, they open?”

“It’s a long story,” I said. “I’ll explain on the way, once we get out of town.”

The goblin nodded and we were halfway across the inn’s common room before I felt someone approach. I started to turn, but a guy still got between me and Grimelia, leaving me staring at a very broad back, because the dude had to be at least seven feet tall.

“Hey, now,” he said, looking down at the goblin. “Haven’t had a green piece in a while — ready for another?”

I edged around him, putting myself between him and Grimelia.

“She’s with me, buddy,” I said.

“You had your turn,” he said, not bothering to look at me. “How much green-piece? Ten, fifteen pennies?”

Grimelia snarled and I wasn’t sure if it was at the notion she’d sell herself, or at the ridiculously low price.

I wanted to snarl, too, but fixed a smile on my face because we didn’t need any trouble — I just wanted to find someone who sold axes.

“I said, she’s with me,” I repeated, holding up a hand. “We’re just on our way out.”

Charm Attempt

Base — 15

Drunken Resistance — -5

Saving Throw Successful, Attempt Fails

Fucking Charm score.

“Piss off,” the guy said, giving off a wave of ale-breath knocking my hand away with one of his and shoving my shoulder with the other.

I let him push me away, ready to jump back in if he tried to touch Grimelia, and gave it one last shot, as overly polite as I could manage to pierce his drunken haze.

“Sir, she’s not working,” I said, “we’re just passing through — how about I buy you a drink?”

Charm Attempt

Base — 15

Second Attempt — -5

Drunken Resistance — -5

Target Irritation — -5

Alcohol Induced Misunderstanding — -25

Critical Failure!

What the fuck?

The big guy’s face slowly turned to look at me at the same time his brow furrowed, his eyes narrowed, and his lip curled up in a snarl.

Oh … fuck.

“You want to buy me a drink? What are you saying?” He poked me in the chest. “You think you’re my type? Huh? Do you?”

“What? No!”

“Oh, so now you’re too good for me? You little shit!”

His arm came up in a wide sweep to shove me away.

I pivoted with the shove, letting the momentum turn me, then side-stepped and rotated to put myself behind him where I could drive a shin into the back of his knees. I circled back to stand in front of Grimelia as the guy went down.

“Let’s just go our separate ways,” I suggested, knowing it wasn’t going to happen, but I had to try to deescalate anyway.

Okay, knocking him down wasn’t really deescalating, but I was getting pretty sick of assholes.

As expected, the guy just snarled at me and started to get up, getting one foot under him and putting his hands on his knee to help, which is exactly what I wanted — in fact, it was so perfect, I couldn’t have positioned him better if I’d tried.

As he started to stand, I made a quick strike from both sides, catching his elbows where they were flexed outward and hitting his ulnar nerves.

The guy let out sharp cry of pain and pitched forward as the arms he was using to push himself up suddenly went numb and slipped off his leg. I grabbed one of his useless arms and changed to a position behind him, pulling and twisting the arm to come with me and establish pressure on his shoulder to force him further to the floor until he was face down.

The guy was so big I had a moment’s worry he might be able to just shake me off, but it turned out I did have enough leverage to keep him down.

“Look,” I said, really just wanting to get Grimelia and myself out of there so we could get on with our own business. “Let’s take a step back and —”

Someone tackled me from behind and by the time I rolled and regained my feet, the place had devolved into a full-on bar fight.


Chapter Seventeen




Honestly, this town had the nicest jail I’d ever been in.

My sample size was, admittedly, small, with just two other data points — both, curiously, also bar fights over women.

The first in Tijuana, Spring Break, and the lady in question had an entertaining act involving ping-pong balls. Alcohol may have been a factor.

The second in a college bar back at home and involved a guy who slapped his girlfriend. Objecting to that got the crap kicked out of me. Not by the guy, but by the girlfriend, who jumped on my back and tried to claw my eyes out while I was discussing things with her boyfriend — all the while screaming at me to “leave my boo-boo alone!”

Of the three arrests, this was the only one I wasn’t embarrassed about.

The guardroom here had two cells and they’d had the sense to put Grimelia and me in one and the rest of the fight in the other, so the goblin and I had quite a bit of room. Two walls of the cell were barred — one with a door and the other shared with the other cell — and the other two walls were stone with no windows or breaks of any kind. The floor was also stone and the ceiling was made of thick planks of wood resting on solid beams.

It was clean — much cleaner than I’d expected and definitely cleaner than Tijuana — with a bucket of water hanging from the bars and another bucket in a corner. There were two cots with straw mattresses along each of the stone walls and a bench in the cell’s center, as well.

I wasn’t as clean as the cell.

I was sticky and smelled like ale — old ale that had sat on the bar’s floor for a very long time — a result of being knocked down a few times. And landed on. And dragged.

But nothing was broken and what bruises and cuts I’d received were quickly disappearing — I figured that was the Enhanced Regeneration thing, but what was it enhanced from? The guys in the other cell didn’t look like they were healing at all, so that was the baseline.

Thinking about my injuries made me think about the fight itself, and it had gone far better than I had any right to expect.

Big Boy — I took a quick glance at him where he stood at his cell’s bars glaring at me — was fucking huge. He had to be at least three hundred pounds — and, after hitting him a few times, I knew most of that was muscle under a bit of fat. Sure, he was probably drunk — or at least had a few ales in him, since that was a lot of mass to inebriate — but, still, I’d taken him down a lot easier than I had any right to expect.

That ulnar-strike, particularly — it wasn’t a move I trained on much, even for one arm, and I’d hit both of his, in nearly the exact spot, with a speed and force that seemed unnatural to me.

Then there was the rest of the fight — sure, some of the bar’s patrons were fighting each other, all with grins I recognized from the brawls I’d been in before, but most of them had targeted me. Even with Grimelia assisting by tripping, kicking balls, and generally making a nuisance of herself, I should be in the fucking hospital.

So, whatever skills and shit I’d gotten coming to Arctara, I had to be a lot better than some first-level character.

The bar fight, and how easily Grimelia and I had taken out the other goblins, were giving me some things to think about with regard to what to do after I solved the immediate problem of getting back to the manor and making sure Heather was okay.

We weren’t going anywhere until we went through whatever the process was here, though. I hoped it was similar to other places, where the authorities were mostly interested in getting the combatants to settle the hell down and promise they’d be good for a week or two. I was also hoping, since this fight had happened in early afternoon, that they’d want us processed and out of here before the evening rush.

If not, I didn’t know when I might be able to get back to the manor house and return to Earth — to Earth and Heather.

Would a forty in Fortitude let me bend cell bars?

It was worth a try if we didn’t get released soon. Maybe, if I really was stronger than most of the natives, I could just start running and fight my way out of town.

I sat back on the cell’s bench and thought about how long I was willing to wait before trying to break out. Maybe I should try — subtly — to bend the cell bars now, just to get an idea of whether it would be possible. That would be good info for planning.

It wasn’t long.

Turns out I was right about them wanting to clear the cells — either that or the new guy and goblin in town were getting special attention — because we hadn’t even been locked up for an hour before the guard captain from the gate, Jeffault, showed up at the cell door. I stood and approached the bars as he came closer.

“It’s not generally a good sign for the future that a newcomer sees the captain of the guard twice in one day,” Jeffault said, expression stern.

I nodded. “I agree, sir. Sorry for the trouble.”

“Are you now?” Jeffault pursed his lips. “Wouldn’t have taken you for a midday drunken brawl.”

“In my defense, sir, I wasn’t drunk.”

“That’s a defense?”

I shrugged, then nodded my head to the other cell. “Big Boy over there started it.”

“Indeed,” Jeffault said. He narrowed his eyes at the guy, who didn’t even flinch. “Well, it certainly wouldn’t be the first time, would it, Hogdar?” He looked at me again. “Let’s get your fine settled and I’ll hope to not see you again today. What’s your name again?”

“Alexander Thomas Mercer,” I said, figuring being in a cell warranted the full name.

Jeffault froze in place, staring at me.

In fact, everyone within earshot seemed to freeze in place, including my brawling associates in the next cell.

“Say again?” Jeffault asked.

“Ah, my name? Alexander Thomas Mercer, sir.”

The big guy, Hogdar, who’d started the fight, and was at the shared bars of our cells glaring at me, went dead white and slowly backed away until he reached the opposite wall of his cell, looking like he wanted to melt right through it, while I looked around at the otherwise frozen tableau and wondered what the hell was going on.

Jeffault slowly turned his head to the side, but his eyes never left me.

“Guardsman Caner,” he said, “would you be so good as to fetch the mayor?”

“What is it?” I asked, a little more worried than I had been — and confused, because everyone seemed to be taking my name and a bar fight a lot more seriously than me bringing a dead guy and a few goblin corpses into town.

“I trust you understand why I must wait for the mayor, sir,” Jeffault said.

I didn’t, but whatever it was had him calling me “sir,” so I wasn’t going to argue with him.

Only a few minutes later, the guardsman returned with another man.

He was somewhat short — maybe five-three — balding on top, with what hair he had mostly gray, and only a few bits of black left. He was fat, too — maybe “portly” would be the term used when you were talking about the mayor of some fantasy world town. Much better dressed than most of the people I’d seen since arriving, with a long, white shirt that hung to his knees, and a red vest, almost as long, trimmed with gold.

He walked right up to the bars of the cell and looked at me, then nodded.

“Your name?”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “Alexander Thomas Mercer, sir.”

Another nod. “May I see your right forearm, please?”

That was odd — but you didn’t get out of a cell by arguing with the mayor. I extended my right arm and even spread my fingers wide in case he wanted to examine them, too. I worried, rather belatedly, that I might have committed some crime for which they wanted to chop off my hand, but it was too late now.

“Ah, the other side?” the mayor asked. “If you please?”

I sighed and rolled my arm over.

The mayor’s face went white, and he had to work his mouth a lot before speaking.

“Jeffault, would you be so good as to release Lord Mercer?”
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Mayor Cartnal led us out of the guard house to the building next door.

I had a temptation to just run, head straight out of town and get back to the manor as fast as I could, but I still didn’t have a fucking ax and I didn’t think the goblin’s short sword would get me through the door, even if it wasn’t locked up by the guards with our other stuff.

The mayor’s office was cozy and cluttered, with shelves covered in stacks of paper, books, and some odd-looking knick-knacks. His desk was equally cluttered and the glimpse I got of his chair before he sat down showed cushions defeated by many years of hefty ass cheeks.

“Have a seat, please, Lord Mercer,” Mayor Cartnal said, gesturing to a pair of far less impressive chairs in front of his desk.

I decided if I was being called Lord Mercer, I should act like him. I figured Uncle Jack had left some sort of word with the mayor that I might be by and the whole forearm thing was for identification.

I had a rather significant scar there from when I was ten and tried to jump a picket fence on my bike.

I would have made it, too, if Tommy Feltsner hadn’t hit me in the face with a Super Soaker just as I reached the ramp. The bike’s front wheel went off the side of the ramp, I did a complete flip over the handlebars, and the only reason the picket didn’t go through my throat was me throwing my forearm in front of me.

After the stitches came out, I held Tommy’s face down in a pile of dog shit until he apologized enough, then I hosed him off and we went to the store for pop rocks and grape soda.

Good times.

“Mayor Cartnal,” I said, deciding to play the Lord Mercer card for all it might be worth, “I would love to stay and make your acquaintance, but I have some pressing, urgent business — what I need from you, immediately, sir, is a fast horse and a really big ax.”

I crossed mental fingers as the mayor opened his mouth, then closed it and took a deep breath. “Of course, Lord Mercer — woodsman or battle?”
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“You are lord, Master?”

“Looks that way,” I said, wincing as the horse’s gait bounced the little goblin’s tight ass against me again.

I’d first suggested Grimelia ride behind me, but she said she was afraid of horses and worried she’d fall off, so she’d feel safer if she sat in front of me where I could catch her if she started slipping.

She was a liar.

What she really had in mind, I decided, was exactly what was happening now — rubbing her ass against the inevitable erection that caused and probably rubbing her own bits against the saddle’s front ridge. It didn’t have a saddle horn like I was used to — in fact, it was different than either a western or English saddle, being more oval-shaped with high, leather ridges and a more pronounced hump formed at the front and back.

We were on our way back to Mercer Manor, this world’s version, with a horse hurriedly provided by Mayor Cartnal and four axes strapped to some kind of carrying platform attached to the back of the saddle. It wasn’t saddlebags, just a flat platform made of leather-wrapped wood.

I suppose I might have expected that Uncle Jack was a bigshot around here, — probably would have saved me some time and trouble — but I hadn’t really been thinking in “little fantasy world town with the big fucking Mercer Manor way up on a hill looking down on it” — I was used to Earth-side towns and cities. If I moved out of my apartment, the only one who’d care would be my landlord, not the fucking mayor. No, my landlord wouldn’t care either.

“Should call you Lord or Master, Master?”

“You should call me Alex, please,” I tried for, like, the thousandth time with the damn goblin.

“Ah-lek. Ah-lek-sa. Ah … fuck. Too hard. You Master, Master.”

I sighed. She did seem to have trouble transitioning from the Ah to El and even more from Eh to Ex. Maybe it was the teeth.

Or she was lying about that, too. Who the fuck knew with a goblin?

We were on a fairly good stretch of the road, so I urged the horse into a faster gait, ignoring what that made the goblin’s ass do, so we could reach the manor and Heather faster.

Thoughts of Heather made me wonder how she’d reacted when she woke up and found me gone. Probably scared, worried, and angry all at once, so I mentally prepared myself for hugging, crying, and being slapped in the face — maybe I should get her over here to this world before she got to the slapping-stage so my jaw would heal faster.

We reached the turn off — the path to the manor was overgrown, but still visible — and eventually the gate. I hadn’t noticed on my way out, but the wall here was stone instead of brick. The gate was half off its hinges and those were rusted, so there was only a small gap between the gates. It looked like it would take a lot of effort to clear the debris on the ground and get them to swing freely again.

“We’ll have to leave the horse here and walk the rest of the way,” I said, helping Grimelia down off the horse, then grabbing the axes and draping the horse’s reins over a nearby branch. I wasn’t entirely sure how this was going to go down — if Heather was safe over on the Earth-side I’d have to give some thought to whether I was coming back to Arctara or not. Yeah, there was gold here, but there were also the assholes — with swords.

I tried to stop thinking of the other possible outcomes.

I slid through the gap in the gate and Grimelia started to follow but stopped and frowned.

“Something wrong?”

“No pass,” the goblin said.

“What? Why not?”

She raised a green hand and held it in front of her as though pressing against an invisible barrier.

“Is that some kind of … magic?”

The goblin shrugged. “Master’s house — you not know?”

“Yeah … I kind of just got here.”

I hadn’t really considered the implications of this world — getting here through a portal in my basement and goblins — but I guess all signs pointed to magic being a thing too.

This situation sucked — I needed to get back to Heather, but I didn’t want to leave Grimelia on her own. The little goblin put on a tough show, but I was literally all she had right now, and I thought a lot of her bravado and calling me master might be trying to hide some fear over that.

And what am I going to do about her if I decide not to come back?

That was a troubling question. It’s not like she could come over to the Earth-side … could she? I didn’t know — there were a lot of extreme body-modders on the internet, so maybe?

I pushed that thought down, too, and considered how to get Grimelia past some kind of magic barrier around the house … yeah, I could see Uncle Jack using something like that to keep out strangers. The thought that the barrier might be to keep out those with evil intent crossed my mind, but if Grimelia wanted to hurt me she could have sat behind me on the horse and stuck a dagger in my kidney any time over the last hour or so. Probably strangers were kept out, then, but the house would have to have staff when it was up and running, right? So there had to be some way to tag people as being allowed to come and go — and as the new Lord of Mercer Manor, I should have the ability to grant that, right?

I suppose there could have been some sort of key that let people through — but I’d passed through it, and I wasn’t carrying anything special. Was it my blood, maybe? The fact that I was related to Uncle Jack? Was there some kind of ceremony where I had to paint Grimelia’s forehead with my blood or something?

Whatever — thinking about it wasn’t getting me home to Heather and wasn’t solving how to do that without abandoning Grimelia. Maybe it was something I could just grant, rather than trying to search the house for a stash of magical key fobs or performing some kind of blood magic.

“All right, house magic, or whatever,” I said, spreading my arms wide, palms down to the earth. “As Lord of Mercer Manor, I grant the goblin, Grimelia, access to the house and grounds!”

Nothing happened. Grimelia cocked her head to one side, brow furrowed, but then the hand she was pressing against the invisible barrier moved forward and her eyebrows raised. She stepped through the gate and stared at me.

“Master has magic?”

I shrugged. “No idea — I just figured it was either a physical token or some kind of order from the owner. If I’m Lord Mercer now…” I shrugged.

“Master not so dumb.”

I was beginning to think “Master” might have a different meaning in goblin than English.

“Come on,” I said, starting for the house.

Grimelia followed me there and through the gap of the broken front door, then down the stairs to the basement, which was different than I’d left it.

A half dozen oil lamps burned on the walls, dispelling the darkness I’d been expecting with a warm light, clearly showing the rough walls and cobbled floor that led to the doorway back to Earth.

Which was wide open.


Chapter Eighteen




Alex,

You’re a fucking asshole.

At least, that’s the only reason I can think of for you running off to whatever the fuck that place is without at least waking me up.

I can’t believe you left me alone in a haunted house with an inter-dimensional portal in the basement without even a fucking note.

Or something took you there and didn’t give you the chance.

So what am I supposed to think and do?

Either way, I’m coming after you and you’re either getting rescued or ass-kicked when I find you.

Anyway, it’s 9am and I’m going to head for that weird town first. I’ll try to get back by noon and leave an update here.

Please be okay so I can kick your ass.

Heather

That was an email both sent to me and left open on Heather’s phone which was sitting, unlocked, on the concrete floor of the manor’s Earth-side basement, just inside the open portal-door.

It was well past noon and Heather wasn’t here — on the other hand, she’d left at nine, on foot, and there was no way she could have made it to town and back by noon. She was apparently much more optimistic about how far away the town was than I had been.

“What?” Grimelia asked, still cowering on the other side of the doorway and peeking around its frame. Something about the steady, electric light on the Earth-side seemed to freak her out. I wasn’t even sure she could pass over to the Earth-side — and if she could, would she stay a goblin or change in some way?

“It’s a message from my friend,” I told her, then read it to her.

The goblin grunted. “Friend right. Go danger without tribe, get ass-kick.”

“It wasn’t intentional,” I muttered, trying to figure out what to do.

Heather’s original message was the only one, so obviously she hadn’t made it back to leave an update, but for all I knew, she’d made it to town, heard about me by now — the return of “Lord Mercer’s heir” was probably big gossip — and was even now stomping up the manor’s drive to smack me.

I could hope.

Hope, but not take any chances, which meant I had to go back out there after her.

“I need to change clothes and get some gear, then we’re going after her,” I said, setting Heather’s phone back down where I found it.

“Is magic?” Grimelia asked, looking first at the phone, then at the Earth-side basement lights.

“Not really, but you can think of it that way,” I said. “You don’t have to come through the doorway if you don’t want to — I’ll be right back, I promise.”

Grimelia nodded and I stood to go upstairs and change into something other than pajamas, including my boots.

“Have smell?” the goblin asked before I reached the stairs.

I stopped and turned back, confused. “What do you mean?”

“Tribe-girl,” she said, nodding at the phone. “Have smell?”

“You mean does she stink?” I thought that was a pretty rude question about someone you’d never met. Of course, something had stolen Heather’s body wash and there was no hot water…

Grimelia rolled her eyes. “Smell-like! Have clothes? Bed? I track.”

“You can track by scent?”

Another eyeroll. “Humans. How survive nose-blind?” She nodded. “Track good.”

“That’s fantastic! Yeah, I’m sure she left something like that. I’ll be back in a minute, okay?”

The goblin nodded and I rushed upstairs to the bedroom Heather and I were using.

I changed into more appropriate clothes for trudging around a fantasy world — jeans, my boots, and a layered upper look of t-shirt, flannel shirt, and leather jacket. The weather wasn’t cold yet, in either world, but there’d been a definite chill when I set out that morning and the evening was likely to bring it back. I didn’t know how long we’d be looking for Heather, but I didn’t want to take chances if the search ran overnight.

Heather’s pajamas were balled up by a pile of her things where her backpack had been, so I grabbed those. Grimelia’s offer, and ability to track, was a definite plus.

Then I went out to my car and dug through the trunk. One of Heather’s bows was missing, so she must have taken it with her. I took the other case and pulled my own gear bag from where I kept it wedged against the back seats. Having my MMA and kendo gear with me cut down on my luggage space when driving for rideshares, but I almost always had it with me in case business got slow and I decided to stop by the gym or dojo.

I slung the duffel containing my gear over a shoulder, then also stopped at the kitchen to grab several bottles of water and a few sodas, as well as the rest of the food we’d brought — a lot of that was missing, so Heather must have taken supplies with her.

I half expected the portal door to be closed and locked again when I returned to the basement, but it was still open, still had the orange glow of oil lamps lighting it, and still had an adorable goblin peeking around the jam, eyes widening with relief at my return.

My phone was working on this side of the portal, too, so I did the same as Heather and sent her an email saying I was going to look for her and if she saw the message she should stay put and wait for me to return — or, if she wouldn’t do that, because she wouldn’t, to go into town and tell the guards or the mayor she was waiting for Lord Mercer’s return. I set my phone next to hers, then frowned at the door.

It was open, but just swinging freely on its hinges, and the sound of it closing and its locks clicking into place still rang in my ears from earlier this morning. Whatever had shut me on the other side and locked the door — then unlocked it again for Heather — was still around someplace and I didn’t want to risk us getting locked on the other side again.

Taking the thing completely off the hinges occurred to me, but I still wanted the option of keeping things out of the Earth-side, so I settled for wedging one of the axes between the bottom of one side and the smooth concrete of the Earth-side basement, and then jamming it in good and tight by hitting it with the flat side of one of the other axes a few times. It was something that could be undone, but not accidentally or even easily.

I cracked open one of the sodas and drained half of it, sighing with satisfaction — the ale we’d had with lunch in the inn had been completely flat. It had flavor, but its texture had been more like gritty water than the beers I was used to. Something cold and sugary made me ready to face Arctara again and I had a feeling I was going to want the extra energy.

“Do you want one?” I asked Grimelia as she eyed me and the can I held warily.

“What?”

“It’s a drink from my world,” I said. “It’s cold and sweet and tastes like…” I checked the can, as this was one of the ones Heather had picked out. “Well, it’s supposed to taste like strawberries, but basically it’s just sweet and tastes like … something everyone calls strawberry.”

The goblin cocked her head to one side. “I try.”

I opened the second soda, handed it to her as I drained the rest of mine, and then jerked away as strawberry soda went spraying everywhere. Grimelia staggered away from the doorway spitting and hacking. At first, I thought maybe there was something in the soda goblins were allergic to or something, but it became clear that wasn’t what was bothering her.

“Argh! Ugh! It moves in mouth! What this? Is alive?” She staggered around, continuing to complain while I tried hard not to laugh.

“Not funny!” She put her hands on her stomach and her eyes went wide. “It tries to escape!” The pretty little goblin then twisted her mouth and let out a raucous burp. “Master play trick?”

“It’s not a trick, I promise,” I assured her, still trying not to laugh. “It’s carbonation — air that’s trapped in the drink and gets released when we drink it. I should have warned you, I’m sorry.”

Grimelia snorted and shook her head. “No good.”

“I guess it’s an acquired taste,” I said, opening my gear bag, but as I pulled out the first piece, I frowned. My bogu, or armor, was really made for sparring with the shinai, a training sword made of four slats of bamboo bound together. It wasn’t really armor so much as padding, and I was starting to wonder if it would even be worth it to put on.

Any real blade would go right through it, and it didn’t even offer much protection from a blunt blow, as it was meant only for the comparatively light hits of the training sword — just a few bamboo slats bound together.

I shrugged and set it aside — while it would have been nice to have armor, I’d rather have the freedom of movement without it, since it probably wouldn’t block much of anything that new world was likely to throw at me. Even the goblin’s crappy short sword would penetrate, and since Kendo was scored on points, not injury, all my training had been in deflecting or dodging blows instead of relying on armor.

My sword, on the other hand, would come in pretty useful.

I opened the long, cloth bag strapped to the main duffel and pulled out the swords. I had the bamboo shinai, a wooden bokken, and, last, my shinken, or live blade — a traditional katana made of high-carbon steel I used for cutting practice. The first two wouldn’t be very useful in a fight, but the third would.

I pulled it a few inches from the scabbard and looked at the steel while I contemplated actually using it to fight something. Maybe kill.

The goblins earlier had come as a surprise and I hadn’t really had time to process that we’d killed them — still didn’t have time, so I shoved that thought down and concentrated on finding Heather.

The katana was a legit weapon, though, and, at over two grand, probably the most expensive thing I owned after my car. Even the armor cost less.

I slid the scabbard between my belt and my jeans and hoped it wouldn’t be too awkward as we walked.

I dumped everything out of my backpack and stuffed it with the food and water, wondering if I should load up some tools, as well, then decided I wanted to be as light as possible and just took the screwdriver and hammer we’d need to get at some of the food.

I got Heather’s bow out of the case. This was a more traditional longbow, so she’d taken her composite with her, and there were two hip quivers with a dozen arrows each in the case as well — one of real arrows and one of the foam-tipped ones Heather used for LARPs. I strapped the real ones on my right side, opposite the katana on my left, and slipped my backpack on.

“Okay,” I said, offering Heather’s pajamas to the little goblin, “do you think this is enough for you to track her?”

Grimelia took the pajamas from me warily, as if thinking there might be a possibility they were carbonated, too, then held them to her face and inhaled deeply — which actually looked a little creepy, when you got right down to it. She lowered the pajamas and raised her face, sniffing at the air and nodding. After a few seconds of that, she frowned, then walked back and forth in front of the door, sniffing more, even going so far as to sniff at the edges of the open door itself.

Her lips curled back to show her sharp, pointy teeth.

“Fairy,” she almost growled.

“What?”

“Fairy here — you know fairy?”

“I don’t know fairy and I don’t think Heather does either.”

The goblin shook her head. “Not tribe-girl, other.” She sniffed again. “Fairy here. Less than day ago.”

Great — on top of everything there was some magical fairy creature in my basement? Maybe that was what had led me downstairs and locked me on the other side of the portal door?

“Are fairies bad?”

“Depend,” the goblin said, still sniffing at the air. “This flowers … maybe pixie? Pixie not good, not bad, just stupid.”

“Yeah, great,” I muttered. “The house is infested with stupid pixies, too? Is it something we should worry about now or can we go find Heather?”

If the goblin said the pixies were something I should be worried about it might make sense to delay things and deal with them rather than have them at my back. On the other hand, what’s the worst they could do? If they closed and locked the portal door again, I wouldn’t really be any worse off than when I thought I’d have to chop through it — and even if they stole the axes, I could just go back to town and get more. Sure the mayor might wonder why the new Lord Mercer needed more axes after just taking four of them, but lords were supposed to be weird and flaky, right?

Grimelia shrugged. “Pixie be here later, tribe-girl not.”

That didn’t help, but I decided finding Heather had to take priority — if some fucking pixie locked us out again, I’d just chop through the door like I planned to in the first place.


Chapter Nineteen




The horse was right where we left it, placidly chewing on some tall grass near the gate.

I walked him, rather than riding, since Grimelia was walking ahead of us, pausing occasionally to sniff the air and ground. She led us back to the main road and then toward town, but paused near the area where the goblins had attacked the merchant wagon earlier in the day.

“Goblin,” she said, sniffing.

I nodded. “This is where the attack was earlier.”

Grimelia shook her head. “This later. With tribe-girl.” She pointed off the road. “Take.”

“Goblins took Heather?” My blood was chilling as I contemplated that. Every goblin I’d encountered so far, except for Grimelia, was an asshole, and I was terrified of what they might do to her. “What would goblins want with her?”

“Goblin. One. Take for…” She glanced at me. “Take.”

“One goblin? Fuck — was it the one who got away this morning?”

Grimelia nodded.

“Fuck,” I muttered again. I should have gone after the little fucker and ended him. “How long ago?”

“Half half-sun?”

I was glad she said it as a question, because I didn’t know what she meant either.

“What?”

Grimelia rolled her eyes and pointed up. “Half-sun.” She moved her arm to point up at a about a forty-five degree angle. “Half half-sun.”

“About three or four hours?”

Grimelia shrugged.

Wonderful. Heather must have arrived here and been captured by the goblin about the time Grimelia and I were arriving at Dunbarrow — we were hours behind them and anything could be happening to Heather.

“Let’s get going,” I said, and the little goblin led the way off the road into the trees.

We walked for several hours, pausing occasionally for Grimelia to cast back and forth, sniffing to keep us on the trail, until the shadows started lengthening and it became hard to see under the tree canopy.

“How close?” I asked. “Are we gaining on them?”

“Some — tribe-girl slow. Fall and fall again.” The goblin pointed out some disturbed leaves.

I’d been paying so much attention to Grimelia that I hadn’t been watching the trail closely myself, relying on the goblin’s superior nose to lead us, but even with that I’d noticed several similarly disturbed areas. At first, I worried that Heather was injured and unable to walk, but then I thought it was usually in the more open spaces where the trace was more evident and easier to see.

“She’s leaving a trail,” I said.

Grimelia nodded. “Unless have one leg, no eyes — nothing fall that much.”

Even in the brief pause, the forest had grown darker and then, as though someone flipped a switch, the sun entirely disappeared behind the mountains and we were left in a dim moonlight that barely penetrated the leaves overhead.

“Go? Stay?” Grimelia asked.

In the dark, the little goblin’s red eyes glowed and cast an eerie light over her features that seemed to be reflected by the pink inside her ears, creating a really terrifying sight if you didn’t know how cute she actually was.

“What will he do?” I asked. “The other goblin, I mean — will he keep going with Heather?”

“Goblin walk good at night — tribe-girl walk bad. Maybe go, maybe stay.”

“We keep going,” I said, deciding.

If Heather and her goblin captor kept moving, then I didn’t want them to get farther away, and if they stopped for the night, maybe we could catch up.

“This way,” Grimelia said.

We kept going and after another hour or so Grimelia came to a stop and looked around, sniffing.

“What is it?” I whispered, staying quiet because she’d already mentioned a couple times that Heather’s scent was getting stronger, meaning we were gaining on them even more. The signs of falls had increased, too.

“Close.”

“Have they stopped for the night?”

“Think so.” Grimelia nodded. “Here … not long.” She looked away from the direction we’d been going. “Go there.” She sniffed again. “Water there. Smoke.”

“Like a stream or something?”

Another nod.

They were either stopping for the night or just stopping for water, but the smoke might be a campfire — either way, I wanted to end it here and free Heather.

I tied the horse’s reins to a nearby branch, more securely than I had at the gate, because this time I knew I’d be back, and crouched down to discuss a plan with Grimelia — which, after a few minutes, became the brilliant idea of sneaking closer to see what was what before trying to come up with a real plan.

We did that, slowing our pace and walking in a crouch as we went along. I tried to step where the little goblin did, since she could see better than me. She was also more experienced with creeping around the forest at night — I’d done some hunting, but none at night and very little where it involved sneaking up on something.

I readied Heather’s longbow and nocked an arrow as well as checking that my katana could still be drawn quickly.

After some creeping along, we could hear water running in a stream ahead and a little after that a flickering orange light made its way through the trees to us, telling me they’d stopped for the night and made a fire.

We crept closer, circling the fire until we could see better.

Fucking goblins apparently had a thing about tying people up, because Heather was in much the same position I’d found Grimelia in — just at the edge of the fire’s light, which was set up on a kind of sandbar at the edge of the creek. Or maybe river, I couldn’t really tell how wide it was in the dark with the light in my eyes.

The water had undercut the bank to leave the sandbar and there was a drop of about five feet from the forest floor, where Grimelia and I were, to the sand. Heather had a rope around her neck with the other end tossed over a tree branch that extended out over the sandbar and was tied off to another tree nearby. Her hands were tied behind her and she was gagged.

The fire was small, but bright, located about ten feet from where Heather stood, and the goblin was there, adjusting some sticks that jutted over the flames with two fish skewered on them.

I started to draw my katana and jump down to the sand, but then I saw the goblin was carrying a loaded crossbow and kept it pointed at Heather as he paced around the fire, muttering. In fact, it looked like Seraphines, the merchant’s, crossbow and I didn’t remember us loading that back onto the wagon this morning.

I hesitated.

Yeah, Grimelia and I had taken out three of the things earlier, but the crossbow worried me. I didn’t want to take a chance on him clutching it hard enough to shoot Heather, so I eased my tensed muscles and continued to watch — if he had her tied up, he wasn’t likely to hurt her soon.

The goblin checked the fish, then swung both sticks off the fire and picked one up, walking toward Heather — he still had the crossbow, though, and kept it trained on her as though he was afraid she might burst free of the ropes and attack him.

“Eat?” the creature asked in a raspy voice. “Want eat?”

I took a quick glance at Grimelia, realizing I thought of the goblin menacing Heather as a creature, but looked at Grimelia as a person. Her lecture about thinking her dumb because of her language skills hit me again and I vowed to try and avoid that type of misconception in the future. The goblin that held Heather captive wasn’t a creature, he was a person — with all the clever, conniving, and evil plans any other person might come up with. Underestimating him could wind up with one of us dead.

The goblin stuck the stick into the ground so the fish wouldn’t get dirty and reached up toward Heather’s mouth.

“Let eat,” he said, seeming to jerk his fingers back an inch for every two he made toward Heather’s gag. “No words! Eat, no words! Too many words. Words. Words. All day words.”

His fingertips curled under the gag, ready to pull it down.

“Eat, yes? No words, yes?” His head bobbed up and down in a nod. “Agree, yes?”

Heather nodded.

The goblin narrowed his eyes but pulled the gag from Heather’s mouth — then immediately jerked his hand back as she snapped at him, teeth coming together with an audible clack.

“I’m going to rip your fucking heart out, you little booger-colored turd!” Heather yelled.

The goblin staggered back, almost falling on his ass, but keeping the crossbow trained on her.

“No more words!”

“Fuck you, you little shit! I’m going to rip those fucking donkey ears off your head, wipe my ass with them, then roll them up and feed you a shit-stromboli! Do you hear me? And that’s nothing compared to what Alex is going to do to you! You’re going to wish I was still peeling your skin off when he gets here!”

“Shut mouth!” the goblin screamed at her, stomping around the fire. “Whole walk — words words words — stupid human cow won’t shut mouth!”

I could have warned the goblin not to fuck with Heather, but he hadn’t bothered to ask me.

“You want more words, shitnozzle? I’m gonna shove one of these branches so far up your ass it comes out your mouth, then I’m gonna slow-roast your ass over that fire! Rotisseried-freak is on the fucking menu tonight!”

“Aargh!” The goblin raised his crossbow, and I readied myself to leap at him, but Heather just laughed.

“Bitch,” Heather yelled, “if you wanted me to be afraid you’d hurt me, then you shouldn’t have been mumbling about how valuable I’d be in your stupid fucking slave market, dickdrip! You’re not gonna kill me, you’re not even gonna hurt me, because I’m the only thing worth money that you have left!” She laughed again. “You’re not even a good monster! Raiding for months and all you have to show for it is me? How worthless are you?”

“Grimelia,” I whispered, getting a little worried that Heather might piss the goblin off enough to actually shoot her. “Can you circle around and make a noise over there?” I nodded across the fire. “Just enough to distract him and make him point the crossbow?”

My little goblin nodded. “Yes, Master.”

I grabbed her arm as she started away. “Be careful — I don’t want you getting shot either.”

She grinned at me, showing white pointed teeth, then seemed to merge with the shadows as she left.

“I shut you up!” Heather’s captor yelled back at her, stalking toward her and thrusting his hips forward as he lifted his loincloth with one hand. “Buyer no care I fuck!”

I tensed as Heather went silent, staring at the goblin. If he actually followed through, then I was moving, regardless of the crossbow.

“Ha!” the goblin yelled. “No words!”

“I’m just astounded,” Heather finally said in an entirely normal tone of voice.

“Ha!”

“I mean, how does your species even procreate if that’s what you have to work with?”

“Huh?”

“Come on, dude, it looks like someone glued a gangrenous pinkie-toe to your crotch.” She laughed again. “I think my nipples are bigger than that thing.”

“Aargh!”

The goblin raised the crossbow again, just as there was a sharp crack of a branch snapping on the other side of the fire — he spun that way, and I sprang from cover, drawing my katana and leaping off the lip of the stream bank toward him.

The goblin spun back toward me but only made it halfway before I brought the katana down on his forearms with all my strength paired with the momentum of a five-foot drop.

The crossbow and two hands clutching it fell to the ground.

I wasn’t expecting that, since the katana’s more of a slice and draw weapon, designed to cut deeply, not chop, but I’d take it. My next stroke, traveling upward and to the side, sliced through the goblin’s throat, leaving him to topple over, clutching with stumps at the blood spurting out onto the sand.
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“Alex,” Heather whispered, and as if someone had thrown a switch, her eyes suddenly welled with tears that overflowed down her cheeks.

She started to sag as her knees went out and I rushed to catch her before the rope around her neck went taut. A quick slice with my blade parted the rope and I eased her to the ground.

“You came,” she whispered again, while I reached for her arms to untie the rope there.

I left my arms around her as she brought hers from behind her back and wrapped them around me, pulling herself tightly against my chest. She drew in breath after shuddering breath, hot against my chest, until she calmed.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “I’ve got you now and we’ll be home safe soon.”

I gave her a few more seconds, glancing around the sandbar for Grimelia, but my little goblin hadn’t reappeared yet.

“Better?” I asked, wanting to get up and make sure Grimelia was safe. The other goblin hadn’t gotten a shot off, but anything could happen in the dark — she might have tripped or fallen somewhere.

Heather nodded and took a deep breath.

“I need to be angry for a minute,” she said.

I chuckled and released my hold on her so she could pull back.

“You asshole!” she shouted, pounding her fists on my chest. It didn’t hurt at all, and I knew she was just venting her frustration and anger. “How could you do that? You just left me there in a fucking haunted house while you went gallivanting around an alternate dimension?”

“I wouldn’t really say I was ‘gallivanting,’” I protested.

“What would you call it then? Please tell me what was so urgent you couldn’t wake me up and show me the coolest thing in the entire fucking universe?!”

I blinked. “What?”

“This!” she said, waving her arms around. “Is this not the coolest thing you’ve ever seen? It’s literally another world. This is fantastic!” She waved a hand at the goblin’s corpse. “Even if it does have weird green gremlins or some shit!”

I heard a snort and saw that Grimelia had come out of the bushes into the firelight.

“Is goblin, not gremlin. What gremlin?”

“Aaaaaahhhhhggghh!” Heather yelled leaping out of my arms and scrambling for the dead goblin’s crossbow. “Another one! Kill it! Kill it! Kill it with fire!”

I managed to snag one of her ankles and drag her back before she got to the weapon.

“Heather! She’s with me!”

Heather’s eyes were wide as she kept looking back and forth between me and Grimelia.

“What!?”

“She’s with me — she helped me find you.” I was trying to keep it simple until Heather settled down and could listen to the details.

“What?” Heather asked again, now staring at Grimelia as the little goblin came closer to us.

“Yes,” Grimelia said. “Help find tribe-girl. Master save me, too, so I help.” She looked at me. “Master fuck now?”

The sandbar went dead silent.

I couldn’t hear the water running past. I couldn’t hear the fire crackling. I think even the flames froze in place as Heather slowly turned her head toward me. If I’d been behind her, I’m pretty sure there’d be some exorcist-shit happening.

“You left me alone in a haunted house to go get monster-poon?”


Chapter Twenty




Once Heather calmed down again, I was able to explain things — not that she accepted everything.

When I started by saying, no, Grimelia and I had not had sex, Heather looked skeptical, but at least she didn’t ask the little goblin to verify — although, Grimelia’s pacing around the fire muttering about lazy masters who won’t even fuck a new slave properly might have confirmed it for her.

She was still mad at me for leaving her behind, even though I’d been somehow trapped on the other side of the portal door — her reasoning was that I should have woken her up as soon as I saw the door was open. Or, better, when whatever I’d heard in the house went into the basement.

I couldn’t really argue with her about it — that probably would have been smarter. I did vow to give the decisions in horror movies a bit more plausibility, though. Stress, surprise, and anger make you stupid.

After I covered the highlights, we had to decide whether to stay the night where we were or try to get back to the manor house. Even Grimelia, with her better night sight, was against heading back immediately — there was no more urgency, and the risk of one of us getting hurt in the dark wasn’t worth it. Not to mention that I’d been awake since before dawn and it was now after midnight.

Grimelia and I moved the other goblin’s corpse away from the fire. We didn’t have the time or tools to bury him, but we did stash him far enough away that Grimelia thought no scavengers would bother our campsite in the night, at least so long as we kept the fire going.

Grimelia climbed the riverbank to find a place to relieve herself and gather some more wood, while I sorted through the food I’d brought, and Heather sat near me by the fire.

“We should put some of the sodas and water in the stream,” Heather suggested. “They’ll get nice and cool in a little while.”

“Good idea.”

I set out some of the canned food, along with the bread we hadn’t eaten the night before, only a little squashed, and the peanut butter, as well as several bottles of water.

“Hand me one of those?” Heather asked.

I did and she drained it in one go, tossing the empty back and holding out a hand for another.

“I needed that,” she said, sipping at the new bottle. “I finished the ones I brought before dark and I was worried about local bugs, so didn’t drink much of what the gremlin offered me — plus it smelled like him.”

I nodded. “I want to get a good filter before coming back.”

“Yeah, and a few other things, too,” Heather said, as though not even thinking of not coming back to this world.

I grinned, looking around the firelit sandbar and watching Grimelia return to sit on my other side, setting her armful of wood nearby.

“What happened to your backpack?” I asked Heather.

“I dropped it when I was running from that sick fuck,” Heather said, then she glanced at Grimelia. “Sorry.”

Grimelia shrugged. “Black Mountain tribe all sick fucks.”

“Anyway, I dropped it and once he caught me I figured it might give you an idea of where he took me if you found it, so I didn’t try to get him to go back for it.”

Now that I knew Heather was safe, it seemed like a heavy load lifted from my shoulders and my mind could finally take on tasks other than simply worrying about her and how to get back to Earth to ensure that safety. Yeah, there was still probably a pixie to deal with back at the manor house, but Grimelia said they were more annoying than dangerous, so I wasn’t too worried about what we’d find when we returned. Nor was I worried that the portal-door might disappear or something, stranding us here — Uncle Jack had somehow managed to pass back and forth enough to be called a lord here, so I figured losing the portal wasn’t a thing.

“What?” Grimelia asked, picking up one of the cans and examining it closely.

“It’s food,” I explained. “Packaged in metal to protect it and make it easier to transport. Here —”

I took the can from her — Vienna sausages, something I wasn’t sure why I’d picked up. Probably just because I’d sort of randomly thrown a few cans into my basket at the store and Vienna sausages were a required product in small town groceries for some reason. Not something I was going to eat, but they couldn’t be worse than what the goblin was used to, and she could try whatever Heather and I had as well — she’d already eaten both of the fish the other goblin had prepared while I was apologizing to Heather.

I popped the pull-top on the can and set it on a rock near the fire to heat, along with one of ravioli for me, and then used my trusty screwdriver to get the lid off some beef stew Heather picked out. Heather took the bread and peanut butter and started making sandwiches.

“You washed this, right?” she asked, holding the plastic knife she’d found under my car seat.

“Yes, I washed it last night, both before and after we ate.”

“Good.”

I took a couple cans of soda over to the water and wedged them against some rocks near the shore where the water could run over them — Heather’s idea was a good one and it would be nice to have a cold drink with dinner.

When I returned to the fire, Heather had three peanut butter sandwiches ready. She handed me two and I passed one on to Grimelia.

“What?” the goblin girl asked.

“Bread and peanut butter,” I said. “Do you have peanuts here?” A headshake. “It’s a sort of nut from where I’m from — ground into a paste.” I hesitated, thinking about peanut allergies, but I suppose the whole allergy thing applied to Heather and I eating the food here too.

I took a couple bites of mine while Grimelia sniffed at hers.

“What’s the plan for morning?” Heather asked.

“Drive you home so your dad doesn’t find out you’re with me?”

Heather shook her head. “No way. Maria will cover for me.”

“Nng.”

I sighed. “We go back to the manor,” I said. “I want more supplies before we explore anything more here — and I want to check some things before talking to the mayor again.”

“What kind of things?”

“Nng!”

I turned and found Grimelia making horrifying grimaces.

“Shit! Maybe she is allergic to peanuts!”

I got down on my knees and tried to examine the little goblin’s face to see if anything was swelling.

“Nngnngnngah!”

Fuck! Was I going to have to perform a tracheotomy on a goblin in the fucking dark?

“Heather! You took that LARPAid-thing, what do you do if you don’t have a —”

Heather was laughing — hand over mouth, other hand clutching her stomach, rocking back and forth, laughing.

“Peanut butter,” she gasped, scooting over on the log to hand Grimelia her water bottle. “Here, Grimelia, small sips and swish it around your mouth.” Heather looked at me. “She put the whole thing in her mouth at once.”

Grimelia grasped at the water bottle and took a drink. while I breathed a sigh of relief and waited for my heart to stop racing.

“Master trick again,” she accused me once her mouth had cleared.

Heather gave me a look like she did every time the goblin called me that. I’d explained, but she just raised an eyebrow and snorted.

“I swear,” I said, “it wasn’t a trick. Look, both Heather and I have been eating ours. “It’s good, it just sticks to the roof of your mouth like that if you’re not careful.”

Grimelia eyed me warily and sipped at her water.

“So what kind of things do you want to check?” Heather asked.

I opened the pouch of coins tied to my belt and pulled out one of the gold ones.

“This,” I said, handing it to Heather.

“Is this —”

I nodded. “Gold — and I think there’s a value-difference we can exploit.”

“Really?”

I nodded again. “The coin has value here, but I think the metal might be more valuable back home. That might be how Uncle Jack made his money — or a big part of it.”

“We go your home, Master?” Grimelia asked, working her mouth to clear it of the peanut butter.

“To the manor,” I said, “but you won’t be able to go with us out into our world.”

“Why?”

“My world is full of humans who’ve never seen a goblin,” I explained. “They wouldn’t react well to seeing you.”

“Hmph.”

“She could wear a disguise,” Heather suggested, surprising me.

I looked at the goblin — five feet tall, green skin, foot-long ears, pointed teeth, glowing red eyes.

“What disguise?” I asked. “It’s not Halloween — we can’t just drape a sheet over her.”

Heather leaned forward to look at Grimelia.

“Hoodie, gloves, sunglasses, medical mask,” she said. “We just tell everybody she’s a cancer-kid.”

I blinked — that could actually work. I looked at Heather, impressed.

“You seem to be taking all this pretty easy,” I gestured around.

Heather shrugged. “I had ten hours with a rope around my neck being dragged through the forest by a goblin … I’m all out of freak-out.”

“Fair,” I said, checking the cans heating by the fire.

I eased them away from the fire, setting one in front of each of us.

“The can’s pretty hot so you should —”

Grimelia wasn’t listening and had already snagged a Vienna sausage from the can with her fingers. She held the little tube of ostensibly meat to her eyes and squinted at me accusingly.

“Master trick?”

“Not a trick,” I assured her. “You might not like it, but it’s something people eat where we’re from. Some people. I guess.”

She examined the sausage more closely. “Goblin dick. Is why no goblins there?”

“Ah, no,” I assured her. “It’s just a sausage of some sort.”

The goblin popped it into her mouth. “Soft. Mushy. Sure not goblin dick?”

I was starting to feel a bit sorry for the goblin ladies and more understanding of Grimelia’s constantly wanting to fuck.

“Do all goblin males really have…” Heather gestured at the sausage can.

Grimelia waggled a Vienna sausage, sending drops of liquid to sizzle in the fire.

“Smaller,” Grimelia said around a mouthful of sausage. “Goblin men cursed.”

“I’ll say,” I agreed.

Heather frowned. “Do you mean, like, a real curse? An actual curse? Like magic or something?”

“What else?”

“All goblin dudes got the same curse? How’d that happen?”

Grimelia paused in her chewing, then swallowed and looked at Heather. Her eyes were wide and unblinking, causing Heather and I to share a look of concern, but then the goblin started speaking in a dull monotone, like she was reading a particularly boring script.

“In days far past, before humans came to this land — before even the elves — goblins roamed freely and were blessed. Screams of ecstasy rattled the goblin camps of the forest, the deep, stone tunnels where the mountain goblins dwell, even the villages of the sea-faring goblins. Then, one day, the loveliest goblin in the land, a forest goblin named Knella, caught the eye of the orc god Frantag.”

“Knella was a true beauty, with eyes red as rubies and skin green as emeralds. Her ears stood tall with fringes that waved in the wind, and teeth that shone brightly in the dimmest light.”

Heather and I shared another look at this litany of what goblins found attractive.

“Frantag was wandering the world, searching for a new land for his people to rape and pillage, as is their wont, when he saw Knella bathing in a forest pool. The orc god stood transfixed at the sight of goblin’s beauty and all thoughts of pillaging fled his mind.”

“He followed Knella back to her village, then changed his form to that of a goblin, entered the village as a traveler from far away, and began to court the beautiful goblin who had caught his heart … or thereabouts.”

“But Knella was already being courted by Nofu, the village tanner.”

“So Knella did what any goblin would do when two males court her … she had sex with both of them.”

“Knella invited first Nofu then Frantag to her bed, one each night, and in the end chose Nofu — for the goblins were always better lovers than the orcs, brutish as they are.”

“Frantag was furious and cursed all goblin men to have tiny, worthless dicks.”

Grimelia blinked for the first time since she’d started speaking.

“Is how goblins lost their dicks.”

Heather and I didn’t even have time to share a look over how the goblin switched the way she spoke before glowing text appeared in my vision.

Quest Available:

End the Goblin Dick Curse

Do you accept?

YES NO

“Do you —”

I interrupted Heather. “Don’t say anything, don’t think anything.”

I concentrated my focus on the button, not wanting whatever the fuck it was to misinterpret my intent.

“Fuck. No,” I said clearly.

The text cleared.

“So … no quest?” Heather asked, seeming to dismiss her query as well.

“I have a policy against taking quests that involve dicks — maybe all quests, we’ll see.”

Heather raised an eyebrow. “No quests at all, really?”

I nodded — this was the first chance I’d had to discuss the weird System that seemed to be in place here. I’d had time to ask Grimelia a bit on the ride back to the manor, but it turned out she knew little, because apparently only “adventurers” got classes and most of them were human. She said there were a couple old tales about goblin adventurers who’d gotten classes, but those were legends. I explained to Heather what I’d learned so far.

“So only humans get classes?” Heather asked.

I shook my head. “Only adventurers — mostly human, but not always, and not all humans. Apparently, it’s pretty rare — Grimelia said there might be one or two adventurers in a town Dunbarrow’s size, and they’d likely be retired.”

“We’ll need to look them up and ask some questions.”

I flinched a bit at the “we,” since it was a reminder Heather would be returning to Arctara with me again and this was a pretty dangerous place. I’d work on getting her to realize that later, though. I still didn’t know what class she’d received, but we could check that out later too.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “In the meantime, I don’t think quests are the way I want to go.”

“Why?”

I frowned, trying to get my thoughts on it into something I could explain to someone else.

“So, when I was talking to the mayor —”

“Yeah — ‘Lord Mercer.’” Heather snorted.

“Hey, I can’t help that Uncle Jack apparently left me a title along with the manor house. Anyway, while they were saddling the horse and finding a bunch of axes for me, the mayor gave me this long list of things going on in the area. Things that, specifically, ‘Lord Mercer’ historically took care of — bandits, monsters coming down from the mountain, stuff like that — and he very specifically said they weren’t quests, just ‘jobs.’”

“What’s the difference?”

I shrugged. “I got the impression quests are a bigger deal — something either the System creates or someone creates by posting a big enough reward or something. So, like, the bandit camp he was talking about was just a job — something he wanted done but hadn’t created a quest for. I think for someone other than the System to create a quest costs a lot … of something, I didn’t get a clear idea of how that part works yet.”

“But this was a quest.”

“Yeah, probably created by the System, because I don’t think the goblins get into the whole create-a-quest thing.”

Heather glanced at Grimelia, who was staring at another sausage. “That was weird.”

“It was, but I think that was, like, the System taking her over to give us the quest information. Why she talked so weird, I don’t know — you’d think it would have been localized into goblin.”

“‘The System?’” Heather asked with raised eyebrows.

I shrugged. “There’s something running things here … whatever here is. Do you have a better name?”

“Oh, I have some names.”

“Let’s not use those — whatever it is, I’d rather not piss it off. Anyway, my plan is to avoid quests, since they’re a big deal. A big deal means big risk.” I shook my head. “Nope, I’m going to stick to the little jobs the mayor was talking about and see where that goes.”

I wasn’t even considering just going home to Earth and forgetting about Arctara anymore. The knowledge of the gold in my pack wouldn’t let me do that — Uncle Jack had managed to get pretty well-off from his access to this place.

Uncle Jack also disappeared without a trace, the little voice in my head reminded me.

Still, that was why I wasn’t getting into the whole quest thing. I didn’t need much and I had the suspicion the gold I already had would be a nice start — not make me rich or anything, but that wasn’t what I wanted. I just needed to find out how much it was worth, do a little calculating, then take the nice, easy jobs the mayor had and … grind it out.

“What, you’re going to start up some dungeon gig service or something?”

I shrugged.

“How do you think it’s going to go?” Heather asked.

“Uncle Jack made a pretty good living here.”

“Uncle Jack is probably dead,” Heather said, echoing my previous thought.

“That’s why I’m not going to do quests — stick to the least risky things. Those goblins had gold coins on them.” I dug in my pack and brought out the coin pouch to show Heather all of them. “I don’t know how much these are worth, but I bet it’s a good payday for the work that went into it.”

“So you’re going to kill goblins for a living?” Heather asked, turning one of the coins over and over in her hand.

I shrugged. “Whatever needs doing, I guess.”

She handed the coin back to me and I returned the pouch to my main pack. “You’re okay with the killing?”

“The band of goblins I killed this morning had Grimelia captive and had just killed a guy — the one tonight had you prisoner and was planning on selling you.” I’d already given it some thought and was okay with it. “The bandits the mayor told me about have been killing people, destroying farms, and more. So, yeah, I’m okay with killing that type — if I can get paid for it, why not?”

Heather nodded. “It does sound like this world needs defending like that. What about the risk?”

“Are you suggesting we go back through the portal, lock the door, and never come back?”

Heather shook her head quickly — I knew she’d never want to do that. She was too curious, and with our LARPing history, Arctara was a little like a dream come true.

“No,” she admitted.

“So we’re taking a risk just walking on the roads here thanks to bandits and shit — all the more reason to stick to the low-level stuff. Especially until we figure out a lot more of how this place works.”

I returned to “we,” since my own question about whether she’d want to leave and never come back had made me accept that there was no way short of locking her out that would keep her from exploring Arctara — and trying would just hurt our friendship.

“So what class did you get?” I asked after the prior conversation settled a bit.

I was hoping she’d gotten something like “Milk Maid” or some shit that would make it logical for her to limit her explorations to the manor grounds and maybe the town, but knew keeping her safe here wasn’t going to be that easy.

“Something called Streetwarden, whatever that is.”

“Like town guard?” I asked hopefully.

“No, it’s more of a —” Heather’s gaze went blank for a moment, before she frowned. “Is there any way I can just show you this —”

My vision suddenly filled with glowing text.


Stat Sheet


Heather Gray

Class: Rogue/Streetwarden

‍Body

Health

84

Fortitude

20

Endurance

28

Agility

51

Perception

52

Understanding

45

Charm

49

Martial

Longbow

57

Shortbow

35

Crossbow

25

Archery (general)

37

Sword (General)

8

Dodge/Evasion

35

Weapon Maintenance

25

‍Life Skills

Cooking

2

Item Repair

14

Foraging

12

Fishing

3

Hunting

7

Survival Skills

12

Navigation

8

Specialized

Crafting (General)

2

Alchemy

12

Lockpicking

9

‍Class Skills

Shadowed Paths

Lose yourself in shadows or crowded streets.

Rooftop Dash

10

Agility +10 - 4 hour cooldown

Streetwise

5

Passive. +5 to perception in urban environments.

Quickdraw

Time to reload and shoot a bow or crossbow halved.

Crowdsense

10

Perception +10 when in a crowded environment


Chapter Twenty-One




“Huh,” I said. “I would have thought you’d wind up a ranger or something woodsy.”

Heather sighed. “I got two options — ranger and rogue — this was a specialization of rogue.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t pick ranger?”

Heather looked away.

“What?” I asked.

She took a deep breath and let it out in a huff. “My eyes slipped, okay?”

“Your eyes slipped?”

“Yeah … look, when I was picking the class … I glanced at the rogue option just as I picked.”

It wasn’t funny, but I had to laugh.

“Fuck you,” Heather said. “What’d you get?”

As soon as I thought it, my stat sheet appeared before me. It was a little disconcerting — could whatever this System was read my mind? I knew it could to some extent, because sort of directed thoughts could make it answer, but how far did it go? Everything?

“How did you —” I broke off as my stat sheet dissolved into swirling light and streamed toward Heather.

She grinned. “Cool, isn’t it?”

As I nodded, Heather’s eyes went distant.

“Wow,” she said.

I nodded again, a little chuffed that she was impressed with my stats.

“How’d you get such a crappy Charm score?”


Chapter Twenty-Two




The next morning we had a quick breakfast of peanut butter sandwiches while we broke camp and started the hike back to the manor. Grimelia admitted she liked them once she followed directions and took smaller bites, but she still thought me letting her stuff the whole thing in her mouth had been a mean trick.

I led the horse while Heather and Grimelia rode. Grimelia rode behind Heather, so I was even more convinced her insisting on the front with me had been about rubbing her butt on my dick.

The little goblin and I were going to have to have a long talk, because she needed to accept that I wasn’t going to fuck her if she wanted to hang around us — and I did want her to hang around. I also wanted to fuck her, don’t get me wrong. She was really cute and adorable in a naive, yet utterly sexual and viscously violent, way — but I just didn’t think it was the right thing to do. Convincing Grimelia of that was on my expanding to-do list.

Heather and the little goblin seemed to be getting along very well — if the whispering and giggling I heard coming from behind me was any indication — and it was, in my experience, not a good sign when girls whispered and giggled behind you. Especially if they went wide-eyed and silent, quickly looking away as though the branch we were passing under was utterly fascinating, every time you glanced back at them.

“You guys should be quieter,” I said, glancing back and nearly causing whiplash as Heather jerked her gaze away from me to stare at a drifting leaf and Grimelia ducked her face behind Heather’s back. “There could be anything out there in the forest — I’d rather not get into another fight before we can get home.”

Grimelia sniffed the air and shook her head, the ears visible over Heather’s head wagging back and forth.

“No danger.” She pointed to our left. “Deer there.” Then to our right. “Rabbit there. We hunt?”

“No,” I said, “we have food at home.”

“Yes, Dad,” Heather muttered.

“Hey!”

“Better be quiet,” Heather mocked me. “The killer rabbit might get you.”

“Your tribe fear rabbit?”

“No, she’s talking about a movie.”

“What moo-vee?”

“Oh,” Heather said, “yeah. We have a lot to show you.”

We’d have to buy some things for the manor before we could show Grimelia any movies, though, because that was going to be a big thing for her and I wanted it to be on a bigger screen than our phones. So a TV and DVD player were definitely on the list of first purchases — we could add streaming later, once we figured out how the manor was going to get internet. There had to be something set up, since I couldn’t imagine Uncle Jack living there with no internet.

On the other hand — I looked around — maybe he spent most of his time on this side where internet wasn’t even an option.

There was something peaceful and comfortable about the forest — despite having fought goblins in it twice — and even the slow-moving travel of walking the horse was nice.

We got home and I added Heather to whatever wards the house had, then went downstairs. I have to admit, I was a little wary about Grimelia crossing over to the Earth-side with us. I mean, she was a green goblin, that had to be magic, right? So if magic didn’t work on the Earth-side, what would happen to her?

She’d sort of edged into the Earth side the day before when she was sniffing the portal door, but that didn’t mean crossing fully over wasn’t a problem.

Also, I didn’t remember Uncle Jack bringing any green chicks with him on his visits — no girls altogether, either, once I thought about it, but certainly no goblins — so were there other reasons for not bringing someone from Arctara to the Earth-side?

On the other hand, neither Heather nor I, nor presumably Uncle Jack, had exploded when we came to Arctara, so it sort of made sense the other way would work, too.

“Are you sure you want to risk it?” I asked.

We were clustered around the door. I’d explained my concerns to the goblin on the walk back, but she said she was willing to risk it to see another world. I could understand that.

Grimelia sniffed the air. “Smell pixie.” She pointed through the door. “There.” She shrugged. “If pixie not die, goblin not.”

It was a good argument and went along with my thoughts that the ability to cross had to go both ways.

“There’s a pixie?” Heather asked, excitedly.

“Grimelia said she smelled one — it’s probably what lured me downstairs and locked me over here.”

“What? No!” Heather shook her head. “Pixies are nice! Pixies are beautiful, little —”

Grimelia laughed. “Pixie nasty, stupid, dirty —”

“No!” Heather shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”

The goblin shrugged. “Stupid pixie don’t care you believe it stupid — it still stupid.”

“Well, I —”

“Stupid waste time talking pixie,” Grimelia said. “See new world.”

The little goblin leapt through the doorway and froze, limbs twitching and jerking on the other side as she screamed.

Both Heather and I shouted and reached for her, but I got there first and wrapped an arm around her waist to yank her back through the doorway.

Two things happened.

First, Grimelia’s screams turned to hysterical laughter.

Second … had I mentioned that goblins are short?

Yeah, I grabbed her around the boobs, not the waist, with one hand naturally cupping the soft, firm, very bare flesh, and a hard little green nipple digging into my palm.

I let go of the goblin, who fell to the floor laughing, while Heather and I glared at her, chests heaving with the aftermath of an adrenalin rush.

“Not funny,” I said, as sternly as I could, because it kind of was — it was just the sort of thing Mike and I would have done … or Heather, if we’d had any reason to expect she might explode crossing to the other side.

“Yeah,” Heather agreed. “Not funny.”

“Not?” the goblin asked, sobering a little.

“Okay, it was a little funny,” I said before she could start feeling bad about it. “We just didn’t like thinking you were hurt.”

Grimelia propped herself up on her elbows and cocked her head at me.

“Master care?”

“Of course I care — we’re friends.” I held out a hand to help her up.

Instead of taking it, the goblin cupped the breast I’d grabbed.

“Master like?”

I groaned. “Sorry about that.”

“Why sorry?”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to ignore Heather’s suppressed laughter.

“In my world, it’s not appropriate to grab somebody’s boob without consent.”

“What consent?”

I winced, knowing exactly where this conversation was going — Heather must have, too, because she snort-laughed and held out a hand to help Grimelia up, which the goblin took in favor of mine.

“Ah, permission,” I explained. “Saying it’s okay.”

Once standing, Grimelia shrugged. “Master is Master. Is Master’s tit. Master grab when want.” She grinned. “I not bite dick off in night — that consent.”

Heather was nodding. “Yep. Dick amputation as an indication of lack of consent. I like it — we should normalize that.”

“Let’s not,” I muttered, crossing through the doorway.

“Don’t be hasty,” Heather said. “If all the bad guys in the world become dickless, the good ones could have, like, three or four girls each. You could have your own little harem.”

“No, thank you,” I muttered, climbing the stairs with the others behind me.

It had been my experience, having dated a few women, that one was hard enough to keep happy.

Upstairs, we took some time to show Grimelia the manor and explain the things she’d never seen before.

“What?”

“That’s a fridge — refrigerator — it keeps food cold.”

“What?”

“Bathtub,” Heather said. “You fill it with water and get in to clean yourself.”

“Carry water up stairs? Better clean where water already is.”

Heather grinned and twisted one of the taps and I had to grin, too, as the little goblin got her face right next to the faucet and stared at it.

“Magic?”

I shook my head. “Just pipes.”

“What?”

“Toilet,” I explained. “You, ah —”

Heather flipped up the lid. “You shit and piss in the bowl.” She flushed the toilet. “Then the water takes it all away.” She looked at me. “You get all flustered talking about totally normal things.”

She bit her lip and looked around the bathroom.

“In fact,” she said, “I think the tour should stop here for a while, so Grimelia and I can get cleaned up before we go into town. Out.”

With that, I found myself shooed out of the bathroom, given about three-point-two seconds to grab fresh clothes from my backpack — which were actually what I’d worn to drive up to the manor the day before, because I’d only brought one change with me — and then shooed out of the bedroom with instructions to use a different bathroom and wait downstairs for the girls.


Chapter Twenty-Three




It was over an hour’s drive to the nearest town with a pawn shop and a big-box store that would have everything we needed for Grimelia, but at least the little goblin didn’t need to hide the whole way. My Prius’ rear window tint would do a fine job of obscuring her from other drivers. She just needed to duck down at stoplights where someone might get a better look at her.

Once in the parking lot, though, that changed.

I parked far away from the doors, with no other cars around except a new BMW taking up two spaces.

“Remember,” I said, twisting around in my seat, “you need to stay covered up until we get back with some clothes, okay?”

“Yes, Master,” Grimelia said, pulling the sheet we’d brought from the manor over her head so that she looked like a ghost sitting in my back seat.

“Maybe lie down, too — and ditch the ‘Master’ on this side of the portal. People will think it’s weird and we don’t want to draw attention to you.”

“Hmph,” the goblin-ghost grunted.

“Why don’t you stay here with her?” Heather asked. “I’ll go get what we need.”

“Are you sure?”

Heather gave me a look. “I think I can handle a little clothes-shopping on my own.”

“Okay,” I said.

Heather left the car and I chatted with Grimelia, mostly explaining everything she saw when she popped her head up to look out the window. About thirty minutes later, Heather returned with several large bags and I told Grimelia to stay down until I could move the car to an even emptier section of the parking lot where she could change — or, rather, dress, since all she wore to begin with was a loin cloth.

“Okay,” Heather said, pulling things out of the bags and snapping the tags off before handing them back to the little goblin. “Socks … underwear … pants … shirt … hoodie … gloves…”

“Too much clothes,” Grimelia muttered. She studied the shoe Heather handed her, bending the sole. “How walk without feel ground?”

“It’s important no one can tell you’re a goblin,” I reminded her. “It’s either this or stay back at the manor.”

Another grunt, but Grimelia started dressing.

Heather’d done a good job of guessing sizes and everything fit okay. When we were done, the goblin still looked odd, but not people-freaking-out monster weird. She looked like a kid with way overprotective parents who’d bundled her up absurdly.

Not a bit of green showed unless you really looked closely into the shadows of her deep hood. Her ears were tucked back underneath the hood, and a virus mask and big, dark sunglasses covered much of her face.

Grimelia touched the sunglasses, adjusting them. “Like this,” she said. “Keep light out.”

I nodded, relieved there was at least something about the outfit she liked, because she outright hated everything else — except maybe the sports bra. After putting that on, she’d spent a full two minutes bouncing up and down in the back seat while looking at her breasts. I figured she either liked the support or was trying to get me to stare at her tits.

It was a thirty-minute drive to the closest pawn shop and Grimelia spent the drive pointing out the window at anything she hadn’t seen before — basically anything that wasn’t a plant.

“What?”

“Car wash — it’s to clean the, um, metal carriages.”

“What?”

“Drive-thru — it’s for people to pick up fast, cheap food.”

“We eat?”

“After the pawn shop.”

“What?”

“That’s a mall — sort of a really big market square with lots of shops.”

Then as we got closer to the pawn shop, the businesses we passed changed.

“What?”

“That’s a … um, a place with entertainment … sort of.”

“It’s a strip club,” Heather put in. “Girls dance naked for money there.”

“I work?” Grimelia asked after a long pause.

“No,” I said quickly, though … she’d probably make a fortune at it. “No. No need for that — I think the gold will probably cover all our needs.”

“Dance for Master?”

“No!”

“Yes,” Heather said, nearly making me run into the curb. I looked at her, shocked. “What? She’s learning about our culture, we should learn about hers. I’m sure there are many goblin dances she could share with you, right, Grimmy?”

I caught the little goblin’s nod in the rearview mirror.

Luckily, we’d reached the pawnshop, and I had an excuse to pretend that conversation never happened.

I parked the car, and we got out.

“Remember,” I told Grimelia, “keep your hood up and everything on, so no one knows you’re a goblin, right?”

She nodded and I hoped she was serious, because the last thing we needed right now was to wind up on the internet or something.

“What?” the little goblin asked as soon as we entered the shop and I could tell by the way she was turning her head from side to side, taking everything in, that there were a lot of whats to follow.

“Heather?” I asked, a little helplessly.

“Yeah,” she said, “come on, Grimmy, I’ll show you around and explain things.”

I paused for a second, taking in both “Grimmy” and that the little goblin didn’t object to it at all. I took another second to watch the two as Heather led Grimelia to another aisle and started explaining what everything was. It was heartening to see the two getting along, because it seemed like Grimelia was going to be hanging around for a while — it wasn’t as though I could just dump her back on the other side of the portal and tell her to go make her own way. Sure the little goblin would probably survive, but … I guess I felt responsible for her.

I made my way to the counter and the guy behind it struggled out of his seat and waddled over. He was big — the sort of big where his arms sort of stuck out from his sides because the size of his torso wouldn’t let them hang down.

“Help you?” he asked as we both arrived at the same spot at the counter.

I nodded. “I … ah, have some gold I’d like to sell.”

“Cash or trade?” he asked.

“Maybe a little of both?” I said, looking around the shop.

There wasn’t much I could be sure I wanted with just glance, but the manor was pretty empty of a lot of stuff, so maybe I could get a better deal in trade.

The guy nodded and set a little square of black felt on the glass counter.

“Let’s see it.”

I pulled one of the coins from my pocket and set it on the felt — I had twenty, but I didn’t want to show them all here, especially if the guy gave me a crappy price or something. I thought it might make sense to sell a couple at several shops instead of all at one.

The guy picked up the coin and examined it.

“Where’s this from? I don’t recognize it.”

Crap — I honestly hadn’t expected a pawn shop to ask any questions. I figured they’d just want to buy the gold, but maybe he was trying to figure out if the coin was worth more as a coin than it would be if he just melted it down. Or if he could offer me less because it was stolen or something.

“Ah, I think it was some sort of joke,” I tried. “I got it from my uncle and he had a … a pirate thing? I think he had some fake coins made … for … something?”

Okay, my story sucked.

“Fake coin out of real gold?”

I shrugged. “He was sort of the crazy uncle.”

“Yeah … I got one of those too.”

He pulled a device from under the counter — it was flat, with a grey pad and LCD screen, sort of like a calculator with no buttons, and some sort of pen or wand attached to it by a wire. He set the coin on the grey pad and touched it with the pen, then grunted when it beeped.

“Twenty karat, eighty-three percent. Nice.” He pulled out a real calculator and a scale. “Five grams…”

Fingers flew over the calculator.

“Two hundred bucks.”

I did a quick calculation in my head — gold was at eighty-seven dollars a gram, so five grams would be over four hundred dollars.

“That seems pretty low,” I said.

The guy narrowed his eyes, then cleared the calculator and turned it around so I could see the LCD screen as he started tapping numbers again, this time upside down, and speaking quickly, like he’d given this spiel a lot.

“Gold’s at twenty-three seventy-nine an ounce, that’s eighty-six ninety-four a gram, but this is twenty karat, not twenty-four, so it’s eighty-three percent pure, which makes it seventy-two sixteen a gram.” He picked up the coin and set it on the felt. “That’s five grams.” More calculator tapping. “Three hundred sixty dollars and eighty cents — that’s spot. This is a pawn shop, not the international market. I pay sixty percent of spot — that’s two-hundred sixteen dollars and forty-eight cents.”

I blinked, trying to keep up, but everything sort of made sense — except that last sixty percent. Forty percent margin seemed a little high.

“Eighty percent of spot,” I countered.

The guy laughed. “Son, I don’t even sell it for spot myself. I give you eighty percent and I make, like, forty bucks on that coin.” He snorted and gave me a little go-away wave. “That’s not worth getting off my stool.”

He started putting his tools back under the counter.

“I have twenty of them,” I said.

Maybe I did have to sell them all at the same place if I wanted the best deal — it was worth a try.

The tools immediately came back to the counter’s surface, and he tapped at the calculator for a few seconds.

“Twenty coins, all five grams, all twenty karat — I’ll go seventy percent of spot. That’s five grand.” He paused. “You’re sure these are fake coins, right? I’m not gonna wind up with some museum guy coming in and confiscating them as some sort of Bumfuckistanian national treasure or something?”

“I’m sure,” I said, doing some mental math. Yeah, that seemed fair — five thousand for me and he might get a thousand or so when he sold them. “Deal.”

The guy held out his hand. “Daryl.”

“Alex,” I told him, taking his hand for a brief shake.

I pulled the other coins from my pocket and laid them on the felt — Daryl ran each through the same routine, checking their purity and weight, then grunted and worked the calculator a bit more.

“Five thousand fifty-one dollars and twenty-one cents,” he said. “Still good?”

I nodded. “Good for me.”

Heather and Grimelia had approached to stand next to me while we bargained. Daryl raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything about the goblin’s outfit.

“Cash or store credit?” Daryl asked. “I’ll give you an extra fifty percent in store credit.”

“Did you see anything we need for the … new apartment?” I asked Heather.

She took a quick look around the store. “Take two thousand in credit?”

That’d be three thousand dollars in stuff with Daryl’s offer.

“You saw that much stuff?” I asked.

Heather shrugged. “We need a lot — unless you’d like to go visit three or four stores this afternoon?” She gestured at the far side of the store. “He’s got small appliances over there, and some camping gear we could use, too.”

That made sense — I’d rather not stop too many places on Grimelia’s first visit and we were probably getting better deals here than buying new.

“Three thousand in cash, three thousand in credit?” I figured we could just drop the fifty bucks and change, especially with the extra store credit.

Daryl nodded. “I’ll get your cash — you pick out what you want.”

Heather gestured for Grimelia to follow her and started sending the goblin back to the counter with what could be carried.

By the time Daryl came back with a stack of hundred-dollar bills, we had a 32” TV, DVD player, a stack of DVDs, a toaster oven, coffee maker, microwave, a four-person tent, three one-person tents, sleeping bags, three nice hiking backpacks, and assorted other gear. We still didn’t have any pots and pans or silverware, I guess people didn’t really pawn that sort of stuff, but we were pretty well equipped for both staying at the manor for a few days and exploring a new world.

“I’d like to look at the crossbows, too,” Heather told Daryl.

Both Grimelia and I perked up at that.

“He’s got crossbows?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

Heather led the way and pointed to a trio of tiny pistol bows.

Daryl nodded. “Nice choice — less than three pounds, smaller than the hand-drawn models, almost a hundred-and-fifty pound draw.” He pulled one out of the case and handed it to Heather.

It really was narrower than my spread fingers when it was cocked and it was compound to increase its power.

“Got enough power to take anything up to a small deer,” Daryl went on. “Twenty-millimeter rail for optics or a laser. You hunt?”

“Sure,” I said — we’d probably want to hunt something to eat over on the other side.

The crossbows and a few accessories ate up a little over a thousand of our store credit and the other items took another thousand. Daryl wrote us up a store credit slip for the remaining nine-hundred and change, then counted out three thousand in hundreds for me.


Chapter Twenty-Four




“What?”

Grimelia’s voice was far more subdued than when we’d started our trip and I didn’t blame her. If the number of new things in the small pawn shop had astounded the little goblin, then the big box hunting and fishing store we stopped at next came close to blowing her mind. Still wrapped up in her all-covering outfit, she actually took Heather’s hand while we walked down the aisles.

I let Heather explain things, glad she and the goblin seemed to be getting along so well, and concentrated on filling my cart.

First, I loaded up with camping meals — lighter and better quality than canned goods. Add water and heat and you had a meal, and the dehydrated, mylar wrapped packages didn’t need a can opener.

I also got a couple water filters. I suspected, now, the water on the other side would mostly be okay — Uncle Jack must have started traveling there years ago, so would have been eating and drinking the native stuff long before quality filters were as light and affordable as they were now, and neither Heather nor I had wound up on the toilet so far. I was still going to avoid the water in towns and villages, that depended on some dubious sanitation practices, but the rivers and streams were probably okay.

In the hunting department we picked up more bolts for the crossbows and saw we’d gotten the bows themselves for about half the cost of new.

I checked the firearms, but there was a background check that could take a couple days and I wanted to test something before I spent several hundred dollars on a rifle, so I picked up a box of bullets.

“You’re getting a gun?” Heather asked.

“Maybe,” I told her, setting the bullets in our cart. “I want to test if one will even work.”

The physical laws were clearly different between Arctara and Earth, but Rawlin, the attorney, had said Uncle Jack bought a bunch of antique weapons, including guns, so he must have had some use for them.

“With just bullets? Are you going to bang them on a rock or something?”

“No, I’m going to pull the bullet part out of the shell and see how the powder behaves. I don’t want to spend a few hundred dollars and get myself on a government list or something if it won’t do us any good.”

“Huh,” Heather said. “That’s actually pretty — a radio?”

“Yes,” I said, putting the next item I wanted in the cart. “An emergency radio — all analog. Probably the simplest electrical tech we can get to test. Even if the battery doesn’t work, we can try the crank to power it up. If we get static or the emergency light works then we know some electrical stuff will work over there — if not, we know that too.”

“Huh,” Heather said again, and I began wondering just how surprised she was that I actually might know what I was doing.

Grimelia had just grown quieter and quieter as we moved through the store, holding Heather’s hand and staring around. I figured she was overwhelmed and we should hurry and finish up.

I finished loading the cart with some disposable plates and cutlery, as well as a couple sets of nesting pots and pans. We could get real dishes and pans for the manor later, but I didn’t want to drag Grimelia to a home goods store, too.

Checking out put a big dent in our cash, but I looked at it as an investment.

A morning on the other side had netted me five grand worth of gold coins, so there must be a lot of other opportunities over there. Maybe not all fighting off goblin bands, either. There must be things we could trade — even things as simple as the lightweight cookware we’d just picked up.

What would someone over there pay for a nonstick pan?

So our next trip would just be to learn more about the world — I had a whole list of questions I wanted to ask Grimelia once she settled down from being exposed to Earth, to find those kinds of opportunities.

We made a quick stop at a grocery store where Heather and Grimelia stayed in the car while I ran in. The little goblin made no objection at all when I suggested it — she just huddled in the back seat of the car.

With the power on at the manor and the refrigerator working, we could have real food there. Eggs, more bread, some fruits and vegetables, some steaks I could cook on the camp grill, even if I couldn’t figure out how to get the gas stove in the kitchen working, just basic stuff — then I dumped a variety of spice jars into the cart. Those might be tradable, too — hadn’t even just salt been a big commodity back in the day? For all I knew, paprika could be worth its weight in gold over there.

By the time I returned to the car with groceries I knew there’d be no more stops even if Grimelia wasn’t so overwhelmed and I wasn’t anxious to get back to the manor, because nothing more would fit in my Prius — the rear compartment and back seat were filled with our purchases, leaving barely enough room for Grimelia to sit back there.

I drove us back to the manor and we unloaded the car, trying to set the bags down in a rough organization between the manor’s kitchen, stuff staying in the manor, stuff we’d use on the other side, and trade goods.

Heather started setting up some of the things we’d gotten for the manor — the TV and DVD player for the most part — while I started on dinner. Instead of using the little camp stove I’d bought, I brought some of the better wood from the woodpile over and built a fire, putting the cooking grill over that.

It gave me less heat control than the camp stove’s gas, but I thought a nice steak cooked over an open fire would be more what Grimelia was used to, since she hadn’t been too impressed with the fast-food burgers we’d gotten for lunch.

“Bread?” the goblin had asked, picking through the wrapped contents. “Leaf? More bread, more leaf? What? Goblin come?”

“That’s the special sauce,” I told her.

She sniffed at it. “Goblin come better. What?” She was holding up one of the hamburger patties.

“That’s the meat.”

Another sniff. “Not meat.” She glared at me. “Master trick.”

Hopefully a ribeye would meet with more approval, though I expected the potatoes I had wrapped in foil and buried in the coals at the edge of the fire probably wouldn’t.

“How long?” Heather asked, sticking her head out of the manor door.

I gave the steaks a quick poke and thought they were probably medium — the closest I was going to get to anyone’s preferred temp over a fire.

“Right now,” I said.

“Great, I’ll open the wine.”

I spun around to face the now closed door. “Hey! The wine’s for trade and you’re only eighteen!”

I’d picked up four bottles at the grocery store, thinking maybe modern vineyards might have an edge over whatever was being produced on the other side.

By the time I got the steaks and potatoes loaded onto a couple paper plates and made my way to the dining room, Heather already had one of the bottles opened and poured into a trio of red cups. I didn’t say anything about it because I had an even bigger thing I was going to ask her to not do. Maybe the wine would help with that.

“Meat!” Grimelia cried, reaching for the plate of steaks.

Before I could even object the little goblin had one of the ribeyes in hand and ripped a chunk off with her razor-sharp teeth.

For a second, I considered a lesson in Earth-side table manners, but she was enjoying the steak and her teeth were working better for her than the folding silverware for camping Heather and I had to work with. Proper housewares were definitely on the list for our next trip into town.

“I don’t think you should go back over there tomorrow,” I said to Heather, keeping my eyes on my plate as I sawed off another bite of ribeye.

There was silence for a minute and I don’t think it was because she was chewing.

“And why’s that?”

“Just for this next trip. I’d like to take a look at things without, well, being worried about you and then tracking you. I want to, sort of, I don’t know, get a better idea about how dangerous it is, then make a decision.”

“A decision?”

“Um, yeah … well, you saw how dangerous it is over there. If anything happened to you … Mike would probably —”

“Stop,” Heather cut me off. “Just stop. Stop talking about Mike like he has any say in what I do — he’s my brother, not my guardian or something, and I’m an adult, not somebody’s ward in a Jane Austen novel. I get to decide what I do. I’m an adult. I can get a job, I can drive, I can choose to drink illegally — which is a fucking stupid decision to have to make as an ‘adult’ — and I can even open a bank account if I want to — you know what? I can even fuck someone if I want to … and if I could find a guy who wasn’t a complete idiot I would.”

“We fuck?” Grimelia mumbled around a mouthful of ribeye.

“No,” I told her before staring at Heather.

“What?” she asked.

Okay, so maybe I was being a little patronizing, but I’d always tried to look out for her like she was my little sister, and the other side of that portal was probably the most dangerous thing she’d ever needed protection from … right?

I opened my mouth.

“Stop again,” Heather said, “and very, very carefully examine what you’re about to say, then think about whether or not it’s just a different way of saying exactly what you just said that I got pissed about.”

I closed my mouth.

Yeah, I’d been about to make the same argument. That didn’t mean it was a bad argument or that I was wrong, it just meant that it wasn’t going to make any difference at all to Heather. She’d clearly decided she was coming along no matter what I thought about it. — and, like coming to the manor in the first place, if I said no, she’d just rush through that damn door as soon as I was out of sight.

And she was right. She was an adult — more than by age, she acted like one. Honestly, I couldn’t think of a single bad decision she’d made about her life in years, so she was probably doing a lot better than me at it. Or Mike, come to that, since he’d bet his entire tax refund on a shitcoin a couple years ago.

“Okay,” I said instead.

Heather took a big gulp of her wine. “Good choice.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




After dinner and popping the spare potato Grimelia refused to even unwrap into the fridge, we settled ourselves on a couch in the living room. Or parlor, or whatever it was called when the building was called a manor. Heather’d set up the TV and DVD player on a low table in front of the couch.

“A cartoon?” I asked as I saw the case for the DVD she’d just popped into the player.

“It’s the first time Grimmy’s seen a movie,” Heather explained, “so I think something without all the cultural baggage would be a good introduction.”

Since Grimelia was already on her feet and approaching the screen to examine the FBI copyright notice, I decided Heather had a point — something further proven within ten minutes, as the goblin became wide-eyed and engrossed with the trials of a sloth and a mammoth trying to deal with a duplicitous pack of saber-tooth tigers.

I had to admit it was about all my brain could handle after the last two days as well.

As the movie started, Heather texted her mom to tell her she was going to be at Maria’s for a couple more days, then Maria, who I thought was far too ready to lie to other people’s parents on a moment’s notice. On the other hand, I was far too ready to worry about other people’s relationships.

I was thinking about what Heather had said at dinner.

She was an adult — her relationship with her parents wasn’t my problem. Her relationship with her brother wasn’t my problem. My only problem should be my relationship with Heather — which was a problem, because I had a lot less confusion about her other relationships.

We were all similarly exhausted and midway through the movie, Heather was pressed tightly to one side of me, head on my shoulder, and Grimelia had laid down to put her head in my lap. Without much thought I found myself gently stroking Grimelia’s long, dark hair and pulling my arm from between us to lay it over Heather’s shoulders.

Shortly after that, Heather slid down to put her head in the half-lap I had left.

It was an oddly comfortable position to be in.

Grimelia had started making a noise almost like a cat purring as I stroked her hair, and Heather had grasped my other hand with hers and was cradling it to her chest, probably not realizing how much boob my hand and forearm were pressed against. I was too tired to worry about it, though, and so tired the most reaction my body gave was a little twitch so far inside my dick that it probably wasn’t noticeable.

Since it looked like we’d be avoiding any uncomfortable reactions that might creep Heather out — or have Grimelia demanding that I fuck her — I decided to let it go.

It was still early when the movie ended, but all of us seemed ready to turn in.

I woke the girls and got them stumbling up the stairs to the bedroom — we’d all agreed to sleep in the same room due to the still-undiscovered pixie Grimelia assured us was in the house somewhere.

We’d spent some time trying to track it down, but Grimelia said the scent was simply everywhere and it was hard to tell what was new.

Despite the goblin’s explanation that pixies weren’t really dangerous, I had to temper my thoughts with the fact that Grimelia’s sense of dangerous might not be the same as mine — she came from a culture where one goblin tribe could wipe out another goblin tribe and take the women captive, so for all I knew pixies ate people for breakfast and she thought that wasn’t dangerous.

“I’ll be up in a minute,” I called to the girls, heading for the kitchen.

I got a disposable plate and the bottle of honey I’d picked up with the rest of the groceries, then set the plate on the floor and filled it with honey.

According to Grimelia, she’d smelled nothing but pixie on the basement door and its locks, which meant it was a fucking pixie that had locked me on the other side. She also told us pixies couldn’t resist honey. At first, I’d thought she meant we should do this as a peace offering of some sort — you know, appease the pixie’s wrath or something?

When she stopped laughing, she repeated that pixies just couldn’t resist honey and then chortled when I asked what good it was going to do if not to appease the thing and make friends. Grimelia just said we’d see in the morning, if not sooner.


Chapter Twenty-Six




“Oh, baby, yes! Yeah, yeah — oh, it’s been so long!”

I jerked up in bed, got caught on the blanket I had wrapped tightly around me like a mummy, and toppled over to slam face-first into the bedroom floor.

“Oh, yeah, fill me up, baby! Give it to me!”

“What the fuck is that?” Heather demanded, sitting up as well. She looked at me as I managed to get my head above the bed again. “What are you doing on the floor?” Her eyes darted to her other side where Grimelia had been sleeping. “Where’s —” Her eyes went wide and she stared at me. “Is she — are you —”

“Cover me with it, baby!”

“Oh, thank, god,” Heather whispered, turning to look at the bedroom door, which was where the voice was coming from. “For a minute, I thought —” She scrambled across the bed to peer over my side. “Okay, yeah, just making sure. Anyway, what the fuck is —”

“Oh! OH! OH! Yeeeeaaahhhhh!”

“— that.”

The screams were coming from outside the room, through the closed door still blocked by the couch we’d put behind it, again at Heather’s insistence, but they were loud as hell.

“And where is Grimelia?”

The toilet flushed in the bathroom. Then again. And again.

“You have to let the tank fill, Grimmy!” Heather yelled. “I don’t get her fascination with that thing — she flushed it, like, six times while we were getting cleaned up yesterday.”

“That’s it, baby! I’m there! Yeah, yeah, yeah, oh, petunias that’s so good!”

“And who the fuck is that?”

“That pixie,” Grimelia said, coming out of the bathroom.

I stared at the bedroom door. “How many of them are there? Are they having an orgy down there or something?”

The little goblin hurried past the bed. “Come, catch pest.”

“Is it an infestation?” I asked, scrambling to my feet. “Are there, like, pixie exterminators?”

“Don’t hurt the pixie!” Heather demanded. “Pixies are —”

“Pixie stupid nasty,” Grimelia said.

I got up and turned on the lights, then we shoved the couch out of the way and went into the hall, switching on the light there.

“Again! Yeah, again! There’s so much of it — I want more! Cover me, baby!”

“Um, Heather? Maybe you should stay up here? Safer and all?”

I didn’t think there was any real danger, but whatever was happening downstairs I didn’t want Heather to have whatever nightmares seeing it might bring on.

“Hell, no. I wanna see this.”

“I’m sooooo fuuuuullllll!”

Grimelia didn’t even try to hide our approach as we entered the kitchen — I’d have tried peeking around the corner or something before flipping on the lights and grinning down at…

There are some things that shouldn’t be described … but I’ll try.

Pixies are small — a little over a foot tall.

This one was female — a very small, very humanoid, very-female, female.

Her dress was green, a sort of short-skirted sundress.

The dress was on the floor a couple feet from the plate of honey, leaving a very female, very naked pixie … in the honey.

Covered in it. Head to toe to dripping dragonfly wings.

Face up in the plate of honey, spread-eagled, with one knee drawn up and cast to the side.

It was like a hive of bees had bukkaked an anatomically correct Barbie doll.

“Baaabbbyyy!” the pixie moaned, raising one hand to drip honey into her open mouth while the other slid over her slick thigh to caress her … well, dripping mound.

“What. The. Fuck.” Heather said.

“Is why I say make honey wide, not deep,” Grimelia said. “Pixie drown in goblin-dick of honey.”

It took me a second to realize she was using it as a unit of measurement — so pixies could drown in a little less than an inch of honey. Good to know.

“All pixies honeysluts,” Grimelia said, reaching down to grasp the pixie’s wing and hold it up.

“Hey, don’t hurt it,” I cautioned.

“Hurt me, baby! Make me clean my plate!”

“Can’t hurt pixie,” Grimelia said, shaking the little thing violently.

“Hey, stop!” I cried as drops of honey spattered all over the kitchen.

“No worry, Master. Pixie clean up.”

Grimelia swung the pixie over her head and down into the sink with a loud thwump, then turned on the water. She peered over the edge of the sink for a second, then ran to our new trash can and began digging through it.

“Hah!” Grimelia cried triumphantly, coming back with a tiny white and red packet of salt from our burgers earlier. “Not-food fast-food have something good, at least.”

“Wait!” I stopped her. “What does that do?”

“Salt burn pixie, make —”

“Nope, no burning, give me the salt.”

“But Master —”

I held out my hand. “Salt. Now.”

Grimelia grumbled but put the salt packet in my hand then went back to the sink. She peered over the edge and turned off the water.

“Why you here, pixie?” she demanded. “Who send?”

The pixie was sitting up now, leaning back on splayed palms, and sputtering as water ran over her face. Her hair was blonde, half wet and half still honeyed, and draped over her shoulder to cover one of her grape-sized breasts.

“I’ll never talk, ya moldy-faced ground crawler!”

Grimelia turned the water on and off several times, dousing the pixie then giving her just enough time to start yelling again before dousing her once more.

“Sure — pslurfp — torture — pslurfp — the innocent — pslurfp — and the weak! pslurfp — ya clit-cursed — pslurfp — callowlilly!”

“That was harsh,” Heather muttered.

“Eh,” Grimelia said, turning to us. “First part true — can’t argue.”

“Wait,” I said, “you, the girl goblins, got cursed too?”

“How?” Heather asked.

Grimelia’s face went blank again and her voice took on that monotone.

“Just as the males of goblin-kind were cursed with tiny dicks by Frantag, the orc god’s power worked his will upon their women. Even whilst lamenting the lost pleasures of their husbands’ manhoods, the goblin ladies found their own source of pleasure … changing. Shifting. Moving, over the next few weeks and months, down and in, farther and farther into their inner-depths — so deep that no one, nothing, surely not the newly tiny dicks of the goblin men, could reach it.”

“Oh, it can’t be that far,” Heather said. “You just put your fingers like … this, and use a lot of — what? I’ve seen videos.”

Glowing letters appeared before my eyes.

Quest Available

Flick the Goblin Woman’s Bean

Do you accept this Quest?

Yes No

“No!” Heather and I yelled at the same time.

I definitely wasn’t taking that one — probably make me run all over the place fucking goblins.

“What?” Grimelia asked.

“Never mind,” I told her.

“What is it with this place and sex curses?” Heather asked.

“Lord Mercer!” the pixie yelled. “Lord Mercer, My Lord, my Sworn Liege, tell me but I’ve served you well these many years and I’ll pass these, my final moments, glad for a life well done.”

“What?” How did the thing know I was now Lord Mercer? And was it dying? How hard had Grimelia slammed it into the sink? “How do you know me?”

“Ah, Lord Mercer, now your uncle’s dead, for, if you’re here in his place, then dead he must be.” The pixie bowed her head and sobbed. “My Lord then.” She looked up at me. “My Lord now. As for my last moments?” She nodded at me. “Your fell servant’s fair ministrations have seen to that. Too much honey and a rattled brain have left these old bones to sway their way toward eternal rest.”

She crumpled to the bottom of the sink, mouth still moving, but the words so faint I couldn’t grasp them.

“Ah, Master?” Grimelia said, “Never trust —”

I leaned forward, trying to hear her words — maybe she’d give me some clue to that other world and my uncle’s actions there. Closer and closer, I could almost hear her, but only almost, until my face passed the edge of the sink and the pixie … leapt to her feet, swinging her tight little fists at my nose. Not to the sides, like a punching bag, but both fists straight up, into my nostrils, where she grabbed two handfuls of nose hair and yanked!

“Take that, ya’ aphid-addled moss-pate!”

Blinding pain shot through my head.

“Aahhhggg! Gid id od be! Gid id od be!”

I grabbed the pixie to try and accomplish just that — my hand closed around her and pulled … sliding my palm and fingers over … nubile, honey-slick, very female bumps.

“Why, you … how fresh!”

The pixie yanked again and I felt several nose hairs give, but that pain was nothing compared to the ones that stayed attached.

“Oooowwwfffuucckk!”

“Swing it this way! Alex! Swing it this way!”

I was now spinning around the kitchen, swatting at the malevolent little bitch currently trying to rip my brain out of my head. I tried to find where Heather was in my spinning vision so I could face her, but the fucking pixie had wrapped her legs around my neck — they wouldn’t go all the way, but her tiny heels dug into my skin like they had spurs on them and she was pulling my throat into her crotch and squeezing her thighs together like she was trying to choke me.

“Alex! Stop spinning!”

I froze, holding my hands away from the thing so Heather would have access for whatever she had planned — hopefully not a knife or something. The pixie yanked on my nose hairs again and I didn’t care if it involved a knife. Get this little nostril-leech off me and I’d take a couple — wait … when you try to choke someone, you apply steady pressure. The pixie kept jerking my throat into her, sliding herself up and down —

What the hell — was the pixie humping my Adam’s apple?

Something wet and sticky covered my face a moment before something else slammed into my nose.

“Ow! Goddabbit!”

A few more nose hairs lost their battle, but the pixie released the rest and her little fists slid out of my nostrils.

“Fuck!” I yelled, wiping at my face so I could open my eyes.

What I saw was Heather holding the plate of honey she’d slammed into my face in one hand with her other holding the little pixie face-down in what honey hadn’t transferred to my face.

Grimelia was behind her, on the floor, with both feet kicking in the air and clutching her stomach as she rolled back and forth laughing.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




“Oh, why, my good Lord Mercer, why do you allow this? Have I not served you well?”

“You tried to rip my brain out through my nose,” I countered.

“I were honey-drunk an’ fair frightened, m’lord, hardly thinking, I were, an’ ya can’t —”

I nodded to Grimelia.

The little goblin was standing on an ottoman we’d dragged to the kitchen so she could get better leverage on the pixie she held at the bottom of the sink.

“Gah-fawg!” the pixie screamed as Grimelia dropped a wet dish towel over her face and pumped the faucet over and over again.

Yes, we water-boarded a pixie.

Apparently, pixies didn’t like getting wet.

“Answer question,” Grimelia snarled. “What pixie do here?”

“Yeah,” Heather demanded, “why’d you lock Alex on the other side of the door?”

“Lorb Bercer bade be!”

“I did not,” I said, firmly — I think I’d remember giving orders to a pixie.

“Nob Lorb Bercer, Lorb Bercer! Bore buncle!”

“Uncover its face,” I told Grimelia.

“It? It?” the pixie snarled as soon as Grimelia pealed the wet cotton back from its snarling lips. “Why, yer mispollened pistle! I’ll wilt yer manhood fer that!”

Heather loomed over the sink. “Touch his manhood and we’ll see if Uncle Jack’s garbage disposal still works.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Not that it’s doing anybody any good,” Heather muttered.

“Hey!”

“When’s the last time you had a date?”

“Is that really relevant now?” I asked nodding at the pixie.

“Ah, it’s that way, is it?” the pixie cackled. “It’s a good rogering she’s after and he’s not — bloody hell!”

Before either I or Grimelia could react, Heather shoved the goblin away from the sink, grabbed the pixie around the torso, and flipped her upside down to shove her head into the sink’s drain — all while reaching down to fling open the cabinet door and flip the garbage disposal on.

“Heather!” I tried reaching for the pixie, but Heather knocked my hand away and positioned her back to me so I couldn’t reach the sink.

The pixie’s screams overrode the roar of the disposal until Heather switched it off, pulled the pixie out of the drain, and stared into its eyes.

The little creature still had eyes, and a whole head, which I was a little surprised about — the same couldn’t be said for the long, flowing, golden hair she’d had at the start, which was now chopped to a variety of lengths, the least of which being practically nothing attached to bare and bloodied patches of scalp where it had been ripped free.

“Have we now clearly established a boundary?” Heather asked, squinting at the pixie.

“Aye, mum! Yes, mum! A boundary clear as day and not to be crossed, mum!”

Heather nodded. “Good. Now answer our questions.” She sniffed. “And I want my body wash back, you little shit! Today!”

“What?” Grimelia asked, peering into the cabinet under the sink.

“That’s the switch to turn on the garbage disposal.”

Grimelia flipped the switch on and off and the pixie screamed again, apparently so traumatized that the mere sound of it set her off.

“Ah shit!” Heather yelled, tossing the pixie into the sink.

I jumped forward, ready to shove the thing down the disposal myself if it had hurt Heather.

“What? Did she hurt you?”

“No — it shit itself!” Heather put her soiled hand under the faucet and turned on the water, which, coincidentally, was just above the pixie who lay dazed in the sink.

Grimelia flipped the switch and the pixie screamed.
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The pixie sat on top of an upside-down red cup on the dining table, wrapped in a dry washcloth we’d found in an upstairs closet, shivering and staring forlornly at a long strand of golden hair she held in her hands.

“Me hair,” she moaned. “Me lovely hair — Lord Mercer, yer uncle, loved me hair. Said it were like spun gold, he did.”

Grimelia turned the disposal on and the pixie screamed, dropping her hair, as well as the washcloth, and trying to hide under the cup.

“Grimelia,” I called sternly.

The goblin muttered but turned off the disposal.

“That wasn’t the question,” Heather said.

“But I told ye!” The cup only came down to the pixie’s thighs and she had to fold her wings in what was clearly an awkward way, but she kept it over her head. “Lord Mercer the elder, he bade me stay here an’ wait for his heir, he did, so as to teach the lad the ways of Arctara!”

“So you lured him over there and locked him in?”

The red cup moved up and down as the pixie shrugged. “Seemed right at the time.”

“And then you decided to reopen the door for me to go over there?”

“Lord Mercer was slow to return,” the pixie said.

“Look, you,” Heather said. “I’m not buying it.”

“Um, maybe she’s telling the truth?” I suggested. I’d decided not to call the pixie “it” again after her last reaction.

“Do ye see, wench? Lord Mercer believes me! Ye petal-bare pansy!”

“Hey, now!” I scolded the little thing.

I’d honestly thought some of Grimelia’s comments about pixies were, maybe, a bit … well, racist? Having met one, I was now okay with that.

“Apologies, Lord Mercer, apologies — it’s only that serving your uncle, the late, belated, Lord Mercer, was my life, My Lord! To know he’s gone to the great beyond, to see you here, all strapping manhood in his place, fairly stirs my passions beyond all control.”

“Why does she keep talking like that?” I asked Grimelia.

“Talk like pixie.”

“Yeah, but she’s, like, switching from all formal and fancy to … whatever the hell the other thing is.”

“Pixie crazy.”

“I’ll shew ye crazy, ye nettle-humper!”

“Look, you little trailer-trash Tinkerbell,” Heather growled, “you lured him downstairs in the middle of the night then locked him on the other side of that door in his fucking pajamas!”

“I thought pixies were kind and beautiful,” I whispered to Heather, a little shocked by her change from not believing Grimelia about pixies to shoving one head-first into a garbage disposal.

“Fuck pixies,” Heather whispered back. “Bunch of nosy, loud-mouthed little busy-bodies.” She turned back to the pixie. “In his pajamas,” she repeated. “Only a complete idiot would think that was something Uncle Jack would want!”

“Or pixie,” Grimelia said. “Pixie more idiot than idiot.”

“Don’t!” Heather yelled, cutting the pixie off before she could have another go at Grimelia.

I stepped up to the table and edged Heather out of the way. “Hold on,” I said, grabbing the cup the pixie had over her head and lifting.

The pixie had dropped the washcloth when she tried to cover up with the cup, so I was once more treated to tiny, pin-prick nipples staring up at me from the centers of grape-shaped breasts — the pixies eyes were green.

“Do you have a name?”

“Yes, thank you, Lord Mercer, for remembering the courtesies. Livinia Thistlebottom, at your service, m’lord.”

“Livinia?”

“Aye, m’lord.”

“All right, Livinia, what did my uncle tell you to do? Exactly.”

“Aye, Lord Mercer. Your uncle, the late Lord Mercer, may all the gods bless and keep him close, bade me stay here on this blossomless plane of existence until either he returned or … didn’t.” Livinia bowed her head. “To await your coming and teach you all you might know about Arctara.”

“Locking me over there without even telling me about the place isn’t exactly teaching, you know.”

“Oh, aye? And what should I have done? Welcomed you at the door like this?” She threw her little arms wide and spread her wings — four of them, like a dragonfly’s. “Lord Mercer, your uncle, warned you’d have no knowledge of Arctara, nor magic, nor any being but human, and you’d likely run screaming from the porch.” She shrugged. “I’ve not enough strength in this nectarless void you live in to chase you, so thought it best to get the running and screaming and such done on the other side.”

It was stupid, but then the pixie must have a brain the size of a raisin, so maybe it was the best logic she could come up with?

I sighed. Despite the real danger Heather and I had been put in by the pixie’s actions, neither of us had been really hurt and I thought the pixie had probably been punished enough for it — any time Grimelia or Heather glanced toward the sink, Livinia would flinch, wide-eyed, and grasp her butt.

“All right,” I said, picking up the little creature’s dress from its place on the honey-spattered floor. There were a few drops of honey on it, but it was mostly clean — and the pixie herself had been rinsed enough to become mostly honey-free, as well. I held the dress out to the pixie, a little tired of being stared at by pointy-grapes. “Get dressed. I have a few more questions, but then you can go.”

“Go?” Livinia took the dress from me but didn’t put it on.

“Yeah,” I said. Maybe Uncle Jack might have left her here to teach me some shit, but I had Grimelia now, as well as being Lord Mercer. “Go back to Arctara or whatever.”

“But…” Livinia actually looked distraught. “But I’ve only ever served the Lord Mercer! All my life, m’lord! Ever since Lord Mercer plucked my tulip I’ve served!”

I was really hoping plucked tulip wasn’t a euphemism and, by the look on her face, it seemed like Heather was hoping for the same thing.

“Well, I don’t need any service and I’m not doing any tulip plucking,” I told her. “So tell me what you know about Uncle Jack. Where’d he go? Is there a chance he’s alive?”

The pixie’s shoulders slumped. “You’d send me away, m’lord? I’ve … displeased you in some way?” She hung her head. “But … where’m I to go? I’ve no garden, no flower patch in Arctara. Nothing to return to and … this world is near barren and…” Tiny shoulders started shaking. “Shall I be outcast, m’lord? Having to sneak and steal for my very life?”

“Is pixie-trick,” Grimelia muttered. “Always whine and cry. Nothing ever pixie fault.”

“Shut yer gob, ye stamen-sucker! Lord Mercer’s to decide me fate, not you!” Livinia glared at the goblin, who’d come over from the sink now that it looked like we wouldn’t be needing more garbage disposal noises. “Yer fault he’s not trusting me, ain’t it? Settin’ out honey and all — give My Lord a poor first sight of me, you did!”

“Whine, cry, blame everyone,” Grimelia said, nodding. “Is pixie way.”

Maybe — but what if she wasn’t? What if the pixie really had served Uncle Jack? I didn’t see any reason to disbelieve that — I mean, why else would the pixie be on the Earth side of the portal and waiting for me to arrive?

So — would I be missing out on some value Uncle Jack found in having the little shit around, or, maybe worse, turning away someone he might have felt an obligation to?

“Alex,” Heather said. “I’m with Grimmy on this one — whatever your uncle asked it to do, the thing’s been nothing but trouble so far.”

I nodded — still, would Uncle Jack want me to just turn Livinia out?

“Wait!” the pixie yelled. “I’ve remembered a thing!”

“What?”

“A book! Lord Mercer said I were to give you a book!”

“What book?”

“A journal, I think he said — aye, a journal!”

“Okay.” I held out my hand. Obviously, the pixie didn’t have a book on her, but I thought the meaning was clear.

Livinia looked uncomfortable. “It’s … ah…”

Heather narrowed her eyes. “Where’s the book?”

The pixie bit her lip and her wings drooped. “The library?”

“What shelf?”

“Perhaps in Lord Mercer’s desk?” the pixie suggested.

“Right,” Heather crossed her arms. “There’s no fucking book.”

“There is! Please, Lord Mercer — it’s only the horrors I’ve been through, what with your diabolical machines and still a bit of honey in me! I’ll remember! I swear it!”

“All right, I’ll think about it.” I glared at the little pixie, who was still naked and holding her dress in one hand.

“Alex —”

“We’ll see what happens,” I insisted. “Maybe Livinia can help us in some way — and if Uncle Jack did leave a journal, I want it.”

“Thank you! Thank you, Lord Mercer! You’ll not regret it, m’lord!”

“Already regret,” Grimelia muttered.


Chapter Twenty-Eight




“Everybody ready?” I asked.

I’d just removed the second bar from the basement door after undoing all the locks and bolts.

The girls nodded as I looked them over.

It was two days after we’d returned to Earth from Arctara. I’d wanted to return and speak to Mayor Cartnal the next day, but Heather insisted we drive back to the city and collect the rest of her LARPing gear.

In fact, I was a little jealous. Her leather “archer-armor” was actually better suited to adventuring than my bogu — tougher materials and with enough hardening that it would likely turn a real sword, or at least slow one down.

I was going to have to find something similar, but decided to wait until we could spend some more time looking. I was planning to check out some Army surplus and sporting goods stores before really digging into life in Arctara. Today we were just going into town to talk to the mayor and get an idea of what we might be facing on one of his “jobs”.

I leaned against the basement wall and watched Heather finish putting her outfit on. It consisted of a lot of leather.

Tight leather pants, snug but supple, which I’d always teased her were more appropriate if she was clubbing and a little anachronistic, but she insisted she had her reasons, despite whining about how hot they were to wear for long periods. On top she wore layers — starting with a loose linen tunic, followed by a leather jerkin with some strategically placed bronze rivets, then a deeply hooded cloak. The cloak was wool but had a leather covering over the hood and shoulders. It attached to her jerkin with clasps at either shoulder. Next were a pair of leather bracers covering her forearms, the left molded to shield against her bowstring, and boots that reached almost to her knees.

Not for the first time I noticed that the pattern of rivets on her jerkin did a lot to outline her boobs.

She looked a little weird with all that topped by the modern backpack we’d picked up to replace the one she’d lost, and a compound bow, with an even more modern pistol crossbow dangling from her belt.

I was in jeans, t-shirt, and a flannel button up again, along with my boots, and armed with Heather’s period longbow, another crossbow, and my katana. Heather was better with the longbow than I was, by far, but she was also better than that with the compound bow, so it made sense for her to have the best bow.

The third crossbow was hanging from one of Grimelia’s new belts. She had two of those, with two of the sheathed knives we’d taken from the other goblins at each hip. Above that, she wore her new sports bra and topped the look off with her sunglasses.

The pixie was hovering nearby, wearing, I swear, a purple pantsuit.

Along with her LARPing gear, Heather had retrieved a plastic grocery bag full of old doll clothes from her house and the pixie had gone absolutely batshit over them, spending the entire drive back to the manor trying everything on in the backseat.

When I told Heather that was a nice gesture, she just said, “I’m sick of the fucking thing running around half-naked.” Which was odd, because she didn’t really have an issue with Grimelia running around in just a loincloth and occasional sports bra.

“Ready?” I asked.

Heather nodded.

I picked up the emergency radio and tuned it to a local rock station — it was the oldest, most basic tech I could think of … and it stopped working as soon as I stepped over the threshold. I felt no sensation at all, but the sound immediately cut off, not even changing to static.

I even took the 12-volt battery out and touched my tongue to the contacts with no result.

“Well, that settles that,” I muttered, putting the radio back together and tossing it back through the doorway. Eighties classic rock returned to the basement as soon as it crossed the threshold.

“So no electricity?” Heather asked.

I shook my head. “The little light didn’t even come on and the battery did nothing.”

“Cool — let’s see this town.”
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“Five star bond for the pixie.”

I looked at the town guard’s outstretched hand and raised an eyebrow.

I hadn’t met him before — not that I thought I should’ve met everyone in the Dunbarrow town guard — so I figured he didn’t know me either. I was a little surprised he wanted a bond for the pixie and not for the goblin, especially when goblins had just killed one of the town’s merchants on the road.

Maybe all of Arctara was racist against pixies? They sure were assholes about goblins.

It was probably cheap of me, but I didn’t really want to hand over five stars just so Livinia could enter town with us for a few minutes of talking to the mayor. Maybe it was worth playing the Lord of the Manor card.

“Even for Lord Mercer?” I asked.

The guard blinked and looked us over — I guess taking in Heather’s compound bow, my jeans and checkered red shirt, and a grinning goblin — and appeared to decide me claiming to be the long-lost lord of the manor was the least weird thing he was dealing with right now.

“Ah, Lord Mercer, you say?”

I nodded.

“The, ah —” He jerked his head toward the forested hills. “That Lord Mercer, is it?”

I nodded.

“Heard you were back, ah, m’lord — I, ah, no bond, I suppose?”

“I’d prefer not.”

“Right, then,” he said, standing aside. “Welcome back to Dunbarrow, Lord Mercer.”
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Mayor Cartnal’s office was crowded, even with Grimelia being so short and the pixie being even smaller.

Part of that was Livinia flitting from place to place and examining everything in the room while the mayor kept a narrow-eyed gaze on her like he expected chaos to erupt at any moment.

“Ah, welcome, Lord — Lord Mercer,” the mayor said, distracted by the flitting pixie. “I didn’t expect to see you again so soon, and with more … companions.” He nodded to Heather. “Lady Mercer?”

“Yes,” Heather said before I could correct the mayor. She stepped forward and offered her hand. “So pleased to meet you, Mayor Cartnal.”

“The same, Lady Mercer.”

I sighed, rolling my eyes at the look Heather gave me.

“What can I do for you, Lord Mercer?” Mayor Cartnal asked, not seeming bothered that he hadn’t been introduced to Livinia, but very bothered that she was flitting around a shelf full of loose papers. “Could — Lord Mercer, could you —”

The papers, probably a couple thousand pages, since they were in stacks a few inches high, slid off the shelf, separated in mid-air, and fluttered to the mayor’s office floor.

“Stupid pixie,” Grimelia muttered, earning her a half-nod of agreement from the mayor until he glanced at me and cleared his throat.

“Ah, yes, Lord Mercer, I’m sure you have a great deal to do today, so what might I help —” His eyes widened as he looked over my shoulder and I turned to find Livinia hovering in front of another shelf, this one full of books. “— if — if you might, Lord —”

“Heather?” I asked quickly.

I hated to ask her to wrangle the pixie, but Grimelia would probably just eat her and apologize to Master while still burping.

“Click,” Heather said, sounding suspiciously like a garbage disposal switch.

Livinia gave a little yelp and spun from the shelf to rejoin us, but not before a two-inch spurt of brown liquid soiled Mayor Cartnal’s floor — more of a mist, really, since it first passed through her pantsuit.

At least she wasn’t still over the piles of paper.

“Sorry about that,” I told the mayor, wondering if I should ask Grimelia to clean it up.

I certainly wasn’t going to and Heather already hated the little pixie.

“I’ll have it seen to, Lord Mercer,” Mayor Cartnal said. “Not unexpected with a pixie, after all. Why you’d — never mind, what can I do for you this morning?”

“We’d like to take on one of those jobs you mentioned,” I told him, gratified that seemed to cheer him up a little.

“Oh! Excellent, thank you! I’ll just —” He turned toward the now empty shelf, his eyes trailed down to the piles of drifting paper his neat stacks had become, then sighed. “I’ll just do this from memory, shall I?”


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Arctaran bandits were kind of gross — at least that’s the judgment I made looking down on their camp.

We were on a brush-covered ledge, which was nestled into a small box canyon in some cliffs. From our perch about forty feet above them, I counted six tents — or what could charitably be called tents, since they were basically big blankets strung over a rope or just tree branches — but only four men.

I steeled myself again to what we were up to. Killing the goblins in the midst of their looting the wagon of the merchant they’d murdered, or the one that had taken Heather, was one thing — these were men, humans, and we weren’t planning on giving them much of a chance to fight back. None, if I had my way — in fact, I was kind of wishing the damn bullet had worked so I could go back to the Earth side and return with a couple guns. Unfortunately, the powder from a bullet had barely fizzled when I set it on fire, so that wasn’t an option.

Which made me wonder why Uncle Jack had bought a bunch of guns, like Rawlin had told us.

At least I had what might pass for armor — we’d gone back out after meeting with the mayor and deciding which of his “jobs” we were going to take.

Nothing came of the surplus stores, but I had a good hockey helmet, a reinforced motorcycle jacket, along with shin pads. I’d done some research on military armor and decided the jacket, once I got some Kevlar fabric to reinforce it more, would do better, while being lighter and more flexible.

“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” I asked Heather.

“I heard the mayor, same as you,” she whispered back. “Six farms in the last year? Who knows how many travelers? And what he said they did to the women on those farms?” Heather’s face was hard. “Goddamn right I’m okay with this.”

She hesitated.

“Are you sure we can do this?” she asked.

I nodded — that was how I felt about it too, and I was pretty sure.

“The mayor said even a newly-arrived adventurer could handle a small group of bandits,” I said. “We’re faster and stronger than the locals.”

Grimelia nodded. “Black Mountain tribe never fight you, if know you adventure-man. Just run. Take … two, maybe three bands of goblins to fight adventure-man.”

I thought that was probably an exaggeration, but this was a game, right? Or something like one. It made sense that the PCs would be stronger than the NPCs.

I glanced at Grimelia.

Locals, not NPCs. I had a feeling bad things happened when “adventurers” started treating the locals like NPCs instead of people.

“How did you get captured by just one?” I asked Heather.

“I wasn’t expecting a five-foot tall green asshole with a loaded crossbow.” She glared at me. “Now I’m ready to kill something.”

I wisely kept my mouth shut and nodded toward the camp.

After meeting with the mayor, we’d gone back to the manor and even over to the Earth-side for the night. I wanted us as fresh and prepared as we could be when we faced these guys.

The bandit’s territory was a day’s travel away from the town, one of the reasons the town guard hadn’t been sent to handle it — there weren’t that many of them that they could send enough to deal with the bandits and be away from town for a few days.

The town’s “militia” — basically everyone in town who could swing a stick — hadn’t been mobilized either. The bandit gang was careful enough to keep their depredations just under the level that would encourage the townsfolk to risk confronting them.

It hadn’t taken us much searching to discover where the gang’s hideout was — we’d easily found a faint trail leading off the main road and followed it until we thought we were getting close, then moved farther back into the woods, paralleling the trail as we went on.

“I see four,” Heather whispered. “Do you think that’s it?”

I shook my head. “There are six tents.”

“Storage? A couple of them died? Headed off for greener pastures?”

“I don’t think so.”

Heather shrugged. “So where are the other two?”

I scanned the little pocket of trees below us. “No idea — but if I was hiding out here, I’d set a guard. Maybe back near the entrance where anyone coming through that narrow canyon would be in tight quarters.”

That entrance was a notch cut through the cliffs by a small stream fed by a waterfall farther back in the pocket, and while there were a couple other ways down into the pocket, they were places where the cliffs had collapsed and washed out, leaving a manageable, but still steep, grade with its own steep walls.

“They could go up that far washout there,” I said, pointing, “and take a spot that looks down on the entrance. They’d be able to see anyone coming and defend the place just by dropping rocks on any attackers, while those back at camp prepare.”

“So do you want to hit the camp first or those watchers?” Heather asked, idly spinning one of her arrows between her fingers.

I thought about it for a minute. With six bandits we were outnumbered two-to-one — me, Heather, and Grimelia being the three. I wasn’t counting the pixie.

“They have to change out the guards,” I said, still working it through in my head, “and I doubt the two come back in for the change — the new guys go and relieve them there. Which means, at least for a few minutes, it’s three pairs in separate locations. If we can catch the pair coming back from the guard post, then the two at the guard post, then we’d just have the two back at camp.”

Heather was nodding. “Take each pair out quick — and then we have time between each pair to reload the crossbows.”

The little pistol-gripped crossbows we’d gotten were small, but I’d seen their power earlier when we’d practiced a bit. They were easy to use, accurate, and powerful, but they still took several seconds to reload. Heather and I had our bows, but those shots were more complicated.

“This assumes,” Heather said, “you’re right about there being two guards up there. What if it’s just the four and they stay together all the time? What if there’s more than two guards?”

“Six tents,” I reminded her.

“Maybe they’re gay.”

“What?”

“Six tents, two gay guys each — could be twelve bad guys.”

“Those tents are pretty small.”

“Gay guys like to cuddle, too.”

“Well,” I said, “you’re assuming the bandits are all men — isn’t that a little sexist?”

Heather rolled her eyes. “It’s a game. The bandits will all be men, unless they have a sexy leader you’re supposed to seduce. Hell, they probably have a kidnapped princess in one of those tents.”

The sudden buzz of wings cut off my response.

“I will assist, Lord Mercer the New,” the pixie whispered, then disappeared into the trees.

“Shit.”

“Told, Master — don’t bring pixie. Pixie trouble.”

“Yeah,” Heather said. “I remember Grimmy saying that. Then I remember me saying, ‘Yeah, we shouldn’t bring the stupid fucking pixie.’”

“Maybe she can help,” I said. In fact, it sounded like a good idea to me. “She can fly over there and see if there are two guards, then we’ll know for sure and can plan better.”

“Pixie not help,” Grimelia muttered. “Pixie never help.”

“See? Grimmy is our local expert — she knows pixies are fuckups.”

“Up, down, sideways — pixie all the fucks.”

“We’ll see,” I muttered.

I still figured that there must be something about Livinia that made Uncle Jack keep her around — so she should be useful at something, and sneaking through a forest to spy on the enemy sounded like it would be right up a foot-tall, flower-loving freak’s alley, right?

“Oy! Put me down, yer kudzu-smelling bastard!”

“All the fucks,” Grimelia muttered.

I groaned.

Livinia’s voice had been faint, but clearly coming from the other cliff where I’d suspected the bandits’ guard to be. Still, the four bandits below us heard it as well and looked in that direction.

A few seconds later, two more bandits appeared on the far cliff, waved an upside-down, shrieking Livinia at the four in the camp, and started making their way down the washout.

“Looker what I found!” the one holding Livinia called out.

“That a pixie?” one of the four in camp yelled back.

“Sure is!”

“You gonna share?”

“I’ll trade — five stars’ll get you one go and an arm or leg.”

“What the fuck?” I muttered, turning to Grimelia. “What does that mean?”

The goblin shrugged. “Fuck pixie.”

“No, we can’t just say ‘fuck the pixie’ and let those assholes do whatever they want to her.”

“Why not?” Heather asked.

“Because, no.” I shook my head. “Now, what did he mean?”

“Fuck pixie.”

I took a deep breath. “Grimelia —”

“Master ask what mean. Mean fuck pixie. First all fuck, then cook —” She pointed to the camp below us where one of the bandits was adding wood to their campfire. “— then buyer-men get arm or leg.” She shrugged again. “Capture-man keep body and head … well, not head. Nobody eat head. Pixie brain nasty.”

“Eat?” Heather asked.

“You mean fuck fuck?”

Grimelia nodded. “Fuck-fuck eat. Pixie good taste — only things pixie good for.”

“But … fuck? How?” I asked.

Heather slapped my arm. “That’s what you want to know right now?”

“I just … I mean, yeah. She’s, like, a foot tall — I’ve seen dicks bigger than her.”

“Really?”

I felt my face heat. “Not in person. Fuck.” I shook my head. “I’m not letting those assholes do either to her.”

Heather groaned. “Ah, shit, me neither.”

She pulled an arrow from her quiver as I did the same.

“Both hit the guy holding the stupid little honey-slut to be sure she gets loose?” Heather asked. “Then sweep — you right, me left?”

“Sounds good. Grimelia, you wait. If they get to the wash and start climbing up here, we’ll back up with you and hit them with all three crossbows at once. Understand?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Okay, let’s go.”

Heather and I crept back to the edge where we’d have a clear shot at the six bandits, and knocked arrows.

“And how much for me?” one of the bandits asked, standing up from where he’d been sitting by the fire.

“Oh, ah, Jaspar,” the one holding Livinia stammered. “For you? Well, nothing, obviously, and, ah, even first go, yeah?”

He held Livinia out to the other bandit, whose hand closed around the pixie’s legs.

“New guy on three?” Heather whispered.

I nodded. “One.”

“Two.”

“Three.”

We let loose our arrows, both aiming for the bandit who now had hold of the pixie’s legs, and was laughing as she threw vicious, yet futile, punches at his midsection. I aimed for his body and figured Heather was going for the headshot. Either way, there was no way either of us could miss at this range.

Even while I tracked my first shot to its target, I was slipping a second arrow from my quiver, nocking it, drawing the bow, and letting loose at a second target — all while my first shot … missed, as the guy holding Livinia twisted in some impossible way that sent our arrows past him and into the bandit who’d captured the pixie in the first place.

I froze, another arrow barely touching the string, as the bandit holding Livinia held her up toward us with a knife at her throat. Our shots in-flight thunked into their targets, driving two of the bandits to the ground, but their leader — Jaspar — was actually holding Livinia’s head up with his knife, arching her back to look up at us, and its blade putting ever more pressure on her throat.

“That’s enough of that, I think!” Jaspar yelled. “Just the tiniest flick of my wrist and the pixie’s head flies — no loss to me, nobody keeps that part anyway.”

His eyes ran over the cliff face, but Heather and I were pretty well hidden.

“Come on out or the pixie gets it!” He started laughing, making Livinia bobble on his knife’s blade more than I liked. “That always cracks me up… Seriously, though, it’s clear she has some value to you — trying to put arrows in me and all, so let’s not make this hard. Come on ou — ow, fuck! Fuck!” He started waving one arm at the two still-standing bandits while his other hand clutched at the crossbow bolt sticking out of his right eye. “Go! Get them! Ow! Fuck! Get them! Get them! Fuck, that stings, mother fucker! Goddamn fucking cooldown!”

The two other bandits grabbed up swords and rushed for the wash that would get them up to where we were, while Heather and I looked at Grimelia.

The little goblin shrugged, starting to reload her crossbow. “What? Is work — see? Stupid pixie loose.”

I shook my head while Heather gave the little goblin a high-five … or tried to. The goblin had no idea what was going on, so Heather had to take her hand and raise it.

“Heather,” I said, rising and heading to the top of the wash where we’d have a bit of cover to hit the approaching bandits with our crossbows.

“Right.”

We set up and it went pretty much as we’d talked about earlier. The two bandits reached the boulder we’d sighted out earlier, we fired our crossbows, and the bandits dropped — leaving just Jaspar down below, assuming he hadn’t succumbed to the crossbow bolt in his brain.

We didn’t take any chances, though, both of us had an arrow nocked and ready while we crept down the wash from cover to cover.

I really did expect to find Jaspar face-down in the dirt … but, of the other possibilities, sitting on a stump near the fire, smoking what smelled like a joint, and grinning while he watched us … with two eyes? That wasn’t something I’d been expecting.

“Well, well, well,” Jaspar said, grin widening. “Y’all two aren’t from around these parts, are you?” He laughed. “Wasn’t expecting another classed-one out here, much less two. Where y’all from?”

“What?”

“Where y’all from? Where’d ya come through a portal from?” He sighed. “I’m from San Antonio, Texas, that’s on Earth, if ya need to know that.”

I set aside the possible need to specify Earth for wondering if this guy could help us understand this place better — then remembered that he was the leader of bandits we were after and the horrible things they’d done.

This was unexpected — a half-dozen bandits I figured we could take, and we had rather handily, but another adventurer, as the mayor had called us, or “classed-one” as Jaspar had called us, was another story. I had to assume he had higher skills than us, since he’d been here longer and gathered this band together.

Or did he?

Some random dude from Texas?

Maybe if there were firearms here, his skills would be greater than mine, but we were fighting with swords, and that was something I’d been training at for years. Even Heather probably had more formal training than this yahoo had before coming to Arctara — and how much would someone deciding to be a bandit actually practice once he got here?

I drew my katana as Heather moved to the side, bow ready — she was waiting until he was fully focused on me to take another shot.

“Nah, can’t have that,” Jaspar said.

He raised his left hand, palm out, at Heather. There was some kind of odd glove on his hand, fancier and larger than the one holding his sword.

“Heather!” I yelled as an arc of lighting shot from Jaspar to her, knocking her to the ground where she lay still.

I started for Heather, but Jaspar raised his sword and stepped toward me.

“Grimelia, check on Heather,” I ordered. Heather was twitching, so she wasn’t dead, and we’d all be dead if I didn’t take care of Jaspar.

I moved away from her and Grimelia to gain more room to maneuver and settled into a defensive stance — I wanted Jaspar to make the first attack so I could get some measure of his skill. Though, if that glove came up again, I was going to have to rush him and chop his fucking hand off.

“Yeah,” Jaspar chuckled. “New here.” He nodded at my katana. “Nice sword. Modern work?”

I ignored him, except to turn as he started circling me, short sword weaving idle patterns in front of him, trying to distract me or make me commit to an attack, but he surprised me, stepping back and putting the fire between us for a moment.

Jaspar raised his left hand again, pointing at Grimelia and Heather, but I couldn’t rush with the fire between us.

“That crossbow comes up,” he said, “and the girl gets another shot. Don’t think she’ll survive an —”

“Die, yer creeping-myrtle faced toadstool!”

Livinia dove out of the sky, some kind of pointed stick aimed at the bandit leader, but Jaspar reacted faster. He swung his arm, knocking the pixie across the cleared space of the camp where she rolled across the ground before dropping out of sight into some sort of hole, all without taking his eyes from me.

“Goblins and pixies?” Jaspar asked. “What is that? Some kind of DEI shit you brought over here?” He sighed. “All right let’s get this over with. First of many things you ain’t gonna have time to learn, son, is modern steel … it fucking hates magic.”

His left hand came up again and I got ready to dodge, but the lightning was faster. It shot from Jaspar’s hand toward me, but its arc curved more and struck my katana instead.

Blinding pain shot through my hand as lightning crackled around the blade and I cried out, dropping the sword and cradling my right hand against my chest.

The pain was incredible, maybe the worst I’d ever felt, and my hand was blackened, the skin split in places to show bloody flesh — but I didn’t have time to fully process that, because Jaspar was moving.

The bandit leader raised his short sword and rushed me, then at the last moment, lowered his arm, stabbing for my gut.

His form was awkward, not really a form at all, and I thought I’d guessed right that he’d just picked up his sword skills here in Arctara — which did me fuck-all of good, since I now had no sword to counter him.

I twisted, letting his blade go past me, then grabbed his forearm to trap his sword arm and brought my right elbow up between us, aiming for his nose.

Wait, I thought, this is a game-thing — fuck what was the thing called? Master — Master — fuck, Master-hit-thing!

Master Strike Activated

3x Damage from Next Blow

Critical Blow!

I tried to ignore the glowing text in my vision — and there better be a way to turn that shit off in fucking combat. I missed his nose, but got the bottom of his jaw instead, which was even better, knocking his teeth together with an audible, grinding clack and sending him staggering back — but not far, since I had a good hold on his arm.

I took advantage of that and his moment of dazed inaction from my strike, spinning so that he was drawn back toward me and giving him another elbow to the face, ignoring the shot of pain the impact sent through my injured hand, and spun, taking Jaspar along with me.

The thing about MMA is there are rules. There are strikes, holds, targets you’re not allowed to use or hit — but every fight, every spar, those were in my head. Yeah, prefaced with “don’t,” but they were always in my thoughts, always options, even if discarded.

This wasn’t MMA.

As Jaspar went down on his back, I went to my knees on top of him, still holding his sword arm extended, and twisting to lock it in place, but my main focus was the shin I brought down on the bandit leader’s throat with all my weight behind it.

I felt something go beneath me and knew it was over.

The short sword fell from Jaspar’s grip and his free hand went to his throat, clawing at his own skin as I released him and stood up. I kicked the sword away, stomping on his left wrist to pin that fucking glove to the ground, just in case, but it was clearly an unnecessary precaution — Jaspar was clawing at his throat with his free hand, eyes wide, and making little “guh-guh-guh” sounds.

Unarmed Combat +1


Chapter Thirty




“Heather!”

I rushed from the still bandit leader toward where Heather was now sitting up with Grimelia’s help.

“Are you okay?” I asked sliding to a kneeling stop beside her.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m — what the fuck happened to your hand?”

Heather was on her knees in a moment, holding my forearm so she could examine my burnt and twisted hand. Looking at it made my stomach turn and I almost puked — my hand now looked like bad BBQ where the heat was way too high and burnt the outside but left the interior raw…

And now that picture was in my head and I had to swallow hard to keep from puking all over Heather and my hand.

“Fuck,” Heather muttered, standing. “We need to get you back across to Earth and get you to a hospital.” She looked around. “Grimmy? Grimelia — come back over here and help me get Alex up!”

I was still in a bit of shock, I could feel the cold waves of it washing over me, but the amount of damage to my hand was pretty obvious.

“I don’t think a hospital’s going to do it, Heather.”

“What do you mean? Fuck that! Come on!”

She pulled me to my feet. Grimelia was at Jaspar’s body going through his pockets and belt pouches.

“Grimelia!” Heather called. “Help me! Forget the fucking loot!”

I was actually on Grimelia’s side of things — I was pretty sure I was going to lose that hand, or at least it was going to be next to useless, so whatever we could take out of Arctara this time was going to be the last of it for a while. Maybe forever.

I gave my hand a glance. That much damage and a day’s ride back to the manor, then probably another hour trying to get to a hospital?

No, it was done.

I intended to loot the whole bandit camp before heading back — copper, silver, gold, whatever, I wanted as much of it as I could get, because it was going to have to last us a while until I could figure out a safer way to make money here one-handed.

The reality of that hadn’t quite set in yet — I was still riding the adrenalin of the fight and relief that Heather wasn’t hurt, as well as whatever shock having your hand turned extra-crispy might have to do with it. Oddly, it didn’t hurt that much — wasn’t there something about burns not hurting when they were really, really bad because all the nerve endings were gone?

“Grimelia!”

“It’s okay,” I said. “We’re going to need the money — let’s help her search.”

“Are you fucking stupid? We need to get you to a doctor!”

I shrugged, but Grimelia was already rushing back to us with a metal, cork-stoppered flask in her hand. She pulled the cork while she ran and sniffed it, nodding.

I glanced at my hand, wondering why the little glimpses of white bone — and, worse, bone charred black — didn’t bother me more. Probably that shock thing.

“Master drink!” she said, holding the flask out to me.

“He needs a doctor, not booze!”

“Not booze,” the little goblin said, shaking her head. “Is potion — drink! Hurry!”

I took the flask from her in my left hand and sniffed it myself — whatever was in it smelled syrupy sweet.

“A potion?” I asked.

Did this place have healing potions? Of course it would have healing potions — that was probably how Jaspar healed a crossbow bolt through the eye in the time it had taken us to get down the wash. Just like he’d had some skill that let him dodge our first arrows, but the cooldown hadn’t let him use it to avoid Grimelia’s crossbow shot.

Why didn’t I think of looking for a healing potion instead of standing around like a dumbass? Because I’d just had my fucking hand burnt off and wasn’t thinking great.

I raised the flask to my lips and sipped — it’s not like it could make my hand worse, right?

Sweet, cool liquid ran down my throat to my gut, then the feeling spread out, as though searching my body for something, before settling in my right hand.

“Holy shit,” Heather muttered.

I’d been trying to avoid looking at my hand, except for glances, but did now, and saw it visibly healing, with the blackened, burned flesh sloughing off to fall to the ground and new, pink skin coming up from below.

Heather turned away, retching, and I didn’t blame her.

“That’s … grosser than the burns,” she muttered between gagging and spitting.

“Booga-booga,” I said, reaching out for her with my still partly-blackened claw.

“Oh, fuck! Gross! You asshole!” Heather yelled, staggering away from me, then doubling over to retch again.

It was weird to be laughing while my hand regrew, but there wasn’t any pain and I figured the healing potion would complete the job, so why not?

“That is fucking amazing,” I muttered, staring as my hand rebuilt itself while I wiggled my fingers. “Thanks, Grimelia.” The little goblin grinned at me, showing sharp, pointed teeth. I looked around the clearing. “Where’s Livinia? Is she okay?”

I hadn’t seen her since Jaspar had knocked her out of the air.

“Lord Mercer?” a faint, tiny voice sounded from the other side of the bandits’ camp.

“Livinia?” I called, heading in that direction.

“Lord Mercer, help?”

Halfway across the camp I could see there was some kind of pit or trench dug along the far side, and as I drew closer, the stench hit me.

“Gah! What is that?”

Heather reached my side and sniffed. “Ugh!”

“Ah, shit,” I muttered as we got closer and I saw down into the pit. That was another one of Heather’s doll outfits that didn’t last a day.

“Told Master. Pixie all the fucks.”

“Help?”

“Who digs their latrine right at the edge of camp?” Heather demanded.

I looked around the campsite — anywhere, really, except at the soiled pixie stuck in a hip-deep (pixie hips) slurry of bandit shit and piss. Livinia’s wings were covered in it, likely why she didn’t just fly out, and the pit was about three feet deep, with sheer sides so she couldn’t climb out either.

The bandits had a woodpile off to one side with some long branches waiting to be cut down to size, so I retrieved one long enough to reach the bottom of the pit — marveling that my hand was nearly healed already. The skin was soft and tender, as though I’d lost every callous I’d built up over the years, but it was whole.

I pushed the branch into the latrine trench so the pixie could grab it, then lifted her out. The branch bent under her weight, and I worried it might break and plunge her back into the cesspool, but it held.

“Thank you, Lord Mercer, thank you!” Livinia looked around as I stepped away from the latrine toward the stream that ran from the waterfall at the back of the pocket and out through the ravine it had carved in the cliff face. “Ah, m’lord?”

I tossed the branch, pixie and all, into the stream and walked back to the camp, ignoring the outraged shrieks and curses behind me.

“Okay,” I said, “let’s search this place and see what we got.”
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Grimelia and I started searching the bandits’ bodies, while Heather searched the tents.

I was just gingerly pulling the lightning glove off Jaspar’s body when I heard the hum of wings.

“If there’s a single speck of shit still on you, I’m going to let Grimelia scrub you clean … everywhere.”

The hum receded and the sound of curses filled the clearing, but ended with more splashing and curses, so at least Livinia was obeying. No way was I letting a shit-covered pixie back into my house, no matter how much she disliked water.

I pulled the glove off Jaspar’s hand.

Glove of Lightning

Shock your friends — Stun your enemies

Charges: 3/5

Neither of those things seemed to scream burn-your-hand-off, but, apparently, I had a magic glove now. I wondered if those charge-things could be refilled, and how, because it might come in handy.

I put the glove in my pack — the fact that I’d just picked up a magic glove that shot lightning not really having as much effect as I would have thought. I certainly wasn’t going to put the fucking thing on until I could figure out how magic worked here.

I thought about Heather just being stunned and what had happened to me — based on what Jaspar there had said about modern steel, there must have been some reaction between the magic and my katana, so I guess the glove would just stun somebody under normal circumstances.

Mr. Rawlin had said Uncle Jack bought a lot of pre-World War II steel — special because it was made before the atomic bombs. Steel made after that had some radioactivity or something.

Were magic on Arctara and radioactivity on Earth somehow related?

That made a lot of sense, really, if you thought about each as like the big power source of their world.

I gave my once-very-nice katana a glance.

Like Jaspar said, those two powers do not get along.

Shit! I thought, what else is steel? The rivets in my jeans? The zipper? Are there little nails in my boots? The gear … shit! Those vacuum cups are stainless steel, maybe. What would happen if we got hit by some sort of spell while wearing the backpacks, instead of targeting my sword like Jaspar did?

I gave my katana another glance.

Fuck!

We needed to get out of here and double-check our gear immediately.

I didn’t know for sure what one of those little metal pieces getting hit with magic would do to the surrounding body parts and didn’t want to find out.

“Heather! Grimelia! Pick up the pace. Search everything, but we need to get back to the manor as soon as we can.”

“I thought we were going into town to collect the bounty first?” Heather asked.

“Nope. Change of plan. First to the manor then back over to Earth for a while.”

I certainly wasn’t going to leave all the loot behind — I wanted it all — but I also wanted to figure this out.

I moved through the camp, checking bodies and tents, as well as any bags full of supplies or loot.

There were the coin purses each of the bandits had, but there were also other things — a lot of silver, utensils, cups, that sort of thing, and even some silver hairbrushes and mirrors, along with basically everything else the bandits thought might have value.

We were packing everything we found into bags and slinging them over the back of one of the four new horses we’d acquired.

The plan was — at least now that I knew I wasn’t losing my hand and had half a flask of healing potion in my pocket — we’d be leaving all the stuff, along with a good bit of the coins, with Mayor Cartnal back in town. He had records of the farms and merchants who’d been robbed and could try to reunite them with their owners — or the owners’ heirs. We were taking a percentage of the coins as payment for the job.

On top of that, we’d be getting one gold crown for each bandit we’d killed.

I went back to searching pockets and pouches, as well as going through some baskets of what food the bandits had, to see if anything of value was in there.

“Hey, um, Alex?” Heather called.

“Yeah?”

She was standing next to one of the tents, looking inside.

“Could you come here? I think you should see this.”


Chapter Thirty-One




An elf.

Kind of willowy, pointed ears — you know, an elf.

Not so much expected of an elf was the abject cowering in the dirt under the tent.

“Is she … one of the bandits?” I asked.

I didn’t think she was, but at this point I wouldn’t put anything past Arctara.

“No,” Heather said, “I think the bandits captured her. She’s chained there, but she won’t answer me.”

She knelt down at the tent’s entrance.

“Hey,” Heather said. “You’re safe now — the assholes are all dead.”

The elf’s eyes darted to me, then back to Heather.

“He’s a jerk sometimes, but he’s not an asshole.”

I didn’t object, but was also worried the difference wouldn’t translate well to an Arctaran elf — or if the elf spoke English.

“They are truly dead?” the elf asked in English.

“Very,” Heather assured her. “Alex? Can you find her something else to wear?”

Sure, call me over to see the half-naked elf, then send me away so I won’t see the half-naked elf.

Women.

“My belongings were kept by those men,” the elf said quietly, which gave Heather a chance to send Grimelia and me searching for something containing clothes that seemed elf-like while she knelt down in the tent’s entrance and spoke quietly to the elf.

I first searched Jaspar’s body more thoroughly and, sure enough, I found several keys bound together with wire. I gave those to Heather to try on the shackle around the elf’s leg, then went back to searching for her clothes.

It took a few minutes of looking, but we located a bag of elf-clothes in what seemed to be the bandits’ miscellaneous loot pile, and I brought it to Heather. I figured they were elf-clothes because they were really silky and looked expensive.

The elf confirmed they were hers and exited the tent to stand up.

She looked like an elf straight out of Central Casting — except she really was blonde and her eyebrows weren’t brown. Almost as tall as me, at least six feet, and thin, looking like she’d sway back and forth in a stiff breeze. Long, pale hair hung to below her butt cheeks, but it was a tangled mess, filled with leaves and twigs. She was almost as dirty as the bandits were, with smears of mud and dirt covering her pale, exposed skin — and there was a lot of that, because whatever kind of dress she’d started out in, it was nothing but torn, dirty rags now, barely covering her.

Heather cleared her throat. “A little privacy?”

I flushed and turned around while the elf changed. The tents were pretty small and it would have been hard for her to even sit up straight inside one.

A few minutes later, Heather said it was okay for me to turn around.

“Alex, this is Sylwen — Sylwen, Alex. He’s the leader of our group. That’s Grimelia over there searching … Grimmy, I don’t think he hid anything up his butt — and if he did, have the pixie look for it!”

“Not butt, crotch,” Grimelia said. She held up a pouch. “Bandit hide loot from leader. Can’t trust.”

I deferred to Grimelia on whether we needed to search the bandits’ underwear, but agreed with Heather that searching there was something we should task to the pixie — whenever she finished playing in the creek. I could still hear splashes and curses.

“I thank you for your assistance,” Sylwen said, giving me a little half-bow.

Even with the dirty face and hands, with leaves and twigs still sticking out of her hair, she was attractive, and, though the new clothes covered everything, the silk was thin and clung to her curves.

I kept my eyes on her face, figuring whatever she’d been through with the bandits, she didn’t need some random guy ogling her.

“You’re welcome,” I told her. “Happy to help. Do you mind telling us how you wound up with these assholes?”

“My family’s caravan was ambushed.” She shrugged as though that should have been self-evident, and it probably should have been. “The guards were killed and I was taken captive.”

Sylwen rummaged through her bag again as though searching for something.

“Here, Master.”

I looked down to find Grimelia at my side, holding out a leather pouch. I took the bag and opened it, then reached in and pulled out a couple of colored pebbles. Like misshapen glass marbles.

“What are these?”

Grimelia cocked her head. “Gems, Master.”

I rolled the stones over in my hand. “I thought gems had a bunch of flat sides and everything.”

“Faceting is pretty recent,” Heather said. “Polished was where it was at for a long time.”

She plucked one out of my hand and looked it over.

“Nice.”

“Thank you,” Sylwen said, ignoring her bag now and focusing on the pouch. “My family is well-known for the quality of their gems.”

“These are yours?” I asked hefting the bag.

“I was to deliver them to the buyer … I suppose he’s moved on.” She sighed. “Father will be furious.”

I poured my handful of gems back into the pouch and held it out to her. “Here.”

Sylwen stared, then reached out tentatively. “You would return these to me?”

“They’re yours, aren’t they?”

“Most would call them the spoils of battle.”

“Yeah, well, I’m not most, I guess.” I released the gem pouch, and she almost dropped it, then I gestured at the bag-laden horses. “I’m hoping the mayor can find who most of that was stolen from, so you just saved us some time figuring out who the jewels belonged to.”

Sylwen’s brow furrowed. “You intend to return it all?”

“Not the coins — not all of them, at least — we’re keeping some of those and the mayor’s paying us, as well. He’ll sell whatever he can’t find the original owners for and we’ll split it with the town.”

“I see.”

“I think we’ve found everything,” Heather said, coming up to us. “Grimelia has the pixie searching for hidden caches and stuff.”

I looked around the camp, not really relishing what would come next. “Okay, why don’t you and the rest start leading the horses away while I take care of the ‘proof’ Mayor Cartnal needs.”

Heather nodded and gathered up the others to take care of the horses.

“Do you want one of the horses?” I asked Sylwen. “To get home faster or something?”

Sylwen stared at me for a moment.

“No, thank you. The passes will be closed soon, so I must remain here until next trading season when the caravans resume.”

I nodded. “Okay, well, we’ll escort you to town, at least — but we’re going to be stopping for an hour or two near it.”

“I would be grateful, thank you.”

“Um, you might want to wait with the others — I just need to finish up a couple things here.”

I pulled one of the tent canvases loose from its stakes — they were oiled so probably wouldn’t leak too much.

“Finish?” Sylwen looked around the thoroughly looted camp.

“The mayor wants proof of how many bandits were disposed of.”

“Proof?”

I nodded, picking up the shortsword I’d held back while we were loading the horses. “Yeah, um … heads.”

Sylwen nodded back and took the corners of the canvas, bringing them together to form a bag.

“I will assist you.”


Chapter Thirty-Two




Tracking and defeating the bandits had taken most of the day.

I really wanted to get back to the Earth-side and check our gear for metal, but it was late and we were all tired, so we found a place to camp for the night and set up our tents. Luckily, we’d brought the four-person tent we’d picked up in addition to the two singles Heather and I carried — Grimelia said she preferred to sleep in the open where she could hear any dangers.

We had the larger, four-person, tent along — carried by me — at Heather’s suggestion in case weather forced us to hole up and wait it out. I’d tried to argue that our single tents and sleeping bags were designed for that, but she insisted, saying if we were going to be stuck somewhere she didn’t want to be alone. It added to the weight, but seemed to ease her peace of mind.

I let the elf take the larger tent, figuring she’d had enough of a bad experience with the bandits and could use some space and privacy.

Settling in beside the fire, I set some water to heating in one of our lightweight pots, then added it to a bag of dehydrated pasta and meat sauce. Heather, Grimelia, and I had six different meal types between our three packs, each supposedly serving four people. I had doubts about the quantity, but they were certainly light to carry, easy to make, and tasted a lot better than anything I thought I could come up with over an open fire with stuff I could keep unrefrigerated for days.

“Sylwen?” I called out, thinking of a possible problem.

“Yes?”

Sylwen was closely examining the material and construction of her tent.

“Do you eat meat?”

The elf cocked her head. “Why would I not?”

“Oh, great, no problem — just some people don’t eat meat.”

I didn’t want to get caught in a conversation about why I thought elves might be vegetarians or something. I wasn’t sure how Sylwen would take being a fantasy creature in Earth culture.

She cocked her head further then shot a quick glance at the pixie. “Is it … an unusual meat?”

“Um, no, it’s beef — cow?” I hadn’t seen any cows here yet, just horses and sheep — were they a thing here?

“I do eat beef,” Sylwen told me.

“Great — food’s ready.”

Heather had the light-weight camping bowls we’d picked up, along with the sets of folding silverware. They both came in sets of four, so the pixie didn’t get one. She could eat hers off a leaf or something — none of us were particularly happy with her after the little bandit-scouting fuck-up.

“It’s still hot, so give it a minute,” I told Sylwen, pouring out some pasta into a bowl for her and unfolding a spoon.

The elf spent some time examining the bowl and silverware before even sniffing the pasta.

“These are well-made,” Sylwen said, sniffing at a spoonful of the pasta. “And did I see you only added hot water to the … bag? What is that material?”

“It’s … something from where we’re from. Heather and I, I mean.”

I didn’t want to start down the path of explaining plastic, aluminum, and modern manufacturing to an elf. There wasn’t really a way to do that without explaining the whole other-world thing, and I didn’t know how common knowledge of the portals was, so we’d decided to keep it as vague as possible.

“Are you traders, as well as adventurers?”

I shrugged.

“Maybe — if there’s a real market somewhere. Right now, we’re just trying to get settled.”

“You’ve spoken of a home nearby — are you not settled?”

“Yeah, that’s new, though. I, ah, inherited the place here and we just arrived to check it out.”

Sylwen nodded, closely examining the way the fork, knife, and spoon folded back into the handle. “This means you must have family, friends back where you are from?”

I kind of saw where Sylwen was going with this, since she’d already said her family were some sort of merchants — carrying a bag of jewels to a buyer and all.

“Some — but we’re not ready to start importing goods yet.”

Another nod. “When you are, I hope you will speak to me. It would be of benefit to return home with valuable goods, after failing to deliver the gems entrusted to me.”

She held the bowl up to look at its side and bottom more closely. The bowls we’d gotten were some kind of plastic and translucent. Colored green you couldn’t really see through them, but some light got through.

“We will, sure. Would they really blame you for not delivering the gems, though?” I gestured around the camp, trying to change subject. Yeah, I wanted to find things to trade — but it would probably be best to know the goods being traded weren’t going to explode over here. “What with bandits and all?”

“Not entirely, but it would be best to have something positive to offset the failure.”

I nodded and started shoveling pasta into my mouth.

“Two humans, a goblin, and a pixie,” Sylwen went on, though at least she did change the subject. “An unusual group.”

I shrugged. “We just sort of ran into each other.”

“Master saved me from Black Mountain Tribe,” Grimelia said, then started licking her bowl clean.

Sylwen raised an eyebrow and looked at Heather, who chuckled.

“We’ve known each other forever back home,” she said, then grinned, “but he did save me from a goblin the first day I got here.”

“Indeed?” Sylwen looked at Livinia.

The little pixie was holding a chunk of tomato-sauced ground beef the size of her head and taking bites from it.

“Mmf?” She swallowed. “He saved me from being tortured.”

She shot an angry look at Heather, who stuck her tongue out, then resumed eating.

“And now you have saved an elf,” Sylwen said, turning back to me. “And all women — are you starting a harem?”

I hacked on a chunk of pasta going down the wrong pipe and Heather started slapping me on the back. Once I managed to propel the pasta into the fire, I sat back and took a long drink of water.

“Ah, no, it’s just stuff that’s happened — no plan or anything.”

“But they are your women, yes?”

Damn it! How was I supposed to eat my damn dinner if the elf kept making me cough every bite into the fire?

“Ah, no, they’re —”

Something made me look around and I found myself being stared at intently by a human, a goblin, and a pixie — the elf was also staring at me.

“He is Master,” Grimelia said.

“I served Lord Mercer the Elder,” Livinia said. “I will serve Lord Mercer the Younger, as well — in every way he wishes.”

“Lord Mercer?” Sylwen asked, and I was grateful she did, because Heather was looking at me expectantly — and not at all upset about being referred to as one of my women. I figured she was just waiting for me to say something she could embarrass me with.

“That’s not a big deal,” I said. “I inherited the house from my uncle and apparently he had the title, so the town mayor said I got it too.” I shrugged. “I don’t think there’s anything to it, other than my uncle was a big shot around here.”

“Yet,” Sylwen said, “still a lord.” She frowned. “You are a curious man, Alexander Mercer. You surround yourself with women, yet deny they are yours. You carry the title of lord, yet dismiss it as inconsequential. You are a powerful adventurer, yet you remain here —” She gestured at the forest. “— in this backwater.”

“I don’t know that I’m that powerful — I just got here.”

Sylwen raised an eyebrow. “The bandit leader you defeated was an adventurer, as well. He, alone, killed six of my caravan’s guards — yet you ended him. Unarmed and injured.”

Six? How? He hadn’t been that good.

Without the magic taking away my sword, I’d been thinking I’d get him in the first pass just from the way he moved and held his weapon. How could that goober take out six, I presumed, trained guards?

“Six? Really?”

“Yes. The others of his band killed one, perhaps two, of my guards at most each. I wouldn’t be surprised if the six hadn’t really challenged the leader much, either — the ease with which he cut them down.”

Had I just gotten lucky, or was I actually that much more skilled than the average Arctaran, and even other adventurers? Or had Jaspar just been new? No, Mayor Cartnal had told us the bandits had been active for over a year. Maybe Jaspar had been new to the band? Or maybe he’d just been unskilled when he got here and counted on the superior strength and dexterity of an adventurer to lead the band.

I really needed to find someone who knew this adventurer shit and could explain it to me like I was a five-year-old.

I’d tried asking questions of Livinia — you know, the one Uncle Jack left behind to teach me about the world? But she knew fuck-all about the gamified aspects of Arctara. Actually, I was beginning to wonder if Uncle Jack had just left the pixie behind to get rid of her, since she was nothing but trouble and seemed to know fuck-all about nearly everything — including where the journal she said Uncle Jack had left for me might be.

We’d spent some time searching for it — even if Livinia’s recollection of what the thing looked like was … questionable.

We’d searched everywhere on both sides of the manor, except for the library on the Arctaran side. Those doors were locked and proved too much for Heather’s beginner lockpicking skills, and the library windows were boarded over, but the pixie swore it was on the Earth-side the last time she saw it … exactly when and where that was she didn’t remember. But definitely not on the Arctaran-side.

It looked like everyone was done eating, so I picked up the food pouch and slid the ziploc shut — not because I thought we were going to save it for later or something, but to seal in the scent of the leftovers so as not to attract something unwanted in the night. I was surprised there were any leftovers — the stuff had expanded a lot more than I’d expected.

“May I?” Sylwen asked, holding out her hand for the pouch.

“Sure.” I handed it to her — the contents had cooled enough so that I didn’t even have to warn her it was hot.

She turned it over in her hands several times, then pulled the zippered top apart.

“Ingenious,” Sylwen whispered. She was slowly opening the bag’s ziptop, then pressing it closed again. “What is this material? It holds its shape, yet is so flexible. Is it some sort of sinew? Fish, perhaps, to be so flexible? Is it from one of those large, sharp-toothed fish? The one’s they say eat all the sailors? I’ve heard their bones are marvelously malleable — like this, yet firm enough to resist opening. And why does it seem to need more force to open than to close?” She peered closely at the opening. “Ah, I see — a tab and slot, with the tab rounded on the front for insertion, yet squared on the back to seal. Ingenious.”

That sort of set the tone for the evening, with the five of us sitting around the campfire, answering Sylwen’s questions. I tried a few times to redirect the conversation, but she was pretty skilled about bringing it back to asking about the modern things we had with us.


Chapter Thirty-Three




We arrived at the manor late the next day.

I had Grimelia, Livinia, and Sylwen wait at the gate — I didn’t want Sylwen seeing inside the manor, especially the Earth-side. Neither did I want to grant her access through whatever had kept Grimelia out at first.

“You guys wait here — Heather and I will be back in a few minutes, then we’ll head into town,” I said.

Heather and I left our horses with them and walked to the manor.

“Okay, so what’s the big deal?” Heather asked as we walked.

“We need to get rid of anything metal,” I told her. “Or at least any big pieces.”

“Why?”

“You saw what happened to my katana?”

“Yeah, but that was what’s-his-name’s magic glove.”

“The magic from the glove should have stunned me — like it did you. Burning up the katana was some kind of reaction between radiation in the metal and magic — at least that’s my guess. I think they’re like two sides of the same force and don’t like each other very much.” I turned my head to face her. “Any metal from after World War II will probably react the same.”

Heather quickened her pace. “What about the other stuff?”

“What stuff?” I asked, catching up.

Heather crossed through to the Earth-side and tossed her backpack to the floor.

“That,” she said. “And our water filters and the cool silverware and … shit, what about our clothes, even?”

I tossed the lightning glove and the rest of the healing potion to the side, then followed her through and set my backpack down more carefully than she had and propped her longbow against the wall.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t know how the whole thing works even with steel — but the only thing that burnt up over there was my sword. I think the magic hit my arm, too, at least, and my shirt didn’t blow up. Maybe it has to have a certain level of radioactivity — we’re going to have to do some research and — what the fuck? What are you doing?”

Heather was pulling a foot from the leather pants pooled around her ankles — her leather jerkin and the rest were already in a pile and she was in only a bra and panties.

“What are you doing?” I demanded again.

“Getting rid of anything that might blow me up.” She felt at her jaw. “Do you think fillings are a problem?” She grasped at her breasts. “Fuck — underwire?” Her hands shot behind her.

“Wait! I … don’t know what else might be affected, but … let’s not rush.”

The bra didn’t come off, which really didn’t change me staring. It was a matching set of underwear. Pink. With lace. Almost see-through lace … nope, it was see-through lace. There were darker patches behind the lace where … fuck.

“Can I help you with something?” Heather asked, lips twitching.

“I … ah … underwear,” I muttered, forcing myself to drag my eyes away from the sight of Heather.

“You’ve seen me in bikinis smaller than this, geez. Get over it.”

“Bikinis don’t have lace.”

“Seriously? Show me on the doll where the lace hurt you.”

“That’s not fair!” Yeah, she wore bikinis that showed more skin … but that was skin you’re supposed to see — this was skin you’re not supposed to see. And other things … shadowy things. “Just … didn’t you bring any underwear that’s not, you know…”

I gestured at her without looking.

“Not what?”

“Sexy.”

There was silence for a moment.

“You think I’m sexy in this?”

Fuck.

I am not an idiot — mostly.

I had enough experience with women to know there was no good answer to that question.

Do I say, “Yes, you’re sexy in that,” implying she’s not usually? It’s like the “Do these pants make my ass look fat?” question. Saying no leaves room for interpretation that the pants aren’t required for that.

Or, do I tell the truth — one I’d been trying to suppress for a while — that Heather was sexy all the time. She was sexy in lacy pink underwear. She was sexy in her LARPing armor, especially the tight, tight leather pants. She was sexy in the stupid ‘50s reject uniform they made her wear at the diner.

Fuck, Mike is gonna kill me if I do anything.

“Don’t you, um, have any normal underwear with you?”

Yeah, because white cotton, virginal underwear wouldn’t be sexy on Heather … fuck.

“Alex,” Heather said, and I had to look at her. She wasn’t even trying to cover up or anything, just standing, one hand on the hip that cocked to one side. “I think it’s time for you to listen to me very closely.” She licked her lips and took a deep breath. “No. I did not bring anything less sexy with me. Every stitch of underwear I have here is sexier than this. I packed to come spend the night, one night, in a haunted house with you … and all I brought was sexy underwear. Six sets, because I didn’t know what would work.” She paused a moment. “Alex … I chickened out that first night here, but exploding clothes were an excuse to get half-naked in front of you, because if something doesn’t break soon … I am going to explode.” She closed her eyes. “Please don’t make me an idiot.”

I swallowed hard and tried to be good. I really, really did.

Fuck it.

I strode toward Heather, mind filled with memories.

Laughing, joking, just hanging out. Shy smiles that I’d suppressed the possible meaning of. Holding her while she cried when her hamster died. Long, late-night talks on the phone where we discussed the future — and now wondering if she’d been picturing me as she described some of those dreams. And how I’d possibly managed to not picture her in mine.

I suppressed a few other images — like Mike burying me face down in a shallow grave.

All those things crossed my mind as I crossed the distance to Heather, wrapped my arms around her, and pressed my lips to hers, whispering, “I’m the idiot.”

I’ve kissed my share of girls. Maybe — I don’t know what the target number is. Kissing Heather was different. I don’t know why, but I would have been perfectly happy staying there, kissing her, for hours — unlike with those other girls when I had a certain urgency to move on to other things.

“About time,” Heather whispered as the kiss broke and I pulled back to look into her eyes.

“I’m older than you — any other time and I’d be in jail.”

“Hmph. You wouldn’t do a little time for me?”

I leaned in to resume the kiss, but Heather put a hand on my chest.

“Uh uh.”

“What? Why?”

“Because the others are waiting for us and another kiss is going to wind up with them waiting a lot longer. And my first time is not going to be in your uncle’s magic basement.”

First time.

Yeah — I was in deep now.

“It’s my magic basement now,” I said.

Heather shook her head, but she was grinning. “Just like a guy. Ignore me for years, then be all rush-rush.”

I stepped back and Heather reached for her pile of clothes.

“So you’re not worried about your clothes exploding?”

“Not really.”

Have you ever watched a girl putting on tight leather pants? I recommend it. There’s jiggling and shimmying.

“If anything I’m actually wearing was going to explode,” Heather went on, “I think it would have when that bastard zapped me, right?”

“Maybe?”

“We talked about that steel thing in Physics last year and, from what I remember, the nuclear shit put radiation in everything, but not all the same amount. Like, aluminum has way less than steel, or something.”

I winced a little at the reminder that when Heather talked about her classes “last year,” she was talking about high school.

“So I figure steel is an absolute no-no and we should do some research on how much of that radiation winds up in other things. I think they said the amount in aluminum depends on how many times it’s been recycled — something about the radiation shit being in the air and more getting in every time they melt it.”

“That’s kind of scary, since we, you know … breathe.”

“Yeah.” Heather looked up from fastening her pants, saw me watching, and blushed.

It was kind of adorable that she’d just very deliberately stripped and shown herself to me, but blushed now. I guess all her bravery was used up in that — I know mine would have been. Damn, that must have taken some guts.

“Are you going to stare at me all the time now?”

“Probably.” My gaze traveled up, over her bare stomach to the lace of her bra.

Heather ducked her head, but she was smiling. “Good.” She picked up her top pieces and started putting those on. “Thanks for not freaking out.”

“Oh, I’ll be freaking out … at some point. Probably when Mike says he’s coming home.”

“Mike already knows.”

“What?”

“Yeah, he talked to me about it a couple years ago.” She grinned. “Told me to tone things down so you wouldn’t get arrested.” She frowned. “After listening to me complain about you not getting it the last few months, he’s worried you might be a moron … or gay.”

“He knows I’m not gay.”

Heather raised an eyebrow, fastening her belt.

“I’m questioning whether I’m a moron, myself,” I admitted, as all the little things started to add up and I couldn’t believe how I’d missed them.

No, I hadn’t missed them, I’d actively and deliberately misinterpreted and ignored them.

Moron.

I got rid of anything I thought had enough steel in it to be a problem. It seemed likely Heather was right — if any of the typical gear we carried was enough to set off the conflict with magic, we would have seen it when the bandit leader zapped her. We did drop the hunting knives we’d brought — neither had exploded but that was a lot of metal and I didn’t want to find out the hard way if someone targeted one with magic.

Packed up again, we crossed to the Arctara side and left the manor.

“Why now?” I asked.

“Why what?”

I gestured back at the manor. “Why break through my stupid here and now, when we’re headed right back out again?”

Heather shrugged. “I told you I was planning to the other night and chickened out. We haven’t exactly been alone since then.”

“Yeah, but there probably would have been time to —”

“Alex. Do I need to give Grimmy my underwear?”

“What? No! Why?”

Heather sighed and stopped walking, glancing toward the gate where the others waited.

“Alex, short of massive brain trauma, there’s no way you don’t know what Grimmy wants from you. I can understand you ignoring my hints, but she’s not exactly subtle.”

“Ah. So you didn’t want me to maybe start something with her and then you’d be taking me from her or something. Got it, but not something you needed to worry about.”

Heather sighed again and shook her head. “No — I just wanted to be first.”

“First? What do you think, I’m going to leave you for a goblin when I just now got you?”

“Oh, you got me, do you?”

“Hopefully?”

Heather chuckled, then looked toward the gate where the goblin, elf, and pixie were watching us.

“Alex, have you talked to Grimmy at all about Arctara?”

“A little, but she doesn’t have a class, so she doesn’t know how —”

“Not the stat sheets and shit,” Heather interrupted. “About Arctara — the culture, how the people work?”

“Not really.”

“She and I talked a lot on the way back from where you rescued me.”

They certainly had, the whispering had been nonstop.

“Things are different there … here,” she corrected, looking around. “She came to me after you guys rescued me to talk. She wanted to apologize for pursuing you when she didn’t know about me. She assumed I’m First-wife.”

“First —”

I wasn’t sure which of those two words shocked me the most in this context. Wife was big … first had some other implications.

“Yeah, I was expecting that look. Apparently, it’s not uncommon here for a guy — women, too, I guess — to have multiple … relationships. Especially adventurers.”

“Why adventurers?” It seemed like the safest place to take this conversation.

“Power? Money? Maybe just … look, you rescued Grimmy, you rescued Sylwen, you rescued me.” She put both hands low on her stomach. “Let me tell you, as a fellow rescue, that does something to the insides.”

“Really? Like what?”

No, I wasn’t going to have sex with Grimelia or Sylwen just because they were grateful I’d rescued them, but it’s nice to be wanted.

“You know when you microwave one of those little marshmallow Easter things?”

“We do that every year,” I reminded her.

“Well, days later, my insides are still like that, so be nice to Grimmy. And Sylwen.”

“Sylwen is going to be staying in town, so we probably won’t see each other much, and maybe we can get Grimelia back to —”

Heather sighed. “Think about what we know about this world, Alex. Where’s Grimmy going to go? Her tribe’s all dead, the place where she was born is months of travel away. She knows no one but us. She has no one but us.”

“I told her she can stay with us as long as she wants.”

“Sure. Stay here. Pining after you for years, because who else is she going to fall for here? Who else is going to treat her like anything but a monster? Maybe you could set her up in a room at that tavern you told me about to earn her keep — is that what you want?”

“No!”

“See? You care about her. She’s a good person, she’s fun, and don’t try to tell me you don’t find her attractive — I’ve seen you staring at her tits.”

“I —”

“Oh, stop — they’re nice tits. How she keeps them standing up like that when she’s never worn a bra, I don’t know. Maybe she’ll have some tips for me.”

I was stuck back on Heather saying Grimelia’s tits were “nice”. I’d never expected her to —

“Get that look off your face — I don’t like girls. Jeez, I can’t recognize she’s attractive without you thinking I want to fuck her? I mean, when you see a good-looking guy, you don’t … you can’t, can you?”

“Can’t what?”

“You can’t look at a good-looking guy and acknowledge a simple ‘Hey, that’s a handsome dude,’ without getting the gicks.”

“Gicks?”

“The gay-icks.” She shook her head. “Guys are stupid.”

After the last twenty minutes, I could not argue that point.

“Anyway, I’m not saying you have to fuck her, but if it happens, you don’t have to worry about waking up in a pool of blood. And if you do fuck her, it better not be just fucking, understand? I like her.”

“I understand.”

I didn’t, but it was the appropriate thing to say.

Heather glanced at the girls waiting for us again.

“Alex, if nothing happens, I’m okay with that — more than okay, because the idea of sharing you with someone else has only been in my head for a day or two, but…” She looked around. “This place is different.”

Arctara was different, I’d give it that, but while Heather might have only had the thought in her head for a day or two, I was only going on six and a half minutes or so.

“Oh, and, in case you hadn’t figured it out yet, Sylwen is moving in with us.”

“What are we doing now, running the Mercer Home for Wayward Supernaturals?”

Heather shrugged. “What if that’s what’s needed?”

I sighed. “What about Livinia?”

“Fuck the pixie.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Wow. You’re really into this whole harem-thing. I wasn’t expecting that, but —”

I broke off at Heather’s glare.

“How would that even work, anyway?” I asked. It actually was bothering me … I couldn’t figure it out. “Do you think she … grows?”

“Are you still on that?”

“Come on, don’t tell me you haven’t been wondering.”

Heather sighed. “I don’t want to know.” She glanced at the group by the gate where the pixie was hovering above the lead horse’s head. “Maybe she … stretches?”

“Stretches?”

“Maria’s brother left an order open on his laptop once. He ordered some sort of … thing.”

“Oh.” I cleared my throat. “You, ah, seem to have seen a lot of weird shit on the internet.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Is that a problem?”

“No, I, ah, just wanted to figure out what I’ve gotten myself into.”

The corner of Heather’s mouth crinkled.

“Me,” she said. “You’re going to get yourself into me. Any other answers matter?”

I shook my head. “Are you sure about Sylwen moving in?”

Heather rolled her eyes. “Look, new rule. I will tell you exactly what’s going to happen with every girl you know and you just nod, okay? Young, female elf, no guards, alone for months waiting for her family’s next caravan to come through, big bag of jewels? Yeah, let’s send her into that town alone, especially after those fucking bandits.”

“Well, if you put it —”

Heather pressed a finger to my lips. “Uh uh. Nod.”

I sucked her finger into my mouth, trapped it with my teeth, and nodded, pulling her finger up and down with me.

Despite my best friend apparently thinking there was a possibility I might be gay, I had not done poorly with the ladies during my college years — at least starting things. Then things tended to go south pretty quickly — usually because they said I’d become distant and they thought there was someone else.

Fucking moron.

Heather flushed and swallowed hard, but she didn’t drop her eyes from mine.

“That’s … that … later…”

I flicked my tongue against her fingertip several times.

Heather glanced quickly between the three girls waiting for us and the manor, then whined.

“I have an idea,” I whispered around her finger, biting down just a little harder.

“Wh — wha —”

I pulled her finger from my mouth, but kept a hold on her hand.

“We invite Sylwen to stay here while she waits for her family, put off town until tomorrow, and spend the night here. Fix up two more bedrooms for Grimelia and Sylwen, have some dinner, then have a private … talk.”

“Y — yea — yeah,” Heather stammered. “Yeah, I’ll go look for more sheets while you talk to Sylwen.”

I released her hand, took her by the shoulders to turn her toward the gate, and gave her a little shove. We’d cleared some of the debris around the gate on our way out to find the bandits, so we’d be able to get the horses onto the grounds with no problem.

“Talking to a girl about moving in sounds like a job for First-wife.”

Heather gasped, but she didn’t turn around — instead she started walking toward the gate.

“House magic?” I muttered. “Let Sylwen the elf in.”

I turned and headed for the manor. My manor.

And neither “first” nor “wife” shocked me this time. While Heather and I had stared into each other’s eyes, I’d realized that in all my hopes and dreams for the future, she’d always been part of everything. I’d known she was always going to be part of my life, I just hadn’t known her role.


Chapter Thirty-Four




“How is the print so uniform? It’s as though the scribe’s hand never varies in their formation. And the paper’s edge!” Sylwen ran a fingertip over the edges of the pages. “It’s as though it were cut all in one with a single stroke.” She looked back at the shelf, then cocked her head. She set the book she held back on the shelf and reached for another, gasping as she brought it closer to her face.

At least twenty minutes after inviting Sylwen to stay with us, getting her accepted by the manor’s wards so she could come through the gate, double-checking she had no magic items that might react poorly with any radiation on the other side, explained the whole other-world thing … and we still hadn’t picked out bedrooms for Grimelia and Sylwen.

We made it to the stairs, but the doors to the library were open. With a high-pitched “Books!” the elf rushed into the library and began examining spines.

I sighed and glanced at the book she was holding. This looked like fiction, and it was newer. Not leather-bound, or even cloth, just an average, paper dust jacket. Personally I thought the old, hand-done leather covers were a lot more impressive than some mass-produced cover art.

“This is … it’s … Alexander, why do you store these like this where no one can see? This painting … it’s incredible. So detailed — and there’s another one, and another. Are they all so finely done?”

I shrugged — they were books. Dust jackets. Whatever.

Sure, Sylwen’s enthusiasm was adorable, but I had books on my phone and they were a hell of a lot more convenient than an entire room of two-pound tomes.

“Alex?” Heather said. “Why don’t you start dinner while I discuss books with Sylwen?”

I nodded, even though I knew the two were probably going to be in the library until dinner, ignore the first three or four calls, and return there after.

“How is it so smooth? It’s as though the paint is a part of the paper.” Sylwen jerked her fingers away from the book’s cover. “Is it acceptable to touch it? I won’t mar the painting, will I?”

I shook my head as Heather started reassuring the elf that it was okay to touch the books. Grimelia and Livinia followed me to the kitchen.

I’d gotten six steaks when we went shopping, since there were three of us, figuring it for a couple meals — now there were five people and we’d eaten three steaks the other night. Maybe the pixie didn’t count as a whole person for steak purposes, so I decided I’d fix the three steaks for Grimelia, Sylwen, and Heather, while the pixie and I had hot dogs.

It was definitely time to go shopping again, though, now that we had two more mouths to feed, even if the pixie didn’t eat that much.

I wrapped the last of the potatoes in foil and trimmed up the whole package of Brussels sprouts we’d bought, then wrapped them in foil, too, with some butter and garlic. I added honey and balsamic to my mental grocery list and moved figuring out the gas line to the stove higher up on my to-do list. I’d started cooking in college to save money — why pay twenty bucks for a restaurant hamburger when you can have filet mignon and better sides than fries for the same cost at home? I enjoyed it, but only with the right equipment. Camp stoves were fine for camping, but this was home now.

I stopped and looked around the kitchen.

Home.

I was already thinking of the manor as home — more than my apartment.

Yeah, it needed a lot of work. And newer furniture. And a working stove … and water heater.

But it was mine.

I was smiling as I brought the food out to the front porch, where the camp stove was still set up, and started the burner.

Grimelia joined me there, but seemed to sense I was thinking about something and just sat on the steps staring out over the manor’s overgrown lawn while I puttered with the stove, food, and utensils, getting everything ready to pop onto the grill.

I had a lot to think about, and once I got the wrapped potatoes nestled around the edge of the camp stove’s flame, I had time while they cooked to do it.

Heather and I moving our relationship … someplace, had me excited and a little scared. The last thing I wanted was to fuck up how good we were together — and fucking could absolutely fuck things up.

The memory of Heather in those lacy pink underthings tempered my concern — we’d just have to be careful, and I knew Heather wouldn’t want to ruin what we had either. We were just making it into something more.

I glanced at the little goblin, sitting on my front porch and staring out into the night.

Heather’s attitude about Grimelia was unexpected. She seemed to think me and Grimelia hooking up was a given — and maybe it was. She made some strong arguments — or at least the part of my brain that controlled my dick thought they were strong.

Grimelia was adorable.

Short and green, but adorable. Her long, shiny black hair was amazing — she normally wore it in a sort of ponytail tied at multiple points, then folded it so it was doubled or tripled up on itself and tied it again, but she’d undone those ties the other night when we were watching the movie, and, unrestrained, her hair fell in a wavy stream almost to her ankles.

Her face was very pretty and the green skin didn’t bother me at all.

Okay, the green skin was sort of a turn on and I’d spent more than a few idle moments wondering what it would feel like to run my hands over it, cupping those breasts — I wondered if the darker green of the tips felt different —

“What?”

Grimelia had turned to face me and I was staring at her tits. I moved my eyes up to her face.

If there was one thing unattractive about the goblin, it would be the sharp, pointed teeth … and there was something off about her tongue, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

The goblin was still looking at me expectantly, but I didn’t think “nice tits” was the appropriate response right now. Heather might not be right about whether Grimelia and I would wind up having sex one day, but the little goblin deserved better than that, and I hadn’t just been thinking about those tits.

“I just think you’re very pretty and I was enjoying looking at you.”

The goblin’s mouth fell open and … damn, there were a lot of those teeth. She lowered her gaze and looked away, but I thought her shoulders hunched a little.

“Grimelia?”

In my experience, it wasn’t normal for a girl to look unhappy and upset when you tell her she’s pretty.

I set down the steak I was about to put on the camp stove’s grate and sat beside her.

“Grimelia?” I repeated, then, when she didn’t answer, I decided to go full-goblin back at her. “What?”

“Master lie.”

I frowned. “What do you think I lied about?”

“Human girl pretty. Elf girl pretty. No one think goblin pretty, not even goblin.”

Wow. Okay, that was unexpected.

“What do you mean?”

“Goblin good for fuck in dark.”

I remembered what the guard captain, Jeffault, had said that first day and started to get angry again.

Goblins seemed to be hated and used in Arctara, and there were probably some perfectly good reasons for that — murder, robbery, rape, whatever. The male goblins we’d met so far were certainly worthy of those feelings, but Grimelia had done none of that, so far as I knew. She certainly didn’t deserve being made to feel she was ugly and only good for fucking in the dark.

I moved in front of her and knelt down. She jumped a bit when I put my fingers under her chin, but went along with the light pressure I applied to look up at me.

“Grimelia,” I said, looking her right in the eyes. “I don’t know all the things that happened in Arctara between humans and goblins. I never knew a goblin until I met you. So I don’t have any of their bad opinions to color things.” I licked my lips. “You are beautiful. Your eyes are gorgeous, your hair is fucking amazing, and I could look at you all day. But more than that, I like you. You. You’re fun. I love how you ask what everything is over here and how you know so much about sneaking through the woods, and kept me from stepping in whatever that shit on the way to the bandit camp was.”

“Big shit. Stink stay … three moons.”

Honestly, it had looked like a rock and I’d just been about to kick it out of my way when Grimelia stopped me. I didn’t really get how she described the creature that left it, but apparently, breaking the hard shell that encased the shit would let loose a nasty stench.

I nodded.

“Not to mention that you’re a bad-ass.”

“My ass bad?” The goblin twisted around. “What bad?”

I laughed. “No, that’s something we say on Earth … in Earth? Whatever. It’s something we say when someone is … tough and brave and does amazing things. We’ve fought goblins and bandits together. You helped me save Heather. We got into a barfight together — and went to jail together. Grimelia, you’re my friend and I think you’re beautiful.”

The little goblin’s face softened and her eyes went wide.

“Master fuck now?”

I let my head sag, then jerked it up at muffled laughter.

“Sorry. Sorry,” Heather said, covering her mouth with her hand. Sylwen was next to her, lips twitching a little. Maybe. “We didn’t know there was a moment happening out here — tried to back up, but, well — Grimmy, we’re not laughing at you, you are beautiful.” She gestured. “Come on, I’ll explain some Earth-things to you while Alex finally gets our dinner cooking.”


Chapter Thirty-Five




“Oh, shit, that’s cold,” Heather whined, coming out of the bathroom.

I’d showered before her and waited in bed, trying not to get too anxious about what was coming — and to stay awake, because we hadn’t gone to bed right after dinner. Maybe just waiting in bed wasn’t the most romantic thing but joining her in the cold shower didn’t seem to fit with the theme — and watching movies with an elf, goblin, and pixie didn’t exactly prep me for date night.

First there was getting rooms set up for Grimelia and Sylwen — Livinia had her own space someplace, presumably, since she’d been living here for seven years waiting for me.

Then we had to show Sylwen the rest of the house — and explain how the lights, fridge, and everything else worked. After which, Grimelia asked if we were going to watch another movie, and Sylwen asked what a movie was, and then, of course, we had to watch a movie.

Heather picked the movie again and she chose The Princess Bride, which I thought was a brilliant choice, because it didn’t have a bunch of modern scenes where we’d have to pause and explain — and, I thought, the story was one that should be pretty universal.

All that was on top of breaking camp early this morning, loading horses, riding most of the day, unloading the horses, and figuring out what the hell we were going to do with the horses, because we hadn’t been expecting to be staying at the manor with a bunch of horses.

A quick ride around the grounds showed that the fence was intact the entire way, so we blocked off the gates, stowed the horses’ tack on the front porch, and let them loose — whether they’d come back to us in the morning or just keep running around the yard, I didn’t know, but I figured the worst case was I walk into town and come back with someone who knew shit about horses.

“The water heater’s high on your list, right?” Heather asked, squeezing her towel around the tips of her hair that had gotten wet in the shower.

She was in her loose pajamas again and not anything lacy, but she was still sexy — maybe sexier. Somehow the hints were more enticing than the show.

“Right at the top — I guess it’s the gas company we should call? I’ll look it up in the morning and get them out here.”

I yawned.

Heather tried to stifle it, but yawned, too.

“Shit … don’t do that.” She took a deep breath and winced. “Alex…”

I chuckled, seeing the worry cross her face.

“It’s been a long day,” I agreed. “A few long days.”

“I want to! It’s just…”

“Long day.”

Heather nodded. “You’re not going to wrap yourself up like a burrito again to keep from accidentally touching me, are you, though?”

I flung the covers off me — luckily, I’d put on boxers and pajama pants just in case things weren’t going to go that direction tonight.

“Kissing you has remedied my cuddling aversion,” I assured her.

“Are you sure?” She was grinning. “I can give you another dose if you need it.”

“Oh, I need it. Daily prescription — every two to four hours.”

Heather’s face sobered. “Are you mad?”

“Of course not.” I kept my face accepting, but silently cursed guys who’d get mad because their girl was too tired — especially when they were too. Maybe I’d be irked if it was every night for a year or something. “I’m tired too.” I stretched the aches that had accumulated through three days of riding, fighting, then riding again. “How my feet hurt this much when I was in a saddle, I don’t know.”

“Your feet hurt, too?” Before I’d even finished nodding, Heather was in the bed, her head toward the other end and her feet landed on my chest. “Good. Rub.”

I chuckled and started on her right foot, then groaned as Heather’s thumbs dug into one of my arches. From that and Heather’s matching groans, anyone listening from outside the bedroom would probably be convinced we were having sex.

“Throw me a couple pillows?” Heather asked. I freed one hand to slide her pillows within reach and she slipped them behind her with one hand to prop her head up while not stopping my foot massage either. She let her head fall back and closed her eyes. “There’s no way sex feels better than this anyway.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You think?”

Heather shrugged. “I have limited comparisons, but —”

I dug my thumbs in at her heel and rolled them slowly up her foot to just below her little, pink toes.

“Oh, Alex,” Heather groaned. “If you do that again, I’m gonna —”

I did it again. And again, then began stretching and squeezing each of those little, pink toes, one at time.

“Shit,” Heather whispered. “I knew I should’ve stripped for you on my birthday.”

“You could’ve gotten a foot-rub without stripping.”

“You could’ve done this for the last six months and not ripped my clothes off?”

Heather shifted and that drew my attention to the view of the soft, creamy thigh up the open legs of her shorts.

“Nope. First thing tomorrow night, I’m ripping your clothes off.”

We fell into a foot-rubbing silence punctuated only by groans for a while, then that slowed as fatigue took over and Heather crawled up the bed to lay next to me. She put her head on my chest.

“Are you sure you’re not mad?” Heather asked. “It’s just I’m really tired and it’s … my first time, you know?”

I kissed the top of her head. “I’m exhausted, too, and I’d rather you got my best work.”

I felt her cheek move against my chest as she grinned. “Yeah? I’m gonna get your best?”

“Always.”

“Setting some high expectations, there, my dude.”

“I’ll try to live up to them.”

“Mmh.”

I drew some other pleasant noises from her by running my fingertips over her back.

“What’s the plan for tomorrow?” Heather whispered.

“Gas,” I said.

“I don’t think dinner was that bad.”

“Fuck you, little girl.”

Heather chuckled. “Promise?”

“That’s gonna get you my right-now, not my best, if you keep it up.”

“Mmh. So hot water and a stove?”

I nodded. “At least get an appointment with the gas company or something. Then I’d like to sell the gold we got to Daryl and hit the sports store again.”

We only had five gold crowns from the bandit camp, but it would buy us some gear we could pick out with the new knowledge about metals and radiation.

“Stuff that won’t blow up?”

Another nod. “We’ll do some research in the morning and find out levels of radiation different materials have — then we’ll know what to avoid.”

“Can we get some more of those teriyaki chicken meals we had on the way to the bandits? That was good.”

“Sure — whatever you want.”

“And we need more groceries.”

I nodded. “Once we know when the gas will be on, we’ll be able to get more variety.”

“So farm gold in Arctara and recuperate here? That’s the long-term plan?”

“Yeah.”

“A lot of work to do on this place.”

I nodded.

Heather snuggled closer to me and mumbled something, but I was already falling into sleep.
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“You will sell your gold coins to this Daryl?” Sylwen asked over breakfast. “Are they not already coins? Is this Daryl a money changer of some sort?”

“Sort of,” I told her. “We don’t really use coins like that here, so it’s really that we’re selling him the gold.”

Sylwen nodded while I added a bunch of breakfast things to my mental grocery list. The dozen eggs we’d gotten a few days ago were gone after fixing breakfast for five people, and I’d had to stretch what were left with some milk for this meal.

“Does the merchant, Daryl, purchase other wares as well?”

I chuckled. “It’s a pawn shop, I’m guessing he’ll buy just about anything.”

“What is a ‘pawn shop?’”

Heather jumped in. “It’s a place where you can sell things or borrow against them — if we wanted, he’d give us local money for the gold coins and we could pay that back later to retrieve the gold. He’d offer less for that, though, and charge interest — and if we didn’t pay back the loan, he’d keep the gold.”

Sylwen nodded. “Ah. We have money lenders such as that as well.”

“What do you call them?”

“Money lenders.”

“Oh.”

Sylwen reached into a pocket and held out two stones to me — both rounded smooth and about the size of my pinkie tip. One was red and one was blue, and I had a moment of wondering which would wake me up thinking Arctara was a dream.

“That’s okay, you won’t really need local money,” I told her. “Heather and I will cover everything over here, the gold’s more than enough to pay for our needs — for quite a while.”

“This is payment,” Sylwen said. “For my rescue and for my lodgings here with you until my family’s first caravan arrives next season.”

“You don’t need to —”

Sylwen’s eyebrows went up and I sighed. I had difficulty accepting gifts myself, so I could recognize it in the elf.

“Thank you.”

I held out my hand and she turned hers to drop the two stones into my palm.

“Do you deem it sufficient?” Sylwen asked.

“More than sufficient,” I assured her.

“Excellent. Then we proceed with no talk of debt or gratitude to color things. Yes?”

I slid the two gems into the pocket already filled with the five gold coins we had from the bandit camp. I guess I’d have to look up the price of the gems — I thought they were ruby and sapphire, from the color.

“Proceed with what?”

Sylwen shrugged. “Whatever occurs.”

Fair enough, I guess.

We finished breakfast and cleaned up, which consisted of Heather washing the camp pots in the sink and Grimelia and I packing up the disposable plates, cups, and silverware in a garbage bag to take into town. I wondered if the manor got garbage service — another thing to add to the list, or I’d be hauling trash in my Prius every few days.

Grimelia put on her cancer-kid clothes. Heather’s spare jeans and t-shirt were okay for Sylwen, though they were a little small in length — the jeans fit okay at the waist, no tighter than they were on Heather, maybe a little loose, but I wasn’t moron enough to ever say that. The elf’s height had them looking like capris, stopping at mid-calf. The t-shirt fit better, since Sylwen had a smaller bust than Heather, but the height again worked against her and she’d flash an inch or two of skin between jeans and shirt when she moved in certain ways.

Heather caught me looking and snorted, shaking her head.

“You are so lucky we found Arctara and I talked to Grimmy before we got together,” she whispered, “because if you looked at some girl in the mall like that, I’d have to kill her.”

“It’s not that I want to do anything with her,” I whispered back. “It’s just —”

“You have a thing for little unintended glimpses,” she interrupted me. “I know.”

I did, but how did she know that?

“Because I’ve been flashing you ever since I noticed you’d look,” Heather explained at my expression, grinning, then she stepped back, grasped the hem of her shirt, and lifted it to briefly give me a glimpse of her bra before pulling it back down. “And now I don’t have to be sneaky about it — this is going to be so much fun.”

I blinked, wondering how many little things about Heather that’d made me uncomfortable over the years had actually been her making me uncomfortable deliberately — probably most, I decided.


Chapter Thirty-Six




“Back already?” Daryl asked. “Using your credit?”

“Selling again, but we may pick up some stuff, too.”

“Found more of those ‘joke’ coins of your uncle’s?”

I nodded, reaching for my pocket. “These, too.”

I dropped the handful of gold coins and the two gems onto the black velvet square Daryl set out on the counter, then turned to watch the girls as Daryl examined the loot.

Heather was conducting another, if less frantic, tour of the pawn shop for Sylwen while Grimelia focused on the stacks of DVDs Daryl had for sale. The elf had a sort of scarf Heather’d picked up in a short stop wrapped around her head to keep her ears hidden.

I turned back as Daryl said, “I hope you weren’t thinking this is a ruby.”

He had one of those jeweler eye-things in his right eye and was turning the red stone over while he looked at it.

“It’s not?”

Daryl shook his head. “Sorry to be the barrier of bad news, but, no. It’s not glass, but it’s not a ruby. It’s spinel.”

“What’s spinel?”

Daryl removed the glass from his eye and looked at me. “You sure do pick up a lot of interesting things for not knowing anything about them.”

I shrugged. “The gems were a gift.”

Daryl nodded as though that made sense. “Well, it’s not a cheap gift, but also not as valuable as rubies. Spinel’s another type of stone — found with ruby a lot. Hard to tell the difference unless you know what to look for with a loupe.” He gestured at me with the loupe. “Ruby has a hexagonal structure — this is octahedral. Spinel.”

“So it’s not worth much?”

“Not worth as much. This one’s maybe … four carats.” He went to a computer farther down the counter and tapped at it for a minute. “Maybe five hundred or a thousand a carat, depending on the quality. I’d have to spend some time with it to get the quality — maybe bring in my rock-guy.” He returned and slid the two stones back toward me with his fingertips. “You can have them checked out by someone else if you want.”

Oddly, I trusted Daryl. “I’ll take your word for it. You can hang onto them and tell me what your … rock-guy says?”

Daryl nodded. “Sure. Don’t feel bad if you thought it was a ruby — takes a good look with a loupe and knowing what to look for to tell the difference.” He chuckled. “Lots of crown jewels aren’t exactly what they thought they were back in the day.” He picked up the blue stone and examined it with the loupe. “Uh … not spinel, but not sapphire, either, for this one.”

“Oh, what is it? Glass?”

I was wondering if Sylwen’s family business was entirely legit — then again, she hadn’t told me they were ruby and sapphire.

“Not glass — iolite. Spinel’s found with sapphire too, so it could have been that, but see here —” He tilted the stone around toward me and it seemed to change color, going grey, then almost clear before returning to blue. “See that color shift?”

I nodded.

“Pleochroism — a sapphire wouldn’t do that.” He returned to examining the stone. “Sapphire this size? A couple, three grand, maybe more. Blue spinel? A few hundred.” He gave me a sympathetic look. “Iolite? A hundred bucks. Two tops. Sorry.”

“No problem. Like I said, they were a gift.”

A couple thousand for the red one, maybe more, and I thought Sylwen had given us more than enough to cover her staying with us for a few months. The manor house had nothing but space and it wasn’t like she ate that much. I wasn’t counting the rescue, because it felt a little icky to accept payment from her for that.

Daryl and I chatted about football while he weighed and examined the five gold coins.

“You sure these aren’t from ancient Bumfuckistan or something?” he asked. “They look legit used.” He looked up at me. “I just don’t want Harrison Ford busting down my back door or something. Dude’s old, might hurt himself — and I tossed the last batch in with my scrap to melt down, so I’d feel bad about that if they really were some historically relevant shit.”

“I swear.”

Daryl nodded and worked his calculator.

“All right — twelve hundred sixty-two eighty for the gold. I’ll give you the bottom end of the gems now, if you want, and make up any extra after my guy prices them. So, thirty-three sixty-two eighty total. Good?”

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s good, thanks.”

“Same deal as before — half in credit?”

“Ah.” I turned from the counter. “Hey, Heather?”

“Yeah?”

“Thirty-three hundred — you want half in store credit?”

Heather looked at the pile of stuff the girls had brought to the counter, told Grimelia she could get four DVDs this trip, not twenty, and shook her head. “I think we have enough left from last time to cover this, and we need a lot of stuff for the house that Daryl doesn’t have.”

I nodded and turned back to Daryl. “Thirty-three hundred, cash?”

Daryl nodded back and went to his safe. I figured I’d make a habit of not bothering with anything less than a hundred — Daryl seemed like a cool guy and he wasn’t asking as many questions as someone else might. I wanted to keep him happy.

Sylwen came to my side.

“Did the money-lender offer enough for the gems?” she whispered.

I nodded. “Plenty — ah, you did know they weren’t ruby and sapphire, right?”

“I apologize — I thought you would recognize this. I swear by my ancestors, Alexander Mercer, I had no intent to deceive or —”

“Whoa, relax. I just didn’t want you to be surprised — I have no problem with it and Daryl offered plenty to cover your stay with us. No worries.”

Sylwen nodded, looking relieved. “I would have given more, but my family will wish an accounting of my expenses here.”

I shook my head. “Like I said — no worries.”

“Thank you, Alexander —”

Sylwen broke off, staring at the display case in front of her.

At first, I thought she was staring at the glass, because it was far clearer and even than anything I’d seen in Arctara, but I thought Heather must have explained the glass to her when they were looking around the store.

“How is this done?” Sylwen whispered.

“What?”

The elf bent over and pressed her nose to the top of the display case where Daryl kept his jewelry.

“The flat panes,” Sylwen whispered. “I’ve never seen the like — they shine like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

“They’re called facets,” I said, “which is about all I know about it.”

“Facets, yeah,” Daryl said, returning to the counter.

“How?” Sylwen asked, looking up — then she flushed and hung her head. “Forgive me — I should not ask for the secrets of your trade. It’s only —”

Daryl laughed. “Not my trade, not by a long shot — and can’t be a secret if it’s all over the internet.”

The big man rested his own elbows on the glass and pointed.

“Gems like this have a crystalline structure, so there are places where the structure's easier to split. One good whack in the right place and you have a facet and it cracks straight. So you look through this thing —” Daryl picked up his loupe, pulled a big, red ring from within the case, and handed both to Sylwen. “This is called a loupe — and the jeweler looks for the best place to split it.” He shrugged. “I think. My rock-guy knows a lot more about it.”

“Amazing,” Sylwen whispered, staring through the loupe at the ring.

“He’s got some videos on YouTube,” Daryl said. “FrankTheRockGuy.”

“I’m sorry,” Sylwen said, dragging her eye away from the loupe. “I do not have a tube — where might I find one?”

Daryl gave me a look.

“She’s, ah, from a pretty remote town in…”

I wracked my brain for someplace on the planet that might not have heard of YouTube.

“Bumfuckistan?” Daryl suggested.

I shrugged. “Sure.”

“Alexander,” Sylwen said, “I must learn this for my family. Can you assist in acquiring a tube?”

I sighed. “YouTube — it’s … it’s like a movie. I’ll show you when we get home.”

“And tools,” Sylwen whispered. “I must have the proper tools — may I purchase these here?” She reached for a pouch at her waist. “I have more gems if we must —”

“We’re okay — really,” I said, pulling her hands up. “We’ll watch the guy’s videos and figure out what you need. I doubt it’s that expensive.”

“Few hundred bucks,” Daryl said.

I nodded. “See? That’s not even what those two gems you gave me were worth.” I looked at Daryl. “Frank the rock guy?”

Daryl nodded, then frowned. “Might be a number — look for the one with the stupid magnifying thing on his face.”

I nodded.

“Gotcha.”
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We loaded up the car and I slipped a fresh wad of hundreds into my pocket along with a new store-credit slip with our revised amount on it — less a bit from buying Sylwen one of Daryl’s loupes and a selection of jewelry to examine.

I wondered if I should get a bigger car — there were now four of us in the Prius, along with a trunk full of new stuff, and we had a lot more to buy today. The gas guy was coming in the afternoon, and I was glad I’d called them before trying to figure it out myself, because the gas company said it was turned off back at the main road and there was no way I’d be able to fix that myself. I probably would have spent hours futzing with the stuff in the house before giving up and calling them.

I’d also decided to go ahead and order a new stove and water heater, or at least decide on which ones I wanted so I’d know how much it would cost — when I described what we had to the gas company lady on the phone, she’d seemed a little hesitant about the age — so we needed to stop at an appliance store, in addition to groceries, more camping stuff, and some new clothes for Sylwen.

We stopped at a big department store for that, and I left Heather and Sylwen looking at clothes while Grimelia followed me — she had less than no interest in the clothes.

I wandered over to the electronics section and checked out the game consoles while Grimelia stared at the wall of televisions.

“Many,” the goblin whispered.

I chuckled and took one of the game controllers attached to the display. I wasn’t sure which one I wanted and despite the huge wad of cash in my pocket, I thought buying all of them might be excessive.

“Is moo-vie?” Grimelia asked, coming over to watch me play.

I shook my head. “A game.”

The goblin cocked her head to one side, watching intently. “You make the moo-vie do things?”

I nodded. “Sort of — there’s a story, but how I play changes things.”

“I … make moo-vie?” Grimelia asked.

I nodded. “Sure.”

I showed her the other controller and explained the buttons for a minute, then started the game. Grimelia sucked at first, but she quickly got better — especially for a goblin who’d never seen a video game before today.

I added the console, a couple games, and an extra controller to my cart.

Internet, I thought to myself. We need to get internet.


Chapter Thirty-Seven




Heather called the local internet providers while we drove home, but all of them told her they didn’t provide service to the manor’s address — then the last one stopped her from hanging up and went to check on something. Turns out there was an active account for the manor, only not for the consumer division — Uncle Jack had paid to have fiber run to the manor and I winced at the cost I’d now be responsible for to have it restarted.

At several hundred dollars a month, I decided to check out some of the new satellite options later and maybe replace it with something cheaper.

Once we got home, I searched the basement again and found a little cabinet with a router in it — the thing lit right up when I flipped the power switch, and we had Wi-Fi.

A pretty crappy signal in most of the house, but it was there. I’d worry about getting new equipment later — “later” was doing some pretty heavy lifting for me lately.

I set up the game console first, because I was sure it was going to demand to download some updates as soon as it detected internet access, then started dinner while the girls went upstairs with their clothes. I’d barely started the camp stove when the pixie came out of the basement and started flying around the house screaming for me.

“Lord Mercer! Lord Mercer!”

“Out here!” I yelled back.

Livinia zipped through the open door and hovered over the camp stove. “Lord Mercer!”

I nodded. “Yeah? What?”

“A town guard,” the pixie panted, “at the manor gate.”

“What does he want?”

“I didn’t ask him, m’lord, not my place, but he’s shouting for you, and it sounds urgent.”

“Fuck,” I muttered, shutting off the burner to the camp stove and standing. “Go tell Heather and the other girls, please?”

“Yes, Lord Mercer!” the pixie called, wings humming as she dashed up the stairs.

I went down — most of our gear was still in the basement, either leaning against the wall on the Earth-side or on some shelf space we’d cleared of old boxes.

I grabbed a short sword, just in case, but I really wasn’t expecting any trouble — especially since no one should be able to make it through the magic shit around the manor. At least that’s what I assumed — just watch and see that cops weren’t stopped by it or something.

The guard was Jeffault, the guard captain, and he was pacing just outside the gate, clearly impatient.

“Lord Mercer!” he called as soon as he saw me approaching. “Mayor Cartnal’s sent me to speak to you!”

“I figured,” I said, reaching the gate. I didn’t ask him in, because I wasn’t sure I could revoke the invitation or something — I probably could, but the last thing I wanted was a cop snooping around the place. Maybe it was weird that I trusted both Grimelia and Sylwen more than the town guardsman, but I did — maybe it was because of what he’d said about the goblin on our first meeting. “What’s up?”

“We’ve need of you, m’lord — there’re visitors in town. Goblins, and a good many of them.”

“Goblins?”

“In The Sleepy Bull. They’re causing no real trouble — leastwise they weren’t when I left — but they’re asking questions. Questions about a goblin woman, m’lord, and four other goblins — say they were overdue to meet and they’d found the body of one in the forest near town. Mayor Cartnal thought you should be aware and … assist.”

Fuck. They must be from the Black Mountain tribe, looking for their buddies and Grimelia.

“How many?” I asked.

“Near twenty, m’lord. They’re rowdy, but no cause for the watch to see them on their way, and so many it would be a chore at that. Even we were to call out the militia, there’d be injuries, maybe deaths.”

“What am I supposed to do about it?”

Jeffault cocked his head. “See them on their way, Mayor Cartnal thought.”

I really needed to talk to another adventurer and find out just how tough we were. Twenty goblins would give the entire town guard and militia trouble, but I was supposed to just “send them on their way?”

I sighed. “Okay, I’ll get my gear on.” I looked around the manor grounds. Two of the horses were visible in the moonlight. “And catch one of the horses.”

“I am familiar with horses, m’lord, if my assistance would hasten us.”

So how do I say no to that? I guess I was going to find out if I could revoke access. I let Jeffault through the wards and returned to the manor, meeting the girls on their way up from the basement.

“What’s going on?” Heather asked.

“A bunch of goblins are in town.” I looked at Grimelia. “Black Mountain tribe, I’d guess, since they’re asking about you.”

“Then we must take their tongues,” Grimelia muttered.

I nodded. “That was my plan.” I headed for the Earth-side. “Jeffault is saddling a horse for me, so I’ll just get my gear —”

“A horse?” Heather asked, voice cold.

“Well, ah, yeah?”

Of course I didn’t want Heather or Grimelia there. The goblins were after Grimelia and Heather might get hurt. I thought fast, trying to find something that would get her to stay at the manor.

“I mean, why bother you guys, there’s only … twenty of them.”

I’m not good at thinking fast.

“Twenty.” Heather sighed and rolled her eyes. “Come on, Grimmy, time to gear up.”

The conversation lasted less than a minute before I decided not to fight it.

“Livinia?” I said. “Go tell the guardsman outside to saddle another horse, please.”

“Aye, m’lord!”

Sylwen had made it clear she wasn’t a fighter and I could tell from the look in her eyes that Grimelia wouldn’t be staying behind. I’d rather she did, since she was the one the goblins were looking for, but there was some goblin-shit about hiding behind Master being dishonorable — I’d bet money that was bullshit, but didn’t have time to argue with her.

I suppose, being “Master”, I could just order her to stay, but Heather was on her side.

After the fuck up at the bandit camp, the fucking pixie was staying put.

We went downstairs and quickly put on our new gear — I have to admit I looked weird.

We’d done some research on the radiation-thing, and found that steel, and iron, were the worst offenders — something about their manufacturing process being open to the air or something. I don’t know, I just listened to what Heather and Sylwen gave me as a summary from their time huddled around Heather’s phone. The elf was amazed at the phone and asked how she could get one.

It seemed like we’d be okay with most modern materials other than iron or steel — maybe aluminum would be a problem if it had been recycled too many times. Apparently, there was something about the smelting process being open-air or … something. I kind of stopped listening when Heather started talking about bees and queues being above ten. I settled for putting a Geiger counter and scintillation-something she said we’d need to be completely safe on the shopping list.

It was possible that the problem wouldn’t occur with very modern steel, at least from what Heather could tell, but we didn’t have the tools to test anything yet and didn’t want to risk it until we had the equipment necessary to test, but I did ask Daryl to check with his contacts for pre-WWII katanas.

“War trophies?” he’d asked.

“If we have to, I guess.”

It wasn’t something I could say I liked the idea of, but I did want a katana back.

The bottom line was that plastics, carbon fiber, and natural fibers were certainly safe — and I found out the zipper and rivets on my jeans weren’t steel, which was reassuring from an explosion point of view.

I’d picked up a couple other pieces of “armor” at the sporting goods store to augment what I’d worn to the bandit camp, but still hadn’t found time to paint anything — I’d been planning on that for the morning. Late morning. Very late morning, after a night with Heather.

So I guess Jeffault’s reaction to me approaching in pieces of armor that weren’t metal and were brightly colored in red, blue, white, and fluorescent orange was understandable.

I was the only one who looked stupid, though, because Heather wanted to stick with her leathers, which probably provided just as much protection, and Grimelia … well, goblins didn’t wear armor.

All in all, I thought the getup offered some protection and would do until I could come up with something better.

“Lord … Mercer?” Jeffault said tentatively while holding three saddled horses, including his own.

I didn’t even have the helmet on, so he could see my face, and I didn’t think his questioning was entirely appropriate. Instead of answering, I took a set of reins from him and mounted the horse, after slinging a bag full of bandit heads over the saddle’s rear — I figured we’d leave those with Jeffault rather than have them sit on our front porch for another day. I was still a little perturbed with the guard captain over his comments about Grimelia when we’d first met and having him carry a bag of heads didn’t make me feel bad at all.

Heather and Grimelia took the second horse, and we set off, alternating between faster gaits and slower to get into town as quickly as possible without harming the horses. I rode next to Jeffault.

“So twenty goblins just showed up at the gate and told the guards they were after a beer or two? Um, ale?”

I was wondering why the goblins had even been allowed into town in the first place — which, given my anger at the trouble we’d been given with Grimelia coming into town might seem hypocritical, but I thought there was a difference between one girl goblin and twenty armed goblin warriors.

“They agreed to peace-bond their weapons.” Jeffault shrugged.

“I’m still a little surprised — these guys are probably the same tribe that killed Seraphines, you know?”

“Yet the specific goblins who did so are dead, so you’ve told us,” Jeffault said. “Short of war, we do not typically punish entire groups for the actions of a few. Goblins are an … odd duck, I suppose. Orcs, kobolds, that sort of thing, and we’d be calling out the militia at first sight. Goblins, though, there’s trade, of a sort. So long as there’s no trouble…” The guardsman sighed. “But there’s always trouble.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight




The Sleepy Bull looked oddly peaceful for how urgent Jeffault had made the situation sound.

It must have rained earlier, because the rounded stones of the street were shining with water in the moonlight and there were puddles here and there. A pair of lanterns flanked the tavern’s door. I slowed as we approached and dismounted, tying the reins to a nearby post.

“Lord Mercer?” Jeffault said, dismounting beside me.

“Yes?”

“I’d only say, m’lord, that the goblins are under peace-bond and’ll be unable to draw a blade.”

“What does that mean?”

“Only, m’lord, and I’m not suggesting any course of action for you, but it would be a disappointment to Mayor Cartnal, I’m sure, were Dunbarrow to develop a reputation.”

“Reputation?”

“If a visitor under bond were to be killed with a blade.” Jeffault nodded at the short-sword I had at my belt.

“Seriously? You expect me to go in there and beat up twenty goblins with my bare hands?”

“Of course not, m’lord.”

“Good, because —”

“It would be a bit of a blow to Dunbarrow’s reputation if folk were to think the mayor or I set about the beating of those in town under a peace-bond, as well.”

“But you brought me here to beat them up.”

“No, m’lord, Mayor Cartnal wished me to apprise you of the situation — how you proceed is out of our control, you being Lord Mercer and an adventurer, and all.”

Despite his bland, innocent expression, I knew full well Jeffault had deliberately delayed telling me that until I was about to step into the tavern.

I grumbled, but nodded, handed him my short sword, muttering how this would have been good information to have back at the fucking manor and pulled my MMA gloves from where I’d tucked them into my belt. They wouldn’t protect from a blade, but they were designed to protect my hands when I punched the ever-loving shit out of something.

I took a long look at Jeffault.

“M’lord?”

“Nothing,” I told him, though at least one of the goblins was going to be wearing Jeffault’s face when I hit it.

“You heard him,” I told Heather and Grimelia. “No blades.” I nodded at the horses. “Leave your bow and crossbow with the horses. In fact, maybe you should —”

“I’ll hang back,” Heather agreed, grumbling, “but.I have a few LARPing arrows in my quiver, so I don’t have to kill anybody and I’ll hang back by the door, but if you get into trouble, all bets are off.”

“Thank you,” I told her. At least she recognized that a bar fight wasn’t something she could contribute much to. I grinned. “Maybe if you’d listened to me about coming to some hand-to-hand classes —”

“Fuck you.”

“Me, too?” Grimelia asked.

“Yes, you should probably stay out here, too,” I told the goblin.

Grimelia shook her head. “No — you fuck me, too?”

I sighed.

We approached the doorway and I motioned for the others to wait to the side.

“I want to go in and see what’s going on first,” I told Heather and Grimelia.

“But —”

“If we all go in at once,” I went on, cutting off Heather’s protest, “they’ll see Grimelia and that cuts down on our options. For all we know after the time it took Jeffault to get us, they might be ready to give up and leave town on their own, so let’s not push them.”

“Not give up,” Grimelia said.

“Maybe, but they don’t know me and I’ll be able to find out what’s up before you two come in. If we can get them to leave town without any violence at all, that’s best.” I sighed. “I promise I won’t beat on anyone without you being able to cover me, okay?”

Heather narrowed her eyes. “You better not.”

“In fact, I’d like to get this settled without hurting anyone at all.”

“Good luck. You know what this feels like, right?”

“What?”

“That part in an RPG where you’re about to talk to an NPC and realize every fucking dialog option is going to wind up in a fight.”

“That’s not —”

I sighed as Heather raised an eyebrow.

Yeah, it kind of felt like that, but I had to try.

“In fact,” Heather said, “with your sucky Charm, I should probably be the one to go in and start the dialog.”

“I don’t think —”

“Master not charming?”

“Let’s get this started,” Heather said, gesturing at the door.

She seemed particularly irritated and I hoped it wasn’t with me. Fighting goblins hadn’t been my idea, after all.

I waited until the two girls and Jeffault moved so they wouldn’t be visible through the tavern’s doorway. It was telling that the captain of the town guard had no problem with Lord Mercer heading in to face twenty goblins on his own.

“I’m just going to slip in and watch for a minute,” I told them. “The goblins won’t even know I’m there.”

I opened the door and slipped in.

“You!” the goblin standing on The Sleepy Bull’s bar shouted, pointing at me. “I seek Goblin woman! Red Mountain Tribe whore. You see whore-woman?”

I froze in the doorway, careful not to glance over at Grimelia.

“I’m not sure,” I said, gesturing at him. “Could you raise your skirt so I can find out?”

The room went silent.

“Ha!” The laugh came from one of the humans in the room, specifically the big guy, Hogdar, I’d gotten in the bar fight with earlier. Maybe he was still nervous about having hit “Lord Mercer” and wanted to make a better impression. He pointed at the goblin. “Ha! He says you don’t have a cock, little goblin!”

“Very subtle,” Heather whispered, “and don’t you think a little unkind, given the whole, you know, curse-thing?”

“All I did was open the door,” I hissed back.

“And tell him he doesn’t have a dick — we really need to work on that Charm score.”

Quest Available:

End the Goblin Dick Curse

Do you accept?

YES NO

“No!”

“You didn’t?” Hogdar asked. “Sorry, Lord Mercer, I thought you were saying he doesn’t have a cock.”

I returned my attention to Hogdar and the goblins.

“No … well, yes, I did mean that he might be a goblin woman, so I guess that implies no dick, but I’m not going to help fix it.”

“Why would you —”

“Not woman! See?”

All eyes turned to the goblin standing on the bar, who’d raised his loincloth and thrust his hips at me, and the human men in the room broke out into laughter.

I winced in a little sympathy. Yeah, it was a nasty goblin from the same tribe that had wiped out Grimelia’s and taken her prisoner, but … some things you just feel for a dude over.

I was also starting to wonder what the curse might have done to the goblin psyche, because this was the second one I’d seen show his dick as though he was proud of it.

I held up my hands. “Hey, everybody, how about we calm down and —”

“No calm! No waste more time! Goblin woman here.” His nostrils flared. “We smell.”

Ah, so they’d tracked Grimelia here or something — even though it had been several days since we stayed? That put a different spin on things, because even if we did get them to leave town, they might just show up at the manor next.

“Okay,” I said, “let’s —”

“I was supposed to have sex tonight,” Heather muttered.

She stepped into the doorway beside me, drew her bow back, aiming past my shoulder, and shot the goblin in the dick before I could even object.

It was one of Heather’s LARPing arrows, so it had a round rubber ball at the tip instead of a point — I had no idea why she even had those along, maybe because they were always in her quiver or something.

Heather normally fired those from a low-poundage bow for LARPing — one that had about a twenty-five-pound draw. This one she fired from a sixty-pound compound bow at a distance of twenty feet. Goblin balls seemed to have gotten the same curse as their dicks, because there were just these two, green-peanut looking bags below the goblin’s stub of a dick.

The inside nut, not the shell.

The goblin screamed, clutched at his crotch, and fell off the bar.

Half the guys in the tavern clutched at themselves, wincing, while the other half laughed.

Then twenty — well, nineteen goblins were on their feet, glaring at me.

“What?” Heather asked when I turned around to glare at her. “We all know how this was going to go down, right? This is Arctara, some stupid game — it’s a setup. I wouldn’t be surprised if there was no way at all we could avoid a fight over this.”

“Fuck,” I muttered, as the tavern erupted into violence.


Chapter Thirty-Nine




“No blades! No blades!” the bartender yelled as the two sides came together.

He didn’t have time to tell the brawlers not to use his chairs, benches, tables, plates, bottles, mugs, and, in one case, barmaid.

One of the goblins had a grip on Alaina’s hair from behind and was jerking her back and forth to block the swings of one of the humans. The guy kept having to check or divert his swings to avoid hitting her, not always successfully.

Thunk.

“Ow!”

“Sorry, Alaina!”

“Bugger off, Samuel, you did that a’purpose!”

Okay, maybe he wasn’t trying that hard.

I shoved Samuel to the side, put my left hand on Alaina’s head, and pushed her down instead of to the side. She went down to her knees — the goblin wasn’t much taller than she was on her knees, but I had the high ground and brought my right fist down onto the top of the goblin’s head.

The goblin’s eyes rolled back and he collapsed to the floor and I realized Alaina was now in a rather unfortunate position — on her knees in front of me, with my hand on top of her head, and her face pushed into my crotch.

Something thumped into the back of my helmet and I spun around, expecting to find a goblin, but instead Heather was glaring at me from the doorway while she nocked another ball-tipped arrow.

“I said I was okay with Grimmy!” she yelled over the sound of screams, shouts, and breaking furniture. “Not rando bar-chicks!”

“I di —”

My attempt at protest was cut off by Hogdar rushing at me with his arm drawn back.

At first, I thought he was after some payback for last time, but he was looking past me and yelling, “Duck, m’lord!”

I was twisted awkwardly, looking back at Heather, but managed to drop to my knees.

Hogdar’s fist passed over my dropping head and connected with a goblin who’d launched himself at my back.

The goblin went toward left field while Big Guy’s crotch hit me in the face, much as mine had made Alaina’s acquaintance.

I noticed two things — Hogdar needed to bathe more often, and he was trying to steal one of the tavern’s salamis.

That’s the explanation I’m sticking with.

Then a goblin used my head as a stepping stone to launch himself at Hogdar and wrap his legs around the big man’s neck while he began pummeling the guy’s head.

The flow of the fight spun Hogdar and the goblin away from me, Alaina managed to crawl under a table, and I got to my feet in a sudden pocket of peace in the chaos.

The fight was going much as bar fights did, with the goblins, surprisingly, holding their own against the larger townsfolk. They might have been small, but they were strong — maybe some kind of chimpanzee-like muscle density going on.

Human and goblin alike got knocked down, got up, crawled under tables, took a beer mug to the face from Alaina because that was her table and she was fucking done with it, and generally caused chaos.

Heather had run out of LARPing arrows but armed herself with a chair leg.

She and Grimelia were blocking the doorway, with Jeffault behind them watching events unfold. A goblin ran at them — not attacking, I think, just trying to get the hell out of there — and Grimelia darted forward, throwing herself at his feet to trip him. As he fell, Heather swung, and her chair leg connected with the goblin’s skull in a crack that actually made the action pause for a second — then chaos resumed.

During a short lull, I noted that the humans in the bar were actually taking most of the damage — the goblins were some tough little shits.

At least for the natives, I thought, throwing a goblin about ten feet, where it landed on a table, collapsing it with a crash that drowned out the rest of the fight for a second. All the other goblins were already engaged, some of them coming out on top, and I started worrying that a few of the humans might get seriously hurt unless there was some way for me to —

Wait … that Taunt thing … would it…

Maybe if I could get a couple of the goblins focused on me, the townsfolk could regroup.

Taunt! Taunt! Taunt! I screamed mentally.

“Hey! You!” I yelled at a goblin who was about to bring a stool down on the head of a guy who was on hands and knees. “Yeah, you, you lima-bean-balled motherfucker!”

Taunt activated…

+10 Low Charm

Enraged Enhancement — +15

Proximity Enhancement — +10

Targeted Insult Sensitivity Enhancement — +50

Range Extension — 12 yards

Saving throws failed.

“Wait, throws? How many…” About a dozen green faces turned toward me. “Ah … fuck.”
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Surprisingly, nobody died.

There were some broken bones and cracked heads, about half the goblins and a few humans were unconscious, with the remainder too exhausted to fight anymore. Everyone was on the floor — either on their backs, sitting back against the bar and walls, or on their sides, rocking back and forth, while cradling whatever body part hurt the worst.

I calculated I’d accounted for putting a little over half of the goblins out of commission and an equal number of humans were fully down, as well, so I kind of understood Jeffault’s concerns about bringing in the guard or militia — that might have made the goblins draw steel, peace-bond or not, and a lot of people might have died.

The bartender was setting up mugs of ale on the bar, a solid enough piece of furniture to have survived the fight, while the rest of the town guard arrived. Jeffault led his fellows in herding the goblins to pick up their fellows and toss them in a wagon outside.

Jeffault was reading from a paper — something formal about breaking the peace, public indecency, and how the goblins were now banned from Dunbarrow for a year and a day.

“She start!” one of the conscious goblins yelled, pointing at Heather. “Stupid human cow-cun —”

Thunk. Thud. Crack.

One was me bringing a closed fist down on top of his head, another Heather kicking him in the balls, and the third was Grimelia cracking his shin with a table leg.

It probably wasn’t fair, since he was carrying the front end of an already unconscious goblin and couldn’t defend himself, but I didn’t really care.

The goblin carrying the feet of their burden sighed. “Couldn’t wait ‘til wagon?”

I raised a fist.

“I carry both!” the goblin said, quickly dragging one of the unconscious goblins toward the door.

“As for you from Dunbarrow,” Jeffault called out. “One mug, then off to your homes!”

“What about me bar!” the bartender yelled back, gesturing around at the destruction.

Jeffault narrowed his eyes and looked around the room, then put a hand out to stop a pair of passing goblins — there were three of them, but only two were conscious.

“Four and six from the lot of you before you leave,” the guard captain said.

“But she —” The goblin glanced at my raised fist. “Four ‘n six,” he mumbled. “Human town suck.”

“Four and six, Jeffault?” the bartender yelled. “That’ll not cover —”

“You get half your furniture from the midden, Bran,” Jeffault called back. “Four and six is plenty.”

There was a clatter as Grimelia dropped the chair leg and rubbed her hand against her loincloth.
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We walked with Jeffault and a few other guards escorting the goblins to the town gate to ensure there was no further trouble.

The goblins started out slowly, pulling the cart laden with their unconscious fellows, but the speed quickened as Grimelia started yelling at them in Goblin.

I asked her what she was telling them and, loosely translated, it appeared to be: “I’m the property of Lord Mercer now, a great and powerful adventure-man, and if you ever come back here, he’ll rip off your dicks, fry them with garlic, and make you eat them.”

It seemed to make an impression. Maybe goblins didn’t like garlic.

At the gate, the conscious goblins slung the unconscious ones over a shoulder and marched off into the night.

Heather sighed and looked up at the sky. “We’re not going to make it back to the house, are we?” she muttered.

I looked up, too.

I don’t know why. It wasn’t like the moon was the sun and we could roughly tell the time with it — maybe if you knew when it rose and set, but neither of us did.

“Probably not,” I agreed.

It was late, though, I knew that, and a couple hours on horseback wasn’t something I was looking forward to — my ass already hurt from the ride here, along with my thighs, and I had bruises and scrapes from the fight.

“We can probably get a room at the Bull,” I said.

“Two rooms,” Heather said with a head nod toward Grimelia, who was standing in the middle of the road yelling, I assume, more details of what I’d do to any wayward Black Mountain-dicks that happened to pass this way again.


Chapter Forty




Bran, the bartender and apparent owner of The Sleepy Bull, charged us for the rooms.

At first, I thought that was a little ungrateful, given that we’d cleared his tavern of goblins — on the other hand … I looked around at the destruction his staff was still cleaning up. Yeah.

Grimelia gave me a dirty look when I asked for two rooms, but then she glanced at Heather and ducked her head.

“First-wife,” the little goblin said.

We all went upstairs and when Alaina, the barmaid, asked if we wanted to bathe before bed, Heather quickly agreed. I think she was expecting some sort of bathhouse or something, and not that two of the inn’s servants would be lugging a heavy, copper tub up to the room, followed by a procession of boiling kettles. The tub was small, barely big enough for someone to sit in with their knees drawn up to their chest.

“I didn’t think it would be such a big deal,” Heather whispered. “At least the water’s hot.”

I went to the door to tip the servants for bringing everything up — there was a platter of bread and cheese, as well, along with a jug of wine — then nearly choked on a piece of bread as I turned around to find Heather with her leather jerkin half over her head.

I just watched as that hit the floor, followed by her linen shift, and she reached behind her to unclasp her bra.

She must have felt me watching, because she turned her head, hands still cupping the bra to her breasts.

“What?”

“A couple hours on a horse, then a bar fight, and you’re still beautiful,” I told her, not even trying to hide the pleasure I was taking at the sight of her bare back and tight, leather pants.

Heather’s face softened. “How did you not wind up with, like, ten girlfriends in college?”

I shrugged. “None of them made me feel this way.”

Her throat worked as she swallowed hard. “Turn around,” she whispered, then cleared her throat. “Turn around — the first time you see me naked isn’t going to be while I’m all sweaty and smell like horse.”

I chuckled and poured two mugs of the wine, then grabbed some bread and cheese along with one of the mugs. I went and sat on the other side of the bed, back to her, listening to the little splashes and picturing what was making them.

After a few minutes, the sounds changed and then stopped.

“Okay,” Heather said. “Your turn.”

I turned around to find her wrapped in a towel — or at least Arctara’s equivalent of a towel. More of a bed sheet, really. Large enough to cover her from the neck down, but thin enough to damply cling to everything it was supposed to hide.

Heather grabbed her own mug of wine and some bread and cheese for herself, then sat on the bed. The side facing the tub.

“I don’t get the same privacy?” I asked, stepping to the tub. The water was still pretty clean — we’d showered before Jeffault showed up at the manor to drag us into the goblin-mess, so it wasn’t like we were completely filthy.

“Nope,” Heather said, chewing and taking a sip of her wine.

“Hardly seems fair.”

“Get used to it — it’s different for guys, anyway. A little sweat and horsiness just … never mind.” She gestured at the tub. “Clean.”

I grinned and faced her while I shrugged off my flannel shirt and pulled my t-shirt over my head — I’d stripped off the armor pieces as soon as we were in the room and piled them in a corner along with my boots.

I grinned wider.

Heather was staring at my chest, lips parted and a piece of cheese half-raised.

She blinked.

“Shut u —” Heather said, breaking off as I undid my belt, then slowly unzipped my jeans and started sliding them down.

Before she got to see anything good, I turned my back and finished sliding the jeans off — I thought I heard a little whine of protest, but ignored it. Then I stood again and slid my boxers off, stepping into the tub and sitting down.

“Tease,” Heather muttered.

I started washing myself. The soap was kind of harsh and I added that to the list of possible trade goods. After a quick, but thorough, scrub with it, I rinsed and grabbed the other bath sheet they’d left for us, but instead of wrapping it around me, I stood up and used it to dry myself, back still toward Heather.

When I did turn to face her, I just stood, watching her watch me.

Heather stared for a long moment.

“I’m gonna need to loosen up a little,” she muttered, clutching her mug of wine with both hands while she raised it to her lips and drained it.
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I stepped toward Heather and bent to kiss her.

Her mouth tasted of the cheese, bread, and wine, but also of Heather, and I growled as I pushed her back to lie on the bed, letting some of my weight fall atop her.

I rested most of my weight on one elbow while I parted the damp sheet wrapped around her with the other. Heather’s fingertips slid down my sides, making me shiver, then moved between us. I groaned with need as she found my cock — first a fingertip, then another, then a gentle, tentative stroke.

My free hand found her breast and cupped it, drawing a matching groan from her. Her fingers wrapped around my cock and started guiding it toward her entrance.

I held back a little, breaking the kiss to nibble at her ear and whisper, “No need to rush.”

“I’ve waited long enough,” Heather whispered back, more like a growl. “I need you inside me … mostly inside me.”

I chuckled, but stopped resisting her pull and let her guide my tip to lips that were already parted and slick with wetness that coated me as I started resisting again so that her pulling slid the head of my cock up and down, drawing an even louder growl from her.

I pulled my lips away from her ear to look into Heather’s eyes, captivated by how beautiful she was, and slowly slid the tip of my cock between her lips, feeling the start of moist heat wrapping around my —
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“Oh, come on! Seriously?”

Heather giggled. “You got it too?”

“Yeah, but —” I read the glowing words closer. “Experience plus one? Stamina-something minus ninety percent? I can last longer than…”

Heather giggled again. “I’ve got Pent-up Arousal Adjustment — +200%, so I don’t think it’s going to matter much.”

“Pent up?”

“I’ve waited years for this — believe me, I got a lot of pent.”

I studied Heather’s face for a moment, realizing I was filled with feelings that hadn’t been there with any of the girls in high school or college … not even Tijuana, and that had involved tequila.

“I love you,” I told her.

Heather’s eyes widened and her face softened. “I love you, too — I’m so happy you’re not stupid anymore.”

I kissed her again and started easing forward, surprised as I felt resistance. I was surprised — guys talk, and the locker room consensus was that even girls who said they were virgins rarely had a hymen these days, what with the availability of “discrete shipping” and the variety of items to correct that being available even on Amazon. Hell, the local pharmacy basically had a sex toy aisle.

I broke off the kiss again to look into her eyes.

“I wanted it to be you,” Heather whispered.

She’d waited for me. She’d waited for me and it meant something for it to be me.

I stared into her eyes, trying to take everything I was feeling for her and pour it into her, because she was looking at me in a way that no one else ever had, and I wanted her to be certain I was feeling the same things.

Not breaking eye contact, I eased forward and felt the resistance give way.

Heather’s face crinkled in a wince … then she giggled.

“What?”

She giggled more. “I have 'lost my virgin status.’” Another giggle. “‘-150 Charm with Unicorns’ … hey! That means unicorns are real here?” She paused and frowned. “Fuck.”

I laughed. “No unicorn for you.”

“This isn’t funny! Did I just lose the chance to get a unicorn?”

I bent down and kissed her neck, working my way to her ear. “I’ll try and make it up to you.”

Heather shivered beneath me.

“You better,” she whispered, “and it’s gonna take a lot — you’ve seen my stuffy collection.”

I had. Heather’s collection of stuffed animals was at least twenty-five percent unicorns.

“I’ll do my best.”


Chapter Forty-One




Asoft tap at the door made me open my eyes.

I’d been awake, drowsing and enjoying the feel of Heather’s body pressed against me since the early dawn light started creeping through the room’s window, but hadn’t wanted to disturb her.

Now she was grumbling, so I figured I should find out who was at the door before they knocked any harder.

I eased away from Heather, drawing a louder grumble from her, wrapped one of the bath sheets around my waist, then went to the door and cracked it open.

“You left word to wake you, m’lord,” Alaina, The Sleepy Bull’s barmaid, whispered quietly.

I had — and deeply regretted my earlier self’s sense of responsibility. I’d much rather spend the whole day drowsing in bed with Heather, but Heather and I had agreed the night before that we should get an early start. There was too much we needed to do — collect our bounty from the mayor, get back to the Earth-side, get a new water heater ordered and install scheduled. Our experience with bathing in Arctara the night before only heightened Heather’s desire for a real bath — one with bubbles, and room enough for both of us.

I scratched at my arm where some of the straw in the inn’s mattress had poked me, leaving a red mark. A night back in a decent bed was something to look forward to.

I grinned at the thought of who’d be in that bed with me, making it decidedly indecent.

“Thank you,” I said. “We’ll be up and going shortly.”

“Aye, m’lord — do wish me to wake your … goblin?”

“No.” I shook my head. “We’ll take care of that.”

“Aye, m’lord.” She held out the tray she carried. It had two bowls of what looked like oatmeal and a metal pitcher with two mugs. “I brought porridge, if you like.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking the tray from her while hoping I’d tucked enough of the bath sheet around my waist to keep it from falling.

Alaina ducked her head and backed away, while I nudged the door shut with my shoulder and set the tray on a nearby table. It was two bowls of oatmeal and a pitcher of ale — the oatmeal was thick and gluey-looking, with no milk, sugar, or anything else in sight. I might be hungry, but forcing that down would be a chore.

I scratched at my arm again and turned to watch Heather sleep for a moment, then frowned.

My other arm itched, too.

And my legs, my ass, and my scalp.

Fucking straw … a tiny speck moved away from one of the red marks on my arm.

Fuck.

“Um, Heather?” I said, then louder when she just grumbled and burrowed further into the mattress. “Heather? Heather! I think it’s time to get up.”

“Fimomin.”

“No more minutes … you’re gonna want to get up now.”

Beneath the covers, I saw Heather scratch her leg. “Donwanna.”

“Heather … it’s not the straw making you itch.”

The scratching under the covers ceased and Heather was still for about two seconds before she exploded out of the bed, tossing the blanket aside and hitting the floor on hands and knees to roll away from it.

“Bugs? Icky-bugs?”

It would have been amusing, and even enjoyable, to watch at any other time, since she was still naked, but having to confirm that it was, indeed, icky-bugs that were the problem tempered that.

Heather was on her feet now, looking around the room frantically, while I scratched at my lower back. Having spent the night in a Tijuana jail, I knew the next couple days were going to be annoying as hell, but it wasn’t that big a deal.

“Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck!”

I watched as she hopped into the copper tub we’d bathed in the night before, cursed again as she realized it wasn’t nearly deep enough to really drown any bugs still on her, then crawled out and began scrubbing at herself with the other bath sheet.

There was another soft tap at the door and I turned to open it, ready to apologize to Alaina for the disturbance — what I found was a sleepy-eyed goblin looking up at me.

“Heard many fucks — we fuck now?”
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Neither Heather nor I really wanted to put our clothes back on — they were either already infested, or we ran the risk of infesting them with whatever bugs were still on us — but staying in the room with the “icky-bug-bed” wasn’t really an option either, so we hurriedly dressed and left The Sleepy Bull.

“I can’t believe I lost my virginity in an icky-bug bed,” Heather muttered as we walked through the still-early morning streets.

“It’ll be okay,” I told her.

“It will not,” she insisted. “I’m going to have this memory the rest of my life. I could have had my first time in our beautiful, fixer-upper manor house, in a nice, comfy, clean bed, but noooo, we had to come fight the goblins. I swear, the next Black Mountain tribe gremlin-wanna-be I see is getting an arrow to the balls — and not the LARP one this time.”

“It will be okay,” I assured her. “Not my first rodeo — we’ll leave these clothes outside the manor and wash them good later. We just need to go into town and get some stuff — two days, tops, and you won’t be itching anymore.”

Heather grumbled and scratched at her head.

“What if there’s lice, too?” she whined. “I’m not shaving my head — I’m not shaving … anything.”

“Hey, a little trim would make —”

“Don’t! Do not make that connection in my head! No way do I want to be thinking about icky-bugs while you … just don’t.”

We’d asked Alaina for a bag of some sort, and I had my armor in that, slung over my shoulder.

Heather’s stomach growled and she looked around the street. “Do they not have a drive-thru or something? I’m starving.”

She’d absolutely refused to touch the icky-bug oatmeal or anything else The Sleepy Bull might have to offer.

“Maybe The Golden Crown will have food,” I offered.

After leaving The Sleepy Bull, never to return if Heather had her way, we’d stopped by the mayor’s office to collect the bounty on the bandits.

Six gold crowns richer, I’d taken the opportunity to ask Mayor Cartnal a few more questions about other adventurers and found there were two in the area, both retired — one was several miles out of town, but the other could usually be found at a nearby tavern, even this early in the day, so I wanted to find her and ask a few questions before we headed home. She hadn’t been there the last time we were in town, but it was worth checking, since we were here.
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The Golden Crown was more upscale than The Sleepy Bull.

It was in another, much nicer, part of town, and had no rooms to let. It was clearly a place where the town's more well-to-do merchants and citizens went to get a drink or two — not the nobility, because, well, I was the closest thing to that, I guess.

The lighting inside was dim and there were few tables, most of the seating being high-backed booths along the walls. Each booth had its own oil lamp, so the occupants could adjust the local lighting to their preference, and some, near the back, had curtains to conceal the interior of the booth.

Heather and I approached the bar where two better dressed men were drinking, despite the early hour.

It might have been cliche that the bartender was cleaning a mug with a rag, but at least this rag was clean and didn’t leave a film on the pewter mugs like at The Sleepy Bull.

He looked us over as we neared the bar and I didn’t blame him — neither Heather nor I was particularly well-dressed, even by Arctaran standards, and we were being followed by a half-naked goblin.

Grimelia had taken the opportunity offered by the icky-bugs to ditch her sports bra for a while and wear only her loincloth.

Heather was in her leather pants and linen tunic, cloak and leather jerkin in the bag I carried, while I was in jeans, t-shirt, and red-flannel shirt still — I really needed to find someone who could make me some better armor, at least as good as Heather’s. I’d tried to make something out of what we’d scavenged from the bandits, but … what passed for their armor kind of sucked and it was kind of soiled with blood and … other things. Bandits are gross.

Even though we weren’t as gross as the bandits, though, we were clearly not the Crown’s target market.

“Hi,” I said, smiling in what I hoped was a friendly and harmless way. “We’re looking for Anakwa Harvin? Mayor Cartnal said she was usually here in the mornings?”

The bartender opened his mouth, but the voice that called out came from a curtained booth.

“And did Ahlfred say not to bother me until I’d had at least three cups?”

The bartender sighed and jerked his head at the booth, so Heather and I left the bar and walked toward it — I gestured for Grimelia to stay at the bar and the little goblin crouched down to squat on the floor.

“Anakwa Harvin?” I asked.

The woman in the booth was Asian, with long, straight black hair and dark eyes — eyes that didn’t go with the softness of her dress. She was in a long-sleeved, flowing silk gown that clung to curves still fit and noticeable despite her appearing to be in her fifties. Her hair was elegantly styled, with some piled atop her head, leaving little tendrils to hang alongside her neck and longer bunches hanging down her back.

She was the picture of an elegant, wealthy, member of the town’s prominent citizens — until you looked past the clothes.

Her eyes were hard and measuring, with just the slightest hint of lines at the corners. Her face and hands were just as hard, showing scars I wouldn’t expect on someone in a world with healing potions.

“Aye, sit down, I suppose,” she said, gesturing.

Anakwa had a cup of wine and a plate of fruit and cheese before her, with half a loaf of bread to the side. Heather eyed the plate hungrily and I considered getting her something to eat, but didn’t want Anakwa to think we’d be imposing for too long — maybe we’d order something if Anakwa looked like she’d talk to us for a while.

As Heather and I sat, Anakwa sipped her wine.

“New adventurers, I assume? Ahlfred knows I’m retired, so you’re not here with a quest.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I’m Alex Mercer and this is Heather Gray. We’re from —”

“Don’t be a fool, boy. Tell no one where you’re from, leastwise another adventurer — and for heaven’s sake, don’t tell anyone where your portal is. And if those are your real names, you’d best choose new ones.”

“Why not?” Heather asked. “Maybe we could work together or something. With other adventurers, I mean.”

“Have you not met any other adventurers?” Anakwa shook her head. “There are thousands of portals to Arctara — not all of them from Earth.” She paused a moment for us to take that in. “And not all of those from the same Earth.”

That was a little more to take in. Other worlds I’d been prepared for — other Earths, not so much.

“Have you not figured out how valuable that portal is?” Anakwa asked.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “I guess I wasn’t thinking.”

“Well, start — it’s the most valuable thing you’ll ever have possession of and that means it’s the thing you have that others will most want to take from you — even those who have one already, but especially those who’ve lost their own and feel they’re trapped here.”

“I can see that — what about you? Are you interested in taking it?”

Anakwa shook her head. “I’m retired. Sold my portal to a partner.” She glanced at Heather. “A partner I was sure I could trust. Do you have that?”

Heather slipped a hand between my thighs under the table and groped me.

“Ah, yeah, we trust each other.”

Anakwa nodded, then winced. “Were those your real names?”

“Um, yeah.”

“Stop using them,” she said. “You’re too easy to find on the other side, and the Earth-side of a portal is harder to defend.”

I nodded. Okay, I could agree with that.

In Arctara, we had the manor’s wards to keep people out, and if they did get in, well, I doubted Guard Captain Jeffault would have any issues with what Lord Mercer did to an intruder on his estate. On Earth? Someone could show up with a machine gun and what would I do? Call 911 and ask for help defending my inter-dimensional portal?

“I’ll give you five questions,” Anakwa said.

“Five?” Heather asked.

“Any more and there’ll be a fee — the five are out of courtesy to Mayor Cartnal. He wouldn’t have sent you to me if he thought you’d be running off on quests right away, and Dunbarrow can use some active adventurers nearby. I’m bloody tired of folk asking me to come out of retirement for some damn-fool nonsense.”

“What sort of fee?” I asked. “And that better not be one of my questions.”

Anakwa laughed. “I could get to like you, I think. I do like clever young men.” She took another sip of wine, then cut off a bit of cheese and put that in her mouth with a slice of apple, chewing before going on. “No, that sort of trick is for the sphinx and djinn. I’ll not try to trick you. A crown each, for more than five.”

I nodded, though the price seemed pretty steep — at the Earth-side exchange rate, that was a couple hundred bucks an answer. “Thanks. I guess my first question is: How much tougher than everybody else are we?”

“I assume you mean the native Arctarans?”

I nodded again. “Yeah. Last night there were twenty goblins in The Sleepy Bull and the freaking town guard captain came and got us to handle it.”

“Jeffault doesn’t like risk,” Anakwa agreed. “Neither does the mayor, come to that, nor any native, really. Even as a new adventurer, you’re a match for any native you’re likely to encounter short of the most skilled, and goblins are relatively weak. Twenty, though? And you handled it?”

“I had help,” nodding to Heather and back to Grimelia at the bar.

Anakwa pursed her lips at the goblin. “Of course, two adventurers against twenty goblins would be achievable, I’m sure, though you are new.” Anakwa pursed her lips. “I’ll not ask to see your statistics — and no one else should, either. Keep as much as you can to yourselves. To compare, though, the average Arctaran will have skills between ten and twenty — no more than twenty-five. That’s not a cap, it’s simply the norm. You’re likely, let’s see, thirty in your primary skill? The one most closely associated with your class?” She held up a hand. “No, don’t tell me — I’m simply trying to give you the right perspective. Skills go up slowly, and only with use, so you’ll need to work at it if you want to improve. In a few years, you’ll likely top fifty in your primary skill — that’s when you’ll be able to pick a class specialization.”

Heather and I shared a look.

My primary skill, swordsmanship with Arctara’s katana type, had hit seventy before I left my basement, and Heather’s longbow was over fifty.

“What if we were … um, particularly skilled in something before we got here?”

Anakwa raised an eyebrow. “Not many skills from the other side translate to Arctara well. It’s not like swords are common back home.”

“Say someone did some LARPing,” Heather suggested.

“Larping?”

“Ah, Live Action Role Play,” Heather clarified. “It’s … like fake combat, sort of?”

Anakwa nodded. “That might have carried over somewhat. I assume that’s what happened? You have higher skills in some things?”

I nodded. “I trained for MMA and kendo.”

Anakwa’s eyes fastened on mine. “Kendo?”

“Yeah, it’s a Japanese —”

“I know what it is, I’m simply surprised you do.”

I shrugged. “My uncle got me into it.”

Anakwa nodded. “Of course, your uncle. Lord Mercer.”

“Did you know him?”

“We crossed paths — Oh, don’t look so worried, we weren’t in opposition to each other, at least on my side, though I’d wish he would have stopped trying to get me to come out of retirement.”

“Do, um, you know where he is?”

Anakwa’s face went still. “If he left you no hints, then I’ll not help with that question — so it doesn’t count as one of your five — nor answering that I know him. You’ve four left.”

I took that as being an end to questions she’d entertain about Uncle Jack’s plans when he left.

“What should we do?” Heather asked.

Anakwa raised an eyebrow, but I thought that was a damn good question — what would someone who’d been in Arctara long enough to retire advise us to do first.

“Go home,” Anakwa said. “Go back through your portal and forget about it. Pretend Arctara was a dream and never come back.” She looked at our shocked expressions and sighed. “The survival rate for new adventurers is less than ten percent. You’ll get greedy, you’ll get careless, you’ll get overconfident — whatever particular failure is yours, you will fail at something, and then you’ll die.” She shrugged. “You won’t take it, but that’s my advice. Arctara is practically designed to kill you.”

“What else is it designed for?” I asked. “Is it some sort of game or —”

“It’s no game — don’t make that mistake, too many do. There’s no save, there’s no restarting. Whatever happens to you here really happens.” She held up her hands lined with white scars. “You’ve seen the healing potions here?” I nodded. “Well, if you don’t get to one soon enough, the potion or magic can’t heal you — and ‘soon enough’ isn’t very long. Minutes, usually. I’ve ‘won’ combats that left me kneeling by a friend, pouring draught after draught into a wound that won’t heal. Literal magic in your hands, boy, and you’ll still watch, helpless and weeping, as one you love dies. Arctara is no game — and don’t waste any more of your questions on details about what Arctara is. No one knows — or if they do, they’re not telling.”

There were so many questions I had trouble coming up with the next one but decided if I couldn’t get any information about Uncle Jack out of Anakwa directly, maybe I could come around the back side.

“Why would someone import pre-World War II steel to Arctara?”

It would be nice to have some actual confirmation of the radiation thing. I’d have to scan a bunch of shit with expensive equipment and then find out it still blew up.

The woman chuckled. “That was your uncle’s bright idea — one of them, at least. It didn’t work out at-scale, because the Earth-side cost was too high. It was a good idea, though — the steel here sucks.” Another sip of wine. “The average blacksmith here has the same skill level as any of the other natives — maybe, thirty, tops, for an absolute master.” She made a maybe-gesture with her hand. “Thirty-five for, perhaps, one or two blacksmiths in the world. And they don’t have the tools or methods from back home. Arctara hasn’t quite reached the Bessemer Process — and don’t go looking it up and trying to teach them. It’ll go right through their heads and out the other side.”

I frowned. “Does that mean the, um, natives really are some sort of NPC or something?”

Anakwa shook her head. “Not so far as anyone can tell. It’s just that they won’t pick up on innovations that come from us — adventurers. Arctara won’t let them. Anyway, the steel over here is about 1700s quality from back home — the pre-World War II steel your uncle bought in bulk and dragged over was significantly better, but there’s a limited market. Bob the Butcher doesn’t need anything special about his knives, so he’s not going to pay the premium, and there aren’t that many adventurers over here. The only ones who could buy that much premium merchandise in bulk are the kings and emperors — and dealing with them is dangerous. No, don’t ask me if that’s what happened to your uncle. You have one question left — I won’t count the follow up.”

I nodded. “Okay, do we have to take any of the quests that pop up? Is it going to hurt us if we ignore those and just do jobs for the mayor or something?”

Anakwa’s eyes narrowed, then she laughed. “That’s your thought? Ignore the world-shaking events and just grind out the little jobs here and there?” She nodded. “That could work, if you’re not greedy or ambitious — might even keep you alive for some time. I think there are a few others taking that route, but it won’t stop the quests from being offered, and there is more profit in them.” She shrugged. “I’ll be curious, I admit, to see how that works out for you — it’s not how the typical adventurer does things. Oh, and if you’ve ever a mind to go full murder-hobo, I’d advise against it — Arctara frowns on random violence against the natives.” She glanced at Grimelia. “The human ones, at least.”

Topping off her wine and taking a sip, the retired adventurer raised an eyebrow. “That’s your five — if you’ve a mind to pay for more, come back another time. But I have a question for you.” She nodded at Grimelia. “What’s with the goblin?”

I quickly explained how I’d met Grimelia and how it connected to the goblins in town the night before.

Anakwa nodded. “And that’s the problem with your little plan.”

“What?”

“If you hadn’t come to Arctara, if you hadn’t rescued that goblin, then the search party wouldn’t have come to that tavern last night. Arctara likes drama — it likes adventure. Whatever you do, no matter how careful you are, you change things. Your talking to Seraphines on the road? Delaying him? Maybe, if he’d continued on, the goblins wouldn’t have been fully set to ambush him, even.”

I swallowed at the thought it might be my actions that had gotten the merchant killed. “So it was my fault?”

Heather shook her head. “We’re not at fault for random shit — that sort of butterfly-fuckery happens no matter what. What if we’d never found Arctara? Maybe then that Seraphines runs from the goblins and gets to town with them in pursuit, then that sets off some kind of war between Dunbarrow and the Black Mountain tribe. No. I’m responsible for what I do, not that shit.”

Anakwa nodded. “But this is Arctara and you’re adventurers. The board is tilted toward conflict here — I don’t know why.” She shrugged. “Maybe it’s nothing, but I’ve always felt our actions, adventurer’s actions, had stronger effects than others.”

She sat back and gestured toward the door in a clear invitation for us to leave. “In any case, I’m now only on my second cup of the day, and I’d like a bit of peace.”


Chapter Forty-Two




We spent most of the day dealing with icky-bugs.

Returned to the manor, went through the portal naked, leaving our clothes and gear on the Arctara side in case they were infested, then put on fresh clothes and headed for the nearest pharmacy. Heather covered my Prius’ seats with trash bags to try and avoid infesting that with any bugs that stayed on us instead of the clothes we left behind.

After nearly clearing the shelves, because Heather wanted a stockpile at the manor — neither of us thought we were going to be able to improve the Arctaran hygiene standards any time soon — we found a motel since the manor didn’t have hot water yet.

Heather gave me an I-told-you-so look as we checked in — the desk clerk’s name wasn’t Norman, but if I was a girl, alone, I definitely wouldn’t want him to know my room number.

After going through three sessions of debugging, we made one stop at the department store to pick up new clothes to keep on the Arctara side, and a second to pick up three pizzas, then we were back home, ready to relax for the evening.

During one of the pauses between the apply and rinse cycles, Heather called a local plumber who promised he could install a suitable tankless water heater within forty-eight hours. Heather told him, “fuck suitable,” and ordered the biggest one he had in stock. I had to agree with that — if I was going to be living with three girls for the foreseeable future, I knew hot water was going to be a priority. Grimelia and Sylwen may never have experienced a hot shower before, but I figured it was going to become a popular activity.

The plan was to rest up for a day or two from the goblin bar-fight, then see Mayor Cartnal for another job — apparently, there was something killing cows two days north of Dunbarrow and the villagers had asked for help. The mayor was offering only two gold coins for the job — not a lot for four days travel, plus however long it took us to hunt down and kill whatever was eating the cows, but, as the mayor said, “there are always bandits.”

I was sort of starting to wonder how Arctarans traveled at all, given all the talk of highway robbery.

“Oh,” Heather groaned, nestling into the crook of my arm on the couch.

She’d just put the second DVD of the night in after a bathroom break. Most of the pizza had gone during the first movie and we were all stuffed.

“Oi! Yer pestilated pansy — erk!”

“Grimmy,” Heather groaned, not bothering to open her eyes. “Don’t eat the pixie.”

Most of us were stuffed — the goblin was always hungry. Of course, she’d only eaten the toppings off her pizza, leaving the bread and whatever sauce she could scrape off, and stuffing cheesy meat-lovers toppings into her mouth. She’d eat bread if she was hungry enough, but veggies were right out.

I’d thought the pair’s preferences were going to work out, since Livinia liked the crusts — apparently not.

I glanced over. The pixie had been sitting on one of Grimelia’s denuded slices, stuffing dough into her mouth, and the goblin apparently decided the crust wasn’t so bad if it made a pixie sandwich.

The two slices of pizza crust hit the open box with a thump and Livinia rolled out from between them, muttering and wiping at the tomato sauce she was smeared with.

“You thank after,” the goblin muttered. “No more pixie fucks.”

“No eating the pixie,” I said sternly.

Grimelia sighed. “Yes, Master.”

“Good. Livinia? Go wash the tomato sauce off and change your clothes, we’ll hold the movie for you.”

“Wash?” the pixie yelled. “Wet and —”

“Go clean up or I’ll have Heather break out the wipes again.”

“Yes, m’lord,” she muttered under the buzzing of her wings as she flitted off to the kitchen.

“May we have the popped corn during the next show?” Sylwen asked.

“You’re not full?” Heather asked.

The elf shrugged. “The popped corn seems to settle easily.” She burped. “And the living drink eases the way.”

“It’s not alive,” Heather said.

“It lives,” Grimelia disagreed.

“Yes,” I said, “we can have popcorn for the next movie.”

“I will prepare it,” Sylwen said, standing and heading for the kitchen.

“Just press the popcorn button!” Heather called after her. “No experimenting!”

“I know this!” Sylwen called from the kitchen.

“She knew last time, too,” Heather muttered.

The kitchen still smelled of a little burnt popcorn.

Heather snuggled closer to me, remote in hand to start the movie when everyone returned, Grimelia scooted closer and laid down to put her head in my lap, her luxurious dark hair begging to be stroked, Heather was counting softly to herself as the sound of the microwave’s fan reached us, not quite drowning out the sound of a pixie cursing under the kitchen faucet — this was my life now.

I smiled at how good it was.

“We need to figure out what you’re going to tell your folks about staying here,” I reminded Heather. “The Maria thing isn’t going to work forever.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Heather pulled out her phone and tapped at it. “I was hoping for a few more days, but…” She sighed. “No one’s dumb enough to buy this for much longer.”

“That’s not fair — your folks aren’t dumb. You’re calling them now?”

Heather nodded. “Yeah, let’s get this over with.”

“What are you going to tell them?”

She’d already been gone several days and I assumed she’d told them something, but it wasn’t going to stand up as an explanation for much longer and I wanted a bit more time to adjust to the shock of Arctara before facing her parents — especially her dad.

“Hey, Dad,” Heather said into the phone.

I settled back on the coach and relaxed, cracking open a soda and putting my feet up — this was Heather’s problem, and she’d deal with it. I raised the soda to my lips, then almost choked.

“Yeah, I’m still with Alex,” Heather said.

I frantically waved a hand in front of her face, as I tried to stop coughing.

“Hold on, Dad.” She muted the phone and looked at me. “What?”

“You said you told your folks you were at Maria’s!” I hissed.

Heather looked at me incredulously. “You believed I’d lie to my dad? That was for you.”

Then she waved me away and tapped at the phone again.

“Nothing, Dad,” she said, “it was just Alex being stupid again. What? Yeah, we’re good.” She grinned. “Really good. Really, really good. Yeah. I know. Finally, right?” She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Dad. Yes. Yes, I have plenty, okay? Well, maybe, but there’s a store in town if we need more. Okay. The place needs a lot of work, so we might be up here for a while, but I’ll call again soon. Okay, yeah, I’ll tell him — love you, too. Bye.”

Heather looked at me.

“Dad says it’s about fucking time and not to get me pregnant until we’re ready.”


Author’s Note


Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed reading this story as much as I did writing it.

If you’d like to further support the series, a review on Amazon or Goodreads is the best way to do so — reviews are the lifeblood of independent authors and assist other readers in finding the next book they’ll love.

To provide more tangible support, I do have a Patreon (https://www.patreon.com/c/DanielKensingtonAuthor) and there’s a free tier if you’d just like to keep up-to-date on new releases and things like that.

In addition to that, we have an active Discord (https://discord.gg/KqDfR3CWhU) for my work, where you can meet other fans and discuss both this series and my others, as well as engaging in rampant speculation about upcoming works.

So Dungeon Dasher is a bit lighter — in both theme and pounds — than my Warlock series, which I find to be a nice break. It gives me some room to play with something just for fun.

I think it will be fun to see how well Alex’s plan to avoid the bigger quests works out — and whether Arctara will let him get away with it.

The System has expectations.

Daniel Kensington
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