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				NOTE: please read to the end if you need to be warned about adult content!
			

			
				They caught him dead-handed.
			

			
				The socalled ‘heroes’ of the Black Company thought they’d wiped out the dark sorceress Isinore but they made the mistake of leaving her lowliest henxmen still alive. 
			

			
				Ren the Fetch and his harem of all-monster girl commandos managed to survive their first fight against the ‘good guys’ and defeated the Black Company’s farm team. They even managed to take some of them alive, including Lilac Quicksilver, elf debutant, warrior maiden and wannabe kidnapping victim with Stockholm Syndrome. Next stop is the only safe place for monsters this side of the Elfland – the haunted tower of Samal’thar’s Hold.
			

			
				It won’t be easy with half the elven army after them, but as Ren and his companions evolve, they’re getting good at killing heroes. The cursed void rune in Ren’s hand is getting more dangerous by the day – not just for his enemies but him too – and that’s before it started talking to him…
			

			
				The hardest part might just be wrangling the monster-girls who are supposed to be on his side. Married to a mimic that loves chaos, and a goblin with a past she can't escape, now he has a defrocked priestess turned degenerate gambler and a black cat familiar shapechanged into a girl who won’t leave him alone.
			

			
				18+ CONTENT WARNING: this story is a fantasy harem adventure where the morals and social constructs of today’s world don’t apply to monsters. Be prepared for elf cannibalism, pilgrim hijacking, an elf girl with Beauty and the Beast syndrome, undead HOAs, gambling addicts, summoned demon girls, halfling pipeweed, an army of horny dryads, and prying of magic wands from cold dead hands. And that’s what they do for fun, just wait until they decide to get revenge.
			

			
				If all that sounds too much for you, maybe just stick to your Pokemon cards until you’re a bit older.
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 1   : We’re all Monsters Here
			

			
				 
			

			
				Needy clung to Ren’s side, green fingers digging into his coat like he was a life raft in a sea of impending doom. “Ren,” she murmured, barely audible over the cart wheels’ agonized protests. “It’s looking at us again.”
			

			
				Ren stared ahead at the dark, ominous trees of the endless forest. “Just ignore her.”
			

			
				He’d been feeling the angry glare of the captive elf boring into his back the entire trip. The sullen and tightly bound elf maiden warrior, Lilac Quicksilver was bloody, smeared in dirt, clothes torn and her fine long hair like liquid silver in a mess of tangles. And despite everything she was still a pain in his balls. 
			

			
				“Not her… I mean the dead guy,” Needy whispered urgently.
			

			
				“Right… hand me the shovel.”
			

			
				‘The flames consume all,’ rasped a voice from the cart.
			

			
				From the back of the cart Lilac yelped in alarm. Suddenly a little blonde harfoot shrieked and climbed into Ren’s lap to hide, sharing room with the goblin already there. Needy growled and shoved Gudrun off onto her backside.
			

			
				Ren exhaled sharply through his nose and turned to glare at the smoldering body half-buried under looted spellbooks. That was their third member of the Grey Geese; the charred, still-smoking remains of the leader, Rothfus, aka Sir Regnal, nephew to the Lord Beverwycke.
			

			
				‘The rivers run black, the sky weeps blood,’ the corpse continued, voice as dry as burned parchment.
			

			
				Ren fished in the cart and took hold of the shovel handle then whacked it in the head. “Hey… shaddup!”
			

			
				It quieted down again. Why it was coming back to life – or listened to him – was a mystery.
			

			
				The cart squeaked like a dying rat, wobbling over every root and rock like it was actively trying to fall apart. As the cart lurched, and so did its glorious pile of looted weapons, spellbooks, and assorted junk taken off their enemies. 
			

			
				“But speaking of the elfthing… we should just cut her throat,” the buxom goblin glared at the elf with her one good eye. The cursed eye she kept behind the eyepatch: if she’d stared at Lilac with that one the captive would have been covered in boils or turned into a frog by now.
			

			
				Not the worst idea… so why haven’t you killed her already?
			

			
				Ren had spent weeks fixated on finding and murdering Lilac Quicksilver. Hunted her down across a hundred miles of wilderness between here and the home they’d been forced to abandon. Had finally caught up with her and the rest of her heroic companions at the ruins of Fort Wolf and was ready to cut her heart out for her part in stealing the love of his life. 
			

			
				“We need her alive… For now,” he told Needy. “She’s going to tell us how to get through the elven lands so we can get to Mastodon Creek.”
			

			
				“You’ll find nothing but death if you continue,” the elf growled softly. “You should just turn tail and go home while you still can.”
			

			
				Ren grunted. “Couldn’t if we wanted to. We got two options. One: keep moving. Two: sit here and wait for some of your friends to find us and we’re captured and tortured by paladins. At which point I let Cas eat me so at least one of us gets something out of it.”
			

			
				“Oh-ho-ho,” Cass purred from inside the cart, her mimic form currently disguised as a battered travel trunk. “I would take my time with you.”
			

			
				Needy’s grip tightened possessively. “Cas…”
			

			
				The elf sneered. “You’re doomed. This is your army? A one-eyed goblin and a pervert mimic? Dragging corpses through the woods, without even having a proper evil master anymore!”
			

			
				“Shut the fuck up,” Ren muttered. “You and your hero friends didn’t exactly ace the moral philosophy exam and we managed to beat you, didn’t we? You’re alive… be thankful.”
			

			
				She might have been a nasty elven bitch, but that last jab struck a little close to home… Even after wiping out the Grey Geese Ren felt like a fraud. An imposter who had convinced his companions they could avenge Isinore’s death. 
			

			
				The corpse twitched. ‘Your doom is close, shadowspawn. The gate of despair opens thrice—'
			

			
				WHACK.
			

			
				“Why didn’t you just bury him!” Gudrun shivered, little buxom body clinging to Ren.
			

			
				Needy made an impatient sound and yanked the blonde harfoot away, tossing her back in the cart. “It wasn’t Ren’s idea!” she defended him. “It was that stupid orc!”
			

			
				Yaghed had insisted on the corpse as a prize. Ren didn’t get it… it was a real greenskin thing.
			

			
				“I must but agree,” Sweep said. The kobold was a full two feet taller than when he was a slave in the Nethermire, but nobody could call him exactly buff. “Vengeance travels swift and light, not weighed down by material wealth.”
			

			
				Yaghed had an orc’s sixth sense for when to bully and went from hunched over his pony like a man who deeply resented the existence of both gravity and responsibility, to leering sociopath. His armored form, bristling with confiscated weapons, loomed over the kobold and wrapped a beefy hand around the skinny lizard neck.
			

			
				“You sayin you‘re gonna get rid of my stuff?”
			

			
				Sweep’s eyes bugged out and he tried to draw a breath. “Then again… the spoils of war are the lifeblood of conquest!”
			

			
				Yaghed sneered, kicking a downed kobold just because he could. “See that? Weak things stay weak. That’s why I’m still here, and half of you should’ve been corpses weeks ago.”
			

			
				He glanced at Needy, smirking. “Bet your old tribe’s thrilled you crawled outta the breeding pits, fatty.”
			

			
				“Hey!” Cas barked, the lid of the trunk she was shaped as peeling back lips to reveal sharp teeth. “Just because she has huge cow-milkers and a giant ass doesn’t make her a fatty!”
			

			
				Needy hid her face with a sob, blushing.
			

			
				Ren pulled the pony cart to a halt and stood up, making him eye-level with the man-orc. “What did I tell you about opening that shit-licker you call a mouth?” he asked, resting his hand in the hilt of the voidwand.
			

			
				The orc was well armed and armored. Covered in muscles and over six feet tall; the man-rune transplant had given him the body of a fighting machine and even if Ren had absorbed the life energy of the Grey Geese, so had Yaghed. If there was a real fight, he had no way to predict which way it would go.
			

			
				Yaghed must’ve come to the same conclusion. “You ain’t so tough.”
			

			
				“Maybe. But I’m smart.”
			

			
				The orc glared. “Nah… you’re just lucky everyone around you is dumber.”
			

			
				Cas transformed into a wolf… turning bright red as she got angry and bared her teeth at the orc. Yaghed saw he wasn’t going to come out on top of a fight with the three of them and kicked his heels into his pony savagely, making the animal squeal and rear and lunge ahead down the trail.
			

			
				Cas licked Ren’s cheek. “All this stuff is kinda slowing us down…”
			

			
				“Cas!” the goblin blurted. Putting her hand between Ren’s face and her warm tongue. “Be decent!”
			

			
				The mimic girl turned back into a humin – completely naked, and her skinny, pale form clung to Ren’s back like a particularly smug monkey. “But I guess some of this dumb crap looks expensive. You gonna buy me something nice when we sell it all?”
			

			
				“Like what?”
			

			
				Ren barely had time to sigh before Cas pressed tighter against him. Suddenly her familiar skinny form began to… swell… until she grew a hefty pair of chest-bumpers like balloons getting filled.
			

			
				“Maybe some nice matching rings?” she asked, bouncing her nipples against him.
			

			
				Needy let out an outraged sputter. “You stop that!”
			

			
				“Stop what?” Cas said innocently.
			

			
				“Stop being that shape!”
			

			
				Cas grinned like a devil. “What shape? This one?” Her chest swelled to an absurd, physics-defying size even bigger than the goblin’s.
			

			
				Needy went red, then green, then red again. “You’re—you’re indecent!”
			

			
				Cas giggled and traced a teasing finger along Ren’s shoulder. “He doesn’t seem to mind.”
			

			
				Ren didn’t comment. And luckily the corpse started babbling again.
			

			
				‘The river of blood runs backwards...’
			

			
				Then it twitched.
			

			
				‘Three moons shall rise, but only one will shine...’
			

			
				Ren smacked it with a shovel.
			

			
				Silence.
			

			
				Gudrun gasped. “That is NOT how you handle an improperly interred soul.”
			

			
				Needy nodded furiously. “That’s just rude.”
			

			
				‘The black tide devours the—'
			

			
				WHACK. Ren smacked it again for good measure.
			

			
				Ren leaned forward, gripping the reins with one hand and his trusty shovel with the other. “Unless this thing starts spitting out winning bets, I don’t care what it has to say.”
			

			
				Needy scowled. “It could be important!”
			

			
				‘The beast below wakes with a yawning ma—'
			

			
				WHACK.
			

			
				Silence.
			

			
				Ren looked at Needy. Needy looked at Gudrun. Gudrun looked at the corpse, which twitched like it was waiting for an opening.
			

			
				Cas snorted. “I say we keep it. It’s got, like, ambiance.”
			

			
				Needy sighed. “It should be buried properly…”
			

			
				Cas poked it with a stick. “Or we let it do its thing and see if anything cool happens.”
			

			
				The corpse twitched. ‘The void calls to its lost child...’
			

			
				Ren smacked it one last time. “It’s only a couple hours until sunrise. Let’s make camp.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The forest clearing was quiet, aside from the occasional crackle of bonfire as it heated up and the low muttering of a corpse that refused to shut up. Ren sat near the pile of stolen goods, rolling a gold coin between his fingers while Sweep tallied up their haul with the grim seriousness of a kobold accountant, holding a rusted dagger aloft like it was Excalibur. 
			

			
				“Behold! The spoils of battle! A blade of questionable craftsmanship, a purse of mere coppers, and—” he sniffed a tunic, gagged, and tossed it. “A garment unfit for even the lowliest drake!”
			

			
				Ren barely looked up. “Great haul, buddy.”
			

			
				Sweep nodded gravely. “Aye! Truly, these fallen knights carried naught but shame and terrible fashion sense.”
			

			
				Cas poked at a bloodstained boot. “Think this one’s still got a foot in it.”
			

			
				“More shame,” Sweep declared.
			

			
				Cas sprawled across Ren’s lap in her usual catlike ‘I’m comfy, deal with it’ position, humming while she absently reshaped her hand into different weapons. “Hey Ren,” she mused, flipping her fingers into a set of wicked claws, then a scorpion tail, then a crab pincher. “We should get more magic stuff. I like magic stuff.”
			

			
				“Uh-huh,” Ren muttered, distracted. The cursed void rune on his hand tingled like an itch behind his bones.
			

			
				Needy shot Cas a look, then sighed, grumbling as she updated her list. “At least we got good weapons. And food. And booze.” She hesitated. “And, uh. The corpse.”
			

			
				The corpse—or what was left of the unfortunate Grey Geese hero Sir Regnal—lay among their supplies, still smoking, still whispering ominous nonsense.
			

			
				‘The blood moon rises but casts no shadow…’
			

			
				Ren kicked a rock at it. “Yeah? And my patience wanes but casts no mercy.”
			

			
				Needy sighed harder. “How soon until the fire’s hot enough?"
			

			
				The bonfire crackled in the clearing, casting jittery shadows over the piles of stolen loot. Ren leaned against a log, studying the void rune on his hand. It writhed like an ink-black spiral tattoo, but it moved, shifting in ways that made his skin crawl—like it was alive, like it was watching him. Beside him, Cas had shapeshifted into a pink wolf, her fur matching her mood as she leaned happily against him, tail thumping while he scratched behind her ears. 
			

			
				Sweep was halfway through reenacting the fight in Fort Wolf, sword in one hand and a chicken leg in the other, delivering what he clearly thought was a rousing speech about bravery and honor. “And then I was like—wham! And they were like—‘please, no, we have families!’ And I was like, ‘not anymore!’” The kobold swung the chicken leg for emphasis, flinging meat into the fire.
			

			
				Yaghed hissed and shook his head. “You? Brave? I’m the one who stabbed the big one! Right in the kidney! Or maybe the spleen. Does anyone know where humins keep their spleens?”
			

			
				Cas's snout came up and she sniffed the air. At the same moment Needy's big goblin ears twitched and swivelled. 
			

			
				“Visitors,” the wolf said casually.
			

			
				“Goblins,” Needy glared.
			

			
				“Pussies,” Yaghed said, poking at the fire like it had personally insulted him.
			

			
				Then came the sound of snapping twigs and whispering goblin talk. Or at least Ren thought it was goblish... he'd learned a little but whatever these ones were talking sounded like a bunch of mush-mouth.
			

			
				A goblin voice barked out from the trees. “Alright, you little piss-lickers! This here’s Bristlehead turf! Prepare to meet Krug!”
			

			
				What the hell was a Krug?
			

			
				The goblins slithered out of the dark, all scowls and rusted weapons, and absolutely nobody looked concerned. Needy rolled her eyes. Yaghed kept poking the fire. Cas, still in wolf form, yawned. Goblins had stopped seeming like a threat after kicking the asses of the Grey Geese. The filthy pack of loincloth wearing little green men all had their hair swept on top of their heads with red clay.
			

			
				Then the ground shook.
			

			
				Something massive crashed through the trees, each step rattling the forest floor like an earthquake with anger issues. A towering ogre lumbered into the clearing; his sagging gut barely contained by a stolen cuirass. He blinked, confused, then zeroed in on Ren.
			

			
				“That’s a Krug, I’m guessing…”
			

			
				Needy shot Ren a look. Yaghed stopped poking the fire and surged to his feet, cracking his knuckles. “Finally, something worth hitting.”
			

			
				Before Ren could say don't, Yaghed charged the ogre like he thought being an orc gave him an automatic size upgrade. He did not have an automatic size upgrade. Krug barely looked at him before swatting him aside like a particularly annoying mosquito. Yaghed went airborne, hit a tree, and slid down in a way that suggested he’d be thinking about his life choices for a while.
			

			
				Needy and Gudrun both sprang into action, hands glowing with magic, but the ogre just held up one meaty hand and pointed a finger at Ren. “You. Goblin.”
			

			
				Ren blinked. “I—what?”
			

			
				“You a goblin,” the ogre continued, nodding to himself. “Look atcha. Short. Pointy-eared. Goblin.”
			

			
				Needy choked. “He is not a goblin!”
			

			
				The ogre just looked confused. “Sounds like what goblin would say.”
			

			
				Ren cut to the chase. “What do you want?”
			

			
				“You pay.”
			

			
				Ren raised an eyebrow. “For what?”
			

			
				The goblin boss sneered. “You pay us toll for squatting on our land.” The ogre nodded, sagging gut wobbling. “I take your food. The harfoot and the elf.”
			

			
				Ogres weren’t exactly the sharpest knife in the drawer… hard to tell if me meant food and the girls… or whether the girls were food. Ren folded his arms. “Not for sale.”
			

			
				Krug huffed, frustrated. “You pay. Now.” His beady eyes flicked to Lilac and Gudrun. “Want hear elf girl squeal on my slampole. Harfoot good too.”
			

			
				Lilac recoiled. “You what?”
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Yeah, this negotiation is over.”
			

			
				Krug’s face darkened. “No. It just start.”
			

			
				The ogre flexed his fingers, agitation rolling off him like heat from a forge. The Bristlehead goblins tensed, hands on their weapons. Ren’s own crew tightened formation, and the goblins didn’t know what to make of a kobold, deep gnome, mushroom, slime, rat, skeleton, mimic, goblin and… whatever Ren was… all working together.
			

			
				Krug let out a frustrated bellow. “You not listening! All your shinies belong to us!”
			

			
				Cas smirked. “Or, and hear me out, we take your shinies instead.”
			

			
				The fight barely qualified as a fight. More like a live demonstration of why Ren’s crew was no longer bottom-tier trash.
			

			
				Needy lifted her eyepatch and a cone of red light filled with sparks washed over the goblins making them shriek and cower; Ren wasn’t sure the cursed eye beam did anything more than scare them, but it cracked their morale like a breakfast egg. Cas, still mid-laugh, leaped at them in the shape of a wolf, transformed mid-leap into an octopus, stretched her arms like taffy and yoinked two goblins into a headlock so their skulls bashed together. Sweep charged into the fray, swinging a humin-sized backsword like a two-handed weapon overhead and slashing wildly—pure overkill. Plumbob and Boots taking the other flank with the skeleton stabbing and the gnome swinging his hammer at anything that got too close. 
			

			
				The goblin rank-and file did not know what to make of a ratman, walking mushroom and sentient slime attacking them as a team and were easily cut down by the fast-moving Nim and Jam after Amanita sneezed a cloud of spores in their faces, blinding them.
			

			
				Gudrun blew holy smoke into one’s face, a lit Red Wyvern Premium cigarette dangling from her lips, and it passed out like a drunk at last call.
			

			
				Ren didn’t even bother standing. Watched Yaghed stumbling to his feet where he’d been punched into next week and charged the ogre again with the same result. Krug lunged at Yaghed and sent the orc flying into the ground with a sickening crack. 
			

			
				But then the second wave of goblins arrived, hooting bristleheads swarming out of the bush. There were a lot of goblins. More than he’d expected. 
			

			
				This keeps up and someone’s gonna get hurt…
			

			
				The void rune on Ren’s hand pulsed—blacklight leaking from his skin like a rave gone wrong. The corpse in their loot train twitched. Then Sir Regnal’s butchered body lurched up, flesh splitting, and let out an ear-splitting wail of pure, unholy blasphemy before launching itself at the enemy goblins.
			

			
				Screams erupted as the undead monstrosity tore into them, clawing, biting, and generally ruining everyone’s night.
			

			
				Shit… that was lucky…
			

			
				Ren saw the shadow looming over him and dodged. Barely rolled out of the way as Krug swung at him. The void wand snapped into Ren’s hand and as the ogre swung again, a shield of black magic energy blocked the meaty fist. As Krug staggered back, knuckles bruised, Ren thumbed a different gem on the wand and it turned from shield into a sword blade of crackling black energy. It made a clean slice through Krug’s forearm. 
			

			
				“Daa fuck?” the ogre said, staring at its stump.
			

			
				“Hey Yag!” Cas spotted it, one tentacle arm snapping out to toss the hand towards the orc. “Found a sex toy for you that’ll fit… you know… since you’re a size ten asshole.”
			

			
				The ogre howled in rage, stumbling back, and grabbed a pony by the head. The animal screamed as the ogre lifted it overhead like a kicking, bellowing club made out of meat. 
			

			
				Fucksakes!
			

			
				Ren switched tactics, leveling the wand like a gun. He pressed the third control gem. A cannonball-sized void sphere launched from the wand and tore through Krug’s gut, leaving a perfect, smoking hole.
			

			
				The ogre blinked. “Unghhhh?”
			

			
				Then he collapsed like a stack of whale blubber and the terrified pony bucked and ran into the woods.
			

			
				Sir Regnal, or what used to be Sir Regnal, continued to rip through the goblins like a very enthusiastic meat grinder, completely ignoring their terrified surrender. Limbs flew. Screams echoed. Cas winced. “Oof. That’s a lot of unnecessary viscera.”
			

			
				Needy shrugged. “They’re Bristleheads. This is fine.”
			

			
				Ren wasn’t so sure. Regnal coming back to life as a flesh-eating undead wasn’t exactly comforting. “Alright, that’s enough.”
			

			
				He waved a hand dismissively.
			

			
				To his shock, the ghoul stopped. It yelped and staggered back, crouching low. Licked its gore-dripping claws curling into the dirt, head tilted like an obedient hound awaiting orders.
			

			
				Cas stared. “Uh. You just shooed it like a bad puppy. And it worked?”
			

			
				Silence settled. With the ogre dead the remaining goblins surrendered. Sad-sack bunch of whiners on the ground.
			

			
				Sweep lifted his sword high. “A glorious victory!”
			

			
				Ren groaned. “Sure, let’s call it that.”
			

			
				The undead member of the Grey Geese crouched in the wreckage, covered in gore, still whispering eerie prophecies. Boots, their skeleton warrior, watched with quiet reverence. Joined by Lilac and Gudrun.
			

			
				Lilac stared in horror. “T-that monster is Rothfus.”
			

			
				Gudrun, pale as a ghost, shook her head. “That was Rothfus.” She tried to light a cigarette and her hands were shaking too much. “Ren… please… set him to rest.”
			

			
				Needy crossed her arms, scowling at the shambling corpse. “For once, I’m wit’ the short-foot. That dead thing ain’t… uh, supposed to be doin’ that. It’s all... wrong.” She gestured vaguely. “Like, in a real un-natural way. Not just, y’know, regular dead-stuff way. We should, uh… un-alive it again.” 
			

			
				“What?” Cas yelled. “I say we see if we can make more! Right Boots?”
			

			
				The skeleton remained silent on the subject.
			

			
				Gudrun snapped. “You cannot just… let its pollution defile the body of what was once a good man!”
			

			
				“Debatable!” Cas rolled her eyes. “He was a cunt.” 
			

			
				“He was a cold, hard bastard in life,” Lilac spoke up, getting everyone’s attention. “But you bested him in fair combat. Give him the dignity of a clean death.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled through his nose. The void rune still tingled. “It’s only a matter of time before that thing turns on us,” he said flatly. “We get rid of it.”
			

			
				Gudrun blinked. “You—wait, really?”
			

			
				Ren gave her a look. “Smoke it down.”
			

			
				Gudrun hesitated. Then, slowly, she chanted under her breath as she puffed on a cigarette. Then using the divine smoke, she mumbled a prayer to Gurmak – her new divine patron – and the smoke became a divine wind of the chaos god. It wrapped around the undead and in a moment the ghoul shuddered, its stolen life force unraveling. There was something that might have been a grateful look on its face before the body… melted… into a puddle of corruption.
			

			
				Ren exhaled, ignoring the way his cursed rune still stung the palm of his hand.
			

			
				He turned to the prisoners. In the end, only six of the goblins had lived. 
			

			
				“Do we kill them too?” Cas asked.
			

			
				Ren stood over the filthy green gobbos. He was almost two feet taller than them these days. He didn't much like the feeling of bullying creatures smaller than him the same way he'd been bullied back in the Nethermire. That got him thinking.
			

			
				“You guys got a lair around here somewhere?”
			

			
				One of the Bristlehead goblins puffed up. “Yeah! Best lair in the woods! Big, dark, smells awful!”
			

			
				Yaghed snorted. “Bahh, worthless goblin shit.”
			

			
				But Ren was smiling to Cas and Needy. “Warm beds, secure walls?”
			

			
				The girls nodded.
			

			
				“Alright,” he muttered. “Let’s go steal us a lair.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				With the goblins as guides, the cart rattled down the moonlit road, wheels creaking under stolen weight. Jam and Amanita glowed bright blue, clinging to the cart, bobbing like eerie lanterns. Ren held the reins, Cas lounging beside him, feet up. Needy dozed against Gudrun’s shoulder, while Lilac sat stiff, still pretending she wasn’t part of this mess.
			

			
				“This is weirdly cozy,” Cas mused.
			

			
				Gudrun, who barely counted as a captive anymore, exhaled holy smoke. “Best road trip ever.”
			

			
				The smallest member of the Grey Geese, Gudrun was a defrocked priestess of Totonga, and more lately a degenerate gambler who had latched on to their company like a groupie.
			

			
				Ren flicked the reins. “Yeah, real scenic. Nothing says ‘relaxing ride’ like traveling through monster-infested hell-woods on a stolen cart with useless hostages.”
			

			
				Yaghed snorted from his pony. “Less whining. More watching. Something’s always hunting at night.”
			

			
				The wobbling blue lights from the mushroom and slime threw flickering shadows over Lilac Quicksilver, who was hogtied in the cart, glaring at him with unfiltered warrior-maid fury. Gudrun seemingly unbothered, idly kicking her feet while humming to herself; it was quite possible she didn’t think they were talking about her. 
			

			
				“Y’know that ogre was right about one thing, elves make good eating,” Cas declared, stretching her arms behind her head. “She looks stringy, but might be nutritious.”
			

			
				Needy rolled her eyes. “You are not eating the elf. Elves have weird blood magic.”
			

			
				Cas grinned. “Speak for yourself. A little cayenne pepper… slow roasted over the fire… bet that elf meat would fall right off the bone.”
			

			
				“No,” Ren said firmly.
			

			
				Cas pouted. “Not even a little bit? Like a few fingers?”
			

			
				“No. I already told you we need her to get through elfland safely.”
			

			
				Lilac, still gagged, made an incredibly unflattering noise of outrage.
			

			
				Ren sighed, leaned back and tugged the gag down from her mouth. “Alright, Quicksilver. You’ve been giving me the stink-eye for an hour. Say your piece.”
			

			
				Lilac spat at the ground. “Kill me or release me, monster. I’ll never serve you.”
			

			
				Cas clapped. “Ooooh, fiery. I vote for kill!”
			

			
				“Not helping,” Ren muttered.
			

			
				Needy huffed. “If she’s not useful as a hostage, not useful as a recruit, and not useful as food, then what do we even do with her?”
			

			
				“I can think of a few things,” Yaghed said, eying her up and down. The big man-orc guided his pony up beside the cart, pinching the elf girl’s backside. 
			

			
				“You… you wouldn’t!” the elf said, biting her lip.
			

			
				Here we go again…
			

			
				The silver-haired warrior-maiden seemed to have some strange ideas about monsters. Lilac’s nipples perked up slightly, clearly expecting some villainous perversion.
			

			
				“Wouldn’t what? Sell you?” Yaghed grunted. “Elf like you, someone’ll pay top coin on the barrelhead fer yer ransom.”
			

			
				Lilac visibly looked disappointed. “I’d rather die than be ransomed to my kin!”
			

			
				Ren shrugged. “Yeah, we’re not doing that.”
			

			
				Lilac blinked, sudden hope in her eyes. “Oh, rather keep me? I know your kind! Expecting that after brutally mistreating me I’ll break. B-become your plaything!”
			

			
				“We’re not selling people,” Ren said flatly. “Because it’s too much hassle. Too many strings. If I start dabbling in the people trade, suddenly I gotta keep ledgers, and I’m not a numbers guy.”
			

			
				Lilac’s expression shifted, clearly trying to process her disappointment.
			

			
				Cas smirked. “Aww, you wanted to be mistreated, didn’t you?”
			

			
				Lilac turned red. “I DID NOT.”
			

			
				Needy scoffed. “She definitely did.”
			

			
				“Shut up,” Lilac snapped, but her eyes darted toward Ren, then quickly away.
			

			
				Before Ren could comment, the defrocked harfoot priestess sucked a deep lungful of harfoot pipeweed and leaned over Lilac. Pinching the elf’s nose shut, she clamped her lips onto Lilac’s and breathed the smoke into her lungs. Kept their lips sealed airtight as Lilac started to struggle and finally sat up.
			

			
				While the elf coughed and coughed, she wiped her hands off on her tunic and sat back down. The crew stared. 
			

			
				“That aught to gentle you down some…” Gudrun beamed. “You just gotta be firm with them.”
			

			
				“Does this mean we get to keep her?” Cas asked Ren, nodding to the harfoot.
			

			
				Gudrun tilted her head. “Do I get to keep getting bitten?” She fluttered her lashes at Ren.
			

			
				Needy scowled immediately. “Absolutely not.”
			

			
				Lilac, still fighting for breath, gasped. “Gudrun. What happened to you since you were kidnapped by these… vile creatures?”
			

			
				Gudrun shrugged. “It’s not kidnapping… it’s strategic recruitment. I’ve seen things, Lilac. About myself and about the humins who led us to this place.” 
			

			
				Lilac shook her head. “What tortures have you endured…” she said sympathetically.
			

			
				Gudrun blushed a little and got a knowing smirk. “If you haven’t tried it, don’t knock it.”
			

			
				Lilac looked like she was about to start screaming. Before she could, the blue mushroom-light picked out a line of humin figures blocking the road ahead of the cart.
			

			
				Two knights on horseback, their armor blackened with soot, golden sunbursts engraved across their chest plates—but warped, edges curling like flames consuming the metal. Their closed-face greathelms had narrow, slit-like visors, nothing but blackness behind them, making them look more statue than man.
			

			
				Behind them, a dozen footmen in thick, fire-scorched leathers stood rigid, gripping long pikes tipped with cruel, barbed iron. Some carried hooked war axes and serrated flamebrands, blades etched with sunlit prayers turned black from blood and fire.
			

			
				One knight raised a gauntleted hand. His voice rasped, hollow and pitiless.
			

			
				“In the name of Beorht the Burning Lord, the road is cleansed. You will not pass without relinquishing your captives.”
			

			
				The goblin captives huddled together under the cart, trembling so hard the wood creaked. Their wide, yellow eyes darted to the knights, then back to Ren, sheer animal panic taking over.
			

			
				One sobbed outright, clutching his own ears. “No, no, not them—”
			

			
				Another pressed his forehead to the floorboards, hands clasped in desperate prayer to anything that might listen. “Boss, please! You gotta save us! They’re Flame Inquisitors! They burn heretics—alive!”
			

			
				The humins hadn’t moved.
			

			
				They didn’t need to.
			

			
				One of the knights – impossible to tell if they were old or young under the closed helms – spoke again. The voice, pompous and self-important, cut through the air. “In the name of the Holy Light, you will surrender your captives and submit to judgment!”
			

			
				Ren’s plan for sleeping in a bed under a roof vanished and he rubbed the heel of his hand to his forehead. These fucking guys…
			

			
				They were Accomackians. Puritan weirdos. As far as he could tell they were this world’s version of the Spanish Inquisition. What a fucking headache… A squad of paladins, radiating self-righteous arrogance. 
			

			
				Yaghed’s pony shifted uneasily, reading the rider’s nervousness. “What’s yer plan fer this, smart guy? They fuckers don’t mess around.”
			

			
				“Well I know what your plan is,” Ren whispered. “Toss them the goblins and run for it.”
			

			
				“Damn straight.”
			

			
				One of them – presumably the lead paladin – flipped up the grated visor of his helm. He had a soot-covered and dirty golden sunburst on the back of his helm, like a halo. The face underneath war scarred and filthy. “We cleanse the wicked. You will kneel.”
			

			
				Cas sighed. “Great. More assholes.”
			

			
				“Uhhh, how much?” Ren called to them, hand inching towards the void wand.
			

			
				“How much what?”
			

			
				“How much are you offering to pay? I assume you’re slavers?”
			

			
				The paladins did not like that. “We are warriors of the Light, not slavers.”
			

			
				Cas snorted. “You’re literally here to steal our prisoners.”
			

			
				“They belong to the Holy Order of Beorht,” the paladin sneered. “Hand over the elf and the harfoot and we won’t have to kill you.”
			

			
				“Ohhhhh, that’s what you want,” Cas said in sudden realization. “In that case, sure…”
			

			
				“Ren…” Gudrun said in a small voice. “Please don’t give me to them…”
			

			
				“Nobody’s going with anyone,” he said quietly. Then, louder to the paladins: “Don’t suppose you want to just keep going and pretend you never saw us?”
			

			
				In reply the paladins drew their swords. The steel bursting into flames. This started up a chant with the footmen and, as they touched their weapons to the burning swords, they too were covered in flames.
			

			
				“Burn the heretics!” the lead knight shouted, raising his sword. The footmen all made a ‘hoo-HA!’ shout.
			

			
				Ren groaned. “Yeah, okay. Fine. Let’s do this.”
			

			
				The paladins charged, weapons burning. Cas cackled, her form shifting mid-leap into something with too many limbs, too many teeth, and a mouth that should never have existed. She landed on one footman, wrapping around him like a nightmare, her mimic-flesh stretching into a vice grip as she whispered something obscene into his ear. He screamed before she even bit him.
			

			
				Yaghed, never one for subtlety, barreled forward and swung a meaty fist at the nearest footman. The impact sent the man’s helmet spinning off his head before he crumpled like a sack of bricks. “Damn, they make these tin cans flimsy!” Yaghed laughed before another paladin stabbed him in the gut. He blinked down at the sword in his belly. “That all you got?”
			

			
				Needy, meanwhile, was more creative. She muttered something eldritch, flicking her fingers toward a particularly smug-looking paladin. His sword turned into a writhing, hissing snake mid-swing. It took him a second too long to process the change before the snake coiled around his arm and sank its fangs into his throat. He collapsed in a gurgling heap while Needy snickered. 
			

			
				Boots waded into battle with eerie, mechanical efficiency, drawing most of the enemy attacks by the simple method of letting them stab and slash him, the weapons harmlessly punching through his patched coat of armor and the gory meaty bones underneath. Noy having any vital organs to speak of, the blows didn’t do much except lodge their weapons and focus on the skeleton while the others double-teamed them. Sweep led the smaller warriors and the slime, mushroom and rat climbed up their distracted targets with long pointed daggers, stabbing at chinks in the armor around the neck…
			

			
				Or at least most of them did; Jam had a habit if slithering under the mail skirts and codpieces to go for the nearest vital spots. 
			

			
				The clash of weapons and scuffle in the torchlit dark was getting out of hand. Plumbob took an early wound, speared through the ribs and went down bleeding. But before the enemy could deliver another killing stroke an angry black cat leaped at the humin’s face, scratching his eyes, shredding the soft tissue of his mouth and nose. Noiraud left the man burbling with half a face before scuttling away for the edges of the fight where she circled for more distracted crusaders she could maim.
			

			
				Ren held back – waiting for the paladins to pull their shit. Never trust a religious fanatic not to fuck you over. As the fight bogged down and both sides fought defensively, Ren watched the two mounted paladins. They spurred their big destriers into the fight, shouldering the smaller ponies aside, and charged the cart. One with a flaming sword raised, the other swinging a spiked flail. Ren drew his matched set of wheellock pistols (courtesy of Sir Regnal) and fired at something like under ten feet of range. Impossible to miss.
			

			
				Only he did miss… A magical barrier of pink energy flared to life around each of the paladins. Magical shields that deflected the roundshot like lead frisbees. Ren swore at himself and dove off the cart as the knights slammed into it. Sending cart, pony and the captives spilling onto the trail. 
			

			
				The crusaders might be wearing magical protection, but he doubted the horses were. From the ground Ren drew the voidwand, created a bowling-ball sized black sphere and fired at the churning legs of the warhorses.
			

			
				Blood and bone exploded as the sphere carved a path through them. Shattering canon bones, severing some limbs entirely. The screaming, pitiful cries of pain from the horses dug into his ears but it had brought the two paladins down with a crash of chainmail and armor that shook the ground. Combined, the men and beasts had to weigh at least two thousand pounds.
			

			
				The crusader with the – now bent – sunburst pattern like a halo on his great helm got to his knees and was chanting. Ren felt a savage blinding pain as a rope of magical flames wrapped around him. Left him writhing on the ground. Only able to watch as the two men grabbed Lilac and Gudrun, throwing them over their shoulders like prizes won at a carnival. He had a glimpse of them, Gudrun’s bare legs kicking ineffectually, as the men retreated.
			

			
				Then he was feeling the rope burning into his flesh. Smell the singed cloth and skin.
			

			
				“Ren!”
			

			
				In a dazzling blast of red sparks that stung like salt in open wounds, the paladin’s binding spell fizzled and vanished. Then Needy was standing over him, eye-patch flipped up, demon eye glowing red from the beam that had torn through the enemy magic.
			

			
				She helped him to his feet and Ren spared a glance for the rest of the fight; except for Plum they’d done well. All but a few of the footmen were down and the rest had run for it up the road. 
			

			
				“Tell Cas and that useless cat to chase them down,” he told Needy, and snatched up his wand. “I’m going after the elf and Goody.”
			

			
				The two dismounted paladins had sprinted into the woods, the noise of their heavy plate clanking with every step making them easy to follow. Ren took off after them. They were fast for men weighed down with steel and struggling captives, but Ren was faster, his boots pounding against the damp earth. Ren ducked under a low-hanging branch, picking up speed, his void rune tingling like an excited predator sensing weakness.
			

			
				He cut left, veering off the path, using his lighter frame and superior maneuverability to flank them. The paladins, too focused on their desperate escape, didn’t notice him reappear ahead of them until it was too late. Ren stepped into their path, skidding to a stop with a smirk. 
			

			
				“You two look like you’re struggling. Want me to hold your swords for you?”
			

			
				The paladins wheezed, their faces red and slick with sweat, their heavy armor doing them no favors in the chase. The first paladin tried to halt, but his momentum and heavy armor sent him stumbling forward. The second nearly crashed into him, cursing under his breath. “Curse the Scild! He’s fast!”
			

			
				Ren saw red. The void rune flared to life, searing through his nerves like molten iron twisting under his skin. His arm locked up, fingers twitching as the black energy roiled, uncontrolled, threatening to consume more than just his enemies. He hadn't meant to summon it. He never meant to. But the pain was overwhelming, forcing his body into a desperate reaction, an instinct beyond thought.
			

			
				The black tendrils lashed out of his hand, writhing like something alive, something hungry. The two paladins barely had time to scream before the magic gripped them, siphoning their life force in greedy gulps. Their armor rattled as they convulsed, hands clawing at the void energy sinking into their flesh. Dropped their captives. Ren watched the void rune turn their hair and skin gray, their veins darkened, their bodies spasmed violently before they collapsed, foaming at the mouth.
			

			
				Ren staggered back, his breath ragged, his vision swimming. His arm felt like it was being flayed from the inside, the rune tearing through muscle and bone like a parasite eating its host. He wanted to stop it. He couldn't. He gritted his teeth, forcing himself to stay upright even as the pain drilled through his shoulder and into his chest like a spike.
			

			
				Finally he was able to cut off the void energy, staring at his shrivelled arm. He staggered, gripping his chest. It felt like his bones were turning to dust.
			

			
				Gudrun, still pinned under a dying paladin’s shoulder, blinked at him. “That was hot.”
			

			
				But Lilac, sensing the opportunity for escape, gave a muffled cry and awkwardly lurched to her feet, arms still tied, and tried to run. Ren snarled.
			

			
				Seriously?
			

			
				With a swift kick he tripped her and watched her crash into the ground. Hard. He tackled her, pinning her down.
			

			
				“Let me go!” she snarled, struggling beneath him.
			

			
				“Forget it.”
			

			
				“If you’re not going to let me go, why don’t you just kill me!” she pleaded.
			

			
				Ren stared at her.  His arm was in agony, and his was sick and tired of her shit. So he bit her. Homunculus fangs breaking the skin and injecting her with venom. Ren had discovered his venom wasn't so much poisonous as it was a Class One narcotic, and it hit her bloodstream like a dose of morphine. 
			

			
				Lilac gasped. 
			

			
				Her body went limp, flushed, dazed.
			

			
				Ren sat up, straddling her limp form, exhausted. “You want to know the truth?” he asked her, gasping for breath. “You have… no idea… how much I wanted you to die when I thought you’d been the reason Kyra got killed.” 
			

			
				Only to find out Kyra Littlebees wasn’t dead after all and captive of the Black Company somewhere in the south. A shock to the system he hadn’t quite come to grips with. But the news had made his entire quest to kill Lila Quicksilver seem… pointless.
			

			
				“Let’s just say… letting you live is as close as you’re going to get… to an apology,” he patted her cheek.
			

			
				Gudrun had been watching silently, her gaze flicking between Ren's ruined arm and the dying paladins. Without a word, she reached into her robes, pulled out a wooden pipe, and struck a match. Thick, fragrant smoke curled around her as she exhaled slowly, letting the divine magic settle over her. Then, with deliberate ease, she pressed her hand against Ren’s mangled flesh and breathed smoke on him.
			

			
				Warmth spread through his arm, a slow, creeping relief as the pain dulled and the torn muscle began to knit back together. Ren inhaled sharply, the sacred smoke tingling against his skin, his nerves buzzing like he'd just downed a bottle of something strong. By the time she pulled away, his arm was whole again—though the void rune still pulsed angrily beneath the surface.
			

			
				Gudrun took another casual drag from her pipe before flashing him a lazy, knowing smile. “If you only pay attention to girls who run,” she mused. “Maybe I should try escaping so you’ll bite me too.”
			

			
				Ren gave her a look. She just smiled sweetly and bent her bare neck to him suggestively.
			

			
				“Fine,” Ren muttered and, taking her hand, he sunk his teeth into her inner forearm.
			

			
				Gudrun made an incredibly pleased noise. Smile fluttering on her face and sagged to the ground.
			

			
				“I knew…” she whispered as she passed out. “You’re not all bad.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 2   : Home is Where the Sacrificial Heart is
			

			
				 
			

			
				The ruined manor loomed out of the woods ahead, its once-grand silhouette now sagging like a nobleman after too much wine. The manor was a wreck. Ancient stone walls cracked with ivy, half a roof missing, and a grand entrance that looked like it had been kicked in by something large, angry, and unpaid for its services. But it had walls and a roof, and the sun would be up in a couple hours.
			

			
				Ren pulled his cart pony to a stop, eyeing the place with suspicion.
			

			
				“This is it?” he muttered. “Looks like a condemned rat palace.”
			

			
				Nim squeaked loudly. 
			

			
				“Right, buddy,” Cas said. “Correction,” she grinned, perched on the loot wagon. “It’s about to be our condemned rat palace.”
			

			
				From inside, a high-pitched voice shrieked. “INTRUDERS! PROTECT THE MIGHTY THISTELHEAD REALM!”
			

			
				Tiny bows twanged, and a few arrows thunked into the dirt several feet short of their target. One sailed past Ren’s ear, so slow he could have side-stepped it with a casual stroll.
			

			
				Yaghed sighed. “We’re really doing this? I’m too tired to squash more gobbos.”
			

			
				Cas smirked. “How about… we Trojan Goat this thing.” She shapeshifted into a treasure chest, the lid cracking open to reveal a very toothy smile. “Some greedy goblin grabs me, drags me inside, and BAM! I pop out, open the door, and we storm the place.”
			

			
				Ren stared at her. “You mean Trojan Horse.”
			

			
				“Why would I be a horse?”
			

			
				Was this just Cas’ education consisting of whatever she overheard spying on people in the shitter or had the Trojans actually used a wooden goat in this world? 
			

			
				Needy frowned. “That’s the dumbest plan I’ve ever heard.”
			

			
				“I’d like to hear a better one.”
			

			
				“Cas, the point of the Trojan… goat… is that soldiers hid inside,” Ren said.
			

			
				“Okay, so you hide inside me.”
			

			
				“Oh… I’m not sure I’d fit,” Ren deflected.
			

			
				Despite her recent evolution from absorbing more life levels, the mimic girl still only had a total mass of about sixty pounds.
			

			
				“That never stopped you before,” the chest winked at him.
			

			
				And without waiting for approval she trundled across the courtyard on a dozen little wooden feet and sat down in front of the door.
			

			
				Moments later, a particularly stupid goblin saw Cas-the-chest and immediately ran up, giggling greedily. “OOOH! SHINY BOX! MINE NOW!” 
			

			
				He dragged her inside, cackling in triumph. They waited about a minute before the door burst open, and Cas – back in humanoid form – came sprinting out. 
			

			
				“It didn’t work!” she yelled. 
			

			
				Surprise…
			

			
				“Little help!” she yelled as arrows rained down around her. 
			

			
				Ren activated the voidwand into a shield and ran out to give her cover. “Get in there!” he yelled, waving to the rest of the crew.
			

			
				Short goblin arrows plinking off the glassy magical surface, Cas dived beside him for cover. Yaghed led the charge, reaching the doors to the ruined manor and kicking through a barricade like an unstoppable juggernaut. He sent goblins scattering, ignoring a half-dozen little arrows buried in his armor, and Sweep and Boots were forced to follow him. In moments the crew was committed to a brawl that hadn’t had to happen, and Ren was getting angrier by the moment. Goblins shrieked, furniture barricades exploded, and somebody misfired an oil-lamp projectile that set a chunk of wall ablaze. 
			

			
				Then Needy stepped forward, and something changed.
			

			
				“Needy! Take cover!” Cas yelled at her, but the curvy goblin ignored her. 
			

			
				Her eyes darkened. She stood taller. A wave of pure menace rolled off her.
			

			
				“Unworthy maggots!” she bellowed, voice echoing unnaturally. “KNEEL BEFORE THE SERAPHIC DIREWARD TRIXABET!”
			

			
				The goblins collectively gasped. One fainted.
			

			
				“Oh crap,” one whispered. “It’s her.”
			

			
				Needy’s glare was apocalyptic. Like someone else was talking through her, her voice thundered. “YOUR LIVES BELONG TO ME NOW. SURRENDER, OR BE UNMADE.”
			

			
				In a moment the fighting stopped. Every single goblin dropped to their knees, leaving Yaghed and the others staring around unsure what to do. Finally Sweep thrust his word into the air in a salute.
			

			
				“Huzzah! Victory!”
			

			
				Cas leaned over to Ren, whispering, “What the hell’s a Seraphic Direward?”
			

			
				“No idea,” Ren muttered. “But I’m finding out.”
			

			
				The goblins prostrated themselves, chanting praises as Needy blinked and—just like that—was back to her usual self, nervously fidgeting.
			

			
				“Needles!” Cas yelled, startling her. “What was that?”
			

			
				“What was what?” she asked, confused.
			

			
				“Don’t what was what me! I mean what was that Goblin Queen of the Darkness thing just now?”
			

			
				Ren squinted. “What the hell is a Seraphic Direward?”
			

			
				Needy twiddled her fingers. “Oh, you know. Just... something.”
			

			
				Ren stared. “Uh-huh.”
			

			
				“It’s no big deal… I’ll tell you some other time, okay?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The goblins, now completely devoted to their new overlords, scrambled to clean the manor in a frenzied attempt to please their new masters. With the goblins now fanatically obedient, the crew spread out. Cas immediately claimed the throne room, lounging like a smug cat while goblins scurried to fluff cushions under her. They fawned over Needy, bringing her a variety of random stolen treasures to add to her self-proclaimed throne room. Yaghed loved it of course, barking orders and allowing a goblin to shine his boots while loudly complaining that they weren’t doing it properly.
			

			
				Even doped up, Ren was afraid Lilac might bolt so he kept her tied up and on a leash, dragging her behind him as he searched the ruin. Feeling exhausted beyond measure, he trudged up a rickety staircase and opened the first intact door he found—only to see a goblin curled up in a big bed. The goblin blinked up at him. Ren inhaled deeply, then, without a word, picked it up by the scruff and punted it out the door.
			

			
				“Squatter’s rights are not a thing,” he muttered, throwing himself onto the bed, ignoring the dust cloud that erupted around him. 
			

			
				Tomorrow, he’d figure out what the hell Needy’s deal was. Tonight, he was just grateful for a roof—what was left of it, anyway. He threw a blanket on the floor beside the fireplace, a few wet sticks burning with lots of smoke, and tied Lilac’s leash to the bedpost. She eyed the filthy floor in horror, trying to wipe a spot with a corner of the even filthier blanket before she curled up in misery.
			

			
				“Is… is this the part where y-you dishonor me?” she stammered, unable to meet his eyes.
			

			
				“You got beaten and captured by henxmen… you want to be more dishonored than that?”
			

			
				“Don’t play games!”
			

			
				“Lady… I’m way too tired for games.”
			

			
				“You know what I mean. I mean my virginity stolen… b-by y-your filthy, uncircumcised member!”
			

			
				This again… “No thanks.”
			

			
				Lilac looked scandalized. “What?”
			

			
				“I said no.”
			

			
				She bit her lower lip. “Not even a little?”
			

			
				“Fuck off and go to sleep.” He lay back in the bed and closed his eyes. Heard her start to cry. He tried to tune it out, but it was keeping him awake so he opened one eye.
			

			
				Lilac sat wrapped in her moldy blanket, face in her hands. “How has it come to this?”
			

			
				Ren sighed, rubbing his temples. “Get over yourself. You want to know what real suffering is?”
			

			
				The elf met his eyes, uncertain.
			

			
				“Imagine you’re a lowly servant. Kicked. Mistreated. Starved. You work with dark magic and the bright part of your day is getting five minutes with a beautiful creature who makes you forget just for a moment how awful life is. And then, when you thought it couldn’t get worse, a bunch of monsters and assassins destroys your home and kills almost everyone you ever knew.”
			

			
				Ren snapped his fingers like a lightbulb had gone on. “Oh wait! You don’t have to imagine it, because you were one of the murders who destroyed my home.” He glared at her. “So shut up and get some sleep!”
			

			
				“You think that’s the worst that can happen to someone?” she choked back tears.
			

			
				Ren sighed. “No… no I don’t. I think the worst thing that can happen is to mistake slavery for freedom. To trade free will for safety. To be so fucking scared of taking control of your own life that you let someone else decide for you. And you hide in a hole your entire life.”
			

			
				There was a long pause, and her voice was almost a whisper. “Then you aren’t as dumb as you seem.”
			

			
				“Great… now shut the fuck up and let me sleep.”
			

			
				Maybe she’d cried herself dry, but the exchange seemed to end the conversation. Lilac buried herself under the blanket and Ren was finally able to get some rest.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The manor, despite being a ruin, still had its charms; Ren and the others decided to stay for a few days to recover from the fight with the crusaders. 
			

			
				The walls still had strange murals depicting forgotten noble deeds, a courtyard overgrown with wild fruit, and, most importantly, a sunken bath chamber. It was currently occupied, not by the crew, but by a writhing swarm of small, jelly-like slimes. Needy and Ren entered cautiously, with Jam bouncing excitedly beside them.
			

			
				“Go on, Jam, make some friends,” Needy said encouragingly.
			

			
				Jam blorped happily and slithered into the bath. The moment it made contact with the wild slimes, however, its attitude changed. It pounced, absorbing them one by one, growing larger and larger as it fed. 
			

			
				Ren took a step back. “I don’t think it wants friends.”
			

			
				Needy frowned. “Uh, maybe we should—” 
			

			
				With a final slorp, Jam finished devouring the last wild slime and quivered, now a much larger, more gelatinous entity. Needy sighed. “Okay, so maybe Jam’s a bit of a glutton.”
			

			
				After a good night’s sleep Ren had dropped Lilac off in the throne room where the goblins could keep an eye on her and spent the past hour exploring the ruins, trying to get a sense of what exactly they had taken over. Meanwhile, the rest of his crew had quickly and shamelessly adapted to their new ‘lordly’ status, letting the goblin squatters grovel at their feet. 
			

			
				Yaghed had claimed an entire dining hall for himself, lounging on a broken wooden chair while goblins scurried to bring him food salvaged from gods-knew-where. Sweep, in full delusion, had started drafting goblins into some nonsense "elite royal guard" that mostly involved them standing around and looking important. Noiraud had stationed herself in the highest intact section of the manor, accepting tribute in the form of whatever food the goblins could scavenge while hissing judgmentally at their efforts. 
			

			
				Noiraud was a problem wrapped in fur, claws, and smirking self-importance.
			

			
				She was pure cat—aloof, selfish, vain, and just barely tolerating the rest of the crew like they were unpaid staff at her personal resort. The only thing she hunted more aggressively than food or treasure was compliments, and if you didn’t pet her ego, she’d piss in your boot in retaliation.
			

			
				She cleaned herself like she didn’t trust anyone else to do it right. She napped like sleep owed her money. She had the habit of stretching in doorways at the most inconvenient moments, half-naked in that glossy, feline way that somehow made Ren question his own sanity.
			

			
				Because now that she was a cat-girl—tall, lean, sleek, with soft midnight fur and golden eyes that gleamed like sin—Noiraud had become… a complication. She purred when she was around him. She growled at everyone else. And every now and then, when she thought no one was looking, she curled up beside Ren with her tail draped over his leg, content in a way she never was anywhere else.
			

			
				She never said why she chose him as a replacement master. She just had. And the way she looked at him—like he was the one warm patch of sun in a cold, stupid world—made him nervous.
			

			
				Because for all her arrogant detachment, Ren knew something else was creeping in. Something she wouldn’t admit out loud.
			

			
				The crew started to party around midnight – a feast of goblin food and watered-down wine they’d stolen. It was too noisy for Ren and he left them to it.
			

			
				Ren found the skeleton warrior in one of the manor’s side halls, keeping guard at the main entrance. Motionless before a faded mural. Boots had changed since their last battle—no longer a simple skeleton, his body was something between undead and grotesquely half-revived. Muscle and sinew, stolen from his enemies’ life force, now clung in patches to his bones, making him resemble a walking anatomy diagram rather than a proper revenant. His ribcage had strands of muscle growing over it like ivy, his arms and legs were no longer just bare bones but wrapped in sickly, incomplete tissue. 
			

			
				Ren eyed the gruesome sight and sighed. "Yeah, you might want to keep the visor down from now on."
			

			
				Unlike the others, Boots stood apart, unaffected by the indulgence of goblin servitude. The only change was an upgrade of his ruined armor, replaced with the chainmail from one of the dead crusaders.
			

			
				Boots didn’t not respond. Either because he hadn’t regrown vocal chords yet or he didn’t want to. He remained fixed on the mural, an old and well-preserved depiction of what this land had once been. It showed the manor in pristine condition, surrounded by fertile fields and a thriving Frankish settlement before the wars had turned it to ruin. This had once been a frontier outpost of Frankish expansion, a proud estate before the great conflict against the orcs. The mural was a glimpse into a time before everything was ravaged, a stark reminder of the shifting tides of history in this strange alternate Earth Ren had found himself in.
			

			
				Ren studied it for a long moment, standing shoulder to shoulder with Boots. He’d been much shorter than the humin skeleton, but now Ren was nearly five foot. 
			

			
				He exhaled through his nose. “Guess even you get sentimental.” 
			

			
				Boots didn’t answer, but something about the way he stood, half-formed and silent before the memory of a dead world, made Ren feel like he was looking at something just as lost as he was.
			

			
				“I guess you know what its like to lose your world and wind up in a new one. Huh?”
			

			
				The skeleton turned his shrivelled eyes to Ren and nodded.
			

			
				Leaving Boots to his reverie, Ren walked out into the forested night and enjoyed the cool, dark air. He found a rock to sit on and his thoughts drifted to the future. There was no going back to the Nethermire… not yet. Kyra might not be dead but she was still in captivity to some perverted harfoot wizard… the same apprentice who had, somehow against all odds, take down Isinore where others could not. No… the quest to get revenge was still on, only now it was a rescue mission. But try as he might, he couldn’t think of a way to get to the Black Company stronghold in Mastodon Creek without running into elves.
			

			
				When the sky was getting light he finally gave up worrying and made his way back to the great hall. The rowdy festivities had finally died down, and the crew—along with their new goblin vassals—had sprawled out wherever they could find space. Yaghed was snoring atop a makeshift throne of scavenged pillows, while Sweep had somehow managed to fall asleep sitting up, his newly "recruited" goblin guards passed out at his feet. Noiraud curled into a high windowsill, her tail flicking lazily even in sleep, and Plum had claimed the table, sleeping under the ragged tablecloth.
			

			
				Ren was climbing the steps to the crumbling master bedroom, savoring the bliss of not being chased, stabbed, or catching fire, when he heard screaming.
			

			
				He reached for his wand and stormed toward the bath chamber, kicking the door open—
			

			
				To find Needy and Cas holding a tied-up Lilac over the edge of the bath.
			

			
				“Hey, Ren,” Cas said casually.
			

			
				Ren glared at them. “Okay. What fresh hell is this?”
			

			
				“Help!” Lilac thrashed in her bindings, eyes wild. “They’re trying to dissolve me in a slime monster.”
			

			
				Cas pouted. “We are bathing you.”
			

			
				Needy nodded. “You reek. You need this.”
			

			
				Before Ren could process this, Gudrun suddenly surfaced from the slime bath, flicking back her wet blonde hair like she was in some unholy shampoo commercial.
			

			
				“Whew,” she sighed, blissfully refreshed. “That was amazing.” She climbed out – entirely naked, and Ren got a good look at the big curves on her tiny frame.
			

			
				Lilac froze, blinking. “…What?”
			

			
				Needy pointed. “See? The slime bath cleans up perfectly. All the grime, all the dirt—gone.”
			

			
				Lilac’s horror twisted into rage. “You idiots! You let me think I was about to be dissolved in acid! You absolute monsters!”
			

			
				“Not monstrous enough for you, apparently.” Cas smirked. “You haven’t tried to make out with us yet.”
			

			
				Lilac spluttered. “Wh-what’s that supposed to mean?”
			

			
				Cas shrugged, grinning.
			

			
				“You’re supposed to be feral. Rough. Uncivilized! But no, you’re just—you’re weird.”
			

			
				Cas waggled her eyebrows and turned to Ren. “She wants it rough, boss. You gonna rough her up a little?”
			

			
				Ren turned around and walked out.
			

			
				Cas cackled behind him. “Too bad for you, pointy-ears, now get yer clothes off and let the slime lick you!”
			

			
				On his way back to bed, the midday sun filtered through the forest canopy, throwing dappled light through the windows. The rest of the crew was deep in their daylight slumber, but he found Yaghed in the great hall. The orc hunched near the remains of a half-eaten meal, gnawing on a strip of dried meat like he was imagining it was Ren’s throat. His eyes—small, cruel, always calculating—flicked to Ren with thinly veiled hatred.
			

			
				“Oi,” the orc said as Ren walked past, ignoring him. “You like having me on a leash, don't you, manakin?” Yaghed muttered around a mouthful of gristle.
			

			
				Ren didn’t rise to the bait. He just shrugged. “Not really. I’d rather not have to keep looking over my shoulder to see if the dog’s trying to bite me.”
			

			
				Yaghed let out a slow chuckle, low and guttural. “The way I see it, you’re the one who should be worried about a knife in the back.”
			

			
				Ren smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “Oh, I don’t doubt it; you’ll turn on me the second you think you can get away with it. Problem is, I know that, and you know I know that. So… we get to play this little game until one of us screws up.”
			

			
				Yaghed spat to the side. “Not much of a game. You hold all the cards right now. But you ain't as smart as you think. You keep pushing, keep using what happened in the maze against me, and one day—one day—I’ll push back.”
			

			
				Ren sighed theatrically. “Yeah, yeah. You’ll get your revenge. You’ll gut me like a fish. Someday. But right now? You’re still here. Know why?”
			

			
				Yaghed’s nostrils flared. He said nothing.
			

			
				Ren tilted his head. “Because you need me. Just like you needed me in the maze when your little plan to feed us to the minotaur went belly-up. And now you need me to keep you alive long enough to find whatever angle you’re working next. You’re predictable, Yaghed. You’ll throw anyone under the cart if it means you get a few more steps down the road, but you never think far enough ahead to see the whole journey.”
			

			
				Yaghed growled, his massive hands clenching into fists. “Keep talking, Fetch. One of these days, your mouth's gonna get you killed.”
			

			
				Ren stretched, deliberately showing no fear. “Probably,” he admitted. ‘But not today. Because today, you’re still too smart to do something stupid.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren lay on the heap of stolen bear skins, staring at the crumbling roof of what used to be the goblin chief’s quarters. The room was dim with curtains drawn over the windows. The distant sound of raucous birds in the woods echoed through the ruined manor.
			

			
				He should sleep… but his thoughts were too heavy.
			

			
				Kyra wasn’t dead.
			

			
				The Black Company hadn’t killed her in Nethermire. Some bottom-feeding harfoot apprentice had stolen her away, and now she was out there, somewhere. Ren hadn’t told the others yet. Not sure how. Not sure why he was hesitating. He only knew their next move: head south through elf-infested lands, hit Mastodon Creek, track down the Black Company. But the first stop – the only safe place in miles – was the ruined watchtower.
			

			
				There was only one safe stop between here and the Elvinkingdom; they could take refuge at the tower of Samal’thar’s Hold, standing over an old necropolis on the border of the elven lands.
			

			
				He exhaled, his fingers flexing against the fur beneath him. South. That was their next move—Mastodon Creek. Black Company scum would be there. Answers.
			

			
				His thoughts vanished as her heard a noise. 
			

			
				Soft. Furtive. In the room.
			

			
				His hands slowly slid under his pillow, fingers curling around the grips of his wheelock pistols. The sound had come from the far side of the room, barely more than a whisper against stone. He tensed, waiting, then—
			

			
				Another sound. The opposite corner.
			

			
				Shit. Goblins? Trying to murder them in their sleep to take back their home? 
			

			
				He whipped upright in an instant, guns leveled at the dark corners of the room. A gasp—two gasps—and then, just as quickly, hushed voices.
			

			
				“What the crap are you doing here?”
			

			
				“I could ask you the same thing, you sneaky little sneak!”
			

			
				Ren blinked. That wasn’t goblin chatter. That was Cas. And Needy.
			

			
				He lowered his pistols just in time for the dim light of the fireplace embers to catch the two of them, half-shadowed, half-illuminated. Cas stood in one corner, arms crossed, her white skin turning pink. Needy huddled in the other, caught mid-step, her single golden eye flicking between them.
			

			
				“What’s this, then?” Ren asked, voice dry. Stuffed the guns back under his pillows.
			

			
				“She snuck in here to hog you all to herself,” Cas declared, pointing a finger at Needy.
			

			
				“I—what?! You did the same thing!” Needy countered, her cheeks puffing up in indignation.
			

			
				“I had the idea first.”
			

			
				“No, I had the idea first!”
			

			
				They glared at each other. Ren sighed. He had been prepared for a fight. Just… not this one.
			

			
				Cas huffed. “Fine. Fine. Maybe we both had the idea.”
			

			
				Needy fidgeted, then nodded, reluctant. “...Yes. And… I don’t want to fight.”
			

			
				Cas glanced at her, then at Ren. Then a slow, impish grin spread across her face. “Alright. Truce.” She padded forward, slipping onto the bed. “You don’t mind sharing, right?”
			

			
				Needy hesitated, then moved to the other side of him, her fingers nervously twisting in her nightshirt. “I… I suppose I wouldn’t mind… i-if Ren doesn’t.”
			

			
				Cas wasted no time, pressing herself against his side, her body warm, her bare leg sliding against his as she draped over him like she’d found her perfect nesting spot. Cas stretched out on the bear skins, grinning up at Ren. 
			

			
				“Hope you’re ready, big guy. Taking on multiple opponents at once? That’s some real boss fight energy.” She winked. “Don’t worry—I’ll go easy on you. Needy, though? She fights dirty.”
			

			
				Needy turned bright red. “I—I do not!”
			

			
				Needy, more hesitant, laid against him on the other side. Smaller, softer, hesitant fingers brushing his chest before curling shyly away. It was surreal. A few months ago, he had been some lowly familiar to a terrifying evil sorceress. Now? Now he had two beautiful, eager women wrapped around him, sharing his bed, looking at him like he was something worth having.
			

			
				Cas propped herself up on his chest, grinning wickedly. “So. You gonna keep brooding, or you gonna let us fix that?”
			

			
				Needy nodded. “You looked sad, Ren. We wanted to… help.” Her single golden eye flickered between him and Cas, cheeks burning with uncertainty.
			

			
				“Ready Needy?” the mimic girl asked.
			

			
				A flicker of self-preservation went through his mind. “Hang on—"
			

			
				Too late.
			

			
				They pounced.
			

			
				Ren barely had time to process before he was buried under tits, all soft curves and mischievous giggles, tangled up in warmth and breathless teasing. Cas was on him, her lean, shapeshifting body draping across his like a hungry jungle cat. Her fingers, sharp and teasing, traced over his chest, nails scraping just enough to send a shiver through his skin.
			

			
				“Better already, right?” she purred, her grin all mischief and heat. “You were ignoring us…”
			

			
				“I would say you two are impossible to ignore…” he said truthfully, although maybe not for the reasons she meant. 
			

			
				“What about this?” she ran her fingers over his hardening cock under the sheets. “I can read you like a goat’s entrails… you want us bad…” Cas nudged his jaw with her nose, then tilted his face toward her, stealing his lips in a slow, languid kiss. It was teasing, just shy of demanding, her teeth grazing his bottom lip as if daring him to match her. They kissed, the mimic girl letting out a soft moan as his tongue touched hers. The girl hadn’t even known what kissing was a few months ago, but she’d sure learned to like it.
			

			
				Needy settled against his other side like a nervous animal testing the waters. Her lips, hesitant and soft, kissed his ear in a way that set off a warm buzzer. The redhead breathed in his ear, running her tongue over the edges. It was a goblin thing… goblin ears could be very sensitive… well it still felt pretty damn good when she did it to him. Of course Cas got a calculating look in her eyes, angry at being left out. She started whispering in his other ear.
			

			
				“You like it when I do sex in your ear too?” she said breathily. “Do you want any other holes filled?”
			

			
				Her hand slid under the blanket and he jolted as she tried to finger his ass.
			

			
				“Hey! Stop it! Both of you!”
			

			
				“MMMrrrmph! Cas! You’re wrecking it!” Needy growled.
			

			
				The commotion had tossed aside the blanket and Cas stared at his erect cock, like it was a cobra and she was hypnotized. She licked her lips with a six-inch tongue, then bent over his cock, staring at it. Needy joined her.
			

			
				Ren exhaled, letting the moment settle, the warmth of both women pressing into him. The contrast between them a heady thing. Cas was all confidence, knowing exactly what she wanted, unashamed in her touch. Needy was hesitant, but earnest, her careful movements carrying an almost reverent sort of affection.
			

			
				His hands moved instinctively, one pulling Cas in to kiss her and the other reaching to guide the back of Needy’s head, urging her to slide her mouth over the head of his hardening cock.
			

			
				Feeling the nervous tension in the Goblin’s muscles, he gave a slight squeeze, reassuring.
			

			
				Cas gave a shivering sigh. “See? He likes it.”
			

			
				Needy swallowed hard. “I-I wasn’t worried!”
			

			
				Ren laughed, a deep, satisfied sound. He’d spent the whole evening lost in his own head, dragging his thoughts through the mud of what-ifs and regrets. But now? Now, the weight was slipping away, replaced by the warmth of bodies curled around him, the playful push and pull of two women who had wormed their way into his life in ways he hadn’t expected.
			

			
				“Call me that lovey-dovey name,” Cas said as she breathed in his smell.
			

			
				Lovey-dovey name?
			

			
				“Huh?”
			

			
				“Yeah,” she said softly. “You know… ‘cock-tease’.”
			

			
				That’s… not really a lovey-dovey name…”
			

			
				“Okay then that other one; ‘come-slut’.”
			

			
				“Hey!” Needy shoved her way forward. “You can’t call her a come-slut without me! I want to be a come-slut too!”
			

			
				“Stop it!” he shouted. “Neither of you is getting called a come-slut.”
			

			
				They pouted. “You should be more romantic,” Cas grumbled. “But we forgive you.”
			

			
				“You can’t continue the quest like this… you’ll be too distracted to murder adventurers.” Cas tickled the head of his cock with her fingers. “Its because you’re ogling us with dirty thoughts all the time, isn’t it?” She stroked his cock. “I guess you are romantic.”
			

			
				Geezus… he was going to lose his mind it she kept short-stroking him like that…
			

			
				And with that she squatted down by the side of bed, between his legs and started devouring his cock. Sliding it effortlessly to the back of her throat like a garden snake going down a hole. Just when he thought he was going to empty down her throat, the skinny mimic girl had hopped up on his lap, legs straddling him. 
			

			
				“I want you to pour all your baby-batter down here,” she declared, fingering her pussy. She was literally dripping on his cock. Cas’ natural mimic form was kindof a white marshmallow blob, but ever since she’d been transplanted with the man-rune she’d been acting – and taking the shape of – a humin girl.
			

			
				Guiding her by the hips, he pulled her onto his cock and inch by inch she took the whole monster thing until there was a bulge in her stomach. He’d discovered that fucking a mimic girl literally rearranged their organs.
			

			
				“Ohhhh,” Needy said in wonder, crouched down eye-level with their squishing parts. “I can see what it looks like going in.” She turned to Ren. “Is that what I look like? Tell me!”
			

			
				But in a frenzy Cas was kissing him, thrusting her tongue in his mouth. Wet mouth dripping. Pounding inside her body, holding her by the hips as he thrust into her, Ren gasped as he unloaded up into her pale loins. It took Cas by surprise and she let out a strangled cry of pleasure and then she was coming too. Gushing and shaking and moaning his name. 
			

			
				Unsteadily she climbed to her feet, standing over him on the bed and checked.
			

			
				“Awwww… its dripping out,” she complained. “Catch it Needles!”
			

			
				The goblin girl made a quick dive and intercepted the white droplets on her tongue. 
			

			
				Big mistake. 
			

			
				The moment his jizz touched her lips, the primal goblin breeding urges took over her brain. Her tangled orange hair seemed to bristle, her teeth bared. 
			

			
				“You… you… you always go first! And you took too long to get his cream in your pastry!” she growled, hair bristling, fingers in claws. “Where’s my cream-pastry?”
			

			
				Needy had been raised cloistered and taught to avoid sex in order to be a priestess of the Shimmering Snail… but lately that programming had worn off. Now it felt like she was possessed by a force of nature sometimes.
			

			
				“Uhh, easy now, Needy…” Cas said, backing up, like Needy was a rabid animal. “Don’t get all goblin-mode on me now… it’s just Ren’s cock felt so good, you know?” 
			

			
				The goblin stood up, breathing heavily, eyes glazing over as pink color rose up her neck and the tips of her ears. Then she suddenly threw aside her robe, revealing the stacked goblin curves that had been hiding underneath. With a small whine, like a lonely puppy, she dropped onto the bed on her back, exposing her belly.
			

			
				“I’m ready too… please, Ren…”
			

			
				Needy reached for his cock as he instinctively got between her legs. She pulled him by the base and tried putting it inside. Unfortunately, she had no idea where the hole was and gave a series of frustrated growls as she directed him to the wrong place.
			

			
				“Why won’t it go in!”
			

			
				“Needy, you come-slut,” Cas sighed, kissing her ear as she lay beside the goblin. “Its down here,” and with that she guided him with her hand on top of Needy’s.
			

			
				“Oh!” the goblin’s eye went wide, moaning. “Its in! Its so big!”
			

			
				And that’s just the tip…
			

			
				The goblin’s overconfidence was incredible. “You’re so funny, Cas, making such a fuss about Ren’s tentacle you yelled so f-aaaaahhhhh!”
			

			
				She screamed when Ren firmly plowed all the way inside her. It took all of a minute of hard thrusting, filling her every nook, before the goblin went dick-drunk and lost the capacity for speech. Her soft, thick thighs cushioned his hips as he pounded her, her toes in the air and arms flopping above her head. A trail of drool ran out of her mouth as her tongue lolled and the only noise she could make was a moaning gurgle every time he thrust deep.
			

			
				“Hey…” Cas said uncertainly. “What’re you doing to her? You’re so deep!”
			

			
				“Unh-hunh!” Needy moaned enthusiastically.
			

			
				Ren sighed into it, one arm tightening around each of them, letting the moment take its course.
			

			
				“Well,” he murmured, between stolen breaths and wandering hands, “If you two are gonna play nice for once… I should reward you.”
			

			
				She came loudly two times in a row and Ren lost his self-control as the adorable buxom goblin girl shuddered around his cock. With a strangled yell he emptied into her, filling the tight tunnel with his white load.
			

			
				When he tried to pull out the animal part of her brain took over even if she wasn’t conscious and every part of her body wrapped around him, holding him inside.
			

			
				Cas made a whimpering sound of need where she lay next to them. Grabbing her little tits with one hand and stuffing her fingers inside herself with the other.
			

			
				“Not big enough,” she moaned. She grabbed Ren’s free hand.
			

			
				She was wetter than a slip’n’slide and he sank one finger deep inside her until she moaned. Then two. 
			

			
				“W-what are you touching?” Cas yelled, body shaking, as he curled his fingers inside her to blast her G-spot.
			

			
				She moaned and shook and came so uncontrollably that he got hard again still inside Needy and the three of them fucked that way clinging to each other. Coming one more time – both girls at once and him with a satisfied sense of accomplishment after they both collapsed half-conscious.
			

			
				Seeing the two of them, slick with his juices, panting and draped naked together in his bed, Ren’s supercharged homunculus dick rose to attention.
			

			
				“H-hey… w-wait!” Cas moaned as he drove into her on all fours, gripping her skinny pale hips. Tongue lolling, panting and coming in moments. “I can’t take any more!”
			

			
				She definitely could and wanted to. He filled her up again.
			

			
				Needy was next.  He drove two fingers inside her until her bottom quivered so hard as she came that it became three.
			

			
				“What are you doing! I can’t… I can’t…” she protested.
			

			
				Oh, but she could. And she did.
			

			
				Once they’d paid the ticket, they had to take the ride… or in this case dozen rides. They tried tapping out and he wouldn’t let them. At one point Needy tried to throw Cas under the bus by offering her friend’s juicy holes. Another time Cas surrendered out and grew huge Needy-sized melons to try to distract him with a tit-job. Neither ploy worked… for long. He made them come until thought vanished behind their eyes and they ragdolled in the bed. By then he was starting to feel pretty satisfied so he lay back down to sleep between them.
			

			
				He woke up once more with both girls sucking his cock; neither had the strength to fuck anymore. He let them have one more shared mouthful of ‘cream-pastry’ and then the three of them curled together to sleep. Exhausted. Satisfied. Needy slept on her side, legs running in her sleep like a dog. Cas upside down, bare thigh across his chest and cheek resting next to his cock.
			

			
				As he drifted into a warm unconsciousness, he decided the quest could wait at least one more day. Maybe a few.
			

			
				Sleep took him.
			

			
				The first thing Ren woke up to was a howling shriek of wind.
			

			
				The second thing he woke up to was his roof leaving. One moment, it was there. The next it was ripped skyward by a hurricane-force blast of wind. Peeled back like the tinfoil lid of a yogurt cup. Splintered beams and tattered cloth spiraled into the air as sunlight poured in, a blinding, white-hot wave of doom.
			

			
				His instincts screamed danger, but so did Needy, which was currently the more pressing problem. As in her naked buxom body was pinning him down.
			

			
				She bolted upright, her bare green skin turning ghostly pale as she squinted against the daylight… and the sun. “IT’S HERE! THE SKY BEAST! WE’RE ALL GONNA DIE!”
			

			
				Cas, equally naked but significantly less horrified, rolled over in a crouch and blinked up at the afternoon sun. Then she hissed, sprouting fangs and grew a mane of bristling hair and scales, bristling like an angry cat. “Oh, you wanna go, fire bastard?”
			

			
				Guess his cosmology lessons still needed some work; he hadn’t convinced them the sun wasn’t a monster out to get them. Ren barely had time to shove both of them off of him before the next problem arrived: arrows.
			

			
				Lots of arrows.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***


			
				Chapter 3   : Minimal Stabbings
			

			
				 
			

			
				A shrieking volley of projectiles dropped through the open ceiling. Ren swept the voidwand from under the pillows and activated the tower shield function. The first arrow pinged off the Voidwand shield as he snapped it up, the impact sending a lightning blast crackling through the air. Sparks showered over the ruined bed.
			

			
				“Elves!” Needy shrieked. “It’s elves! They got magic arrows!”
			

			
				Ren cursed, grabbing his gear while Cas bolted, still naked. Instead of finding cover, Needy scrambled for her clothes. Ren grabbed her by the arm.
			

			
				“Let’s go!”
			

			
				“I can’t fight naked!” the goblin wailed.
			

			
				A fire arrow detonated where she’d just been.
			

			
				Ren lunged, scooping her up as she shrieked, half-dressed, limbs flailing. He barreled through the doorway, dragging her along, just as another explosion rocked the chamber behind them.
			

			
				“But they’ll see everythiiiiiing!” she sobbed.
			

			
				They burst into the great hall to find it just as bad. 
			

			
				Without a roof they were exposed to the plunging arrows fire. Like primitive mortars. Goblins scrambled for cover as another wave of arrows detonated on impact—fire, acid, electricity. Every shot ripped through walls and furniture, setting wood ablaze, melting stone, or leaving deep, smoldering craters. The air was thick with acrid smoke and the pulsing hum of magic-charged attacks.
			

			
				Yaghed had hoisted two dead goblins over his head as makeshift meat shields. The corpses twitched as more arrows pin-cushioned them, their wide, dead eyes staring in opposite directions.
			

			
				“We’re under attack!” he screamed at Ren.
			

			
				“You figure that out all by yourself?” Ren snapped back.
			

			
				Cas skidded to a stop, hair shifting from green to red as she got angry. “Where’s the prisoner?”
			

			
				Sweep, from under a table, yelled, “Fear not! She is securely apprehended!” He had the tied-up form of Lilac squashed underneath him, her feet kicking wildly.
			

			
				Ren scanned the chaos and explosions. “Sound off! Anyone missing?”
			

			
				Ren went around the room, counting heads. The slime had a couple arrows sticking out of its body but otherwise Jam looked okay. Couldn’t say the same for the goblins. There were half a dozen of them dead. The ponies were all down – targeted immediately – but not all of them were dead and the wounded animals screamed and thrashed on the ground.
			

			
				“Wait, where’s Boots?” Needy yelled.
			

			
				“Where’s Gudrun?” Ren added.
			

			
				Boots stomped into the room, his heavy frame clanking with each step. He held a battered shield overhead, an entire quiver’s worth of arrows sticking out of it like a deranged porcupine. His armor—stolen from a dead crusader—was already blackened and scorched, arrowheads burnt into the metal. 
			

			
				Taking cover under his shield, Gudrun strolled along, perfectly unharmed.
			

			
				She took a lazy puff of holy smoke. “Morning ambush? Rude.”
			

			
				Ren dusted off his coat, exhaling as another volley slammed into the walls around them. “Yeah, well. Guess we’re awake now.”
			

			
				Suddenly the barrage of arrows ended.
			

			
				Ren’s ears still rang with the twang of bowstrings, the screams of goblins and beasts cut down in the chaos. Boots stumped over to dispatch the wounded horses with a quick sword thrust and the silence felt like a relief. Just the rustling of the wind through the trees and the ragged breathing of the survivors picking themselves up from cover.
			

			
				Needy, still squinting at the daylight, whimpered and rubbed at her single golden eye. “It hurts.”
			

			
				Ren sighed, fishing through his coat. “Hold still.” He pulled out the pair of battered slit-visored sunshades he'd taken off bristlehead goblins and slid them onto Needy’s face. While he had time, he got his pants and coat on and Needy stuffed herself into the ragged , too-small maid uniform she’d brought all the way from the Nethermire.
			

			
				Ren poked his head over a windowsill and scanned the ridgeline. His crew was in one piece, but barely. The silence stretched. Too long. Ren knew this game. It meant someone was about to make a grand entrance.
			

			
				A voice cut through the tension, smooth and practiced, dripping with the kind of arrogance that could only come from centuries of inbreeding and too much self-love.
			

			
				“Creatures of low birth and lower ambition,” the voice called out. “I offer you mercy. Surrender now, lay down your arms, and I will grant you swift and painless deaths.”
			

			
				Ren saw Lilac flinch at the voice. She recognized it. Truth be told, it sounded familiar. He peeked out through a gap in the wall and saw a figure emerge from the treeline, framed by the cold silver of elven plate armor. Tall, sharp-featured, and effortlessly pristine despite the blood and dirt of battle, the elf moved like he owned the ground he walked on. The rest of his party—archers, swordsmen, all the same perfect, elegant mold—followed behind him in a tight formation.
			

			
				“Ah, hell,” Ren muttered. “I know this guy.”
			

			
				Allium Quicksilver. Bastard coated deep friend bastard with a side of bastard fries.
			

			
				The elven leader raised a hand, a graceful, practiced gesture. His men nocked arrows in unison, their precision almost insultingly casual. “Your situation is hopeless. You have no chance of victory, and no avenue of escape. Hand over my sister and submit to my mercy. Or die.”
			

			
				Yaghed grunted.
			

			
				Sweep sat up from where he held Lilac pinned to the ground. “A dragon knight does not surrender…”
			

			
				“You’re a kobold,” Ren cut in.
			

			
				“I aspire to knighthood!”
			

			
				“He’ll kill you all,” Lilac interrupted, speaking loud enough for Ren to hear. “No matter what.”
			

			
				Ren considered that for a second. Then nodded. “Right. So, just so we’re clear… that’s a no on the surrender.”
			

			
				Before anyone could stop him Yaghed stuck his head up and shouted back. “Oi, knife-ears!” he bellowed in Elvish.
			

			
				Ren, who understood just enough Elvish to survive, immediately tensed.
			

			
				“You limp-wristed silk-slippers wanna talk? Get down here and suck the farts out of my asshole!”
			

			
				The sound of bowstrings snapping in unison cut him off.
			

			
				Ren barely had time to grab Needy and pull her down before they struck, thunking into trees, dirt, and whatever poor bastard hadn’t gotten out of the way fast enough.
			

			
				Yaghed, naturally, didn’t flinch. “Ha! What, you gonna miss again?”
			

			
				A second volley answered him.
			

			
				Ren, still facedown in the dirt, exhaled heavily. “That idiot.”
			

			
				Needy, adjusting her sunglasses, muttered, “This is why no one invites orcs to anything.”
			

			
				Ren lifted his head just in time to see Yaghed lunge behind a weather-scarred table, arrows embedding themselves in the space he’d occupied a half-second earlier. The orc had the audacity to laugh and shout something else at the elves.
			

			
				“All right,” Ren muttered, rolling onto his knees. “Since ‘diplomacy’ failed, what’s plan B?”
			

			
				Cas snickered. “I dunno, but let’s do it fast. Pretty sure Yaghed just called their mothers something anatomically impossible.”
			

			
				The next wave of arrows confirmed it.
			

			
				Arrows rained down in a relentless hail, pinning Ren and his crew behind a crumbling stone wall. Each impact sent dust and stone fragments flying, making the already miserable situation worse. Ren exhaled sharply, wiping the grit from his face. The air was thick with the sound of magic missiles whistling through the air, the detonation of spells as they hit. 
			

			
				“This is not sustainable,” he muttered.
			

			
				Needy, crouched beside him, clutched his sleeve. “We’re all gonna die!”
			

			
				Cas smirked. “Not all of us. Just the slow ones.”
			

			
				Yaghed, sticking to cover, dodged his way across the ruined hall and dived into the shadow of the wall next to them. 
			

			
				Ren shot him a flat look. “Great job,” Ren said
			

			
				“They were going to kill us anyway,” he grunted, his voice strained with exertion. “We have to make a run for it.”
			

			
				Pinned down and out of options, Ren knew they needed a plan. He just hated that the only one offering one was Yaghed. “That’s it?”
			

			
				The orc loomed over him. “Listen up, runt. We’re outgunned, outmaneuvered, and unless you got some hidden miracle, we do it my way.”
			

			
				Cas scoffed, pressing herself further against the crumbling stone. “Your way usually means you run and we die.”
			

			
				Needy gave Yaghed a wary glance. 
			

			
				Yaghed smirked. “That’s why I’m mixing it up. We hand over the elf. Her brother wants her, and we use the moment to get the hell out.”
			

			
				Lilac tensed, shaking her head violently. “No—no! You can’t give me back!”
			

			
				Ren eyed her. “Why?”
			

			
				She hesitated. Refused to say anything.
			

			
				Yaghed sneered at her and turned to Ren. “You, the furniture and the gobbo take her out the north side. Soon as they’re distracted we slip out the south. We’ll set up an ambush at the crooked oak on the road south... you just lead them right to us.” 
			

			
				“Your plan sucks,” Ren said.
			

			
				“You don’t like it? Tough. Got a better idea?”
			

			
				Ren clenched his jaw, his fists twitching. He hated this. Hated him. But they had nothing else.
			

			
				Yaghed stepped back with a knowing grin. “Thought so, now get moving.”
			

			
				Ren couldn't help but feel a surge of unease at the thought of putting his life in Yaghed's hands. “You better not leave my ass hanging out in the breeze,” he muttered.
			

			
				Yaghed seized him by the collar, his grip firm and unyielding. “There's no more Isinore to go crying to out here,” he growled. “You belong to me, and if we want to get out of this alive, you do what I say.”
			

			
				“Asshole,” Ren said, giving him one final glare. Then he scuttled across the room and joined Sweep. 
			

			
				“Nap-time, silverbush,” he told her. Lilac twisted, nearly slipping from Sweep’s grasp, but Ren lunged—fangs sinking into her arm. He expected the usual. A shudder. A gasp. Muscles going slack.
			

			
				Instead, Lilac bucked like a feral animal. “Are you chewing on me!?” she shrieked, struggling. Ren gritted his teeth, trying to hold on. His venom should’ve dropped her like a sack of bricks. Instead, she was still kicking. Too late he remembered her resistance to the same venom when he'd fought her in the Nethermire. 
			

			
				He'd have to double-dose her.
			

			
				His next chomp was on her delicate neck and Ren had a moment to notice the soft skin under his lips The effect hit, and Lilac swayed, blinking sluggishly. “You... you absolute bastaaaard,” she slurred, her body losing coordination. Her legs buckled, and Ren had to tighten his grip just to keep her upright. "Why's everything... floatin'?"
			

			
				Gathering Needy and Cas, Ren used Lilac as a humin shield and held a rusty goblin sword under her chin. When he stepped out of the doorway a dozen bows all aimed at him. His balls tried to climb into his body.
			

			
				He yanked her back against him, pressing a blade to her throat.
			

			
				“Back off,” he growled. “Or she gets it.”
			

			
				The elves froze. Then, to Ren’s growing irritation, Allium narrowed his eyes and took a step forward.
			

			
				“Gets what?” the pretty-boy commander asked.
			

			
				“A sword!” Ren snapped.
			

			
				“So that she may duel you with honor?” Allium nodded. “I misjudged you.”
			

			
				“No, the pointy end of the sword, in her guts!” Ren said, pushing the blade a little closer to Lilac’s throat for emphasis.
			

			
				“Ah. You propose a duel.”
			

			
				Ren blinked. “The fuck?”
			

			
				Allium nodded solemnly. “You challenge us for the lady’s honor.”
			

			
				Ren’s brain short-circuited. “…No, I’m threatening to stab her.”
			

			
				Allium’s brow furrowed, confused. “To first blood?”
			

			
				“NO, TO THE FUCKING DEATH,” Ren snapped, jabbing the blade closer for emphasis.
			

			
				The elves collectively recoiled in horror like he’d just suggested cooking and eating a baby. One even gagged.
			

			
				Allium’s expression darkened. “You barbarian.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled sharply, exasperated. “What, you people never take actual hostages?”
			

			
				Lilac, still struggling despite the blade to her throat, gritted out, “They—agh—don’t negotiate with lowborn vermin like you.”
			

			
				Seeing he meant business, the elf lord glared. “Hold your arrows!”
			

			
				Beside him, Cas let out a hearty laugh. “Ha! Suck on that, you poxy elves! We've got your boss' little sister!”
			

			
				The elf commander's gaze narrowed, his expression darkening with anger. “You cannot escape,” he declared, his voice dripping with menace.
			

			
				Ren met his gaze squarely, refusing to back down. "I completely disagree. If you and your people back off, we'll be on our way. And when we're a safe distance, you can have little sis back."
			

			
				Meanwhile, the poisoned elf girl, her mind addled by the venom, giggled deliriously. She reached out towards Ren, her movements unsteady as she attempted to plant a kiss on him.
			

			
				Ren recoiled. “Not now, sweetheart,” he muttered, trying to keep his focus on the task at hand.
			

			
				Ren held Lilac like a humin meat shield, which—given her current state—wasn’t too far from reality. 
			

			
				“Alright, let’s keep this simple,” he called out, tightening his grip on Lilac before she could slide out of his arms like a particularly useless sack of flour. “We walk away with no arrows in our backs, and you get your girl back. Easy trade.”
			

			
				Allium took one step forward, voice cold. “You will release my sister. Now.” He had the whole noble-warrior look down to a science: pristine armor, silver hair, jaw set so tight it could crush walnuts. His knights flanked him in perfect formation, bows half-drawn, waiting for the order.
			

			
				“That’s the opposite of what I just said,” Ren said. “Try listening this time.”
			

			
				Lilac, barely upright, giggled against his chest. “I like your voice,” she muttered dreamily. “All deep and grumbly. Like thunder before a storm.”
			

			
				Allium’s face went through the five stages of grief in real time. “I would rather see her dead than besmirched by the likes of you.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled. “Listen, fucknuts, I get it. You’ve got the numbers, the moral high ground, and a lot of unresolved family issues. But if you shoot me, I will have Cas carve a smiley face into her corpse just to make your eulogy awkward.”
			

			
				Cas beamed. “Ohhh, that’s a good one! Can I really?”
			

			
				“Cas… that would mean Ren was dead...” Needy whispered harshly.
			

			
				“Aw.”
			

			
				The tension crackled in the air as the elf commander's voice boomed across the clearing, teeth gritted. “I warn you, not to spoil a hair on her fair elf maidenhead!”
			

			
				“You're no fun, big brother! All you care about is being a boring stick up the butt!” Lilac slurred, her words dripping with mockery. Then she whispered in Ren’s ear, “How would you like to stick your thing in my butt?”
			

			
				“Lilac! Cease your depredations!” her brother gasped.
			

			
				The tension in the air was thick enough to bottle and sell. Allium’s archers were itching to shoot, but his hands were tied—he couldn’t risk hitting his sister. Meanwhile, Lilac tried to climb higher onto Ren like some kind of affectionate drunk koala.
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Look, we all want this to end with minimal stabbings, right?”
			

			
				Cas made a ‘so-so’ gesture.
			

			
				“Most of us,” Ren amended. “So how about you let me and my very unhinged friends leave, and once we’re clear, I’ll drop your sister off in one piece. Mostly. Deal?”
			

			
				Allium’s jaw clenched so hard Ren thought he heard his teeth grind. “You will pay for this insult.”
			

			
				Ren just grinned. “Yeah, yeah. Get in line.” Then to Needy and Cas: “Everyone slowly start backing up.”
			

			
				With a tense nod, the group began to retreat, keeping their eyes trained on the elves, ready for any sign of aggression. He just started backing up, slowly, dragging the still-swaying Lilac with him like a very chatty sack of flour.
			

			
				Cas called over her shoulder. “Bye, the elfish dick! Tell your mom you’re a huge disappointment for me!”
			

			
				Allium looked five seconds from a full aneurysm. “I WILL SEE YOU DEAD FOR THIS!”
			

			
				Ren did not wait for that to happen. He just kept moving, his crew following, slowly but surely backing out of the worst hostage situation in history.
			

			
				This was, without a doubt, the most awkward battlefield exit of his entire life.
			

			
				And that was saying something.
			

			
				As Ren and the others retreated into the cover of the dense forest, the elf commander's voice followed them. “How do I know you'll keep your word?”
			

			
				“You can't. Sucks to be you,” Cas shouted back defiantly.
			

			
				Ren shot her a glare, his frustration boiling over. “Cas. You don't tell people you're planning to betray them. Idiot.”
			

			
				He took Lilac’s leash firmly in hand. “We make for the bent oak tree and hope Bro out there doesn’t come after us before we get to the ambush.”
			

			
				They ran. Needy with a blanket over her head, hiding from the sun, and Cas, changed to wolf form, loped ahead like this was all just a fun jog. Ren legs burned, twigs slapped his face, and adrenaline made everything feel like a bad fever dream. Behind them, the distant whistles and calls of angry pursuers rang out.
			

			
				“Those guys seem angry,” Cas said as she loped alongside Ren.
			

			
				“Oh, I dunno, Cas,” he snapped, dodging a low-hanging branch. “Maybe because you just insulted their entire bloodline?”
			

			
				Cas cackled, completely unrepentant. “It was worth it.”
			

			
				Ren swore under his breath, legs burning as they tore through the forest. They weren’t out of the woods yet—literally—but if they could make it to the rendezvous they might stand a chance. Assuming Yaghed was capable of setting up a simple ambush. They better be ready... he was leading the whole elf army right to them.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				“How much further?” Needy gasped, sweat running down her face. 
			

			
				“It’s just ahead,” Ren lied, trying to keep her spirits up.
			

			
				They clawed their way through the woods, at a staggering run along what was not much more than a foot path. 
			

			
				“Hey, why’d it get so quiet?” Cas asked.
			

			
				The elves, apparently tired of waiting, made their move.
			

			
				Arrows whined through the air, turning open ground into a kill zone. Ren didn’t think—he just ran, dragging Lilac with Needy and Cas behind him. A boulder loomed ahead, their only hope for cover. More arrows thudded into the dirt, detonating into blasts of fire against stone, as they barely made it behind shelter.
			

			
				“Shit, shit, shit!” Ren gasped, pressing himself against the rock as flames rained down.
			

			
				Impressive chest heaving, Needy bared her teeth. “I got this.”
			

			
				“Go for it Needles!” Cas encouraged her.
			

			
				Oh shit… she was going goblin mode. He’d be lucky if she didn’t turn into that creepy Seraphic Direward…
			

			
				The goblin girl slammed her hands to the ground. A thick mist erupted, swallowing them whole. Spreading outwards. The battlefield blurred to nothing. For three glorious seconds, they had breathing room.
			

			
				“They’ll get close,” Lilac mumbled drunkenly. Then she leaned her body against Ren’s “Real close… like this.”
			

			
				“They can’t shoot arrows, they’ll close with swords. Get ready!” he barked, shoving the elf aside.
			

			
				Needy pulled out a pair of narrow stiletto daggers, lips pressed thin. “They wanna get close? Fine.”
			

			
				“One bunch of elves with their pants full of shit, comin right up!” Cas giggled, already shifting into something horrible.
			

			
				The first elf burst through the mist, longblade poised for the kill. Ren swung first. The black glass blade of the void wand turned into a sword caught the elf across the ribs, punching through steel scraping bone, and appearing out the knight’s back. The elf choked, staggered, and Ren finished the job with a boot to the chest, sending him sprawling.
			

			
				Another lunged out of the mist. Ren blocked, but the impact knocked his blade out of line. The elf sneered, return swing arcing toward his throat.
			

			
				Ren had his wheelock pistol in the other hand and fired.
			

			
				The shot took the elf between the eyes, sending a fine red mist of what used to be a face splattering against a tree. The headless body stood stupidly for half a second before collapsing.
			

			
				“Holy hell,” Needy muttered, dodging under another elf’s slash. She whirled low, long needle-shaped dagger flashing—hamstring severed, the elf screamed, dropping to his knees. She plunged her blade into his back, twisting. “Stay down!”
			

			
				Three more elf warriors replaced the downed ones. Slowly advancing in a row. Shit. Ren raised his voidwand sword, ready to fight. 
			

			
				And then Cas attacked the three elves from behind. Somehow, she’d become a log. A grotesque, twisting mimic-log with too many teeth and not enough mercy. Cas’s gaping maw split the “bark” and clamped down on the center elf. 
			

			
				The elf’s head popped off like a cork. Cas spat it out, rolling toward his comrades. 
			

			
				“YEEHAW! EOIN SHRDLU, BITCHES!”
			

			
				One of the others outright vomited. The third turned to flee. Needy stabbed one on the base of the skull with her ice-pick dagger and Ren lopped stabbed his sword through the barfing guy’s neck.
			

			
				As the dead elves’ life levels poured into him, Ren felt it hit like a shot of espresso to the soul—muscles tightening, wounds knitting, his heartbeat syncing to some primal bassline. Across from him over the dead elves, Cas shivered, her hair flashing blood red, while Needy moaned softly, flushed and twitching. Monster crew: powered up and high on elf juice.
			

			
				“Keep moving!” Ren yelled, grabbing Lilac’s leash and dragging the stoned elf after him. 
			

			
				Somehow they made it as far as the bent oak on the south road. Ren tore through the underbrush, lungs burning, feet pounding the earth. The rendezvous point was just ahead—Yaghed should have been waiting, ready to cover them.
			

			
				Except Yaghed wasn’t there.
			

			
				Ren skidded to a stop, nearly sending himself tumbling. He scanned the empty stretch of road, heart hammering. No goblins, none of his companions. No backup. Just empty space and the distant sound of crashing branches—someone running.
			

			
				Then he knew it… had probably known it all along… His stomach twisted. “That motherf—” 
			

			
				A hunting horn blared. Loud. Close.
			

			
				The elves were on them.
			

			
				“Where the fuck is Yaghed with the counterattack?” Cas's words cut through his thoughts, her eyes scanning the road for their missing comrades.
			

			
				“The bastard screwed us!” Ren shouted, his voice raw with betrayal. “He used us for bait! We're on our own!”
			

			
				A second later, arrows slammed into the trees around them, these ones sizzling with splashes of acid in the bark and dirt. Ren spun, already reaching for his wand to make a shield—too slow. An elven arrow flashed toward his gut.
			

			
				A shield intercepted it with a clang.
			

			
				Boots. Unflinching. Solid as stone. The enchanted arrow sticking up in his cuirass, sizzling as it etched the metal and dissolved flesh underneath. His rusted sword caught the next arrow, chopping it out of the air.
			

			
				“Boots! What are you doing here?”
			

			
				The skeleton just nodded.
			

			
				“Cas! Needy! Cover!” Ren barked, raising his big magical shield.
			

			
				Cas twisted, reforming mid-leap into a massive blue wolf, fangs bared as she dove behind Ren. Needy dropped to one knee, her cursed eye flashing red. As a fresh storm of arrows fell towards them, magical heads glowing, Needy unleashed her cursed eye's power, shooting sparks at the projectiles so they all shorted and went dead, magic torn apart. They were still dangerous projectiles, but none of the specialized elven magic exploded.
			

			
				Ren swung his shield up in an arc, catching as many arrows as he could. One of them was dropping straight for Lilac until he caught it, and in the meantime another one clipped him across the neck. Burning like fire. 
			

			
				“What do we do?” Needy wailed.
			

			
				“No backup, no plan, no problem!” Cas growled between snapping jaws.
			

			
				Fine. They’d escape on their own... and they’d do it while dragging a barely-conscious elf who moved like a wet noodle. Lilac flopped between them like a sack of bricks, her venom-dazed mumbling mostly incoherent With one last exasperated sigh, Ren turned, grabbed Lilac and shoved her at Boots. The skeleton caught her like a bag of potatoes, barely reacting as she flopped bonelessly against his armor.
			

			
				“You carry the cargo,” Ren ordered. “We keep moving… make for Samal’thar’s Hold. It can’t be more than a half-day from here.”
			

			
				The skeleton warrior grabbed her by the collar, half-dragging, half-carrying her as arrows zipped past. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				***


			
				 
			

			
				Chapter 4   : Stuck in a Cave With Monsters
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren ran like hell, crashing through the dense underbrush, breath ragged, boots sliding over damp leaves. The others tore through the forest behind him, Cas giggling like this was the best thing that had happened all week, Needy wheezing from exertion, and Boots—well, Boots just moved. No breathing, no complaints, just pure undead efficiency.
			

			
				The skeleton was still hauling Lilac piggyback style on his back but as the elf dozed in and out of consciousness she flopped like an overstuffed bag of laundry. When she almost pitched off the skeleton’s back – again – Cas caught her, then dumped her on Needy, who promptly tripped over a root and face-planted.
			

			
				Needy popped up, shoving the elf aside and spitting dirt. “This ain’t workin’! What do we do?”
			

			
				“Survive!” Ren snapped. “Everything else is a luxury!”
			

			
				Cas perked up. “I’ve got an idea! We leave a few pieces of the elf behind—y’know, a finger here, a toe there—keep ‘em busy while we run.”
			

			
				Ren shot her a look. “Cas. No.”
			

			
				“Just one ear?”
			

			
				“We are not breadcrumbing the angry elf horde with her body parts!”
			

			
				Cas pouted. “Ugh. I never get to have fun.”
			

			
				“Where’re we even goin’?” Needy muttered, still struggling under Lilac’s weight.
			

			
				Ren exhaled, scanning the trees. “We find Yaghed.”
			

			
				“What?” Cas and Needy said in unison.
			

			
				“Yeah, yeah, he screwed us. But finding the others is still our best shot at survival. Unless you two got better ideas?”
			

			
				“You didn’t like the fingers thing…” Cas huffed.
			

			
				Needy had a lightbulb moment. “Oh! We could set the forest on fire.”
			

			
				"Real ideas, Needy!"
			

			
				Cas huffed. “Fine. But how are we supposed to find the orc that ran off like a little bitch?"
			

			
				Ren stared at her, waiting.
			

			
				Cas blinked. Then blinked again. Then, slowly, realization dawned. “Oh. Ohhh. You want me to sniff him out—‘cause I’m a shapeshifter and can do wolf things.”
			

			
				Ren nodded, deadpan. “There it is.”
			

			
				Cas grinned, cracking her neck. “Alright! Wolf mode: engage!”
			

			
				Ren wiped sweat from his brow and exhaled. The elves would be coming soon. Nightfall was hours away. But maybe, just maybe, they had a chance.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				They made their best pace in the general direction south while Cas scouted. She was back in maybe ten or twenty minutes having caught the scent of their companions and guided them off at an angle. Now a sleek blue-furred wolf, Cas loped ahead, nose low to the ground. Ren followed, keeping pace, eyes scanning the underbrush.
			

			
				Yaghed wasn’t even trying to cover his tracks. Hacked-up bushes, deep footprints, broken branches—his escape route might as well have been marked with glowing arrows.
			

			
				“You think he wants to be followed?” Needy asked, nervously glancing around. “This ain't normal sneakin'.”
			

			
				“Nah,” Ren muttered. “He just thinks no one’s bold—or stupid—enough to chase him.”
			

			
				Behind them, Lilac was still very much not in reality. She reached out, fingers twitching, and sunk them into Cas’s fur.
			

			
				"So… soft," the elf mumbled dreamily, petting Cas like a particularly fluffy pillow.
			

			
				Cas froze. Then slowly turned her head, eyes narrowing. A low, rumbling growl built in her throat. Lilac blinked sluggishly, then yelped as Cas snapped her jaws just shy of her fingers.
			

			
				“NO TOUCHY!” Cas snarled, tail bristling.
			

			
				Lilac stumbled back, clutching her hands to her chest. “Rude,” she pouted.
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Cas, can we not bite the hostage?”
			

			
				“She started it.”
			

			
				“She’s high as hell. Just ignore her.”
			

			
				Cas huffed but stalked forward, focus back on the trail. A moment later, she perked up. “I got an idea.”
			

			
				Ren frowned. “That sentence is never good.”
			

			
				Cas ignored him. Her body shuddered, twisting into something very wrong—too many legs, mismatched feet, fur in patches, a slithering tail that didn't seem to know what it wanted to be.
			

			
				Needy gasped. “Cas, what’re you…”
			

			
				“Climb that tree!” the monster pointed to a stand of pines growing out of a rocky hill. 
			

			
				“Wha?”
			

			
				“I’m leaving a better trail!” Cas announced cheerfully, stomping around, creating absolute nonsense tracks that led off into the distance. “Now the elves can chase Bigfoot instead of us!”
			

			
				Needy chewed her lip. “But what if—” 
			

			
				“Too late! Already committed!” the mimic shouted, trundling off into the woods.
			

			
				Making sure only to step on rock that wouldn’t leave tracks, they turned to the tree. Goblins were already decent climbers and Ren wasn’t bad. The hardest part was getting Boots up in full armor without dropping Lilac, but somehow they managed.
			

			
				Half an hour later Ren barely heard the elves approach. They moved through the woods like a breeze. Silent. Winding around trees and bushes barely stirring a leaf. The four of them froze in the branches as the war party passed underneath. Twenty-one warriors. He counted. 
			

			
				Warriors in gleaming silver armor, bows ready, blades sharp. Ren, wedged between Boots and Cas, barely breathed. Above them, the branches creaked in the wind, the only sound between life and death.
			

			
				Then Lilac mumbled.
			

			
				Ren lunged, clamping a hand over her mouth, pressing hard. Her drugged eyes fluttered, a weak noise escaping her throat. The lead knight below paused.
			

			
				Ren’s heart hammered and he pinched her nose. Iron grip forcing her quiet.
			

			
				The elf stayed behind when the others moved on. A minute. Two. Finally, he followed vanishing down Cas’s false trail. Ren let go. Lilac inhaled slowly, eyes half-lidded.
			

			
				“…I was almost there...” the elf gasped in disappointment.
			

			
				You sure didn’t read about that kind of elf in the fairy tales…
			

			
				They the tree they were perched in suddenly rocked and Ren’s neck snapped around to see big, bird-like creature had landed on the branch above them. Bird legs and wings, naked humin torso and Cas’ face. She’d shapechanged into a harpy. For a moment he wondered why she hadn’t chosen something that would blend in better, like an eagle, but then it occurred to him she’d lived her entire life underground; harpies were the only flying creatures she’d ever seen.
			

			
				“How come you get to torture the elf but I don’t?” she asked Ren.
			

			
				“Cas!” Needy exclaimed. “You’re amazing!”
			

			
				“I know,” she grinned.
			

			
				Ren exhaled. “That should not have worked.”
			

			
				Cas grinned. “That’s what makes it genius. Now hurry up and climb down, I think I spotted something in the distance.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The distraction Seemed to work. Cas took off again to keep an eye on their elven pursuers while they rest of them hauled ass on foot. Ren ran until his lungs burned. His legs screamed. The hours stretched on, the sun creeping toward the horizon as they pushed through endless, unyielding terrain. Every step felt like wading through quicksand, their progress marked only by the slowly slanting sunset. But he didn’t stop. Couldn’t.
			

			
				Behind him, Needy stumbled, catching herself on a low branch before dragging her feet forward again. She was tough, but her smaller frame wasn’t built for this brutal pace. Sweat clung to her skin, her breaths sharp and ragged. “Cas has been gone too long,” she muttered, glancing around anxiously. “What if the elves got her?”
			

			
				The mimic usually scouted ahead for maybe twenty-thirty minutes. But this time it was more like an hour. Ren shook his head. “Cas can turn into anything. You really think she’s gonna let some pointy-eared assholes catch her?”
			

			
				Needy chewed her lip, still uneasy. “But what if she—” 
			

			
				“Trust me, Needy,” Ren cut in, voice firm despite his exhaustion. “Cas could turn into a bird, a rock, or some nightmare fuel that’d give elves therapy bills for life. She’ll be fine.”
			

			
				Boots, of course, moved like a specter—silent, effortless. The skeleton carried Lilac’s still-drugged form slung over his shoulder as if she weighed nothing.
			

			
				“Would be real nice,” Ren panted, swiping sweat from his brow. “If just once, you acted like this was hard.”
			

			
				Boots, predictably, didn’t answer.
			

			
				The ridge finally crested, the incline flattening beneath them. Ren forced his aching legs up the last stretch—and stopped dead.
			

			
				Below them, the valley stretched wide and deep. A small lake sprawled out before them, its glassy surface catching the dying light of the setting sun. The water shimmered, a perfect mirror of the sky, too still, too quiet. Beyond it, rolling hills led toward a dark silhouette rising from the earth—a line of cliffs like a huge knife had cut a hill in half. And silhouetted against the sky on top of the cliff was a jagged and broken tower.
			

			
				Needy reached his side, gasping for breath. Shielding her eyes against the sunset she squinted through her sunshades. “That’s it, ain’t it?”
			

			
				Ren exhaled through his teeth. “Yeah. The necropolis watchtower: Samal’thar’s Hold.”
			

			
				She swallowed, gaze flicking to the ruin, then the lake. “Looks peaceful. But now we know which direction to go.”
			

			
				Ren didn’t take his eyes off the tower. “Yeah. That’s the problem.”
			

			
				Ren barely had time to process the sight of the necropolis before Cas came crash-landing into the ridge, wings beating frantically as she skidded to a stop. The harpy version of her was all gangly limbs and too-large wings, panting hard, feathers ruffled and dirt-streaked.
			

			
				Cas, still gasping, grinned. “Hey—made it. No applause?”
			

			
				Needy managed a single, wheezing breath before her legs just gave up. She hit the ground face-first with a dull thud.
			

			
				Ren’s eyes narrowed. “You look like hell.”
			

			
				Cas, still sprawled out, waved a clawed hand. “Nah. Elves just really don’t like being toyed with. Also, bad news—they’re not chasing us anymore.”
			

			
				“How is that bad news?” Needy asked.
			

			
				“They stopped following my trail and now they’re heading this way.”
			

			
				Ren felt his stomach tighten. “How close?”
			

			
				Cas groaned, shifting into her usual humanoid form, rolling her shoulders like she could shake off the exhaustion. “Close. Too close. They’re not setting up camp, they’re pushing forward.”
			

			
				Ren sighed. “I think they figured out where we’re heading, so they’re just pacing us, waiting for us to collapse.”
			

			
				Needy groaned from the dirt. "M’ already collapsed."
			

			
				As soon as Ren had seen the tower, he’d known this would happen. It wouldn’t take the sharpest set of elf ears to figure where they were running to. Problem was he couldn’t think of a way to outsmart them. He stared at the cliff in the distance, then down at the lake. Looked at Needy. She’d never make it like this.
			

			
				No… not an option…
			

			
				He crouched, grabbed Needy’s collar, and hauled her upright. “Nope. You’re not dying here. Not today.”
			

			
				Needy’s head lolled against his shoulder, her whole body shaking. “M’not dyin’. Just leavin’ my soul behind.”
			

			
				Ren didn’t like it, but he liked dying even less. They couldn’t keep running as one big, easy-to-track disaster. Needy was running on fumes, the elves were right on their asses, and their options were a flaming pile of bad decisions. Time to pick the least horrible one.
			

			
				He exhaled sharply, scanning the forest like it owed him money. “Alright, we’re splitting up. Boots, you’re taking Needy east to find Yaghed and his band of backstabbers. Cas and I are dragging the elf west – they’ll follow us and give you time to get away.”
			

			
				Needy’s head snapped up, exhaustion momentarily overridden by rage. “Wait—what? No! Dumb plan! Stupid plan!”
			

			
				Ren didn’t budge. “Yeah? Got a better one?”
			

			
				Needy opened her mouth, then closed it. Opened it again. Nothing. Just a defeated wheeze.
			

			
				Boots, the unbothered king of silence, gave a single nod, then unceremoniously dumped Lilac onto the ground like yesterday’s trash. The elf let out a strangled noise somewhere between a yelp and an indignant gasp.
			

			
				Cas, arms crossed, smirked. “Why are we still dragging her along, again? ‘Cause I feel like I could solve so many problems if we weren’t.”
			

			
				Ren rubbed his temples. “Because she’s gonna help is navigate through elfland. And because chucking her in a ditch won’t stop her brother from hunting us down. She’s leverage.”
			

			
				Lilac groaned, half-delirious but coming back to reality. “You think my brother will honor a bargain? He won’t.”
			

			
				Ren’s eye twitched. “Yeah? That’s a mighty confident answer. What aren’t you telling me, princess?”
			

			
				Lilac shut up real fast.
			

			
				Cas grinned wider. “Oh yeah, she’s hiding something. Can I, like, hold her upside down and see what falls out?”
			

			
				“Probably just whatever she pads her bosom with,” Needy grumbled.
			

			
				Ren ignored the invitation to chaos and turned to Needy. “Listen, Yaghed’s a bastard and we all know it. But you’ll be safer with them. Don’t let him get comfortable. And if he tries anything?”
			

			
				Needy swallowed hard, then nodded. “I’ll goblin his ass.”
			

			
				Ren smirked. “Damn right you will. Now get moving; we’ll see you soon.”
			

			
				Boots, still effortlessly indifferent, slung Needy over his shoulder like a sack of very unhappy potatoes and took off without a word. Ren barely had time to breathe before Cas grabbed Lilac, already hauling her westward.
			

			
				“It’s about an hour until sunset. We need to find someplace to rest until sundown.”
			

			
				“Not gonna argue,” the mimic said. “I found a spot while I was flying.”
			

			
				The gamble was in motion. Now all they had to do was not die horribly.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cas found them a cave—tight, damp, perched high on a rocky cliffside like nature’s middle finger to convenience. Perfect.
			

			
				He shoved Lilac inside first, Cas trailing close behind. “Alright, we hole up here until sundown. No fires, no noise, no torturing the hostage.” He shot Cas a look.
			

			
				Cas waggled her eyebrows. “Can’t promise anything.”
			

			
				Ren ignored that and crouched at the cave entrance, pulling a knife from his belt. Magic was always a pain in the ass, but they needed a failsafe. He pressed the blade into the void rune, muttering under his breath. Instead of blood, a black liquid from the void dripped onto the stone. The cave shimmered faintly—a ward, primed to explode if anything elven and homicidal stepped too close. He’d left a couple more just like it around the bottom of the cliff. 
			

			
				Pain lanced through his skull. He gritted his teeth, drawing the power through the void rune and staring down at his arm covered in sudden bruises.
			

			
				Lilac, barely coherent, groggily propped herself up on one elbow. “Your magic’s weird.”
			

			
				“You’re weird,” Ren shot back, massaging his fingers.
			

			
				Cas grinned. “It’s ‘cause he’s all messed up by magic experiments. Something-something cursed magic, something-something tragic backstory.”
			

			
				Ren glared at her. “Cas.”
			

			
				“What? You do have tragic energy.”
			

			
				Lilac blinked sluggishly. “You don’t know tragedy if you haven’t come from my home.”
			

			
				Ren raised a brow. “Home?”
			

			
				The skinny elf flopped onto her back, silver hair spreading across the floor around her, staring at the cave ceiling like it held the universe’s worst-kept secrets. “It’s a nightmare. Always watching. Always whispering. No way out. I’d rather be stuck in a cave with a monster than go back.”
			

			
				Cas beamed. “See, Ren? We’re the fun monsters.”
			

			
				“Fantastic.” He sighed. “Now get some rest.”
			

			
				Lilac made a vague noise of protest. Ren, already exhausted, leaned over and bit her again. She squeaked indignantly before slumping into unconsciousness.
			

			
				“Problem solved,” he muttered, rubbing his jaw.
			

			
				Cas clapped her hands. “Alright, I knew you just wanted to get us alone… quick, whip your dick out.”
			

			
				“What are you crazy? The elves will catch up any minute!”
			

			
				“Better be quick then. If we’re going to die, I want to do it one more time.”
			

			
				Tempting. But that would just make them more exhausted. “Cas. No.”
			

			
				“Quality. Alone. Time.” She practically purred, sliding into his lap, arms looping around his neck.
			

			
				Ren was about to argue when a new sound made his blood run cold.
			

			
				Shuffling. Rustling fabric. Then a voice, sleepy and oddly eager:
			

			
				“Ooooh. Is this where you ravish me?” 
			

			
				Ren turned his head slowly.
			

			
				Lilac.
			

			
				Naked.
			

			
				Wide awake.
			

			
				Ren froze. Cas, meanwhile, let out an impressed whistle. “Well, someone got comfortable fast.”
			

			
				For a moment Ren looked her up and down. She was six inches taller than he was. Slender., like a supermodel, but with defined muscles under it all like an Olympic swimmer. Her boobs were, as Needy predicted – modest might be the word – but they way they stood at attention gave their own jolt of sexiness. The tiny patch of silver bush between her legs matched the drapes.
			

			
				Lilac just stretched, oblivious. “I thought monsters were all insatiable. Is that not a thing?”
			

			
				Ren slapped a hand over his face. “We’re being chased for our lives!” he said like he shouldn’t have to explain why this was a bad idea.
			

			
				Lilac, swaying slightly, pointed an unsteady finger at the Ren. “Okay. Okay. Lemme get this straight, you’re a monster. I’m an elf. You’re supposed to ravish me. That’s the whole thing—bodice ripping, terrified screams, stealing my honor. But now—NOW—you’re tellin’ me you’re not gonna fuck me?”
			

			
				“Uh… correct?” Ren tried to inch away from the feral, slightly wobbly elf.
			

			
				Lilac, gasping, placing a shaky hand on her chest like he just ran over her dog. “Are. You. Kidding. Me? You’re not… you’re not even going to rough me up a little?” she asked, almost hopefully.
			

			
				“I will!” Cas said.
			

			
				Ren shushed her. “No.”
			

			
				“So what, I’m just—just not good enough for you? Is that what you’re sayin’?” Lilac looked like she might be getting ready to cry.
			

			
				Was this really happening?
			

			
				“That is definitely not what I said.”
			

			
				Lilac, aggressively flipped her hair, voice slurring slightly. “Ohhh I see how it is. You’re all dark and brooding and, ‘Ooooh I’m a lord of darkness,’ but when a prime-grade, limited-edition elf offers herself up for violation on a silver platter, you’re all, ‘Meh, pass’.”
			

			
				“I don’t… molest captives.”
			

			
				“You molested me a little bit… it was awesome,” Cas said wistfully.
			

			
				Lilac, blinked, processing. Then started sobbing. “Ohh! Ohhh. Okay. Okay, so what you’re tellin’ me is that you’re picky. Got it. You can just say it... You could just say, ‘Lilac, you’re a solid eight but I only besmirch the honor of fair maidens who are tens.’"
			

			
				Ren sighed deeply. “I am not saying that.”
			

			
				Lilac, squinted suspiciously, swaying again, spouting angrily through the tears. “Then what’re you sayin’? ‘Cause I think you just got performance issues. Can’t handle a little royal-grade cuisine, huh? Bet if I was some scraggly-ass goat you’d be all over it, but a elf? Ohhh nooo, that’s too much commitment!”
			

			
				Ren rallied his calm. “Do you need to lie down?”
			

			
				Lilac, aggressively poked his chest with one finger. “No, I need you to besmirch me, you coward!”
			

			
				“Excuse me?”
			

			
				Lilac, throwing her arms wide, nearly tipping over. “I. Need. A. besmirching! But YOU. You could fix all that. Just throw me down, and BAM!”
			

			
				Ignore her… she’s trying to get you angry…
			

			
				“I do not violate innocent girls!” 
			

			
				“Well…” Cas began until Ren glared at her.
			

			
				Lilac, suddenly pouted like a drunk girl whose friends won’t let her order another tequila shot. “Why not? Is subjecting me to your horrible monster desires too much too ask? Like, ‘Oooh I’ll murder a bunch of heroes but I won’t abduct a elf and pound her virginity to sand, that’s too serious.’"
			

			
				His anger snapped. He grabbed her by the neck. “If I want to fuck you, you’ll know it. Trust me,” he hissed in her face. “Count yourself lucky that I didn’t kill you.”
			

			
				For a moment her eyes went wide with terror, and she trembled in front of him. Then, biting her lip, she gave a little whimper of pleasure, closed her eyes and  opened her mouth as if she was ready for him to kiss her.
			

			
				Ren dropped her onto her ass on the cave floor and she yelped in pain and disappointment. This girl had issues. She curled up and grabbed her clothes, crying silently about not getting assaulted. Cas hugged him from behind.
			

			
				“How is it I have to put up with this shit?” he asked her.
			

			
				“Shhh-shhhh, I know. Let Casket take care of you…” she said and patted him on the shoulder.
			

			
				He let himself be pulled down to the floor of the cave and the slender pale form of the mimic girl curled up with him. She stroked his forehead and he closed his eyes. Leaning into the tender embrace.
			

			
				“But so long as we’re here…” Cas whispered and her hand slipped under his trousers.
			

			
				He slapped it away. “Not in the mood!” he snapped.
			

			
				“Geez… can’t imagine why you’ve got so much stress,” she grumbled. The pink-haired girl clung to him and curled her naked body to his. “Actually… this isn’t so bad…” she said relaxing into his arms. “Kinda makes me feel warm an… happy inside. And not just in a ‘you make my pussy wet’ way… Its strange. Like… I dunno. Safe, maybe?”
			

			
				Ren listened to her and felt a strange sensation rising in his chest. She wasn’t describing what he thought she was describing… was she? It was impossible. She was a monster…
			

			
				Well… partly a monster and partly a humin girl. Ever since the experiment that gave her the man-rune she’d been evolving. Just like Ren, her new body was bigger and stronger than before, but unlike ren she’d never had the man-rune… never experienced the emotional vulnerabilities of being humin.
			

			
				Whatever it was, now wasn’t the time to figure it out.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren’s eyes snapped open just as a ward spell at the base of the cliff screamed to life. 
			

			
				"Up. Now!" He yanked Lilac up by the arm, her body limp from sleep. Cas, already shifting into wolf form, growled low in her throat. The magic ward flickered—then exploded in a brilliant flash from the trees below. The elves were here.
			

			
				No time. No second chances. Just run.
			

			
				The cave was bathed in the grey light of sunset, the cold glow stretching long shadows across the stone floor. Outside, the world was cloaked in silver and deep blue, the dense forest softened to greyscale. Ren felt a flicker of reassurance—the elves wouldn’t see as well in this light. They might have superior senses in broad daylight, but here? Here, in the murky gloom, Ren had the edge.
			

			
				Ren and Cas burst out of the cave, half-dragging a barely-conscious Lilac between them. The elf groaned, her legs wobbly, her head lolling against Ren’s shoulder. 
			

			
				“Ugh. Too early. Where's my wine?”
			

			
				“No time for a wake-up drink, princess,” Ren gritted out, practically hauling her into a run. Cas growled, nudging them forward with an urgent shove of her shoulder before shifting fully into her wolf form.
			

			
				Then the last ward detonated behind them. A flash, a roar, and for one glorious, fleeting moment, Ren let himself picture a bunch of smug, pointy-eared bastards getting yeeted into the treetops like ragdolls, their fancy cloaks on fire, their pompous war cries turning into high-pitched screams. Absolutely beautiful. 
			

			
				It was a nice thought. Then reality came crashing back as the forest behind them erupted with the sounds of pursuit. He’d be lucky to take out a half-dozen of them with that ward. The rest were still coming.
			

			
				They hit the woods at full speed, branches whipping past, leaves rustling with the telltale whirr of arrows. Ren’s breath came sharp, his limbs heavy. They ran flat out for at least twenty minutes, the relentless pounding of their feet carving a reckless path through the dim forest. The elves were everywhere—flitting shadows on either side, branches snapping, footfalls just out of sight. Ren could feel it now—they weren’t just being chased. They were being funneled.
			

			
				Cas, bounding alongside him, was feeling it too. The weight of the elf on her back slowed her, her paws digging deep into the loamy ground with every desperate leap. Her breaths came ragged, not her usual cocky huffs. Lilac, barely hanging on, muttered half-conscious curses, her arms slumped around Cas’s neck.
			

			
				“Gotta—go faster,” Cas grunted.
			

			
				“Almost there,” Ren gasped back.
			

			
				A branch snapped somewhere behind them. Then another. The elves were closing in. Confident enough not to be silent anymore.
			

			
				Ren and the girls broke through the treeline—
			

			
				Open space.
			

			
				They were on the sandy shore of the lake he’d spotted earlier. The water stretched wide before them, at least a mile wide, maybe two. Silver under the dusk, still as death. The sand beneath their feet sucked at their steps, slowing them even more.
			

			
				Lilac lifted her head, blinking blearily at the sudden openness. “Brilliant. Truly brilliant. I thought monsters were supposed to be clever. Instead, you’ve led us into a trap with the grace of a panicked deer. Well done.”
			

			
				Cas dumped her onto the sand. The wolf turned to face the woods, growling. “Uh… she kinda has a point.”
			

			
				The rustling behind them grew louder. The elves were right there.
			

			
				“Got them right where I want them,” Ren grinned.
			

			
				Ren’s boots sank in the wet sand as he backed up to the lake’s edge, the cold water slapping at his heels. Behind him, Cas panted, still in wolf form, ears pinned back, eyes darting. She grabbed Lilac by the collar and dragged her on her ass into the water. The elf let out a groggy protest.
			

			
				“Hey!” Cas yelled at the woods. “How bout you cunts get some friends so this can be a fair fight!”
			

			
				Then, a whisper of motion—
			

			
				thunk…
			

			
				An arrow punched into the lake, sending up a neat ripple. A warning shot.
			

			
				Ren groaned. “Oh, fantastic. They want to be dramatic about it. Pricks.”
			

			
				From the treeline, a dozen elves stepped out, bows drawn, moving like they were part of the same perfect machine. They didn’t hurry—no, that’d be beneath them. They strolled in, calm as a lazy afternoon, like this was just a forgone conclusion.
			

			
				Cas shifted back into her humanoid form, spitting out a mouthful of fur. “Smug bastards.”
			

			
				Allium stepped forward. Tall, angular, and glowing with the kind of self-satisfied smugness that made Ren want to hold his head under the lake water. He stopped just out of pistol range, arms crossed.
			

			
				“This is the end for you,” he said, voice smooth as glass, cutting as a razor. “Lay down your arms and I will consider making your deaths merciful.”
			

			
				Ren squinted. “Huh. You’re trying to sound scary, but all I’m hearing is, ‘Please, Ren, make me regret every life choice that led to this moment.’”
			

			
				The elf’s eyes narrowed. “You’re outnumbered, surrounded, and—” 
			

			
				“—out of patience, yeah, yeah, I got that part.” Ren wiped his forehead, feeling the sweat and lake mist. “Gotta say, this is the most roundabout execution I’ve ever been a part of. Usually, people just try to stab me outright.”
			

			
				Cas tilted her head. “Oh, I dunno, Ren. I think the lakeside ambience is kinda nice. You know. For elves.”
			

			
				Allium’s lip curled, and for a moment Ren saw the family resemblance. He turned his gaze to Lilac, who was now blinking awake, groggy and blinking like a confused deer.
			

			
				“Lilac,” her brother said, voice all ice and disdain. “I see you’ve found new ways to disgrace our family. But don’t worry. I’ll be taking you home. Mother will sort you out.”
			

			
				Lilac, still bleary from venom and exhaustion, went pale. “I’d rather die than give you the satisfaction.”
			

			
				Ren perked up. “Oh! Same! Look at that, we have common ground.”
			

			
				The elf warrior’s eye twitched. “Enough. Surrender, or suffer eternal torment."
			

			
				Ren glanced at Cas. Her grin widened. “Oh, sweetie—I am surrendering… surrendering the element of surprise! Later, suckers!”
			

			
				Ren had exactly half a second to process that before she dropped and morphed—fur vanishing, limbs elongating, her body stretching and snapping into something massive and scaly. One second, she was Cas. The next, she was a crocodile, tail whipping, jaws snapping.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 5   : A Rolling Stone
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Oh, hell no—” Lilac said.
			

			
				Too late. Cas launched into the lake with a mighty splash. Arrows sliced the air, but the elves hesitated—Lilac was too close. Ren tackled the barely-conscious elf into the water.
			

			
				The cold hit like a punch to the soul—freezing, suffocating, instantly overwhelming. His lungs clenched. Lilac thrashed in his arms. He fought to keep his grip, but the lake dragged at him like a greedy beast, trying to pull them both under.
			

			
				Through the murk, Cas’s crocodile form streaked past, her massive tail a living torpedo. She twisted, hooked her jaws around the back of Ren’s tunic, and yanked. Ren barely had time to process the fact that he was now being dragged through the water by a giant lizard before the oxygen situation became a very pressing issue.
			

			
				Lilac, half-drowned but still somehow judgy, gurgled, “Help me – gulk – you useless imp!”
			

			
				Ren flailed, kicking desperately. Oh, great, the elf’s awake enough to roast me while we’re all actively dying.
			

			
				As the bottom of the lake shelved off quickly, the water turned into a dark mass beneath them. The elves were shouting, their voices distorted, arrows slicing into the water. Cas surged forward, swimming in a neat serpentine motion so the arrows were harder to aim, a crocodilian missile of pure muscle and bad temper. 
			

			
				Ren was drowning, head underwater, and he managed to kick onto his back, gasping for air, gripping Lilac tighter, trying not to drown. The elf wasn’t exactly helping—her long limbs kept tangling with his, her head flopping against his shoulder like a drunken ragdoll. He was being waterboarded by someone else’s hair.
			

			
				Cas turned her massive reptilian head slightly, giving him a flat, very Cas-like look even mid-swim. “I fot foo fould shwim?” she said with her mouth full.
			

			
				Ren gurgled, barely keeping his mouth above water. “This bitch is trying to drown me!”
			

			
				Cas’s beady reptile eyes twinkled with what was definitely amusement. She flicked her tail and shot forward, dragging them both effortlessly along. The lake stretched wide and open before them. 
			

			
				“They following?”
			

			
				“Nope,” Cas said.
			

			
				The elves wouldn’t risk following them into the water. For the first time all night, they had a chance.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren's boots hit the rocky shore and his legs immediately decided they were done. They buckled, his body folded, and he landed face-first in the cold, muddy ground like a sack of bricks.
			

			
				Breathing hurt. Moving hurt. Thinking hurt.
			

			
				Cas, of course, was fine. She slithered onto land in her crocodile form, shook herself like an overgrown dog, then shifted effortlessly back into a girl. Dripping wet and absolutely unfazed.
			

			
				Ren spat out a mouthful of lake water. “I think I died. Like, fully. And now I’m haunting my own corpse.”
			

			
				Cas crouched next to him, grinning. “Nah, you’re alive. You just look like an unwanted kobold who got tied in a sack and punted into a river.”
			

			
				Lilac took that moment to groan weakly, still slung over Ren’s back like a particularly unhelpful sack of noble laundry. She was trembling, her soaked clothes clinging to her like a second skin, pale as death. Probably had a few minutes before she started rattling off some delirious poetry about her own suffering.
			

			
				Cas stretched, popped her shoulders, then—without asking—yanked the elf off Ren and tossed her onto her own back. Lilac made a noise somewhere between a gasp and a whimper but was too weak to protest.
			

			
				Ren rolled onto his back, staring at the night sky, lungs burning, muscles screaming. “Y'know… just five minutes without something trying to kill us. Five. That’s all I’m asking.”
			

			
				Cas, already shifting back into her wolf form, gave him the look. The ‘We don’t have five minutes, dumbass’ look.
			

			
				With a herculean effort (or just pure spite), he pushed himself upright, legs shaking like a newborn deer that just got into a bar fight. The sun was down completely, and in the dark the lake stretched behind them, black and endless, their only saving grace. The elves would have to go around. That gave them a head start.
			

			
				Ahead, the treeline waited. The dark shape of the nearby hills silhouetted against the stars. Thick, dark, full of unknown horrors that Ren was way too tired to deal with. But it was cover. It was safety-ish.
			

			
				Cas, already moving, glanced back at him. “C’mon, slowpoke. You can collapse after we survive.”
			

			
				Ren staggered forward. “Oh, good. I was really worried you’d let me rest.”
			

			
				One exhausted step at a time, they disappeared into the trees.
			

			
				The forest stayed level for maybe a mile and then they hit the steep slope upwards. Ren dragged himself up the incline, each step an insult to his entire existence. His legs felt like someone had swapped them for two sacks of wet cement, and Lilac was deadweight—an unconscious sack of noble problems strapped to his back. But they climbed like a war party of angry elves was on their trail. 
			

			
				He had no idea how far they’d climbed… a hundred feet? Halfway? When Cas loped ahead, barely winded and paused, snout in the air, before running back to join Ren.
			

			
				“Elves,” she muttered. “In front of us.”
			

			
				Ren groaned, shifting Lilac’s weight. “Of course there are. Maybe they set up a gift shop too. ‘Come see the magical murder forest—souvenirs half-off after your first stabbing!’”
			

			
				“Think they’d buy this off us?” Cas nudged one of Lilac’s limp arms with her snout. “She’s looking pretty dead. We should trade her in.”
			

			
				He spat on the ground, ignoring the question. “How’d they get ahead of us?”
			

			
				“I don’t think they did. Must be a different group.” 
			

			
				Then the screaming started.
			

			
				Not theirs—someone else’s. A lot of someone else’s.
			

			
				Cas moved first, running ahead up the slope. Ren followed, half-stumbling over loose rock, his entire body protesting. They crested a ridge and...
			

			
				Oh shit...
			

			
				The whole scene looked like a forest in a hurricane… a whirlwind of shouting, clashing steel, and trees that had decided to develop a mean streak.
			

			
				It was Yaghed and the others. And they were in a very bad way. 
			

			
				The forest itself had apparently decided to fight and was beating the shit out of them. Living trees blocked their path upslope – the forest animated to life by elf magic that shifted unnaturally. Branches lashed out like living whips, roots coiled and twisted, trapping legs mid-step. The elves, cold and efficient, had cut off their retreat and were between Ren and Yaghed’s party. The pointy-eared knights darted in and out firing arrows. Bleeding them bit by bit.
			

			
				Yaghed roared as he tried to chop a way through the trees, swinging wildly, but his axe met only twisting bark and empty air. His brute strength was useless against enemies who fought smarter, faster. The others weren’t faring any better—trapped, losing ground fast.
			

			
				“Dirty elf bastards are using green magic. Do we help?” Cas asked.
			

			
				“Do we have a choice?”
			

			
				Ren found the void wand and shook the water out of it. Finding a low spot in the ground beside a fallen log he dropped Lilac into it and kicked some leaves on her where she lay groaning. She wasn’t going anywhere except deeper into her own brain fog. That was a problem for later. Together he and Cas moved upslope. 
			

			
				Coming up on the backs of the elven warriors Ren barely had time to think before an elf arrow whipped past his ear. He ducked, cursing. Cas was already moving, shifting into a wolf mid-lunge, tackling the first elf she saw.
			

			
				“Wanna tell me why the forest is trying to kill us?” Cas asked her captive, licking blood off her lips.
			

			
				“Werewolf!” the elf warrior screamed.
			

			
				Cas bit his throat out, but the yell had already alerted the other elves. “Boring conversation anyway,” she snapped.
			

			
				“Yaghed!” Ren shouted.
			

			
				No answer. Just more screaming. More dying. More trees doing things trees weren’t supposed to do.
			

			
				The next elf that fired an arrow at Cas. Ren blocked with the voidwand shield, then with the press of a button on the wand fired a cannonball-sized sphere that exploded the elf in half. The life levels from the dead elves woke him up a bit. Shrugging off some of the fatigue. By then another warrior came at them with a shining blade and Cas growled, tearing into his throat. 
			

			
				A volley of arrows sizzled at them and Ren hit the dirt beside Cas, eyes flicking across the battlefield. Yaghed and the others were still up the slope, a solid twenty yards away—too far to help, too far to reach— and between them and Ren’s crew stood a squad of elf warriors, perfectly positioned to cut them off. It was a mess—elves moving like ghosts through the trees, arrows slicing through the air, and Yaghed’s crew swinging wildly at an enemy that kept slipping away. All the while the damn forest itself was fighting back. Roots twisted like living tripwires, branches lashed out, and whipping branches turned the whole place into a maze of pain.
			

			
				“Tell me you see a play here,” Cas muttered, crouched low, her fur bristling.
			

			
				Ren exhaled, forcing his brain to work past the exhaustion. “Yeah. Kill their spell-slingers who are controlling the trees, screw up the forest magic, flip the board.”
			

			
				“I get to kill some wizards?” Cas brightened. “Where?”
			

			
				“See those two in the pointy hats?”
			

			
				“Yeah, but how am I supposed to get close without them spotting me?”
			

			
				Ren grabbed a fallen elf’s battle helmet and plunked it on her head. 
			

			
				Cas grinned. “Nice. Simple. Dangerous. My favorite. If we hit them from behind, they'll never know what hit them. Some chomp-chomp and black magic, and they'll be screaming for their daddies to change their diapers.”
			

			
				A moment later she shifted into the form of a skinny elf. She looked like Lilac with red hair. Winking at Ren she grabbed the cloak and sword off the dead elf at her feet, ready to impersonate their enemies.
			

			
				A fresh wave of arrows rained down. From his position downslope, Ren saw Yaghed bellow as one grazed his arm, his frustration boiling over. Even from a distance, Ren could tell the orc was seconds away from losing what little patience he had left.
			

			
				Ren peeked over cover. “How do you like being the distraction, asshole? Keep being loud and stupid.”
			

			
				Cas finished buttoning up the cloak. In the dark they might not notice she was naked under it. “You want finesse or carnage?”
			

			
				“Yes,” Ren said, already moving. “You take left flank, I’ll take right. Alright, pointy-ears?”
			

			
				“Let’s make this weird!” Cas grinned and slunk off to impersonate their enemy.
			

			
				Ren drew attention. Fired another voidsphere into the back of the first elf war-wizard and tore off one of his arms. The elves turned their attention to him. Bows raised. Blades drawn. While they rained a hell of arrows on him, Cas scampered away in her elf form, darting through the underbrush, weaving between shifting roots. He watched her slip a path through the elves blocking their way up; too focused on Ren to notice she was out of uniform and sneaking up on the remaining wizard.
			

			
				That poor bastard wasn’t going to see her coming.
			

			
				What would really come in handy right now was some magic. Not just the voidwand either. Casting spells through the void rune was painful at best, potentially life-threatening at worst, but with a nice, target-rich environment of elves clustered together like this a bit of magical hand-grenade would be the ideal solution.
			

			
				The stunshock spell would be perfect. It wasn’t actually called that in the books, the books called it ‘lyghtnynges furi falle’ but it stunned and shocked people so… stunshock.
			

			
				Ren planted his feet, inhaled deep, and reached for the magic power to light the spell.
			

			
				Nothing.
			

			
				Well, not nothing—just a whole lot of mental static, like trying to tune a radio made of wet cardboard while someone filled his ears with screaming feedback. His fancy magic words were supposed to be there, neatly lined up like soldiers, ready for command. Instead, his brain coughed up pure gibberish—not even broken words, just raw, useless noise. Every attempt to grasp the spell felt like trying to catch smoke with a net.
			

			
				His jaw clenched. Frustration clawed at his gut, cold and sharp. He knew how this was supposed to work. But knowing didn’t mean a damn thing.
			

			
				He winced as a backlash made his body stab with pain. Then, clear as day, a voice slithered through his thoughts—smooth as velvet, rich with knowing amusement, like it had been waiting for him to fail.
			

			
				“Easy there, tiger. You don’t wrangle magic—you coax it.” The voice was smoky and smooth, dripping with that effortless confidence.
			

			
				Ren’s blood ran cold. 
			

			
				Isidore. 
			

			
				Not a memory, not a trick of his own brain—her. Speaking as if she stood beside him, her presence as undeniable as the chill in the night air. “Like a good drink, a slow dance… or a first kiss. Breathe. Feel it. Let it want you.”
			

			
				His chest tightened, reverence warring with panic. He had feared Isidore in life, but this? This was something different. Something beyond life and death. He swallowed hard, gripping the magic in his veins like a lifeline.
			

			
				"You are stronger than you know, my darling fool," she purred from directly behind him. "Now stop floundering and cast the damn spell."
			

			
				Ren froze as he felt his ghostly lips against his ear. “What the hell?” He turned instinctively, but there was nothing—just the battlefield, the chaos, and Cas getting ready to murder someone.
			

			
				“Yeah, yeah, trust the process my ass,” Ren muttered, forcing himself to concentrate.
			

			
				Before he could make another attempt to rally the magic energy for the spell, Cas made her move.
			

			
				She dropped onto the elves from above like some unholy cross between a jaguar and a guillotine. One moment, two elves stood guard near the treeline, self-assured muttering green magic to control the forest. The next, Cas was on them.
			

			
				Her sword appeared in the first elf’s stomach before he even realized what hit him. She rode him down, twisting mid-air to slam her heel into the second elf’s gut, sending him crashing back into a tangle of roots.
			

			
				The second elf tried to scream. She was already transforming into a wolf, leaving the cloak and helmet behind. Cut him off with fangs in his throat.
			

			
				Ren, watching all this from his safe and very unhelpful position, sighed. “Yeah. She’s got this.”
			

			
				The elves who hadn’t yet noticed the sudden apex predator situation in their midst turned just in time to see Cas rise from the ground, blood dripping from her lips, red eyes glowing in the dark.
			

			
				Fuck… the whole bunch of them were about to go after her. Panic choked him.
			

			
				Cast the fucking spell, you pussy…
			

			
				He pulled the magical energy through the rune and felt a savage headache form. Goddammit… he had elves to fry.
			

			
				The elves had focussed their fire on Cas as she dove and ran among the trees, but left three archers to keep Ren pinned down. Arrows hissed through the air, death on feathered wings, but Ren was already moving. He used the voidwand.
			

			
				The tower shield of black magical force snapped to life, a shimmering ripple of darkness swallowing the oncoming storm of arrows. The projectiles struck home—only to snap and shatter.
			

			
				Cas vanished and suddenly emerged again as a big red spider. Carving her way through the elves, a blur of fangs and flashing legs. One poor bastard barely had time to scream before she flipped him over her shoulder, tangled him in silk, and kicked him straight into a tree.
			

			
				Ren let out a low whistle. 
			

			
				Nice form. Eight out of ten. Docking points for excessive smugness…
			

			
				Another volley of arrows—this time aimed directly at her. At least two hit and she hissed in pain.
			

			
				“Fucking tree huggers!” Ren snarled.
			

			
				Suddenly the power to the void rune’s huge well of magical power snapped open like a circuit breaker reset. Instead of brutal pain he felt a chilling excitement. A furious whirlwind that wanted to destroy everything…
			

			
				The void rune pulsed in his hand, sending savage jolts of pain like the skin was being peeled off. He recited the incantation. This was above and beyond a simple spell. A complex incantation.
			

			
				‘By the elementes, this spel ys wrought,
			

			
				By thunderes voys and lyghtnynges thought.
			

			
				Thus, I commaunde thee, heede myn call,
			

			
				And let the lyghtnynges furi falle!
			

			
				With cracklyng furi and thonderous rore,
			

			
				Stryke downe myn foos forevermore.’
			

			
				 
			

			
				He tried to give it what it needed. Power surged through him, like liquid fire under his skin. Excruciating pain as he couldn’t make it flow past the void rune. He raised his hand to aim, ignoring the agony as his arm began to blacken and burn.
			

			
				But he got the magic out this time.
			

			
				‘Voltaris Nex,’ he gave the activation word.
			

			
				Lightning exploded from his fingertips, arcing through the battlefield like a wrathful god’s personal smite button. The closest elves barely had time to turn before ball lightning ripped through them, jumping between bodies in a chaotic, crackling web. The air smelled like burnt ozone and singed arrogance.
			

			
				Too late Ren realized Cas was in the blast radius. As the lightning spread, toasting elves, he desperately tried to close off the flow of magic. Now the mana flow had nowhere to go and as he closed his fist the lighting crackled through his hand up to his chest.
			

			
				He screamed.
			

			
				He woke up – could only have been out for a few moments judging by the rising smoke from his arm – and saw Cas crouched over him, humin head on her spider body. She stamped his hand into the damp undergrowth to put out the last smoldering sparks.
			

			
				“Oh, now you decide to be useful.”
			

			
				Absorbing the life force of the dead elves was revitalizing him more by the moment. Ren flexed his fingers, the blackened skin like burned hot dogs. Residual energy making his arm ache. “Yeah, well, had to make an entrance.”
			

			
				The battlefield had shifted. The elves weren’t hunting anymore—they were running. The one who had survived had scattered, some retreating deeper into the trees, others running downhill.
			

			
				The forest was still. No more arrows, no more screaming, just the smell of charred ozone and blood hanging thick in the air. Ren exhaled, picking up the void wand in his good hand. Limbs shaking—not from fear, not even from exhaustion – just from the sudden powerful magic he’d managed to conjure.
			

			
				Months of efforts… years… and that was the most powerful incantation he’d ever managed.
			

			
				“Ren, that you?” someone called from the woods. “Casket?”
			

			
				“Yeah,” Cas waved happily. “Miss me?”
			

			
				One by one he saw his companions pop out from cover. Then Yaghed walked towards them like he owned the place.
			

			
				“Well,” the orc said, clapping dust off his hands. “That went about as well as I planned.”
			

			
				Cas was on him in a second. One moment she was next to Ren, panting, catching her breath. The next? Teeth, claws, full-body tackle.
			

			
				Yaghed barely had a chance to move. She slammed into him, her eight legs pinning him down, spitting in fury in his face.
			

			
				“You—filthy—gutless—COWARD!” Cas shrieked. “You left us to die!”
			

			
				Ren barely had time to react before Cas went for his throat. Had to step in. He grabbed her mid-lunge, hauled her back with both arms wrapped tight around her thorax. She bucked against him, feral, snarling.
			

			
				“Cas—Cas—that’s enough!” Ren grunted, struggling to keep hold.
			

			
				She wasn’t listening. Didn’t care. Not this time.
			

			
				Yaghed wiped a fleck of spit from his cheek, completely unbothered. “I did what was best for the quest. You want me to cry about it?” he snapped coldly.
			

			
				Ren’s grip went slack.
			

			
				Cas nearly broke free.
			

			
				Then the voidwand was in his hand, aimed at Yaghed’s face. He hadn’t even realized he’d moved.
			

			
				“Next time,” Ren said, voice low, steady, deadly. “You ever double-cross me again, and the last thing you’ll see is my face before you hit the ground,” he warned, his voice icy and unforgiving.
			

			
				Silence.
			

			
				Yaghed’s expression did not change. 
			

			
				Cas was still trembling against his leg, radiating fury, but she stopped struggling. 
			

			
				“Fine,” Yaghed said, rolling his shoulders. “Finish what the elves started. Do them a favor.”
			

			
				Ren didn’t lower the wand. Didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe.
			

			
				Then, finally, he stepped back.
			

			
				Cas shook him off and stalked away, vibrating with unspent rage.
			

			
				Yaghed just smirked.
			

			
				Ren barely had time to let go of the tension coiled in his muscles before the racket from downslope yanked his focus back just in time to see Needy clinging for dear life atop Boots, the undead warrior thundering up the hill like a runaway battering ram. Needy’s wide eye screamed regret, her tiny hands gripping Boots’ armor as she bounced with every jarring step.
			

			
				Boots barreled up the slope, skeletal legs kicking up dirt and debris. 
			

			
				The skeleton stomped up to them, skidding to a stop, Needy still clinging to his back like a burr. The second Cas saw them, the spider whooped and practically tackled Needy off the skeleton in a hug. Ren wasn’t far behind, clapping Boots on the shoulder—solid, reassuring, like checking if his undead enforcer was still in one piece.
			

			
				“You good?” Ren asked.
			

			
				Boots gave a slow, deliberate nod.
			

			
				Cas kissed Needy then kissed the skeleton’s greathelm on the lips. 
			

			
				Needy practically threw herself off Boots, landing in a heap. “Wait, hold on. How the hell are you here already? We were supposed to be the fast ones.”
			

			
				“Swimmin’. Real fast.” 
			

			
				Needy’s smile faded and her wide eye locked onto them, suddenly remembering. Her face twisted in alarm. “BAD! BAD! BAD!”
			

			
				“Use your words,” Ren said.
			

			
				Needy, still breathless, pointed frantically. “Elves! Coming! Tried to ditch ‘em. Boots ran like a damn horse. They're right behind us!”
			

			
				They all turned to look downslope.
			

			
				“How close?”
			

			
				An arrow fired out of the woods and landed ten yards short of Ren’s feet. Followed by a dozen more.
			

			
				Ren exhaled. “Stupid question…” He frantically waved the crew away. “Move!”
			

			
				Yaghed kicked a tree hard enough to rattle the branches, then spun on the group, face twisted in rage. “Where?” Yaghed scoffed. The bloodied orc gestured violently at the forest still writhing to cut off their escape up slope. “Those tree-fucking knife-eared bastards cursed the whole damned forest! Can’t take a piss without roots trying to gut us! Trapped!”
			

			
				“Try being positive, you dumb orc!” Cas growled.
			

			
				He yanked a thorn the size of a dagger from his arm and hurled it. “You know what this is? Fucking tree dick! You ever been dicked by a tree?! No, because forests aren’t supposed to dick you! We’re trapped like rats in a goddamn fairy’s nightmare.”
			

			
				Ren ignored the hysterical orc and turned to Needy. “Can you shut down whatever dark tree magic is happening here? We need an exit.”
			

			
				Needy, still gasping, clutched her knees. “Shut it down?”
			

			
				“Yeah… kill the magic… with the curse.”
			

			
				“Uh… yeah. Maybe. Kinda. Need a minute.”
			

			
				“Don’t have a minute,” Ren snapped, nodding at the approaching elves. “Clock’s ticking.”
			

			
				As if to make things even worse, the forest moved again—branches twisting, bark shifting, the trees warping into an ever-tightening labyrinth. Ren gritted his teeth. They had two choices: fight the elves or get swallowed by the cursed woods.
			

			
				He raised the voidwand. “Fine. We hold the line until she can kill the forest. Needy, work fast.”
			

			
				Needy swallowed hard and nodded. 
			

			
				As they turned to face the newly arrived elven threat Cas nudged Ren. “Just use more magic! Y’know… zap em. Only don’t blow up your hand this time, or me.”
			

			
				Ren shot her a glare, unconsciously cradling his wounded arm to his chest. “It doesn’t work like that.”
			

			
				“You’re hurt!” Gudrun exclaimed. The little harfoot examined his burned had. 
			

			
				“Stop coddling the manakin! Bastard has magic but he won’t use it,” Yaghed accused.
			

			
				“Yeah, sure, let me just pull an infinite mana battery outta my ass,” Ren snarled.
			

			
				Noiraud, perched on a rock with her tail flicking in annoyance, sniffed. “Yeah, magic costs mana you know!”
			

			
				“Where the fuck did you come from?” Yaghed snarled.
			

			
				“I was here all along… being stealthy,” the cat glared at him disdainfully.
			

			
				“Hiding like a coward you mean,” the orc frowned.
			

			
				“I don’t answer to you!” the black cat girl said and scampered to Ren’s side. “Master knows I’m a good girl!”
			

			
				A barrage of arrows began to drop around them, each one exploding with a snap of flames as they all dove for cover. When it ended, they raised their heads. The elves were close enough to see skulking through the shadows between trees now.
			

			
				Sweep squinted at the approaching elves. “If only we had a siege weapon. A catapult perhaps.”
			

			
				“Why don’t you just yank one out of your butt, you cavernous asshole!” Yaghed snapped.
			

			
				Plumbob tilted his bald head upslope. “How ‘bout that big rock?”
			

			
				Everyone turned. Perched precariously above them on a ridge was a massive limestone boulder. It was halfway buried in the slope but plenty big enough to squash a whole squad of elves if they could get it moving.
			

			
				“Okay,” Ren said, rubbing his hands together. “I’m listening.”
			

			
				“That’s it,” the deepgnome shrugged. “Move the rock… downhill.”
			

			
				“It’s huge!” Yaghed said.
			

			
				“Exactly!” Sweep enthused. “Maximum damage!”
			

			
				The kobold scampered over to the rock, drawing fire and narrowly avoiding an exploding flame arrow. The lizard cracked his knuckles and immediately started chipping at the rock’s base with a hammer. “Couple good whacks and this thing’s going for a ride.”
			

			
				Plum and Boots weren’t waiting for instructions. They grabbed axes and started hacking at nearby trees to use as makeshift levers.
			

			
				Cas squinted at the boulder. “You sure this won’t just—y’know—crush us?”
			

			
				Plum grinned. “Not if we do it right.”
			

			
				“Great. Love that confidence.” Ren turned back to the elves. Too close. Not enough time. They had one shot.
			

			
				“Everybody move! We drop this thing, or we’ll be grabbin our ankles in elf prison!”
			

			
				While they dug, Ren fired void spheres downslope at any shadow he that moved. All it got him was targeted by archers and he quickly had to give it up to use the shield. Arrows rained down. Ren gritted his teeth, voidwand raised, the shimmering barrier barely holding as acid arrows spurted and sizzled.
			

			
				“We’re outta time!” Cas shouted, ducking as an arrow whizzed past her ear. “Here they come!”
			

			
				Behind her, elves broke from cover, charging upslope. Too many. Fast. Weapons gleaming under the moonlight.
			

			
				The crew scrambled, dirt flying, tree-trunk levers groaning as they bent, muscles burning, all racing against time. Plum and the mushroom scrambled out from beneath the boulder, covered in dirt and sweat. “That’s it! Now push!”
			

			
				Yaghed, Boots, Sweep, and the others threw their weight against the logs. The massive rock teetered. Wobbled. Even Nim and the slime added their weight.
			

			
				The boulder teetered dangerously, every shove making it groan against the earth. Yaghed snarled, muscles straining as he threw his bulk against the log lever. Plum barked frantic orders while hacking away the last stubborn roots.
			

			
				“Come on, you stone bastard! Move already!” Cas gritted her teeth, jumping on one of the wooden levers with everything she had.
			

			
				Ren exhaled sharply. It wasn’t going to move. And they were out of time. Dodging between the arrows he dove behind the boulder and jammed the voidwand under it into the dirt. 
			

			
				“Whoa, don’t!” Plum yelled.
			

			
				Ren gripped the wand tighter, and his body screamed in protest, mana reserves scraping empty. The sphere erupted under the rock, the size of a beach ball. There was a crack and rumble. Explosion of displaced dirt that knocked them all back, then the boulder’s balance tipped.
			

			
				The rock wobbled. Then, with an ear-splitting thump, it rolled forward—a slow, agonizing tilt that felt like time itself had hesitated to watch.
			

			
				Everyone held their breath as the boulder started to roll. Picking up speed. Until it tore down the slope like an angry god, annihilating everything in its path. Trees snapped like matchsticks, roots wrenched free from the earth, and the elves—those who weren’t fast enough—were either crushed outright or sent flying like ragdolls. Screams and curses filled the air as the massive stone carved a path of destruction.
			

			
				Cas clapped her hands, eyes shining with unhinged delight. “Oh hell yes—NATURE’S ON OUR SIDE NOW, BITCHES!”
			

			
				Ren barely had time to grin before he saw her—Lilac.
			

			
				The drugged elf prisoner stood up from where he’d left her, looking around in a daze for the source of the noise.
			

			
				Her eyes went wide seeing the boulder bearing down straight for her.
			

			
				Directly in the boulder’s path, dazed and swaying, still lost in whatever cocktail of venom and exhaustion she was riding, there was no way she was equipped to dodge it. She blinked at the incoming doom, wide-eyed, like a rabbit staring down an oncoming train.
			

			
				“MOVE!” Ren roared, already knowing it was too late.
			

			
				Cas’s laughter choked off. Noiraud let out a startled hiss.
			

			
				And then, as if fate itself decided to pull a last-minute prank, the boulder slammed into a hidden crevice—a buried shelf of rock just beneath the soil. The entire stone launched into the air, flipping like some deranged, god-sized coin.
			

			
				Lilac, to her credit, finally had the good sense to duck. The boulder soared over her head, missing by inches before crashing back down further along the slope.
			

			
				Cas let out a wild, half-hysterical laugh. “Damn, that was close!”
			

			
				The impact wasn’t the end of it. The sheer force sent shockwaves through the ground, shaking trees loose from the earth. A massive, ancient pine took the brunt of the second crash, splintering as the boulder crushed its base. The tree tipped, slow at first, then gaining momentum, snapping branches, pulling smaller trees with it.
			

			
				And then everything gave way.
			

			
				A landslide. A rolling, thundering wall of earth, wood, and shattered rock roared down the hillside, swallowing elves in its path.
			

			
				Screams rose, some cut off mid-cry as bodies vanished beneath the avalanche. Dust and debris exploded into the air, choking out the battlefield in a dense, suffocating cloud.
			

			
				Cas stood up and threw her arms wide as the boulder flattened an unlucky elf with a crunch. “Look at that! The majestic rock, in its natural habitat, culling the weak!” Then, to Ren. “Ten silvers if it takes out the fancy one!” she laughed gleefully.
			

			
				Ren shielded his ears as the tremors rattled his bones, bracing against the shifting ground. Gudrun coughed, waving a hand in front of her face.
			

			
				When the landslide dust finally settled, it looked like the side of the mountain had been flattened by a giant hand.
			

			
				The mess was sprinkled with bodies strewn across the slope. Groaning, broken elves trying—and failing—to push themselves free from the rubble. Trees ripped from their roots, half-buried in the wreckage. And at the near edge of it all, Lilac sat on her ass, blinking up at the sky like she still hadn’t quite processed that she was, in fact, not paste.
			

			
				Cas, still half-laughing, nudged Ren. “That tree-hugger’s so lucky I bet she shoves four-leaf clovers up her hoo-haw!”
			

			
				“Just grab her would you! I have to check on Needy.”
			

			
				Ren skidded to a stop, boots kicking up dirt, as he faced the living nightmare of tree limbs and undergrowth loomed before them. It wasn’t a forest anymore—it was a writhing, hostile wall, twisting and shifting with a mind of its own. The branches flexed like skeletal fingers, the vines pulsing like veins beneath skin. It didn’t want them to let them eave.
			

			
				Boots threw a rock at it. A branch snapped forward like a whip, obliterating the stone into dust.
			

			
				Yaghed grunted. “You see how bad it is!”
			

			
				“No shit,” Ren muttered. He glanced behind them, the crushed remnants of elf bodies still twitched under snapped trees, the survivors groaning in pain. Not dead enough. The elves weren’t going to stay down forever.
			

			
				“How far to the watchtower?” Sweep asked.
			

			
				“Less than a mile, but its all uphill. I saw the tower from a distance; its on the edge of the cliff at the top of this slope.”
			

			
				“Hope it’s worth it,” Yaghed said.
			

			
				“Lord Thorn said it was safe!” Sweep said indignantly.
			

			
				“You trust that fucking cow on two legs?”
			

			
				“It’s the best chance we’ve got,” Ren snapped. He turned to Needy.
			

			
				The buxom elf girl stood frozen, ears drooping, wringing her hands like she was trying to strangle her own doubt. “Ren? I-I don’t think I can do it,” she stammered, glancing at the writhing forest with wide eyes. “It's old magic, fancy elf stuff—probably needs someone taller. Or smarter. Or… less me.” She looked helplessly at Ren.
			

			
				“I know you can do it, Needles. Fix it.”
			

			
				Needy blinked. “Fix it?”
			

			
				Ren pointed at the throbbing barrier of bark and malice. “Yeah, y’know—turn it off, unplug it, banish it to hell… just look at it with your eye!”
			

			
				Needy gulped, not looking convinced. 
			

			
				Gudrun patted her back. “C’mon, bug, you got this.”
			

			
				“O-okay,” she said hesitantly and knelt down.
			

			
				Cas returned, Lilac’s leash grasped tightly, pulling her along as they joined the rest of the survivors at the wall of writhing, lethal vegetation. Ren stood over the goblin girl as Needy concentrated, her brow furrowed in deep concentration.
			

			
				“What’s the holdup?” Cas asked loudly before Ren shushed her.
			

			
				With a determined exhale, Needy rose to her feet, lifting up the eyepatch and uncovering the cursed eye. A red glow surrounded her, making Ren stagger back as the negative magic cloud stung his skin. Needy whimpered, but her eye was already flaring to life. She stepped forward, the cursed socket sparking with violet energy. 
			

			
				Needy planted her feet, threw out her arms, and tried to look intimidating—despite being four feet tall and covered in twigs. Her voice seemed small as she shouted at the forest.
			

			
				“By the sacred decree of the Seraphic Direward Trixabet—MOVE, YOU STUPID TREES, OR I’LL TURN YOU INTO FIREWOOD AND TOILET PAPER!”
			

			
				The forest shuddered. Leaves rustled like nervous gossip.
			

			
				Cas leaned over to Ren, whispering, “Did she just threaten to wipe her ass with an ent?”
			

			
				Ren shrugged. “Honestly? I think it worked.”
			

			
				The trees hissed in response, recoiling from her magic, but they weren’t giving up.
			

			
				Needy inhaled sharply, her tiny fists clenched at her sides. Then, in a burst of raw magic, she opened the eye wide.
			

			
				A blinding violet beam erupted from her socket, hitting the barrier like a battering ram. The trees screamed. An actual scream, like a dying animal. The entire wall of forest in front of them shuddered, bark splintering, branches spasming like severed limbs.
			

			
				The air split with a horrible SNAP.
			

			
				Like shattering glass, the green magic that had roused the trees to battle ruptured.
			

			
				The trees recoiled, the vines whipped back, and in the middle of it all, a jagged, ten-yard gap yawned open. The way out. Needy staggered back, panting, legs wobbling. Ren caught her before she faceplanted into a rock and covered her cursed eye with the patch again.
			

			
				She swayed, her one normal eye glazed. “Did I—did I do it?”
			

			
				Cas cackled, grabbing her and shaking her like a rattle. “Hell yeah, you did, Needy! You just bitch-slapped a whole-ass forest!”
			

			
				Needy blinked weakly. “I—I did?”
			

			
				Gudrun patted her on the head. “Yes.”
			

			
				The forest wasn’t staying dead, though. The remaining branches were already twitching, creeping back toward the opening like spiders resetting a web.
			

			
				Yaghed pointed. “It’s coming back! RUN!”
			

			
				Ren grabbed Needy, practically throwing her onto Boots’s back. “Go, go, go!”
			

			
				The group exploded into a sprint, diving into the gap. The walls of the forest started closing again—vines snaking downward, branches cracking toward each other like clapping hands.
			

			
				Ren hit the ground running, his lungs burning, sweat blinding him. He could hear the elves behind them, their furious war cries rising over the groaning, writhing trees.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 6   : Cliffhanger
			

			
				 
			

			
				They raced through the – thankfully non-animated – forest until it gradually grew less steep. As Ren charged upslope, the ground finally evened out beneath him—barely a reprieve from the brutal climb. His earlier exhaustion felt evaporated. Possessed with adrenalin or the life force of dead elves, his pulse pounded, but he didn’t stop. Couldn’t. The need to escape pushed him forward. They’d come all this way to find sanctuary in the ghost tower and he wasn’t about to lose when they were this close. Around him, the rest of the crew scrambled up the last stretch, in an uneven line depending on how exhausted they were.
			

			
				Ren crashed through the underbrush, thorns raking his arms, branches whipping his face—until suddenly there were no more. The forest just ended. He skidded to a halt with a startled shout as the ground vanished beneath him. Hands flailed, grabbing at vines and roots—anything—to stop the plunge into nothing. Desperately came to a halt grabbing a tree branch as one foot hung out over empty air. 
			

			
				“Fuck me!”
			

			
				He’d reached the edge of the cliff.
			

			
				The escarpment ended in a brutal, stomach-clenching fall—forty, maybe fifty yards. But looking down from the edge of the drop it felt like a thousand. He swallowed hard, his gaze sweeping across the valley and the glimmering expanse of the lake below. The same one he and Cas had swum earlier that night.
			

			
				He started to slip. Sliding on the loose dirt, sending a rain of pebbles tumbling down, down, down into what was either a scenic valley or a really pretty graveyard depending on how today went.
			

			
				“Whoa—” Cas snagged his collar before he could slide any closer to the death drop ahead. “Okay, Handsome, how ‘bout we don’t fling ourselves off the mountain, huh?”
			

			
				She had Lilac’s leash in one hand and the dazed elf stared out into the night, golden hair fluttering in the breeze. “Tall,” she muttered.
			

			
				“Slow down!” Ren yelled over his shoulder, hoping to warn the others. “The trees go right up to the edge of the cliff!”
			

			
				Ren leaned out as far as he dared and looked either way along the cliff edge. A narrow trail snaked along the edge. Sometimes as narrow as three or four feet of bare stone between the forest and the dropoff. And there, a couple hundred yards away, was the silhouette of Samal’thar’s Hold. 
			

			
				The rest of the survivors stumbled up the incline, assembling around him, wheezing like chain-smokers at a marathon as they arrived at the clifftop. Only Boots seemed unaffected by the climb, clanking along like this was a casual stroll and not a hellish endurance test.
			

			
				Needy practically collapsed onto a rock, arms trembling. “C-Can we stop now? We won, right? This is the part where we stop?”
			

			
				“Nope,” Ren muttered. “Winning involves not dying immediately after. Whole process, really.”
			

			
				Yaghed stomped up, still moving on pure angry orc spite, then looked at the edge and grunted. “Huh. That’s a big drop.”
			

			
				Ren leaned over the side just enough to feel his stomach twist. “Yeah. Wouldn’t recommend it.”
			

			
				Cas was already squinting ahead, past the ledge of doom, past the wind-swept drop, toward the only path forward… the narrow little trail clinging to the cliffside like it really didn’t want to be there.
			

			
				“Okay, first impression,” Cas said, hands on her hips. “That’s stupidly dangerous. Second impression—no way that’s not haunted.”
			

			
				Ren followed her gaze. The ruined tower sat in the distance, looming like a forgotten tombstone at the top of the world’s worst hiking trail. It looked ancient. Collapsed battlements. Jagged stone. The whole ‘forgotten fortress where bad things happen’ aesthetic.
			

			
				And that was their best option.
			

			
				Needy looked at the cliff, then the tower, then at Ren, eyes wide with horror. “You—you can’t be serious!”
			

			
				Ren sighed, wiping sweat from his brow. “Needy, we’re running for our lives from angry forest elves through a nightmare hell-woods that’s actively trying to eat us. At this point, serious is all we’ve got.”
			

			
				A not-so-distant horn blast shattered the moment.
			

			
				The elves were coming.
			

			
				Ren turned back to the cliffside trail, exhaling hard. “Alright, no more whining. No more bitching. Everyone keep your arms and legs inside the ride at all times.”
			

			
				They started running. Noiraud took the lead, sure-footed and outdistancing all of them. The rest of them were strung out behind her, making their best speed along the exposed trail.
			

			
				Not good… sitting ducks like this.
			

			
				Ren craned his neck to risk a glance back and his feet slid on loose rock. Sent a chunk of limestone tumbling into the abyss. He didn’t hear it land.
			

			
				Not reassuring…
			

			
				The path narrowed—a five-foot-wide strip of death clinging to the cliffside, the cursed forest twisting to their left, a sheer drop yawning to their right.
			

			
				The first arrow shattered against the cliffside with a blast of ice. The second hissed past, lost to the void. And the third slammed into the rock near Ren’s foot, splintering into ice shards that made a slippery patch of ice. He desperately jumped over it to avoid sliding to his death. 
			

			
				Needy yelped, ducking low. “They’re shooting! They’re shooting!”
			

			
				“Yes, thank you, Needy, very helpful!” Ren snapped, pushing her ahead of him. “Move your ass!”
			

			
				Another arrow whistled past, so close that Cas snatched it out of the air in the jaws of a snake, grinning at Ren. “I keep this, yeah?” she said around the arrow shaft in her mouth.
			

			
				"Cas, throw it!"
			

			
				The arrowhead was still hissing with undischarged magic and as she spit it over the cliff it gave a spiteful crack and exploded in a spray of acid. 
			

			
				The path turned, hugging the shape of the cliff, and made a blind corner. Giving them cover from the elves’ arrows. Yaghed, Boots, and the others tore ahead, dodging fallen boulders and roots that seemed way too eager to trip them.
			

			
				Ren barely had time to think before another arrow punched into his shoulder. The blast of flames sent him spinning dangerously off balance and he stopped himself just short of taking a header into the dark.
			

			
				Ren kept going… he’d had worse. But it burned like a motherfucker. No slowing down. The ground was uneven, sloping just enough to throw off balance. Every step a gamble.
			

			
				Ahead, the path narrowed even more—two feet, maybe less. The ruined tower closer by the moment, but the race wasn’t over yet. 
			

			
				A volley of arrows detonated all around them. Cracks of fire and ice sending clouds of frost or flames that distracted and burned the crew. Boots, now carrying the unconscious elf, took a hit that he ignored, emerging from the smoke, undead limbs unfazed.
			

			
				The next volley came fast. Too fast.
			

			
				An arrow snapped right past Ren’s ear, so close the wind burned his skin. Up ahead he heard the cat’s yowl, then the angry yell from Yaghed, and for a moment he thought the orc had finally decided to skin the pest. 
			

			
				Then he heard the roar of a beast.
			

			
				Rounding a bend in the cliffside, his boots skidded on loose rock as almost slammed into the backs of his crew – bunched tightly together. Frozen in fear. The tower was right there, its broken silhouette looming so damn close—but between them and safety stood something huge.
			

			
				The forest wailed.
			

			
				A sound like grinding bones and tearing roots filled the air as the trees bent outward, making way for a nightmare. Eight feet tall. Fur-covered bulk. A stag’s skull for a head, antlers tangled with rotting vines. Glowing runes slithered across its flesh like trapped lightning. Eyes burned red-hot, locking onto them with inhuman hunger.
			

			
				More elfish tricks. Some beast they’d conjured to cut off their escape.
			

			
				The beast snorted, steam hissing from its nostrils. Its hooves scraped stone, sparks dancing beneath it. Ren gripped his voidwand, heart hammering. They were bottled in—cliff on one side, monster on the other, elves at their backs. Cas growled low, shifting from snake to girl. 
			

			
				“What do we do?” Needy asked, eyes darting for an escape that wasn’t there.
			

			
				The thing moved.
			

			
				Slow. Deliberate. Like a predator knowing there was no need to rush. One massive hand reached up and ripped a boulder from the mountainside like it was nothing. Ren’s stomach dropped.
			

			
				“Okay,” he muttered. “That’s a problem.”
			

			
				Its limbs twisting in ways unnatural to any beast, the thing swung back and hurled the rock right at them. The stone shattered into a dozen pieces on the path directly in front of them, making the cliff underfoot shake. A warning shot.
			

			
				The crew clustered together, backs to the sheer drop. The stag-headed beast’s burning coals-for-eyes locked onto them, unmoving. And from behind the elves stopped, arranged on the trail in a row, bows trained on them. Well within range but far enough away to mow down any charge before it reached them.
			

			
				And then Yaghed, brilliant tactical genius, did the one thing guaranteed to make everything worse.
			

			
				He grabbed Lilac. Yanked her forward. Shoved a knife to her throat.
			

			
				“Back off, or the bitch-elf dies!” he bellowed.
			

			
				Silence.
			

			
				Then—laughter. Cold. Ruthless.
			

			
				The silver-haired elf commander stepped forward like he was invincible. It was Lilac’s brother. His warriors didn’t twitch. Not one arrow wavered. Ren met his eyes over the distance, and he could see there was no way the elf knight would negotiate with an orc.
			

			
				His voice was sharp as a gutting knife: “Release my sister, or I will personally see you die in never-ending torment.”
			

			
				“Never-ending torment?” Cas cocked her head, one brow arched. “Big talk, blondie. How’s that work? If the torment never ends, how does he die?”
			

			
				Allium’s nostrils flared. His jaw clenched so hard Ren thought his teeth might snap. The other elves exchanged uneasy glances, but their bows never wavered.
			

			
				Cas wasn’t done. “Seriously though, how’s that work? Is it never-ending because you’re bad at it? Like, ‘oops, looks like we forgot to kill her, gotta start over, fellas!’"
			

			
				The elf lord’s face formed into a hard sneer. “I stake you to the ground and plant an acorn in your guts… keeping you alive as it grows… feeding from your body… over decades.”
			

			
				Even Yaghed looked horrified at the threat.
			

			
				Geezus…
			

			
				But Cas burst out laughing. “That’s it? You’re gonna gardener me to death? Bwahahaha! Horticide?”
			

			
				Allium lost his patience and yelled something in elvish. Ren swore under his breath. He didn’t know much elvish but that sounded a lot like ‘Crush them.’
			

			
				The stag-beast moved. Slow. Deliberate. Stone and wood crunching under its hooves. The runes on its skin flared, shadows stretching unnaturally. Its massive, antlered skull swiveled toward Yaghed.
			

			
				Ren’s gut twisted.
			

			
				It was something ancient. Something worse than elves. Whatever monster they’d dredged up from the pit of the forest had just been let off the chain.
			

			
				Ren’s heart slammed against his ribs as the forest giant lurched forward, its hulking form blotting out the stars. Then it screamed—a long, warped howl, somewhere between an elk’s bugle and metal grinding against bone. The sound rippled through the trees, shaking leaves loose, vibrating deep in his skull like a tuning fork struck inside his brain.
			

			
				Its eyes—sunken pits of burning red—flickered like dying embers, hollow and hungry. The thing’s bark-covered flesh twisted unnaturally, gnarled and wrong, shifting in a way that trees shouldn’t. Its limbs creaked as it moved, the slow, deliberate stretch of something that had waited centuries just to kill again.
			

			
				Cas moved before anyone could stop her. One second she was beside Ren, the next—gone.
			

			
				“Cas, don’t you—”
			

			
				Too late. She was already charging straight for the giant.
			

			
				“—dare.”
			

			
				The monster loomed above, antlers scraping the sky, eyes burning with eldritch fire. It reared back, raising one massive, clawed hand—but Cas was faster.
			

			
				She transformed mid-stride—fur rippling, bones reshaping. Wolf. Rabbit. Spider. She zigzagged, slipping under its grasp, a blur of impossible movement.
			

			
				The giant twisted, turning to follow her as she got behind it. It lashed out again, unnaturally long arms with too many joints clawing for her. Cas shifted at the last second, shrinking into a snake, rolling between its feet. The thing snarled, confused.
			

			
				Then—she was a spider, climbing up its leg in a sprint.
			

			
				“Cas—WHAT ARE YOU—?!” Ren choked as she launched herself onto the giant’s antlers.
			

			
				For a moment the impact and weight made it lean far over, body unbalanced, teetering on the edge of the cliff. Ren’s breath caught as he watched it swing its arm for balance…
			

			
				…and catch itself before it could fall. So close. Cas just didn’t have enough mass to pull it the last few inches. She was perched on the monster’s head, wind whipping around her.
			

			
				Then—she changed again.
			

			
				There was a creature in the Nethermire that had haunted one of the secret passages: a dark mantlet… a flying creature a bit like a cross between a giant bat and a squid. Cas took its shape, tentacles gripping the horns as most of her body reshaped into bat-like wings made of skin, each the size of a bedsheet.
			

			
				And her wings all snapped taut in the wind. Caught the air like the sails of a ship. The sudden shift dragged the giant backwards. It staggered, arms flailing, hooves grinding into stone. The cliff crumbled beneath it.
			

			
				The roar of confusion drowned out the elves’ shouts. The giant teetered, one final, helpless lurch—then plummeted. The horrific howl of its animal scream setting his teeth on edge as it vanished.
			

			
				For a terrifying second, Cas went with it.
			

			
				Then, as they both vanished over the edge, Cas transformed again, body growing compact, feathered wings sprouting. A blue harpy burst up from the abyss, cackling through the night air.
			

			
				“The coast is clear! Run, you mouse turds!”
			

			
				No time to process, no time to think. Ren didn’t hesitate. “MOVE!”
			

			
				They ran.
			

			
				Yaghed moved fast for a man built like a meat locker. One second, he was having a standoff with the elves, the next the orc flung Lilac at Ren like he was offloading a sack of dirty laundry. The impact of Lilac on his chest knocked him to the ground hard, wind knocked out of him. By the time he pushed the dazed elf off, Yaghed was already in full sprint, tearing up the incline, not even looking back.
			

			
				“Yaghed, you piece of shit!” Ren roared, scrambling to his feet.
			

			
				The orc just cackled over his shoulder. “Enjoy the knife-ears, Fetch!”
			

			
				Then Ren saw it. A flicker. A shimmer in the air just beyond Yaghed, warping like heat off summer asphalt. It was the telltale sign of an illusion spell. 
			

			
				Shit… hadn’t the trail been only a couple feet wide at that point?
			

			
				“Stop you idiot!” Ren bellowed, but Yaghed didn’t stop.
			

			
				He was hauling orc ass up the trail then the ground under his feet vanished. A bit of elven magic. For half a heartbeat, Yaghed ran on air, legs pumping, arms swinging, realization catching up just as gravity kicked in.
			

			
				Then he dropped.
			

			
				“Fuck me,” Ren said. 
			

			
				Yaghed was… gone. Just like that. Plunging down into the dark.
			

			
				Better him than you… no time to worry about it now…
			

			
				Ren grabbed Lilac’s leash and rolled to see the elves coming after him. 
			

			
				“What happened to Yaghed?” Sweep yelled.
			

			
				Needy swallowed hard, eyes still wide. “I think he’s—”
			

			
				“Dead? Yeah.” Ren cracked his neck, looking back at the trail. “Let’s go before we join him.”
			

			
				The rest of the crew pelted past him, leaving Lilac at his feet. Boots was leading the way, Jam and Amanita under each of his arms, as they tore toward the ruined tower, the only refuge left. Needy dancing from foot to foot nervously as she looked back to see if Ren was following.
			

			
				“Get the fuck out!” he yelled, and she gave a sob before turning to run her shapely ass after the others.
			

			
				The elves weren’t about to make it easy. They were close… too close to use their bows effectively. From a distance they could arch their shots high to rain down, but from twenty yards they had to fire in a flat trajectory. Suddenly facing a bristling wall of arrowheads, Ren spun, voidwand raised, and the shimmering shield of the voidwand flared to life, catching the first volley mid-flight. Shafts cracked, splintering harmlessly against the dark energy. Spells detonating.
			

			
				Above him, Cas streaked overhead, harpy wings cutting the night. “Ren! That's enough! Get that elf and get out of there!”
			

			
				He glanced behind him. No good. The moment he ran the elves would cut them all down. 
			

			
				You can’t hold this forever…
			

			
				Exhausted… no magic power left… unable to control the void rune in a way that wouldn’t tear him in half. His mind raced—needed something big, something fast.
			

			
				His gaze snapped to the ground under him. The limestone cliff beneath his boots was bare rock exposed to the elements for centuries. In some places it was fractured, unstable, as water froze in the cracks every winter, slowly expanding.
			

			
				Fine... He’d make it worse.
			

			
				The fastest elves were almost on him. 
			

			
				Collapsing the shield he took a knee between the elves and Lilac, then jammed the voidwand into a deep crack in front of him. Then, just like he had with the boulder that refused to budge, he formed an unbreakable void sphere five feet across inside the stone gap. 
			

			
				Dark energy pulsed out like a living thing. The ground quivered. The elves above faltered mid-draw, sensing something very, very wrong. The energy swelled, wedging into the limestone like an invisible hammer driving a wedge into cordwood.
			

			
				Then—collapse.
			

			
				A deep, sickening KERACK! split the night as the stone fractured. The cliff face groaned, trembled—then, like an iceberg calving into the sea, an entire section of the ledge lurched outward. The ground beneath the elves’ feet tilted, slow at first, like a beast waking, before gravity seized control. A grinding roar of shattered limestone filled the air as the massive slab sheared away, ripping loose from the rest of the mountain cliff. The ground bucked, sending elves sprawling, their yells lost in the deafening chaos. Then, momentum took over—tilting faster, faster—before the whole chunk of the world plummeted into the abyss below.
			

			
				Elves screamed, tumbling as the rock beneath them vanished. Dust and debris swallowed the battlefield in an instant.
			

			
				A deep, echoing crack thundered through the stone as the voidsphere swallowed rock and space alike, sending shockwaves through the ground. As the massive slab of limestone sheared away, dragging trees, dirt, and half the elven warband with it, screams filled the night, swallowed by the wind as bodies plummeted into the abyss. Ren spotted the elf noble—his silver hair whipping as he fell, a glimpse before he was lost behind a wall of dust and trees as the cliff collapsed around him. Everything vanishing into the swirling dust and darkness below.
			

			
				“Fuck youooo!” Ren yelled.
			

			
				Then the ledge beneath Ren’s boots cracked.
			

			
				“Fuck me!”
			

			
				“Wheeee!” Lilac cried as she began sliding past him like she was on a ride. 
			

			
				He grabbed a handful of her clothes. Stomach lurching as the ground tilted. He staggered back, but the momentum carried him forward. With a savage heave he used all his strength to toss the unconscious form of the elf captive ahead of him onto the solid ground. 
			

			
				Then the stone under him split, gravity yanked him down, and for a split second, he was weightless.
			

			
				Cold terror gripped his chest. No time to think, no spells to cast—he was falling.
			

			
				A shadow blotted out the moon. A screech cut through the chaos.
			

			
				Something hit him—hard.
			

			
				Talons clamped around his shoulders, wrenching him upward just as the last of the ledge crumbled beneath him. Wind howled past his ears as the world blurred into a dizzying rush of motion.
			

			
				Cas.
			

			
				Her harpy wings strained against the air, powerful and desperate. Ren dangled from her grip, breath shallow, heart hammering. Below, the landslide rumbled on, consuming the battlefield in an avalanche of stone and ruin.
			

			
				“Damn it, Ren!” Cas’s voice was raw, struggling against the wind. “You trying to die stylishly or something?”
			

			
				She swung him up, tossing him unceremoniously onto solid ground beside the giggling Lilac. Ren hit the dirt with a grunt, rolling onto his back, limbs shaking from exertion. The bird-monster that was Cas landed beside him, shaking out her feathers before shifting back into her humin form. An arrow jutted from her shoulder, but she barely gave it a glance, rolling her arm with an annoyed grunt.
			

			
				“You owe me. Again,” she grinned.
			

			
				Ren stared up at the sky, breath still ragged, still dazed from nearly dying.
			

			
				“Yeah,” he muttered, swallowing hard. “I’m keeping track.”
			

			
				“Damn elves and their toothpicks,” she muttered, yanking the arrow shaft free with a wince.
			

			
				Ren wiped sweat and grime from his face, forcing himself to stand. The ruined tower loomed ahead, their last refuge for the night. He could see the others up ahead, gathered at the entrance, waiting. Relief was so close he could taste it.
			

			
				Then he heard the voice. Nearby, but muffled.
			

			
				“Can’t you hear me? ANYBODY! Move your ASSES!”
			

			
				Ren froze. Cas cocked her head, ears twitching.
			

			
				The voice came from below.
			

			
				“No way… it can’t be. Can it?” Cas said.
			

			
				Slowly, Ren and Cas advanced up the trail and leaned toward the cliff’s edge. Peering down, he spotted a lone figure hanging from an exposed root jutting out from the sheer rock face. Yaghed, bruised, bloody, and clinging for dear life.
			

			
				The orc’s wide, frantic eyes locked onto Ren. “Fuck you, you miserable fucking Fetch! Do somethin’ before I rip your spine out and beat you with it!”
			

			
				He must’ve seen the look in Ren’s eyes because his tone shifted. “You don’t have the stones…” he growled.
			

			
				Ren crouched, resting an elbow on his knee. “I told you what would happen if you ever turned on me to save your own ass again.”
			

			
				Yaghed gave a shaky laugh, desperation creeping into his voice. Fingers gripping the root. “You want me to beg? It was nothing personal! Just instincts. Yer just too stupid to know you have to look out fer yerself first!”
			

			
				“That sound like an apology to you?” Cas asked Ren.
			

			
				“Help me up, and I swear, I’ll owe you,” Yaghed groaned.
			

			
				Cas leaned over Ren’s shoulder, sneering. “Owe him what? Another knife in the back?”
			

			
				Yaghed’s fingers trembled. “I can be useful! I know things! I—I know how these elves think! You need me!”
			

			
				Ren exhaled slowly, staring down at him. Yaghed’s lip quivered, his strength failing.
			

			
				Ren reached for his voidwand and extended the glassy sword blade.
			

			
				“No—no, wait! Please, just—”
			

			
				“I told you the last thing you’d see is my face before you hit the ground.”
			

			
				“Just flap your arms real hard,” Cas grinned. “And fly, you fool.”
			

			
				He swung.
			

			
				The blade made a clean cut through the root. For a fraction of a second, Yaghed just hung there, weightless, realization dawning in his eyes. Then—
			

			
				He fell.
			

			
				His screams echoed off the cliffs, growing fainter, swallowed by the abyss. Ren waited until the last sound faded before standing. Cas let out a low whistle.
			

			
				“Cold,” she said, smirking. “I like it.”
			

			
				Ren put the wand away. “Help me carry this fucking elf.”
			

			
				“Do a have to?” she moaned theatrically.
			

			
				“If I have to, then you have to. Hurry up.”
			

			
				They collected the doped-out Lilac and turned, heading toward the tower.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 7   : The Dark Tower
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren and Cas half-dragged, half-supported Lilac toward the ruined tower, ignoring the fact that the mimic girl was dripping blood all over his boots. Usually her wounds healed fast because of her weird mimic anatomy. 
			

			
				She must be tired… like the rest of us.
			

			
				They walked in silence, just the crunch of dirt and stone beneath their feet. Then Cas let out a slow breath, her voice uncharacteristically soft, almost like she couldn't believe it herself. 
			

			
				“That was...”
			

			
				“Stupid? I know. Insult me about it later, would you?”
			

			
				“I was going to say magnificent,” the mimic said, slightly hurt.
			

			
				Ren paused. Speechless. Cas, sentimental?
			

			
				“Thanks… for coming back for me. You didn’t have to,” he said.
			

			
				She glanced at him, something unreadable in her expression. Then snorted. “Yeah, well. You didn’t have to drop a mountain on our problems. But here we are.”
			

			
				“We really should be dead.”
			

			
				Cas nodded. “Probably. Just too stupid to know when to quit.”
			

			
				For a moment, the weight of everything hung between them… the race through the woods, the fight, the betrayal, the choices they couldn’t take back. Ren expected Cas to deflect, to laugh it off with some ridiculous joke. Instead, she just stood there, staring at the blood on her hands. It was unsettling—Cas taking something seriously. 
			

			
				He smiled to himself. I guess this is what passes for a real bonding moment with a mimic... 
			

			
				“Poor, stupid stack of shit Yaghed.”
			

			
				“You actually sorry for him?”
			

			
				She shrugged. “Maybe a little. I must not be feeling well. Let's catch up, Needy's probably dropping bricks worrying about us.” Cas shifted into a wolf, dropping on all fours, then winced, one leg limping slightly. “Fucking arrows”
			

			
				The others were already gathered at the doors to the tower, staring up at the hulking corpse of a building like it was about to lurch forward and bite them. Letting Lilac fall to the ground, Cas trotted up and pissed on the door lintel. 
			

			
				Needy, barely holding it together, let out a strangled noise and threw herself at Ren, arms wrapping around his chest with enough force to nearly knock the wind out of him. He grunted, hesitated, then patted her head awkwardly. Then the goblin turned to Cas, dropping to her knees and clutching her like she was a lost pet finally found. Cas let out a disgusted squawk, tried to wriggle free, then sighed and licked a stray tear off Needy’s cheek. “Ugh. Stop leaking on me, gobbo.”
			

			
				Ren craned his neck up and studied the tower. It looked like a vampire’s vacation home after a fire sale. The upper half had long since collapsed, leaving jagged stone and splintered beams pointing skyward like it had died mid-scream. Vines strangled the remaining structure, and thick moss clung to the walls like it had given up on ever being cleaned. The empty windows gaped at them—dark, hollow sockets in a skull that had seen better days.
			

			
				Sweep squinted up at the ruins, then turned to Ren. “Where’s Yaghed?”
			

			
				Ren didn’t even look over. “Took a shortcut to the bottom. So... this is the Watchtower of Samal’thar’s Hold…”
			

			
				The fact nobody said a kind word about the orc’s death told him there wouldn’t be any tears shed. 
			

			
				Lord Thorn the minotaur had called it the tower of Adonibal and Sakon... former owners. Had told Ren he'd find hospitality here. Looking at it, Ren wasn't so sure. Needy and Cas glanced at him, waiting for his grand assessment. He just stood there, studying the place, arms crossed.
			

			
				Finally he broke the silence. “Well. Looks like the safest death trap we’re gonna find. I say we go inside before something worse shows up.”
			

			
				Cas exhaled through her nose. “Yeah. Screw it. We die, we die indoors.”
			

			
				And with that, he walked forward, straight into the gaping maw of whatever fresh nightmare was waiting inside.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Boots and Plum leaned on the big iron-strapped wooden doors, scarred with age, and they swung open on ungreased hinges, making a classic haunted-house squeal. Sweep marched inside, sword drawn like he had a personal grudge against safety. The others hesitated at the threshold, eyeing the crumbling interior like it was hiding paladins. Ren, not in the mood to stand around debating, hauled Cas along and followed. If this place was going to kill them, at least it had a roof.
			

			
				“Boots, grab the elf.”
			

			
				The hallway was short, damp, and reeked of mildew and regret. The air had that special kind of cold that settled into your bones like an unpaid debt. Ren’s boots scuffed against something brittle—animal bones, scattered like a welcome mat.
			

			
				The hallway spat them into a great hall that had seen better centuries. What was once a grand chamber now looked like a crime scene for interior decorating. Furniture lay in various stages of decomposition, the wooden frames splintering, the upholstery rotted down to fibrous husks. Vines strangled the windows, thick and knotted, turning the place into a cave of shadow. 
			

			
				“Hey Jam, little light buddy…” Ren spoke to the slime.
			

			
				The blue glow got slowly brighter revealing more of the warped, broken shapes of the remaining table and chairs. The survivors of the elf ambush shuffled inside, quiet, uneasy. Even their footsteps sounded too loud, echoing off the walls like they were trespassing in some dead giant’s living room.
			

			
				Cas, still draped against Ren, exhaled and gave the place an approving nod. “Finally. Somewhere that feels like home.”
			

			
				Ren glanced around at the graveyard of fancy furniture and general aura of doom. “Yeah, real cozy. Just needs some carcasses and a bloodstain or two.”
			

			
				Sweep clapped his hands, sending dust spiraling into the air. “Despite all odds we arrived! This is cause for celebration!”
			

			
				Needy wrinkled her nose. “It smells like something died in here... It’s making me homesick.”
			

			
				“Something definitely died in here,” Plum muttered, nudging a particularly chewed-looking pile of humanoid bones with his boot. Nim and Amanita started pushing each other over who got to have them.
			

			
				Noiraud landed lightly on a warped table, tail flicking as she eyed the shadows suspiciously. “If anything's still living in here, dibs on eating it.”
			

			
				Three feet tall, all glossy black fur and slinky movements, evolved just humin enough to make Ren uncomfortable. She had fingers instead of paws—slender, claw-tipped digits that could pick a lock or slap a goblin with equal ease. A slight swell at her chest hinted at something vaguely woman-shaped under all that fur, but the rest was pure panther—muzzle, tail, feline eyes locked in a constant look of vague disdain. She looked like someone had asked a wizard to build a sexy pet and then chickened out halfway through.
			

			
				Ren sighed, rubbing his temples. “Great. We've got optimism, paranoia, and cannibalism all in one room. Truly, the full dungeon-diving experience.”
			

			
				Behind him, Ren heard whimpering and turned to see Lilac half-awake draped over Boot’s back. Her wide eyes darting between the Ren and the ruined architecture. Her voice trembled as she clutched at her torn sleeves. 
			

			
				“There is a darkness here, an ancient evil that slumbers beneath these stones. A malevolent presence older than time itself, whispering from the void!”
			

			
				“Oh look, it survived… yay.” Cas lazily tilted her head at her. “That’s just Noiraud. She does that.”
			

			
				Lilac frowned. “You jest, but mark my words—this place is cursed. It reeks of sorrow and despair. Of lives ended before their time!”
			

			
				Ren kicked at the decayed remains of what might’ve once been a chair. “Yeah, well, so does Plumb after eating peas and porridge, but we’re not making a big deal out of that either.”
			

			
				A sickly green glow bloomed in the gallery above,
			

			
				Ren watched it slithering along the balcony like it had a mind of its own. The survivors froze, heads tilting upward, collectively deciding to shut up.
			

			
				“Tell me that's just swamp gas,” Plum muttered, gripping his hammer.
			

			
				Ren felt the rune in his palm tingle. “Probably not,” he replied, eyes tracking the eerie light as it floated along the railing.
			

			
				The glow descended, step by step, smooth as oil dripping down glass. As it got closer, details emerged—a candelabra, ancient and tarnished, its wax-dripping candles flickering with unnatural green fire. It was held aloft in the hand of a tall, hooded figure, its tattered robe trailing behind like it had been left out in a hurricane for a few centuries. Shadows clung to it unnaturally, swirling around its form like they were held by strings.
			

			
				Noiraud’s ears flattened. “Master—we should run.”
			

			
				“And go where? Back outside?” Needy hissed at the cat. “With the elves?”
			

			
				The ghostly figure moved closer, gliding without touching the ground, its movements soundless. Then it spoke, voice dry and hollow, like old parchment crumbling to dust. “What business do you have in the haunted hall of the Lord Malagar?”
			

			
				A cold chill rattled through Ren's spine like someone had just run an ice cube down his soul. He had seen some crusty old spirits in his service to Isinore—hell, he'd helped summon some of them—but this thing was ancient.
			

			
				Cas, still leaning against him, let out an impressed whistle. “Ooo, dramatic. Ten outta ten ghost vibes. Do we clap, or… ?”
			

			
				Lilac, still somewhat delirious from her earlier ordeal, took a staggering step back, her eyes wide with recognition—or panic. “A foul specter of the damned! Bound by ancient sorcery, dwelling in this cursed ruin, a guardian of forgotten evils! Woe betide those who trespass in the dominion of the accursed!”
			

			
				Ren winced, Clapped a hand over the stupid elf’s mouth.
			

			
				The green shape of the spectre seemed to grow, expanding with power and rage. Glowering down at them.
			

			
				Then Cas cleared her throat. “Uhhh… we just met her, like yesterday. I personally like foul spectres… some of my best friends are from the dominion of the accursed, honest!”
			

			
				Ren swallowed hard, his pulse pounding in his ears as the figure spoke in a voice that sent shivers down his spine. The eyes turned on him. He squared his shoulders, stepped forward, and did his best impression of a guy who hadn’t just spent the last day almost dying repeatedly. 
			

			
				“Dark spirit of the tower…” he said, making a grand gesture that hopefully masked the fact that he was copying his manners from the dark lords who had come calling on Isinore in the past.  “By right of passage and peril, we come upon these halls,” he declared, his words edged with cold certainty. “We are bound by purpose, set upon a sacred quest. The road is long, and treacherous, and so we seek shelter in  Samal’thar’s Hold.”
			

			
				Ren held his ground, letting the silence stretch just long enough to own the space before continuing, his tone unwavering.
			

			
				“We come as emissaries of the Nethermire, once sworn to the service of Isinore Crowstrike,” he said. “Though the lady of the Mire has fallen, her will lingers, and we who walked her halls now seek passage through these.”
			

			
				His gaze stayed locked on the spectre, unflinching. “By her name and the blood we have spilled, we claim the right to parley. Will you open your gates, or must we force them wide?”
			

			
				The wraith tilted its head, shadows curling around it like ink in water. Ren could feel those glowing green eyes drilling into him, weighing every word. It was the kind of scrutiny that made a man reconsider all his life choices. Not that he had time for that right now.
			

			
				“Show me your hand that I may judge your goodwill,” the papery rasp of the spirit replied.
			

			
				Ren lifted his hand, palm open, revealing the cursed rune carved into his flesh. The wraith’s gaze locked onto it like a starving man eyeing a buffet, and for the first time since stepping into this place, Ren felt something close to actual fear.
			

			
				The wraith straightened, its tattered hood falling back. The face beneath was pure nightmare fuel—a skeletal visage of decayed flesh, shadows curling through empty sockets, green flames dancing where pupils should have been. The air seemed to freeze solid.
			

			
				“It can’t be,” the wraith whispered, voice dry as parchment.
			

			
				Ren swallowed. Hard. “I assure you, we are—”
			

			
				“My dears!” The wraith cut him off, hands thrown wide in sudden, unrestrained joy. “You are most welcome!”
			

			
				Ren blinked. “We... are?”
			

			
				The wraith loomed in the flickering green candlelight. He exuded the kind of menace that should have sent everyone bolting for the door, but instead, he peered at them with something almost like... delight?
			

			
				“Ah, the family returns at last!” The wraith clutched his bony chest in dramatic relief, his raspy voice somehow regal. “You have been away so long! I feared the worst—bandits, war, an unfortunate accident involving a carriage and a particularly aggressive goose! But no! Here you are!” 
			

			
				Cas leaned toward Ren, her voice a whisper. “Okay. Not what I expected. What did you do?”
			

			
				Ren didn’t look away from their unsettlingly enthusiastic host. “I have no idea…”
			

			
				The wraith went on. “And taking a sacred quest! How absolutely thrilling! How rude of me, leaving you standing in this dreary hall like common vagrants!” The wraith turned on its heel, robes billowing, and gestured grandly toward the deeper recesses of the ruined fortress. “Come, come! We must prepare a feast!”
			

			
				He gestured grandly, nearly knocking the candelabra from his own spectral grip. “Enter my children!”
			

			
				Ren blinked. “Uh... yeah. Good to be back.”
			

			
				Cas elbowed him. “I call dibs on being the estranged daughter who gambled away her inheritance. Watch this!”
			

			
				Cas stepped forward, her expression a perfect mask of tragic regret. She spread her arms wide, voice dripping with mock sorrow.
			

			
				“Can you ever forgive me?” she wailed, eyes shimmering with exaggerated grief. “I was young! Foolish! I trusted the wrong people, made terrible bets, squandered my inheritance on booze, bad lovers, and shinier treasure chests! But I have seen the error of my ways! I return now, humbled—a prodigal daughter, seeking only your embrace!”
			

			
				She clasped her hands, bowing her head solemnly.
			

			
				“…And, y’know, shelter from the murderous elves outside.”
			

			
				The wraith let out a slow, sorrowful sigh. “Ah, my dear, as reckless as ever. You were always the scandal of the family. And you—”  he turned his gaze to Sweep, who straightened up in alarm. “You must have grown so much since last I saw you. My, how tall you've become, and handsome!”
			

			
				Sweep, opened his mouth, then closed it. “Uh... my thanks…” 
			

			
				Needy looked around in confusion. “What do you mean?” She turned to the horrifying spectre. “M-Monsieur Wraith? We’re not really—owww!”
			

			
				Ren stomped on her foot.
			

			
				“Not really ow?” the spectre asked.
			

			
				Ren quickly stepped in front of the too-honest goblin. “She just meant it’s been so long we barely know each other.”
			

			
				“Nonsense! Family is family!” The wraith swept forward with the glide of a man who had forgotten what feet were for. “Now, do come in. I must prepare a feast!”
			

			
				Noiraud wrinkled her nose and whispered under her breath. “What exactly do you plan on serving? Dust and the lingering taste of senility?”
			

			
				Ren called the others into a huddle, keeping his voice low. “Alright, new plan. We’re his long-lost family. Play along. The old guy’s senile enough to buy it.”
			

			
				Cas smirked. “Can we be step-siblings? That sounds hot!” She put on an innocent face. “You’re the best step-bro a girl could ever ask for!”
			

			
				“No.”
			

			
				“Cousins?”
			

			
				“Ugh, fine! Not the point!”
			

			
				“What shall this chicanery accomplish?” Sweep asked. “It is not honorable…”
			

			
				“Shut up, 'cousin Sweep',” Ren shot back. “Look, my grandma got senile and sent me a hundred bucks in a birthday card every month. I felt bad, but I kept the money. This is the same thing, but instead of cash, we’re getting not-evicted and not-murdered. So work with me.”
			

			
				They followed as the wraith swept into the private study with a flair only an undead noble could muster, shadows trailing like the hem of an invisible cape. The room was classic haunted chic—a big wooden table, high-backed chairs that looked like they’d break under the weight of a strong opinion, and shelves packed with dust-covered books no one had read since crusades to the holy land were a socially acceptable way to go on spring break.
			

			
				“Come, my dearest family! Sit, sit! We must catch up!” the wraith declared, arms wide as if expecting a group hug.
			

			
				Ren shot the others a look: Just roll with it. He pulled out a chair and sat, setting the tone for the rest to follow. The others hesitated, then, with varying degrees of enthusiasm, found their seats. Lilac, still tied up and very much horrified, remained standing by the wall, which was probably for the best.
			

			
				“Ah, Guillaume,” the wraith sighed, looking at Ren with misty-eyed fondness. “You have grown so... pragmatic. Just like your father. And Adelaïde! Tell me, does the family estate still host those lavish summer parties?”
			

			
				Needy, who had apparently been dubbed Adelaïde, blinked. “Oh! Yes! Absolutely. Just, uh, fewer guests these days. Travel restrictions.”
			

			
				The wraith nodded solemnly. “Ah, yes. The war.”
			

			
				As far as Ren knew, the last war around here had been the Frankish-Orc wars. Ren rested his forehead against his hand, swallowing a sigh.
			

			
				“And Bertrand!” The wraith turned to Sweep, who, to his credit, didn’t flinch. “Still practicing the pianoforte, I trust? Your etudes were always a delight!”
			

			
				Sweep nodded slowly. "I... dabble. Mostly in percussive instruments now."
			

			
				"Magnificent! And Constance! I see you've brought your favorite petit-minue. What was his name—Marquis de Ronron?”
			

			
				Gudrun barely missed a beat, grabbed Noiraud and hauled her spitting and clawing into her lap. “Oh, Marquis de Ronron has been very naughty lately. Constantly knocking things off tables, waking me up at ungodly hours, and demanding to be fed at his every whim. But we love him anyway.”
			

			
				Noiraud’s tail bristled, her ears flattening as she bared her teeth. “I will gut you.”
			

			
				The wraith chuckled. “Ah, such a spirited creature! A true noble’s companion. I do hope he hasn’t lost his penchant for chasing after the servants.”
			

			
				Gudrun wiped an imaginary tear from her eye. “Oh no, he’s worse than ever. Hisses at everyone. Just the most unpleasant, moody little thing.” She shot Noiraud a look of pure mischief. “But deep down, he just wants someone to pet him. Isn’t that right, Marquis de Ronron?”
			

			
				Noiraud growled low in her throat but, under Gudrun’s warning glare, forced the words out through clenched teeth. “Yes. I love being petted.”
			

			
				Gudrun clapped her hands together. “See? Such a good kitty.” And scratched under her chin.
			

			
				Ren barely heard her, too busy watching Cas. She looked genuinely ill. Her face was paler than usual – if that was possible – her shoulders tight like she was bracing for something. He nudged her knee under the table. “You good?”
			

			
				Cas flicked her gaze to him and nodded once. “Fine.”
			

			
				Lies. But now wasn’t the time to push. He turned back to the wraith, pasting on his best diplomatic smile. “This has been a wonderful reunion, but we’ve had a long journey. Maybe a little rest would—” 
			

			
				“Oh, but we’ve only just begun!” The wraith beamed. “Come now, tell me about your hobbies, your lovers! There must be so much to discuss!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				After an hour of invented details Ren was beginning to run out of stories. He convinced the wraith they were exhausted and needed to see their rooms and the spirit lifted a bony hand, gave a grand flourish, and rang a bell that clearly hadn’t been used since the concept of service itself had died. A long, echoing chime filled the air, followed by absolutely nothing. The wraith frowned, then sighed, settling into his chair with an air of aristocratic disappointment.
			

			
				“Ah,” he lamented. “My staff has become quite lax in their duties.”
			

			
				Ren rested his chin on his knuckles, watching the old ghost ignore the fact his spectral butler force was, in fact, imaginary. “Yeah. Might be time to write some performance reviews.”
			

			
				The wraith nodded solemnly. “Yes, yes. Perhaps I’ve been too lenient. Come, I will show you myself!”
			

			
				Collecting the group, they followed the wraith as it drifted through the halls, holding the candelabra of green candles.
			

			
				“So, tell me,” Ren asked. “How’d you end up in this prime real estate? Always wanted a scenic ruin?”
			

			
				The wraith scoffed, the sound echoing unnervingly through the cavernous chamber. “Scenic ruin? Pah! I was quite content in my eternal repose within the Necropolis. At least there, I didn’t have to deal with drafts!” He gestured around the room with theatrical disdain. “Look at this place! Plaster crumbling, stones sagging—sagging!—and drapes! Drapes so thick they could smother a man, all to keep out the wretched sun when it rises. Ugh! You call this dignified? I call it squatting with class!”
			

			
				“So why leave the Necropolis?” Ren asked, already dreading the answer.
			

			
				“Those filthy, treasure-hoarding, home-invading Saexish adventurers decided that my resting place was the perfect spot to swing their swords, plunder my ancestral tomb, and—worst of all—leave graffiti on my sarcophagus!” The wraith’s ethereal aura flared slightly, shaking the dust from the rafters. “I ask you, Guillaume, is nothing sacred?”
			

			
				Ren scratched his jaw, playing along. “A true tragedy...”
			

			
				“I was most peaceable, I assure you. But no, they simply had to desecrate everything. One particularly loathsome brute pried the gold inlays from my coffin to pay off his bar tab.” The wraith’s voice dripped with aristocratic horror. “So, naturally, I had to relocate.”
			

			
				Ren gestured vaguely at the tower. “So you moved… here? In daylight? Bit of a downgrade.”
			

			
				The wraith exhaled as though this were the greatest tragedy in all of undeath. “It became too noisy to stay! So I took up residence in this abandoned fortress, high above the riffraff. Less foot traffic. No insufferable clerics chanting at ungodly hours. And most importantly—no unsolicited door-to-door swordsmen.”
			

			
				Needy raised a hand. “So… do you ever get lonely?”
			

			
				“Oh, absolutely not,” the wraith said, shaking his head. “You wouldn’t believe the company I keep! Why, just last night, I was debating philosophy with the most delightful procession of ghostly monks.” The wraith waved a dismissive hand. “Not much for dancing, but they’re marvelous conversationalists when you get past all the chanting.”
			

			
				Ren studied the wraith with a mixture of curiosity and wariness. “So, tell me, don't you worry about the elves?” he asked, trying to keep the conversation flowing.
			

			
				The wraith tilted its head, its glowing eyes narrowing slightly. “No, no, the bells have not rung since the top of the tower collapsed,” it replied in a haughty tone, its voice dripping with aristocratic flair.
			

			
				The wraith showed them to their rooms with the enthusiasm of a tour guide. He swept through the halls of the Lord Malagar, his bony hand gestured at each decrepit chamber with a flourish that suggested he expected applause.
			

			
				“Ah, and here we have the Grand Dining Hall!” he announced, throwing open a set of doors with a theatrical swoop. Dust and the scent of long-decayed opulence rolled out to greet them. “Many a feast was held here, though I confess the wine selection was always abominable. Never a decent vintage past the third century!”
			

			
				Ren, still chewing a bit of preserved rations they’d scavenged from the packs of dead adventurers, nodded along. “Yeah, I hate when that happens.”
			

			
				Cas, trailing behind and leaning against a chair for support, whispered, “Ren, just tell him no one cares.”
			

			
				“Why break his little ghost heart?” Ren whispered back. “Besides, we’re getting the VIP tour.”
			

			
				“Ah, the library!” the wraith continued, sweeping into a cavernous room lined with bookshelves that were sagging like exhausted old men. “A treasure trove of knowledge, if one enjoys such things. Personally, I always preferred more lively pursuits.”
			

			
				“Shocking,” Sweep muttered, eyeing the vast amount of literary neglect.
			

			
				The wraith, ignoring the commentary, turned to a large portrait and let out a wistful sigh. “Lady Beatrice,” he murmured. “A true beauty. We had quite the dalliance back in the day. Oh, the scandal! The intrigue! The moonlit encounters! Even in death, she retained all her charms.”
			

			
				“Wait, hold up.” Ren lifted a hand. “Are you saying you dated Lady Beatrice after she died?”
			

			
				“Why, of course!” The wraith beamed as though this were perfectly normal. “Our post-mortem romance was the talk of the spectral realm! Many a night we danced through these very halls, two souls bound by passion beyond the veil.”
			

			
				Cas groaned. 
			

			
				The wraith, either oblivious or reveling in the memory, proceeded to introduce them to every portrait lining the walls. Madame Celeste, Lady Josephine, Countess Amelie—each one came with its own grand tale of forbidden love, torrid affairs, and ghostly trysts that probably violated several unspoken afterlife rules.
			

			
				“This guy gets around,” Gudrun whispered.
			

			
				Ren sighed.
			

			
				As they entered yet another dim corridor, the wraith took on a more somber air, adjusting his tattered robes. “Ah, but these old bones do give me trouble. Eternal unlife is not without its drawbacks. My back! My knees! A man ought to rest in peace, not shuffle about like an old miser looking for his lost spectacles.”
			

			
				Boots, ever silent, nodded his own skeletal head as if to say, Yeah, tell me about it.
			

			
				The wraith sighed dramatically, rubbing his temples in a show of exhaustion that Ren was fairly certain was just muscle memory from when he had an actual head. “And worst of all, I still hear the whispers of those wretched adventurers, even in my own halls! Always plotting, always sneaking, always… ah but what is there to be done?” 
			

			
				Ren noticed it first—the way Cas had been slowing down, the usual manic energy drained from her movements. Her face had gone from pale to ashen, her breaths coming shorter, shallower. Then, just as the wraith was launching into another rambling tangent about some ancient grudge with a long-dead rival, Cas swayed where she stood. Her knees buckled.
			

			
				Ren moved before she even hit the floor. He caught her, lowering her gently onto the cold stone. “Cas? Cas! Talk to me!”
			

			
				Needy was already at his side, hands hovering uselessly over their friend, eyes wide with panic. “She’s burning up!” Needy licked Cas’s forehead and recoiled, spitting. “This isn’t normal. Ren, we need to get her lying down.”
			

			
				With their companions crowding around, they hoisted her between them and stumbled into the nearest bedroom, an old guest chamber barely holding itself together. The bed was musty, but it would do. Ren laid Cas down as carefully as possible, but she barely reacted, just a weak moan before her head lolled to the side.
			

			
				Needy yanked up Cas’s arm, exposing the arrow wound. The flesh around it was angry and red, jagged veins of infection crawling outward. It looked wrong, unnatural.
			

			
				Ren’s stomach twisted. “That’s where the elf arrow hit her. What the hell is this?”
			

			
				Needy shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen something like this... her wounds always heal.”
			

			
				Gudrun, stepped forward, fingers tracing the darkened skin around the wound. Her lips pursed, her brow furrowing. “This isn’t a normal infection. This…”
			

			
				A dry chuckle from behind made Ren’s fists clench before he even turned. The wraith hovered over them, peering down at Cas with a knowing glint in his hollow eyes. “Oh, dear me. I recognize this. Elven poison—specifically designed to slay demons.” He tutted, shaking his spectral head. “Nasty stuff. Nasty. Quite the overkill, I might add.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled through his nose. That bastard Allium. He'd shot Cas with that arrow when they were on the clifftop. The elf had brought the poison to kill him, and Cas had taken the hit instead. His jaw clenched, the weight of guilt settling in. “And how do we fix it?”
			

			
				The wraith hummed, floating back slightly. “Fix it? Well, that’s quite the predicament, isn’t it?”
			

			
				Needy snapped her head around, eyes blazing. “Filthy elf!” she barked. “This is your fault!”
			

			
				“Me?” Lilac eeped, backing up.
			

			
				“Your kind! They used a demon-killing poison!”
			

			
				Lilac, seeing all angry eyes on her, flinched like she’d been slapped. “I—I would never use such a thing! I didn’t make this happen!” 
			

			
				Needy was losing her shit. Ren was about ten seconds away from joining her. “Yeah? Well, now she’s dying!" Needy’s voice cracked, her hands trembling as she turned back to Cas.
			

			
				Ren wasn’t interested in blame. He needed a solution. Fast. He took a steadying breath, grabbing the captive in both hands. “We need to get this poison out of her. Fast. What counteracts elven poison?”
			

			
				“How should I know? I’m a warrior, not an alchemist! Why not ask our host?”
			

			
				It wasn’t a bad idea. In a ruin like this, who knew what treasures it might hide? He turned to the wraith. “What sort of magic do you have?”
			

			
				“Magic?” the specter asked.
			

			
				“Yes! There must be a scroll… or a potion… or a fucking healing staff stashed away, right?”
			

			
				The wraith looked thoughtful. “Yes… yes there was something like that, I think…”
			

			
				“There is? Where?”
			

			
				“I… I’m afraid it eludes me,” the wraith said apologetically. Seeming suddenly frail.
			

			
				“Think harder! Remember!”
			

			
				“But of course,” the wraith said, getting a faraway look. “I remember the Summer of the Seven Unicorns—madame wore a hat made entirely of cockatrice; of course it is the summer the Duke challenged a unicorn to a duel over a misunderstanding involving a goose and three baguettes. Ah, quel scandale!”
			

			
				Ren tried very hard not to cut it in half with the void wand. This fucking undead had lost its mind. “Everyone spread out!” he ordered. “Search the tower. Magic, magic books… anything you can find. If this tower is anything like the Nethermire there’s loot stashed everywhere.”
			

			
				“But Ren…” Sweep said.
			

			
				“Fucking do it!”
			

			
				They scrambled to obey.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The search lasted for hours, each minute stretching into eternity. While Needy and Gudrun stayed with Cas, Ren led the hunt. The sound of Gudrun’s chants were a dull, constant drone, until she had prayed herself hoarse, her voice breaking on the final invocations to Gurmak. But the healing magic just slid off Cas’s wound like water over glass. The poison was elven. It was made with a magical curse. Cas lay unconscious, barely breathing, her skin clammy and pale. She’d even reverted to her real form—a white, amorphous blob—quivering with each weak, struggling breath.
			

			
				After searching the place top to bottom Ren returned to her. Standing at the edge of the bed, jaw clenched, hands balled into fists. He had seen people die before. Enough to not be bothered by it anymore. 
			

			
				But not her. Not Cas.
			

			
				Needy sat beside her, hands clenched, jaw tight. The poisoned elf arrow had done its work… Cas’ body flickered between shapes, unable to hold one, her skin shifting from pale to waxen, like even being was too much effort. Her breath came shallow, ragged.
			

			
				Ren looked down at the void rune in his palm, fingers curling around it like he could force it to obey. If he had control—real control—he could do something. Anything.
			

			
				"Ah, sweetheart," Isinore’s voice coiled through his mind, soft as smoke, carrying the weight of a sigh. "A mimic and a manakin, tangled up like this. Now, that’s a sight I never thought I’d see."
			

			
				Ren didn’t look up. “She’s dying.”
			

			
				"That’s what things like her do. Mimics don’t last, sugar. They’re clever, they’re hungry, but they don’t linger."
			

			
				His jaw clenched. “She’s not a thing.”
			

			
				"No, she’s not," Isinore admitted, her voice turning gentle, like a mother speaking to a child who didn’t yet understand grief. "And you, my dear, are something else entirely. Monsters don’t get attached. But you two? You’re different."
			

			
				Ren’s grip tightened. The rune throbbed in his palm, cold and waiting. “Tell me what to do.”
			

			
				"You can’t save her," Isinore murmured, regret threading through her words. "Not yet. But you can buy time."
			

			
				Ren swallowed hard. “How?”
			

			
				"Let me in, sugar. Just for a moment."
			

			
				His pulse jumped as his body moved on its own. The void rune flared, shadows bleeding from his fingertips as an unnatural stillness crept over Cas. Her shifting skin dulled, turning smooth, almost waxy, like she’d been dipped in candlelight. The frantic, struggling breaths slowed, her body locking in place.
			

			
				Ren’s stomach twisted. She wasn’t dead—but she wasn’t alive either.
			

			
				"It’s a magical coma," Isinore soothed. "She won’t feel a thing. You’ve bought her time, darlin’. That’s the best you can do."
			

			
				Ren exhaled, dragging a hand down his face. “How long?”
			

			
				Isinore hesitated. "A week maybe."
			

			
				A week? It was better than nothing, but… he needed a solution. And he needed it now.
			

			
				“Ren…” Needy asked. She and Gudrun were staring at him. “What have you done?”
			

			
				It was time to have another chat with the wraith.
			

			
				He found it in the library. Ren had already stormed through the tower’s library, ripping books from shelves, flipping through brittle pages, scanning for anything—any mention of an antidote, a counterspell, something. The wraith was looking sadly at the mess.
			

			
				“Ah, Guillaume,” the wraith murmured, watching him from the corner of one hollow eye socket. “Still studying so late? You were always a diligent boy.”
			

			
				Ren didn’t have the patience for the act. He exhaled sharply, rubbing his temples. “Not in the mood for the family reunion bit, old man.”
			

			
				The wraith’s expression flickered into something gentler. “Your heart aches. You fear for her.”
			

			
				Ren’s fingers tightened on the spine of the book in his hand. “I can’t lose her.” The words came out quieter than he expected, like saying them aloud made them real. “I don’t know what I’d do if I did.”
			

			
				The wraith sighed, a dry, papery sound. “Love is such a fragile thing, yet it binds us tighter than any chain.” His gaze drifted toward the dying mimic. “If only we were in the necropolis. The shrine there—”
			

			
				Ren’s head snapped up. “What?”
			

			
				The wraith waved a bony hand. “The Shrine of Mithra. It holds an Elixir of Restoration. Or at least it did, a few years ago. Hard to keep track, you understand.”
			

			
				Ren’s heartbeat hammered against his ribs. “You’re serious?”
			

			
				“Oh yes, indeed.” The wraith gestured vaguely. “A sacred place. One of the last relics of the old faith, hidden beneath the city of the dead.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				“So… I’m going in to find it,” Ren finished explaining what the wraith had told him to the others.
			

			
				Needy, squirming by Cas’ bed, paled. “Ren, you can’t. That place is crawling with adventurers. Didn’t you hear what gramps said? Looters. Heroes. Clerics.”
			

			
				“Don’t care. I’m going.”
			

			
				She stepped in front of him. “But how will you even find it?”
			

			
				Ren turned his gaze to the far corner, where Lilac sat slumped against the wall, recovering from the venom high. He crossed the room in two steps and squatted in front of her. “You’ve been in the Necropolis, haven’t you? I read some reports from Isinore’s spies that the Grey Geese had been spotted there.”
			

			
				Lilac groaned, tilting her head just enough to glare at him. “Maybe.”
			

			
				“Good. You’re coming with me.”
			

			
				She snorted. “And if I say no?”
			

			
				Ren stood and motioned to Boots. “Then I’ll cut off your legs and have a skeleton carrying you the whole way.”
			

			
				Lilac muttered something obscene in Elvish but took a look at the dying mimic and gritted her teeth. “Fine… I’ll go.”
			

			
				Needy crossed her arms. “If she’s going, I’m going.”
			

			
				“No,” Ren snapped.
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				“It’s going to be dangerous.”
			

			
				“Cas is my best friend too, Ren!”
			

			
				He stared at her. Needy stared back, unwavering. He sighed. “Fine. But you do what I say, when I say it.”
			

			
				Needy nodded. “Deal.”
			

			
				Ren turned back to the wraith. “How far down is this shrine?”
			

			
				The wraith looked up at the ceiling, as if recalling details long forgotten. “Far. But not unreachable. On the lowest level of the necropolis. With haste, you may yet make it in two days’ time.”
			

			
				Ren set his jaw. “Then we leave now.”
			

			
				No more waiting. No more second-guessing. Cas was dying. And if the only way to save her was to march straight into the depths of a necropolis crawling with adventurers, heroes, and god knows what else… then that’s exactly what he’d do
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 8   : Fine With Dead Things
			

			
				 
			

			
				The wind howled through the desolate ruins of the necropolis, rattling the armor against Boots' skeletal frame as he stood unmoving, unbothered by the rain, holding Lilac's leash. Rain lashed against Ren’s coat as he stood before the main entrance to the barrow mound. The old stone arch loomed over them, slick with moisture, its worn carvings barely visible in the flickering green glow of the wraith’s spirit candles. Despite the relentless storm, the flames didn’t waver.
			

			
				The wraith spread his arms in dramatic fashion. “Behold,” he intoned, his voice heavy with the weight of centuries. “The entrance to the catacombs of the dead, lain here centuries ago and the Shrine of Mithra.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled through his nose, water dripping from his hair. “Yep. Creepy as hell. Just what I was hoping for.”
			

			
				The wraith turned, his translucent features flickering with something like amusement. “Are you certain you do not wish me to accompany you, dear Guillaume?”
			

			
				Ren studied the wraith. Senile or not, he’d been helpful. But dragging an absent-minded ghost through a place crawling with adventurers wasn’t exactly a winning strategy. He shook his head. “You’ve done enough already.”
			

			
				Needy shifted uncomfortably, hugging herself against the wind, while Lilac lingered behind, casting uneasy glances at the tomb's entrance. “Are you sure?”
			

			
				“Trust me,” Ren told her, eying the wraith from the corner of his eye.
			

			
				“But… we could use the help finding the Shrine of Mithra—” 
			

			
				“The Shrine of Mithra!” the wraith interrupted, suddenly perking up. Then looking around the wraith spoke again. “Behold,” he intoned, his voice heavy with the weight of centuries. “The entrance to the catacombs of the dead, lain here centuries ago. Now… why are we here?”
			

			
				Needy stared at the ancient spirit. “W-we’re here for the Shrine of Mithra.”
			

			
				“Ah, yes! Did you know there are potions hidden inside?”
			

			
				Ren and Needy shared a look. "Yeah. Thanks. We’re all good. Let’s go, Needy."
			

			
				She hesitated but nodded, casting one last wary glance at the wraith before following Ren toward the gaping maw of the tomb. The shadows swallowed them whole, the storm raging behind them as they stepped into the silence of the necropolis.
			

			
				Ren led the way into the underground cut. The wind outside howled like a drunk looking for a fight, but the moment they stepped inside, the world went deathly silent. Just the four of them now as Needy and Boots brought up the rear with the prisoner. Standing in the mouth of a tomb that smelled like wet stone, mildew, and the kind of history no one wanted to remember.
			

			
				At the back of the chamber, a crude stone doorway yawned open like the world’s most ominous invitation. Beyond it, a long, narrow hallway stretched into the dark, its rough stone walls lit by eerie green flames flickering in tiny wall niches. The floors were carved with magic symbols, pulsing faintly with residual energy. The air carried the weight of ancient decay, thick with mildew and something sour.
			

			
				Ren let out a slow breath. “Alright, Boots. You go first. Try to act like you belong here. If we run into any undead, maybe they’ll just assume you’re management.”
			

			
				Boots nodded, the silent skeleton drawing his sword with a scrape of metal on bone. From inside his armor, a small blur of fur leapt down onto the ground. Ren blinked as the rat landed, straightened up, and looked up at him expectantly.
			

			
				“What the hell?” Ren squinted at Nim. “Did you hitch a ride?”
			

			
				Nim nodded solemnly, whiskers twitching.
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Too late to turn back now. Fine. But remember—only do what I say.”
			

			
				Nim stood on his hind legs and saluted. Full military discipline. Ren didn’t know whether to be impressed or concerned. He turned to Lilac, who was leaning against the wall, looking like she’d spent the last hour losing an argument with gravity. Her skin had that sickly, clammy sheen, and her fingers scratched anxiously at her neck.
			

			
				“Alright, you said you’ve been here before and know where the shrine is. Let’s go.”
			

			
				Lilac winced. “I said I think I know where the shrine is. When I was here before, we didn’t fully explore the whole place.”
			

			
				Needy let out a frustrated huff. “Quit stalling and get moving. Every second we waste, Cas is suffering.”
			

			
				Lilac shrank back. “I can’t. I’m too sick.”
			

			
				Needy’s patience snapped. She drew her carving knife and pointed it at Lilac’s face. “Get. Up. I don’t believe you.”
			

			
				Lilac whimpered, tears welling in her eyes. Then she whispered, “Fine. I’ll do it. But he has to bite me.”
			

			
				Needy blinked. “What?”
			

			
				Lilac yanked the collar of her robe down, exposing her neck. “You heard me. Just a little bite. I need a taste.”
			

			
				Ren’s teeth clenched, his frustration boiling over. He grabbed her shoulder and, without warning, sank his fangs into her neck. Hard.
			

			
				Lilac yelped, shuddering under the sudden pain—but then, as the venom hit her bloodstream, her entire body went slack. Her head lolled back, her breath hitching before she let out a long, shuddering sigh. A dopey smile crept across her face.
			

			
				“Oh yeah,” she moaned. “Give me some of that sweet, sweet venom.” Ren pulled away quickly and she blinked awareness back. “That’s all I get?”
			

			
				Ren wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, grimacing. “I need you alert, not passed out in a crypt. You get us to the Mithra Shrine and you can have more then.”
			

			
				The elf looked like she was about to argue but saw Needy glaring at her with her butcher knife and changed her mind.
			

			
				Ren gave Lilac a shove as she sighed dreamily, still dazed from the venom. “You got your fix, junkie. Now get moving.”
			

			
				She and Boots started walking. Needy’s ears folded angrily as she shot Ren a glare. “I swear, if she gets Cas killed ‘cause she’s high on neck juice, I’m feeding her own ears to her.” 
			

			
				Nim nodded agreement.
			

			
				The goblin stomped after Lilac, shoes splashing through puddles of stagnant water, her breath misting in the damp air. The tunnel walls pressed inward, rough stone slick with moisture, dripping like the place itself was sweating. The air hung thick, damp, and stale, carrying the scent of mildew and something darker—something that had been dead so long it had sunk into the very walls. 
			

			
				“This place feels wrong,” Needy muttered, hand gripping her carving knife so tight her knuckles turned white. 
			

			
				“It’s a crypt. Feels fine to me.”
			

			
				“Of course it does… you’re fine with dead things.”
			

			
				Was he? He glanced at the walking skeleton. Boots didn’t count; Boots had personality, and personality went a long way.
			

			
				“It just feels like the kinda thing that don’t like being disturbed."
			

			
				At the end of the tunnel, the passage opened up into a low-ceilinged chamber. Green spirit candles flickered along the walls, casting twitchy shadows over the three dead figures sprawled across the floor nearby.
			

			
				They were fresh. Fresh-ish anyway. One, a scrawny apprentice wizard, had been nailed to the wall by a sword rammed straight through his chest like someone had lost their patience mid-duel. Another, a dwarf with a dented helmet, had died trying to crawl to safety, leaving a trail of blood dried in streaks across the stone floor. The third, a Saexish warrior, had collapsed between two shattered skeletons in what was left of a pair of suits of armor.
			

			
				The corpse expressions ranged from surprised to very surprised, like they'd all just realized, too late, that they’d bet on the wrong side of fate. The apprentice wizard’s mouth was frozen in an 'oh' of horrified realization, like his last thought had been Wait, magic missile doesn’t stop swords? The dwarf’s face was pressed into the floor, his stiff fingers still reaching for a non-existent way out. The Saexish warrior had landed in a perfect death tableau, one arm flopped dramatically across his face as though trying to hide from the embarrassment of getting wrecked by skeletons.
			

			
				Ren crouched beside the corpses, frowning. The stink was thick, meat gone to rot. “They’ve been here for weeks.”
			

			
				Needy hovered over his shoulder, her voice tight. “Looks like skeletons got ‘em.”
			

			
				“Score one for your buddies, eh Boots?”
			

			
				Boots stepped forward, his hollow eye sockets locking onto the shattered skeletons strewn across the ground. He tilted his skull slightly, then reached down, brushing a hand over the ruined plate mail as if acknowledging fallen comrades. For a moment, he was still, fingers tracing the cracked bone of one of the skeletons before he straightened, adjusting his grip on his sword. Whatever silent respect he offered, it was brief, and then he turned back toward Ren, waiting for the next move.
			

			
				“Friends of yours?” Ren asked the elf, gesturing to the bodies.
			

			
				She blinked owlishly. Shrugged. “No… these were strictly amateurs.” Then, in her slow, venom-drunk haze, shook her head. “I’d worry about the adventurers who came through after these ones.”
			

			
				Needy blinked. “What?”
			

			
				Lilac leaned to study the first body, her fingers tracing the hilt of the sword still pinning the apprentice to the wall. “This sword? Rusty. Handle’s loose. Worthless. And all his other gear’s gone.” She moved to the dwarf, tapping his cracked helmet. “Blunt force trauma. All his gear? Also gone. Except for this busted axe and this dented helmet, which means—” 
			

			
				Ren finished for her. “Undead don’t loot bodies. Adventurers do. Someone came through here after these guys died and stripped anything valuable.”
			

			
				Lilac nodded, eyes sharpening as she gestured at the dust-covered footprints leading further in. “And not long ago.”
			

			
				Ren turned toward the two shattered skeletons, their plate mail armor broken and discarded like crushed tin cans. His lips pressed into a thin line.
			

			
				“Nim,” he called. “You’re up. Go scout ahead for the things old green-eyes was talking about before… the two fountains, whatever says we might be on the right track.”
			

			
				The rat saluted and scampered off.
			

			
				The necropolis corridors stretched endlessly, each turn looking the same as the last—damp stone, flickering green spirit candles, and an ever-present scent of wet dust and something ancient enough to have an opinion about being disturbed. Ren followed Lilac and Boots, stepping carefully, half-expecting one of the cracked flagstones to give out under his weight in some sort of old-school pit-trap.
			

			
				Boots clanked along, his entire skeletal frame hidden inside a battered, rusted set of plate mail they’d salvaged from the crusaders. If any unfriendly undead showed up, the plan was simple—hope they saw Boots first and assumed he worked there; if any humins showed up hope they didn’t notice Boots was dead.
			

			
				Just as Ren was debating if they were walking in circles, Nim came tearing back down the corridor at full speed, skidding to a stop right in front of them. The rat took a deep breath, puffed out his little chest, and launched into an elaborate, impassioned speech, squeaking at a mile a minute, tiny paws gesturing wildly.
			

			
				Ren stared. Blinked. Looked at Needy. Looked back at Nim. “I didn’t understand a single damn word of that.”
			

			
				Nim stomped a foot in clear frustration, then whirled around and darted back the way he’d come, pausing only to wave frantically for them to follow.
			

			
				Needy squinted after him. “Is it just me, or is Nim putting on weight?”
			

			
				Ren smirked. “Must be all the frog legs he’s been eating.”
			

			
				“We shouldn't go that way,” the bleary-eyed elf said. “I distinctly remember, that the path of two fountains is the other way.”
			

			
				Ren studied her. It was entirely possibly – actually probable – she wasn't to be trusted.
			

			
				“Let's go,” he said, following Nim.
			

			
				Lilac huffed, crossing her arms. “You’re seriously going to trust a rat over me? I’ve been here before!”
			

			
				Ren shrugged, already stepping after Nim. “Yeah, and you also tried to kill me like a dozen times, so I’m gonna go with the guy who isn't high as dragon balls.”
			

			
				Lilac muttered something unflattering in elvish under her breath but stomped after them anyway. They followed the dramatically gesturing rat into the dark, because at this point, following a hyperactive rodent through an ancient death maze was somehow not the worst idea they’d had all day.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The chamber yawned open before them, flickering green spirit candles throwing twitchy shadows against the damp stone walls. Two fountains stood at opposite ends, their waters splashing into basins carved from blackened rock.
			

			
				“I thought you said we were going the wrong direction?” Ren glared at the elf on her leash.
			

			
				She looked nervous. “I made a mistake... it was months ago last time we came here. Regnal wanted some magic sword.”
			

			
				“Sword?” Needy piped up. “Did he find it?”
			

			
				“No, he caught a magical case of oh-god-my-skin-is-melting and went out screaming like a kettle. Honestly, it was the loudest lesson on 'maybe don’t touch cursed artifacts' I’ve ever heard.”
			

			
				Ren shoved her against the wall. “Stay here. Don’t touch anything!” he growled.
			

			
				“I thought you'd be happy, we found it,” Lilac said, smug satisfaction in her voice. She reached into her robe, pulling out a glass bottle and handing it to Boots. “We need to gather some holy water to anoint the altars and avoid traps.”
			

			
				Ren arched a brow, watching Nim dart forward. The rat stopped at the first fountain, hesitated, then plucked a leaf from the ground and flicked it into the water. The moment it touched the surface, the leaf curled in on itself, burned and hissed into nothingness.
			

			
				Ren grimaced. “That’s a hell of a blessing.”
			

			
				“This one's the holy water,” Lilac pointed to the second fountain.
			

			
				Boots, undeterred by the literal acid bath, stepped up to the acid fountain and scooped up a bottle’s worth of liquid. Bony fingers smoking.
			

			
				“What the hell are you doing?” Ren barked.
			

			
				Needy, eyes wide with realization, pointed at the swirling liquid in Boots’ bottle. “Don’t you see? It’s a trap. The real trap. The ‘holy water’ is a death sentence for undead. That’s why the acid is the right choice—it’s blessed to kill the living instead.”
			

			
				Shit… He turned to Lilac. “You trying to trick us?”
			

			
				“What? No! We took the holy water… but that’s probably why we couldn’t deactivate the next trap.”
			

			
				“Oh-huh… Well? What are you waiting for? Where next?” he asked the elf.
			

			
				Lilac led them onward, into a vaulted chamber on the far side of the room. Twin metal statues flanked a massive set of copper doors, their blank expressions hiding the fact that whoever built them had a real fondness for gruesome interior decorating. Between the statues, a wide scorch mark blackened the stone, the charred remnants of a poor bastard in half-melted armor laying right in the center.
			

			
				Needy pointed at the mess. “Trapped.”
			

			
				Ren nodded. “Ya think? Good thing some other adventurers were nice enough to test it for us.”
			

			
				Needy turned on Lilac, jabbing a finger at her. “You were gonna walk us right into it, weren’t you, knife ears!”
			

			
				Lilac threw up her hands. “Excuse me for trying to take the direct route!”
			

			
				Without waiting for more accusations, she strode to a small shrine nestled in the wall, pulled the bottle from Boots’ bony grip, and dribbled a few drops of acid onto the altar. The stone let out a low, grinding rumble, and a secret door swung open in the wall beside it.
			

			
				Lilac smirked. “See? Here’s the way to bypass the trap. You’re welcome.”
			

			
				The necropolis corridors beyond the secret door continued in a maze that twisted in every direction. The air got dryer, but the smell of decay got stronger. They didn’t stop until they reached a crossroads, two identical archways with two doors. Lilac paused, her ears twitching as she scanned the tunnels.
			

			
				Needy leaned in close to Ren, her voice barely above a breath. “I think she’s lost.”
			

			
				“Maybe,” Ren muttered, watching Lilac squint at absolutely nothing.
			

			
				Needy frowned. “She’s going to get us killed.”
			

			
				“Maybe.”
			

			
				With a frustrated grunt, Needy stomped away, arms crossed.
			

			
				Lilac turned, chewing her lip. “It’s one of these doors. I can’t remember which.”
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Try the left door first.”
			

			
				Lilac hesitated, clearly hating the idea, then reached for the handle. The second she pulled, spears shot from the walls. She yelped and threw herself backward, landing on the stone floor in an undignified heap, staring at the rusty spears stabbing the air where she’d been standing a second ago.
			

			
				Needy grinned, all sharp teeth and malice. “Wrong door.”
			

			
				The rat, nimble as an acrobat, hopped onto Lilac's head to be able to reach the door handle and produced some wires and lockpicks from the pouch on his chest to start unlocking the path forward. Lilac let out a shriek that echoed down the corridor, flailing her hands like she was fending off a swarm of bees. “Get it off! Get it off! I swear to all the gods, I will die if he touches my hair again!”
			

			
				Needy held the knife to her throat. “Hold. Still.”
			

			
				Nim, completely unbothered, balanced himself on her head like a tiny, self-important crown and resumed his work. His tail flicked against her ear, and Lilac gagged, shuddering violently. “I can feel it! I can feel the little grabby paws! Ren, help me!”
			

			
				Ren crossed his arms. “I mean, he’s doing a great job.”
			

			
				Lilac whimpered but froze as the door lock clicked. Only when Nim hopped off did she slump to the floor, dramatically cradling her head like she’d survived a war.
			

			
				The door clicked open. Ren peered inside. “Well, good news: no more traps. Bad news: also not the right way.”
			

			
				Lilac groaned. “I… I guess it was the other door.”
			

			
				Needy huffed, already marching toward the archway. “Big surprise. You’re trying to murder us.”
			

			
				“I am not!” Lilac yelled. “Why would I pick the door with the trap that almost killed me? I just don’t remember!”
			

			
				Needy frowned. “Hmmm. Let’s go before you ‘accidentally’ help us again.”
			

			
				Ren stepped through the archway, boots scuffing against the damp stone, into a chamber that looked like it had been designed by someone with a flair for the decorations that would put your eye out. The walls covered in sharp protrusions. A massive, broken stone throne loomed at the far end, jagged where time or violence had shattered it. In the center of the room, an open sarcophagus sat like a yawning mouth, its spiked lid cast aside and defaced with what had once been a magical symbol—now scratched out like someone had taken a grudge to it with a chisel.
			

			
				“What the fuck?” Ren said.
			

			
				Lilac grabbed his arm, making a shushing motion. She pointed to a shrine opposite the throne, putting a finger to her lips in a universal shut up and don’t die motion. They moved carefully, feet ghosting over the stone floor as they tiptoed toward the shrine. Ren’s eyes flicked to the sarcophagus as they passed. He immediately regretted it.
			

			
				Inside, a woman lay perfectly preserved, her hands crossed over her chest, her face carved straight from some Disney animator’s Evil Queen sketchbook. She had the sharp, predatory beauty of someone used to being obeyed—high cheekbones, full lips, and long, dark lashes resting over closed eyes like she was just waiting for the right moment to wake up. A gold diadem sat on her forehead, etched with curling patterns of serpents and sunbursts.
			

			
				And a jeweled, gold-hilted dagger imbedded in her heart.
			

			
				Her gown was deep indigo trimmed with gold, pleated and flowing, somehow untouched by time. Thick metal bands clamped around her arms, marked with old inscriptions in a language Ren didn’t recognize but was willing to bet meant something like Do Not Open—Bad Idea. A jeweled collar rested on her throat, glinting with emeralds and sapphires even in the dim green candlelight. Between the dress, the dagger in her chest, and the chains on her limbs, she looked like someone who had once ruled like a god… until someone decided she needed to stay dead real bad.
			

			
				Ren didn’t know what she’d done to end up like this, but whoever put her here wasn’t taking any chances.
			

			
				He joined Boots and the elf at the shrine. Lilac silently pointed at the small basin and then the bottle of acid she carried. Another shrine to be anointed so they could open a secret door. Ren nodded. Lilac was just pulling the cork from the bottle of acid when Ren heard it: the faintest clink of rattling metal. He turned, slowly.
			

			
				Nim and the goblin were perched on the corpse’s chest, little hands scrabbling at the golden dagger, their faces scrunched in identical, greedy determination.
			

			
				Ren’s stomach bottomed out. “Oh, hell no…. Needy! Stop!”
			

			
				“Ren!” she whispered, grinning. “Treasure!” 
			

			
				The dagger suddenly came loose and the buxom goblin fell backwards, round ass in the air with a “Yesss!” of satisfaction as she clutched the dagger.
			

			
				Ren froze. 
			

			
				Lilac, wide-eyed, let out a tiny whimper.
			

			
				The chain around the corpse’s wrist gave a single, ominous twitch.
			

			
				A swirling cloud of sickly green mist rose from the sarcophagus, twisting into the shape of an enraged spirit. Chains dangled from her spectral limbs, the ghostly outline of the dagger still lodged in her chest. Her face was regal, imperious, and absolutely furious—like someone had just given her a real latte instead of decaf soy.
			

			
				Ren barely had time to react before she let loose.
			

			
				“Do you have any idea who I am?! Do you think you can just walk in here without so much as a formal invitation?” the specter screeched, voice rattling the walls. “I have spent centuries maintaining this space, keeping it in perfect spectral order, and you just barge in like some common grave robbers! This is a private resting ground!”
			

			
				Ren took a step back, blinking. “Oh my god, it’s an undead Karen.”
			

			
				Wrong answer. 
			

			
				A flick of her wrist sent twin bolts of sickly green light screaming across the chamber. The air sizzled as they streaked toward Nim and Needy. Nim yelped, hitting the ground in a rolling dive as the first bolt exploded against the wall behind him, leaving a smoking crater. Needy’s ears flattened as she skidded sideways, barely avoiding the second blast that charred the stone floor where she’d just been standing. The acrid stink of burning rock filled the chamber, mingling with the ghost’s righteous fury.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 9   : Tomb Robbery 
			

			
				 
			

			
				The ghost pointed a chain-wrapped hand at Ren. “Are you even invited? Because I highly doubt you have permission to be here! Who let you in?”
			

			
				“Uh, look, we were just—” Ren tried.
			

			
				The ghost didn’t care. Her spectral chest expanded, and with a horrific, guttural wail, she exhaled—a torrent of green fire erupted from her mouth, a roiling inferno of necrotic energy. The flames rushed toward Ren, Lilac, and Boots, searing the air with unnatural heat.
			

			
				Ren barely had time to react. His fingers snapped around the voidwand’s grip. A pulse of raw, void-black energy exploded outward, forming a shimmering shield just in time. The ghostfire slammed into it, washing over the barrier in violent waves. Heat licked at Ren’s face, sweat beading on his forehead. Lilac had thrown an arm over her eyes, Boots stood rigid beside them, smoke curling from his armor. The shield shuddered under the assault, edges flickering, nearly collapsing—then the flames cut off, leaving only the heavy stink of charred stone and burned air.
			

			
				Ren lowered the wand, heart hammering. “Yeah. Real diplomatic.”
			

			
				The queen’s ghost seemed to double in size. “Oh, let me guess, you're just another group of entitled looters who think my final resting place is some kind of thrift shop!” The ghost loomed, her chains rattling. “You think you can just disrespect a queen and leave? Oh no, I am cursing everything about you! Your bloodline! Your pets! Your future children will be born allergic to joy—I swear it!”
			

			
				Lilac backed up, a horrified look on her face. “Ren! Let’s go!”
			

			
				The ghost suddenly lashed out, her chains whipping through the air like striking vipers. One narrowly missed Nim, who let out a shriek and darted behind Boots. The skeleton reacted, stepping forward and raising his shield as the spectral chains clanged against the metal, sparks of ghostly energy scattering on impact. The spirit howled, twisting in mid-air as if offended that her attack had been blocked.
			

			
				Needy and Nim scampered away from her, but the ghost followed, more irate than ever. “Honestly, do you even know what respect is? I bet you didn't even wipe your feet before tracking your disgusting mortal grime into my chamber! I should be hexing all of you right now!”
			

			
				Boots shifted slightly, hand tightening on his sword like he was debating attacking. Ren shook his head. There was no fighting with this. He stepped forward.
			

			
				“Listen bitch!” Ren started, holding up his hands. “Chill the fuck out before I tear you a new asshole”
			

			
				“I was a queen, thank you very much! A ruler of blood and stone, feared across empires, and now I have to deal with you people? Absolutely not!”
			

			
				Ren reached into the power of the void rune. To his surprise it answered immediately. A swirling vortex six feet across erupting from his hand and drawing an otherwordly wind.
			

			
				Then, the ghost’s furious tirade faltered. Her spectral gaze locked onto Ren’s palm, where the void rune pulsed faintly in the dim green light. The rage drained from her face, replaced by a sudden, creeping horror… like a Karen realizing the manager in the coffee store where she threw her drink in the barista’s face is going to press charges.
			

			
				She recoiled, her chains rattling as she instinctively backed toward her sarcophagus. “No,” she whispered, spectral form flickering. “Not that. Not you!”
			

			
				Ren frowned, flexing his fingers. “Huh?”
			

			
				The spirit’s bravado collapsed entirely. She let out a strangled noise before hurling herself back into her coffin, mist curling around her like a dying storm. The chains rattled once more, then stilled.
			

			
				Lilac splashed acid into the bowl and yanked on a section of the shrine; a hidden panel clicked open. “Door!” she hissed.
			

			
				Focusing on the void rune he managed to slowly close the vortex, gasping with the effort to contain it. Ren spun. “Go, go, go!”
			

			
				Needy dove through first, followed by Boots, who had Nim cowering inside his rib cage. As Lilac hesitated, another furious wail erupted from the sarcophagus, the entire chamber shaking like the tomb itself was outraged. Dust rained from the ceiling. Ren grabbed Lilac and shoved her through, slamming the panel shut just as a final spectral howl rattled his bones.
			

			
				“Ren…” Lilac gasped. “How did you do that?”
			

			
				He looked at the void rune, the eerie black mark still pulsing faintly. He curled his fingers around it, his mind swimming with a hundred questions.
			

			
				“Like I’d give my secrets away to you…” he scoffed, trying to ignore the way his hand still tingled.
			

			
				The tunnel beyond the secret door led down at a steady slope and ended at a trap door. Swinging it up Ren craned his neck to see the chamber below.
			

			
				“Nim, you’re up.”
			

			
				The trapdoor was next to an ornately carved column of stone and the rat nimbly scampered down. After a few moments the rat climbed back up, gesturing and squeaking.
			

			
				“Still no idea what you’re saying, buddy.”
			

			
				The rat made a shushing motion and waved for them to follow.
			

			
				Ren decided on the order they should descend: him first, then Lilac, Needy and Boots last. Swinging his legs down Ren found toe-holds in the carvings and made the climb down.
			

			
				He arrived at the bottom and found they were in the antechamber of some sort of crypt. Columns ringed around the chamber and each had been carved in the shapes of the more important Frankish gods. Thick, blocky relief, in an old-world style. Unmistakable even after centuries. Toranis, the Storm-Bringer – A bearded warrior with lightning coiled in his fists. Eostre, the Dawn-Mother – a serene woman with sunbeams for hair, cradling a blooming flower. Garmund, the Silent Judge – hooded, faceless, holding a balanced scale. Huldra, the Wild Huntress – hot maiden with antlers, mid-draw with a bow. They even had Vordric, the Drowned King – barnacle-covered, water pouring from his mouth, crown tilted askew.
			

			
				Every god except Mithra…
			

			
				But the real star was Aisus, god of death, etched in ominous grandeur across the floor tiles.
			

			
				Aisus was busy doing what Aisus did best—chopping down a massive tree with an axe, the inscription below reading: ‘Aisus fells the trees and ye shall build boats to cross the river of death.’ Across from it, another grim piece of wisdom: ‘The flight of the soul from the tree of life.’ 
			

			
				Great. A nice, uplifting sentiment.
			

			
				Nim gestured Ren into the cover of the carving of Huldra. Between each column were stone sarcophagi with a mess of obelisks, some standing proud over empty crypts, others shattered on the floor, long since broken open. The nearest graves Ren could see had been looted ages ago, their once-sacred resting places nothing more than pillaged holes in the ground. 
			

			
				But, someone was still digging. Nim gestured at them urgently.
			

			
				The yellow-orange flickering of torchlight at the far end of the chamber revealed three figures tearing through the bottom of a crypt like rats in a grain bin. Bits of bones and shredded funeral shrouds hit the floor as they argued, their voices bouncing off the stone walls.
			

			
				Lilac arrived next to him, landing silently and he put his hand over her mouth. The voices of the grave robbers carried.
			

			
				“I'm telling you, it's gotta be here! Ain't no way they didn't leave it behind!” barked the dwarf, his broad shoulders hunched as he yanked out another handful of remains. He had a shaved head, a thick beard, and a warhammer resting within arm’s reach.
			

			
				“Ya’ll sure about that? Because all I'm seeing is a whole lot of dead and not a lot of rubies,” snapped the humin ranger in a wide-brimmed hat, his leather-clad form perched over the pit, sifting through bones like a prospector.
			

			
				The third one, wearing a steel breastplate and a flared helmet, leaned on an arquebus like it was an old friend. “If this is another one of your damn treasure maps turning out to be a bedtime story, I swear to Heofon, I'm going to feed you that hammer.”
			

			
				Ren saw Needy struggling to climb down and as she lost her grip, he lunged underneath to try and catch her. She landed on him with a thump, her maid uniform skirt flaring up so her naked pussy practically smothered him.
			

			
				“Ren!” she squealed loudly. “I’m shy!”
			

			
				Ren clamped a hand on her mouth, but it was too late. The dwarf looked up, narrowed his eyes as he spotted them, and muttered a sharp curse in Saexish. His companions followed his gaze, hands moving toward weapons with the kind of automatic reflex that spoke of frequent bad decisions.
			

			
				“Ren this is so sudden!” the goblin said breathlessly and spread her legs. Her eyes darted to the elf. “Well… I suppose if you’re fast…”
			

			
				“Shit,” Ren muttered. “Here we go.”
			

			
				The ranger was the first to move, stepping around of the pit and reaching for his bow. “Looks like we got company, boys. A couple elves and their goblin fuckhole…”
			

			
				Needy bristled, hand going to her knife. 
			

			
				The dwarf spat to the side and grabbed his hammer, rolling his shoulders. “What, you lost, you pair of fairies? Because unless you're here to do some grave robbing of your own, this is about to get real unfriendly.”
			

			
				Shit… in the dim light they thought he was an elf.
			

			
				Ren exhaled through his nose, weighing his options. He really didn't want to get into a fight over whatever dead guy these three idiots were desecrating, but it didn't look like diplomacy was their strong suit. He glanced up at Boots, who was waiting at the trapdoor above them and waved him to stay there for the moment. 
			

			
				Needy climbed off of Ren, eye on the enemy. “So, are we doing this the easy way or the fun way?" she growled.
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Let’s try words first. If that doesn’t work—” he shot a glance at Needy, “—then you can have fun.”
			

			
				The man with the arquebus seemed to have keener eye than the other two. “I don care if it’s the Archpriest of Glastonbury hisself… You let them walk right up on us?!” he roared, his voice bouncing off the stone walls as he fumbled to light the slow match on his oversized firearm. Ren half-expected him to drop the thing and blow his own foot off.
			

			
				The dwarf didn’t waste time yelling—he dove straight into some divine chanting, his meaty hands tracing symbols in the air as he called upon his god. Meanwhile, the woodsrunner slid two short swords from their sheaths and started moving, light on his feet, eyes locked on Ren and his group. But then— he got a better look at Lilac. The ranger's brows shot up. Started talking elf-talk in a questioning tone. Lilac hesitated, looking like she’d rather disappear into the stonework than answer.
			

			
				Ren didn’t speak much Elvish, but he got the gist:
			

			
				Woodsrunner: “Are these guys with you?”
			

			
				Lilac: “Uh. Sort of? I just met them.”
			

			
				Great. 
			

			
				Meanwhile, the dwarf finished his chanting and fired a fist-sized sharp spike of stone at them. Ren brought up the voidwand and the stone shattered off the black glassy shield. 
			

			
				“Some help you are…” the woodsrunner charged.
			

			
				“Boots,” Ren said, backing up a step.
			

			
				The skeleton concealed inside the complete suit of armor dropped from the ceiling, landed with a flexing of bony knees and drew his sword. The men flinched, startled by his sudden appearance.
			

			
				Boots, unbothered as always, took a step forward, sword raised. The woodsrunner adjusted instantly, charging him and jabbing three times—quick, precise strikes aimed at where vital organs should be. Too bad Boots didn’t have any. The skeleton didn’t even flinch.
			

			
				Then, the arquebus fired.
			

			
				Flash of light. A deafening BOOM ripped through the chamber. Fogbank of blackpowder smoke. Boots staggered as the impact took his entire arm clean off. Bone and rusted armor clattered to the ground, his sword tumbling from now-missing hand.
			

			
				Before Ren could react, the dwarf was there. They might be grave-robbers but they fought well together. Professionals. As the dwarf let out a battle cry he swung his hammer with enough force to shatter a tombstone. It connected. Boots crumpled, his body splitting in half at the waist. His torso hit the ground with a clatter, skull rolling to a stop near Ren’s boot.
			

			
				Silence, for half a second.
			

			
				The dwarf gawked, his face twisting in disbelief. “What in the name of the Allfather?” he sputtered, eyes wide.
			

			
				Then, Needy let out a noise somewhere between a goblin war screech and a very angry tea kettle about to explode.
			

			
				Lilac took a slow step back. “Oh shit... you made the Direward angry!” she said, horrified.
			

			
				“What did you do to Boots!” Needy's ’s scream was pure heartbreak.
			

			
				Ren barely heard her. He was already moving. His rage snapped like a steel trap as he yanked the voidwand from a shield to a cannon and fired. A cannonball-sized voidsphere ripped through the crypt, slammed into the dwarf priest, and turned him into a fine, red mist. Where he’d been standing, there was now only a smoldering black smear and a few wisps of beard.
			

			
				“Motherfucker!” he snarled at the others.
			

			
				The woodsrunner had just enough time to register the horror of his companion being disintegrated before Boots, still in pieces, got his revenge. With one good arm, the skeleton stabbed his sword clean through the woodsrunner’s ankle. The man let out a strangled yelp and collapsed, clutching his leg.
			

			
				That was a mistake.
			

			
				Boots’ one-armed, headless, torso lunged. He climbed the man like a starving wolf and drove his blade into him again. And again. And again. The woodsrunner screamed. Then gurgled. Then went silent as Boots’ relentless assault left him nothing but a cooling corpse on the crypt floor.
			

			
				Across the chamber, the arquebus gunman was still fumbling with his slow match, hands shaking, brain short-circuiting at the carnage unfolding before him. His eyes darted between Ren, the voidwand, and Boots’ bisected-yet-still-moving body. His survival instincts kicked in. He turned on his heel and bolted, sprinting full-tilt into the dark tunnels, feet pounding like he was trying to escape hell itself.
			

			
				Needy, surrounded by an aura of green magic, let out a terrible string of words in a diabolic language, the very sound making Ren's head pound. The fleeing gunman barely had time to turn before his body convulsed, twisting unnaturally as his flesh bubbled and warped. His fingers elongated into gnarled claws, his jaw stretched too wide, his eyes bulging in sheer terror. He let out a garbled wail—half-humin, half something very wrong—before stumbling away. Survival instinct drove him forward, and he fled into the tunnels, sobbing, his grotesque new form vanishing into the dark.
			

			
				And just as quickly as she'd been possessed by the dark magic, Needy was herself again. Glow vanishing. Tears streaking her dirty face, she approached Boots, cradling his helmed skull between her hands.
			

			
				“They’ve broken Boots!” she whimpered.
			

			
				Ren joined her, kneeling beside Boots' shattered remains. The skeleton barely moved, a twitch of fingers, a slow, aimless scrape of bone on stone. He was just a skull, an arm, and a ribcage—barely there, barely holding on.
			

			
				Ren’s hand throbbed. The voidrune on his palm pulsed with an eerie glow, like ink spreading through water. Without thinking, he turned his hand toward Boots, the black sigil burning brighter, casting unnatural shadows across the crypt floor. The glow spread like fingers reaching, seeping into the cracks of Boots' broken bones, winding around him like invisible chains pulling something back together.
			

			
				The light pulsed, consuming the skeleton’s shattered remains in its unearthly glow. Then, impossibly, Boots began to reassemble himself.
			

			
				First, his missing arm jerked back into place, slotting together with a sharp crack. Then, his lower half dragged itself across the floor like some kind of horror-movie monstrosity before snapping back into position. The glow flared bright one last time as the head leaped back onto the shoulders, then faded, leaving Boots standing tall once more.
			

			
				Ren, breathing heavy, ran a hand through his hair in disbelief. “You good, big guy?”
			

			
				Boots adjusted his visor, bones clinking softly. Then he nodded. No fanfare. Just business as usual.
			

			
				He bent down, sifting through the blood and viscera where the dwarf priest had stood, and plucked out something small. A ring, still wet and gleaming in the dim light. Boots held it out to Ren.
			

			
				Ren shook his head. “Nah. You earned that one, buddy. Keep it.”
			

			
				Boots rolled the ring between his fingers, then slid it onto his bony hand. Then, without a word, he turned and started walking again, like none of it had ever happened.
			

			
				Needy shivered, the lingering aura of magic still crackling around her like static. She looked at Ren, her eyes wide, her breath coming fast and shallow. Then, a slow, dazed smile spread across her lips. 
			

			
				“That was... really hot,” the curvaceous goblin murmured, voice half-dazed. She reached up and ran a finger along Ren’s arm, a little too lingering, a little too appreciative. “You sure you don’t wanna continue what you started?”
			

			
				Lilac seemed horrified, staring at them. “What are you?” she breathed in shock.
			

			
				But Ren was feeling weak. Whatever magic he’d just used to bring Boots back together – describing it as bringing the skeleton ‘back to life’ seemed wrong somehow – had drained him badly.
			

			
				“Let’s find someplace to rest up,” he said, trying not to let it show. “Catch our breath before we go on.”
			

			
				The elf stared at him, mouth open. “Huh… uh, right. I think… I know a place.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				They looted the body of the woodsrunner and Lilac led them up the wide staircase into what had once been a grand eating hall. The vaulted ceiling arched above long stone tables, now cracked and covered in dust. Old banners, tattered and faded, still hung from the walls, and the remnants of a massive fireplace sat cold at the far end. The place had the abandoned-but-not-too-abandoned feel of somewhere adventurers liked to hole up.
			

			
				Lilac clapped her hands together. “Here we are. The monks who tended the crypts lived here. It's got rooms, an old kitchen—probably even a wine cellar if we look hard enough. Safe. Quiet. Comfortable.”
			

			
				Ren wasn’t sold. “Safe?”
			

			
				Lilac shrugged. “Zombies and vampire bats got cleaned out about a year back. Should be abandoned. Safe place to make camp, away from monsters.”
			

			
				Boots, apparently suffering no aftereffects from being smashed apart and put back together, shoved the cell doors open. The place smelled like old dust and rat pee, which, considering their standards lately, was practically welcoming. They moved quickly, checking each cell. Empty. Empty. More empty. Nim sniffed the piles of rat droppings and hopped around but came back disappointed.
			

			
				Little guy was probably looking for a nice curvy lady-rat to bang some tail.
			

			
				The last two cells had actual signs of recent habitation: a pair of bedrolls, a few rabbit bones scattered in the corner, and a lantern sitting on a makeshift table. Ren reached out and placed a hand against the metal.
			

			
				Still warm.
			

			
				“Shit,” he muttered. “They were here not long ago.”
			

			
				Ren and Needy took one look at it, then exchanged a glance.
			

			
				“Yeah, no,” Ren said, already turning around. “This place is a deathtrap.”
			

			
				Needy nodded. “Too cozy. If adventurers are here, this is where they'll be.”
			

			
				Lilac gawked. “You want to find somewhere worse?”
			

			
				“Someplace only monsters would find comfortable.” Ren led the way back down a side passage, scanning for the right kind of hideout. He found it two corridors later—a ruined central chamber with multiple exits, a floor littered with shattered furniture, and a faint spectral glow coming from the corners.
			

			
				Lilac crossed her arms. “This place is haunted.”
			

			
				Ren shrugged. “Perfect.”
			

			
				The restless spirits lurking in the corners stirred, their ghostly outlines flickering into view.
			

			
				Oh shit… now what…
			

			
				He suddenly felt the ghostly presence of his old master hovering on his shoulder. Isinore was back…
			

			
				What do I do?
			

			
				‘Alright, sweetheart, listen close. You don’t grab at it. You invite it in, nice and easy. Like coaxing a cat off a windowsill—no sudden moves.’
			

			
				Ren scowled. Yeah, not really a cat person.
			

			
				‘Just feel the rune. It’s not a hammer, it’s a key. Crack the door, let the spirits feel your touch—not your grip.’
			

			
				Ren flexed his fingers, the voidrune pulsing cold.
			

			
				Isinore exhaled so he could feel the ghostly breath tickling his ear. ‘You’re going to reach out—but not with your hands, with your presence. Feel the rune, boy. It’s not just a mark; it’s a door. Open it just a crack—enough to touch the spirits, not swallow them whole.’
			

			
				And if I screw up?
			

			
				‘Then they’ll really have something to haunt.’
			

			
				Ren raised his void-marked hand and made a glowing black beacon in his palm. Lilac backed away, but Needy watched in fascination as the wraiths slowly turned toward Ren, drawn to him. The spirits shifted from aimless wandering to an eerie stillness. The air in the chamber changed. The ghosts listened.
			

			
				After a long pause, one of them—a skeletal figure in half-rotten monk’s robes—inclined its head. Then the ghosts scattered, fading into the walls.
			

			
				Ren turned back to Lilac. “See? Now we’ve got lookouts.”
			

			
				Lilac’s horrified expression didn’t fade. “You befriended the undead?”
			

			
				“What, you expected me to fight free security?” Ren gestured to the wreckage around them. “Now help us build a fort.”
			

			
				The next few minutes was spent turning the ruined chamber into something only a true scavenger would call home. They stacked broken tables into a lean-to against the wall, then layered the space inside with dungeon refuse: the hide off a dead monster (still vaguely pungent), the sacred cloth from a forgotten altar (possibly cursed), and a bloodstained cloak off a long-dead adventurer who had clearly died with a look of horror on his face at the hands of the spirits.
			

			
				With Boots on guard duty outside, Needy found an old funerary urn, emptied the ashes onto the floor, then used it as a cooking pot. Soon, bat-and-lizard soup was bubbling inside, the scent a mix of gamey meat and cremated ashes. Ren felt like his entire body was hollow. Drained of mana and operating on dark fumes from the void rune. The thought of soup and a bed for a couple hours was making him curl into a ball.
			

			
				“Ren, you okay?” Needy asked.
			

			
				“Overdid it a little, is all,” he said, shivering.
			

			
				She gave him the first spoonful when the soup was ready, and they traded it back and forth. The warm liquid hitting him like being wrapped in warm towels. When they’d had their fill Needy reluctantly handed the dregs to the elf. After a moment she grabbed it and hungrily spooned it down.
			

			
				Lilac sat with her arms around her knees, gently rocking back and forth, watching in stunned silence as Needy decorated their lean-to with an improvised lamp made from a skull.
			

			
				“I should've just become a tree surgeon like my mother wanted,” she muttered. “Oh no... I just had to run off and join a travelling group of adventurers... now I'm sleeping in a garbage dump, wearing a slave collar, eating rat soup.” 
			

			
				Nim squeaked a correction in outrage.
			

			
				“Lizard soup,” Needy snapped.
			

			
				“Whatever! My point it the best part of my day is getting poisoned by the monster who kidnapped me!”
			

			
				“You'll get used to it,” Ren said, settling into their nest of salvaged filth. “Or die mad about it. Either way, we sleep in shifts.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The dungeon’s heart pulsed with an eerie, unnatural warmth, the thick scent of damp stone and ancient decay wrapping around them like a second skin. Inside their makeshift lean-to of scavenged dungeon refuse, Ren leaned against the uneven rock wall, Needy curled close against him. Lilac lay a few feet away, wrapped in salvaged cloth, her breath slow, rhythmic—either asleep or feigning it.
			

			
				Needy trembled, her clawed fingers gripping at Ren’s tunic in her sleep. She had been restless for the past hour, body coiled with nervous energy, eyes flicking toward the darkness beyond their shelter, as if every shifting shadow threatened Cas’s already fragile existence. The death-like coma he’d put her in would keep her alive another week…
			

			
				Plenty of time… right?
			

			
				Needy growled in her sleep. Then twitching like a dog that runs in its sleep she jolted awake, teeth bared, hissing. 
			

			
				“Easy… its just me,” he told her.
			

			
				Her goblin instincts were running wild, her thoughts raw and animalistic. He’d seen it before, but never like this. Usually, it happened when she was directly threatened. But when her eye landed on Lilac, it burned with something more dangerous.
			

			
				Needy trembled in Ren’s arms, her breath coming in shallow gasps, her fingernails biting into his forearms hard enough to draw blood. Her one good eye was dilated, the cursed one glowing like an ember, and it was locked on Lilac like a predator about to pounce. Needy—sweet, jittery Needy—was unraveling.
			

			
				“She did this. Her people did this. I feel it, Ren. In my teeth. In my guts.” Her voice cracked, halfway between a whimper and a growl. “I should rip her throat out!”
			

			
				“We need her,” Ren hissed, holding her back with effort. “She’s the only one who can get us to the Mithra shrine to get the elixir. If she dies, Cas dies.”
			

			
				“I don’t care!” Needy shrieked, kicking at the ground like a wild animal. “I want her blood!”
			

			
				She lunged again and Ren caught her, twisting her around and pinning her arms behind her back. Her whole body vibrated like a live wire, teeth bared, drooling with rage. Her curvy backside thrust and pressed against him as she struggled.
			

			
				That’s when it hit him.
			

			
				Ren leaned in close to her ear, voice low and dark. “You want to tear something apart, huh? Something warm? Something alive?”
			

			
				Needy froze.
			

			
				He loosened his grip slightly, brushing his lips against her neck. Her breath hitched. Then she growled. The thrust of her hips took on a different movement. 
			

			
				He blew in her ear and she whimpered. Gave a bestial goblin grunt of pleasure. Twisting her head as far as it would go, she kissed him. Their tongues lashing together. Rough, animalistic, no time for sweet words—and Needy melted like wax, knees spreading and hips bucking. She whimpered against his mouth, her feral energy twisting from rage into something else. Something hotter.
			

			
				“I—I was gonna kill her,” she gasped. “I was really gonna kill her…”
			

			
				“You’re not now,” Ren muttered, pressing her face down against the bedding. His hands already under her tunic. “Now you’re gonna wreck me instead.”
			

			
				Needy’s eye flared and she licked her lips like a starving beast. “You better not stop till I forget what her face looks like.”
			

			
				She backed her ass against him. Plump jiggling cheeks in perfect curves practically slamming against his dick. He guided his cock to her opening, and she was dripping wet already. He squeezed the big mounds together as she stroked his cock between her slippery ass cheeks.
			

			
				At first he was soft and gentle, squeezing her tits gently from behind as he slowly pumped his dick inside her tight, ginger opening. But within moments her true instincts came out and she took control, arching her back and slamming her hips back against him faster and faster, moaning between her sharp goblin teeth as she bounced her ass on his cock and started to get so wet the noise of her squishing pussy lips was almost loud enough to wake the dead.
			

			
				“Ren,” she whispered breathily. “I w-want to taste you…”
			

			
				In moments she was between his legs. Licking the combined wetness off him from his balls to the tip of his cock. Big eyes glazed over in desire. Gripping him in both hands at the base she moaned around his cock swallowing it up and down hard. She got a wicked look in her eyes and slid forward, capturing his cock between her boobs. Started squeezing the huge, soft pillows up and down around him.
			

			
				“Do you like it?” she asked.
			

			
				The sensation was good... the look of adoration and desire to please him in her eyes was even better. Sweet, sexy Needy. Secret slut.
			

			
				“Oh yeah.”
			

			
				“I mean do you like it better with soft natural boobs… not like Cas’ fake ones…”
			

			
				And suddenly he discovered the center of the shrubbery maze that was Needy’s mind. Cas could take the shape of anyone, including Needy. Copying her body. And the goblin-girl felt inadequate with her single  completely stacked, curvy option. She was looking for validation that she was enough.
			

			
				It was true, Cas could grow huge boobs, but her mimic body didn’t feel 100% real that way… and her tits did feel a bit unnatural like fake boobs when she inflated them.
			

			
				“Ohmygod… your soft tits are the best I’ve ever felt,” he moaned. “My cock feels so good wrapped around with your tits.”
			

			
				The beaming smile of satisfaction she got explained the enthusiasm that followed. She moaned as she milked him with her milkers. “My pussy is so happy for your cock to come back,” she moaned.
			

			
				She rode him. Tiny goblin pussy stretched open around him as she bounced up and down, eyes closed in pleasure. Bouncing boobs mesmerizing him until he took two handfuls of them. 
			

			
				“Oh yeahhh…” she moaned. “Oh Snail Mother, your root in my cavern feels so good!”
			

			
				She bit her fingertips in her sharp goblin teeth, almost mindless in pleasure as she rode him harder. So adorable that he threw her onto her back, knees wide and drove into her. Her eyes crossed as he delivered so much pleasure and she came around him. 
			

			
				“Yes keep planting your root in me! I want to come like that again!” she moaned in bliss. 
			

			
				She came again with her curvy goblin legs in the air, green toes curling, and he soon followed her. 
			

			
				“Don’t come outside me!” she groaned, wrapping her legs around him at the last moment. “Leave it in!” 
			

			
				He almost passed out he came so hard inside her ginger goblin pussy. Balls pumping until he felt dehydrated. Riding the aftershocks of Needy going into a series of small orgasms that lasted a minute, every fresh wave squeezing and milking his dick some more.
			

			
				When he was able to slither his dick out of her vice grip with a slow stream of their juices, he stayed pressed on top of her. She was panting, tongue hanging out, and eyelids fluttering. A high color in her cheeks and tits and ears. But her entire body language had changed – the dangerous, almost feral thing that sometimes possessed her had retreated, leaving the sweet, soft girl behind.
			

			
				“Unghhhh… Ren,” she purred.
			

			
				A soft gasp cut through the air. Ren’s head snapped up just in time to catch a flash of wide, green eyes reflecting in the dim light. Lilac, lying very, very still in her makeshift bedding, staring at them with her mouth slightly parted. Her cheeks were flushed, her breathing shallow, and before Ren could say a word, she let out a high, startled squeak. 
			

			
				“D-did y-you have t-to do that right next to m-me?”
			

			
				Ren blinked. Then barked out a laugh. “See something you like?”
			

			
				The elf girl caught her breath.
			

			
				Needy, still panting as she recovered, gave a lazy, satisfied hum against his chest. “You’d have to earn it, knife-ears.”
			

			
				Lilac made a strangled noise and quickly buried her face beneath her blanket. Ren just shook his head, amusement flickering through the fading haze of the moment.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Food, rest and the love of a good – errr – goblin had done Ren a world of good. At first he’d felt guilty resting while Cas was in a coma, but when he woke up refreshed and ready to tear the necropolis a new asshole in his search for the Mithra shrine he knew it had been worth it.
			

			
				After breaking camp and setting of exploring they’d found Nim looking scratched and beaten up.
			

			
				“What the hell happened to you?”
			

			
				The rat went on with a series of aggrieved squeaks, pantomiming humping and then fighting. 
			

			
				“I think…” Needy said. “He tried to bang the wrong rat’s girlfriend.”
			

			
				“Yeah, I got that part,” Ren sighed. “Listen, pal, I hear ya. When this is all over you point the guys out to me and we’ll kick their asses, okay? An attack on one of us is an attack on all of us.”
			

			
				The rat hugged his leg. 
			

			
				“Yeah yeah… now go scout ahead tell me what’s what.”
			

			
				The rat returned with a page of parchment from a book in his pouch. Handing it over to Ren he puzzled it out for a moment. It was about Mithra.
			

			
				“Where’d you find this?” he demanded.
			

			
				Five minutes later Ren shoved open the heavy wooden door to the library, stepping into a graveyard of ruined books and shattered shelves. The air smelled like dust, mildew, and the last dying gasp of literacy. What hadn’t been burned to cinders was either crumbling apart or buried under a thick layer of decay.
			

			
				“Great,” he muttered.
			

			
				Needy scuffed a shoe through the wreckage of pages, kicking up a flurry of blackened flakes. “Library’s supposed to be full of books, right? Not… book corpses?”
			

			
				Lilac shot her a look. “This looks like it was a wizard’s library.”
			

			
				Ren ignored the back-and-forth and ran his hand along the nearest bookshelf, feeling for what he knew had to be there. Wizards had a way of hiding things. A little too protective of their homework assignments. If there was anything left worth reading, it wasn’t going to be sitting out in the open.
			

			
				Then—click.
			

			
				A panel on the back wall shifted with a groan, revealing a narrow doorway into a hidden study. The smell of stale air and old paper hit him like a slap to the face.
			

			
				Needy peeked in first. “Oof. Smells like someone locked themselves in here and forgot how doors worked.”
			

			
				She wasn’t far off. Slumped over a large desk, quill still clutched in skeletal fingers, was what remained of a man who had apparently spent his final moments writing something really compelling. The dozen books stacked around him were thick with dust, the covers worn and brittle.
			

			
				Ren could feel the room through the void rune.
			

			
				“He’s not undead. Just dead-dead.”
			

			
				Relieved that the corpse wasn’t going to suddenly start casting spells at them, he planted a hand on the monk’s back and shoved. The body tumbled to the floor in a puff of parchment dust.
			

			
				Lilac gagged. “Could you not desecrate everything we find?”
			

			
				“Not everything,” Ren said, already rifling through the books. “Just the inconvenient things.”
			

			
				Most of it was what he expected—magic treatises, heavy on the theory, light on practical application. Ignoring those, he turned his attention back to the desk. The old scholar hadn’t just been writing—he’d been hiding something. A desk like this had compartments. And compartments meant treasure. Ren ran his fingers along the underside until—
			

			
				…click…
			

			
				A hidden drawer slid open. A rusty needle shot out, failing spectacularly to do anything but crumble midair.
			

			
				“Wow. Terrifying,” Ren deadpanned. He pulled the drawer open the rest of the way, revealing a leather satchel.
			

			
				Inside was a book with silver inlay, its cover pristine despite the decay all around it. He exhaled, feeling the weight of it in his hands.
			

			
				Now this was worth something.
			

			
				The book caught Lilac’s eye, her fingers brushing reverently over the cover. “A book of spells from Qart,” she murmured. “I’ve never had any Qartish spells before.”
			

			
				Ren yanked it from her hands. “You still haven’t.”
			

			
				Lilac sputtered. “What would you even do with spells?”
			

			
				“Use them,” he shot back. He flipped through a few pages before tucking the book into his coat. “You know, like a wizard does.”
			

			
				Lilac’s brow furrowed. Ren smirked. The idea of him knowing magic seemed to be messing with her head. He flipped open the book, the pages stiff with age but still legible. Latin script curled across the parchment, dense and precise. He skimmed the title page, mentally translating: 
			

			
				Entities must not be multiplied beyond necessity.
			

			
				He frowned. “Huh.”
			

			
				Lilac's head snapped toward him the second the book was open. Her expression went from cautious curiosity to raw, greedy hunger in half a second. “Seriously, just hand it over if you aren’t going to—” 
			

			
				Needy smacked her hands away before she could grab it. “No, you will not,” she said flatly. “What is it?”
			

			
				Lilac rubbed her fingers like they still tingled from the slap, but her gaze remained locked on the book, her longing almost painful to watch. “It's a Tome of Silver Magic," she said breathlessly. “One of the nine books penned by the Sage of Ockham. Only a handful still exist, and most are lost to time. It's said that a wizard who reads it gains insight into magical theory greater than any other.”
			

			
				Ren raised an eyebrow. “That so?”
			

			
				His fingers traced the edge of the book, then flipped through a few more pages. Carefully illuminated diagrams and notations filled the margins, like an obsessive engineer had gotten his hands on wizardry and decided to apply logic to it. He skimmed the text, his mind piecing it together.
			

			
				No shit…
			

			
				“The simplest solution is most often the right one,” he muttered.
			

			
				Lilac's eyes widened. “You've read his work?”
			

			
				Ren shrugged. “Not really. But that part is famous even where I'm from.”
			

			
				He didn’t elaborate. The fact that Occam—or Ockham, or however this world spelled it—had apparently existed here, too, and had written about magic instead of razors was one of those things Ren was still coming to terms with. The longer he spent in this world, the more he noticed it: the eerie similarities. The little echoes.
			

			
				Lilac was still staring at him like he'd just recited lost wizarding scripture. “You can read that?”
			

			
				“Yeah.”
			

			
				She wet her lips, the book still held tight in his grip. “Then maybe we should—” 
			

			
				Ren yanked the book away before she could finish the thought. “Nope.”
			

			
				Lilac folded her arms, clearly affronted. But there was a flicker of something else, too. Some small, begrudging respect. Ren ignored it. He had bigger things to worry about than whether or not a haughty elf thought he was impressive.
			

			
				Needy, however, was watching him with a smile that said her panties were melting. “Scary, strong, and literate.”
			

			
				They looked over the entire room but not much else was valuable. Ren decided it was time to get moving. He nudged Lilac but she just glared at him. Just as he was about to tell Boots to yank her by the choke-chain he noticed the elf was doing her best impression of an innocent rock. But Ren knew the elf well enough to know if she was trying to look like she wasn’t up to something meant she was definitely up to something.
			

			
				Her hands moved fast, slipping one of the smaller, tattered books into her bag. Ren deftly yanked the book out.
			

			
				“Tamed by the Troll Warlord?”
			

			
				Lilac’s ears twitched, but she didn’t make eye contact.
			

			
				Ren barely held back a snort. Of course she’d snatch one of the old, dog-eared chapbooks. The necropolis was full of lost history, forbidden magic, and ancient treasure, and she was pilfering dungeon smut.
			

			
				She met his gaze with a guilty frown. “What?” 
			

			
				Ren rolled his eyes. “Just don’t be jerkin it all night. Last thing I need is a sex-starved elf creaming her panties.”
			

			
				“I will not!” Lilac blurted.
			

			
				“Uh-huh… sure. Let’s head out, we’re not going to find the Mithra shrine in the erotica section of the library.”
			

			
				Nim ran into the room in a blur. Practically ran up ren’s leg and bounced five feet into the air. Squeaking excitedly. After hopping back and forth a half-dozen times, the rat gestured wildly for them to follow.
			

			
				“Shit… little guy found something!”
			

			
				“Probably just some fancy lady-rat he wants you to kidnap,” Lilac said doubtfully.
			

			
				But the rat was shaking his head. “Nu-uh. This is important. Let’s hurry.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 10   : Mithra shrine
			

			
				 
			

			
				The corridor stretched ahead, thick with undisturbed dust, the air stale and heavy. Ren walked point with Nim, his boots leaving tracks in the grime as he led Needy, Lilac, and Boots toward the massive bronze doors at the end of the hall. The bull-head symbol of Mithra loomed over them, carved deep into the metal like it was daring them to enter.
			

			
				The little rat had done it. He’d found the shrine.
			

			
				“Who da rat king?” Ren said. “You da rat king.”
			

			
				Nim preened a little.
			

			
				Needy squinted up at the doors, brushing cobwebs off her sleeve. “Is this the shrine to Mithra?”
			

			
				Ren gave her a look, then waved at the massive Mithra bull on the doors. “What gave it away? The giant carving?”
			

			
				Needy grumbled, slightly hurt.
			

			
				Mithra, aka the Veiled Flame was a Frankish god. Not like the others… he was disreputable. He went by secret names over the years as his worshippers kept their rites hidden. Among other names he was called the Hidden Sun, Lord of Secrets, the God of Oaths and – Ren’s favorite – the Knife in the Dark.
			

			
				In other words, shrines to Mithra would always be hidden. A god revered in whispers rather than hymns. His iconography never showed a full face, always veiled, his features obscured beneath a sunburst crown of daggers. The carving of him in front of them was painted one side dark the other light. His left hand held a severed serpent’s head, symbolizing the slaying of deception, while his right gripped a bronze dagger.
			

			
				Pushing open the shadow-side door, they stepped into a circular chamber, their footsteps echoing. A domed ceiling arched overhead, lined with ancient murals barely visible in the dim glow of flickering green spirit-lights. There was a big circular mosaic, showing Mithra slaying a giant black bull, its blood forming the constellations. Mithra believers claimed the stars were forged from the sacrifice. 
			

			
				The center of the room held a massive pair of bronze doors embedded in the floor. An altar stood against the far wall, opposite the statue of Mithra, the stone edges smoothed by time and reverence.
			

			
				Lilac glanced around, instincts on high alert. “So, if adventurers have been trashing the necropolis, where’s all the damage? No broken statues? No missing gold?”
			

			
				Ren ran fingers along the altar, brushing off centuries of dust. “Even grave-robbers know better than to piss off a god like Mithra.”
			

			
				He tilted his head back, catching the faint glint of color along the domed ceiling. The longer he stared, the more he swore the murals were shifting. “Tell me I’m seeing things.”
			

			
				Lilac followed his gaze, her lips parting slightly. “You’re not.”
			

			
				The paintings came alive in the flickering candlelight. Mithra strode through a battlefield, twice the size of the warriors around him, fire curling at his feet. One army clashed in chainmail and spears, their ranks locked in brutal melee. Their enemies wore copper helms and carried round shields, their short swords flashing in rhythmic, deadly arcs. The scene played in an endless loop—clash, death, retreat, advance—an eternal war frozen in motion.
			

			
				Needy shivered. “Why’s it moving?”
			

			
				“Magic.” Lilac’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Old magic.”
			

			
				Ren’s fingers flexed around the voidwand at his side. The shifting battle above them was more than just decoration. It was a warning.
			

			
				Something in this place was still alive.
			

			
				Lilac stepped up beside Ren, her eyes fixed on the massive moving mural, the flickering spirit light throwing eerie glows across the battlefield it depicted. “I know little of humin gods,” she murmured, voice hushed as though afraid to disturb the figures shifting above them. “What battle is this?”
			

			
				Ren crossed his arms, exhaling through his nose. “No clue. Not like I’m a religious scholar.”
			

			
				He wasn't used to feeling stupid. At least, not this brand of stupid. He'd pieced together scraps from old books—bits about Mithra being some Roman war god before Rome got wiped off the map by Carthage, or "Qart" as it was known in this world. That was before the survivors fled north and wound up under the rule of the Frankish kings, dragging their outlawed god with them. But this? The details of whatever the hell this painting was showing? He had nothing.
			

			
				It was obviously important. The whole dome had been dedicated to it. Two armies tearing into each other, one in chainmail with spears, the other in weird copper helmets and short swords. Mithra himself waded through the slaughter, twice as tall as anyone else, untouched by the carnage. Some kind of divine war. Probably a foundational myth for his followers. But it might as well have been a medieval oil painting of UFOs to Ren—his brain just wasn’t wired to make sense of it.
			

			
				Same with the carvings lining the walls: Mithra bursting out of a rock, stabbing a giant bull, clashing with some Saexish sun-god. Ren barely knew what the hell to make of Christianity back in his old life, let alone this mess of ancient god-stories.
			

			
				“Doesn’t matter… The old wraith said the potions are inside the altar. Let's get them and get back to Cas,” he said, turning away from the mural.
			

			
				“Wait—” Needy lunged toward him, but too late.
			

			
				Ren’s boot scuffed over the great seal of Mithra inlaid into the floor.
			

			
				The sound was immediate. A deep, echoing crack split the silence, and the whole chamber shuddered, dust trickling from the dome above. The massive bronze doors set into the floor groaned, slammed open, revealing nothing but a yawning pit of darkness below. A sharp gust of wind roared up from beneath them, thick with the scent of old, sealed-off air. 
			

			
				Ren’s stomach plummeted with it. “Oh, shit. Not good.”
			

			
				The bronze doors banged on the floor as they blasted open, dust rolling out like a breath from a mummy’s throat. A sound followed—a dry, raspy hissing, like wind through brittle reeds. Then came the light. Not the warm flicker of torches, or even the green glow of spirit candles but something off, something cold and wrong.
			

			
				Ren tensed. First through the doorway came two mummified warriors, chainmail rustling over withered flesh, their torches held high, blue flames licking at the air. Their empty sockets stared ahead, fixed on some long-forgotten duty, oblivious to the centuries that had passed. They wore copper helms and shields.
			

			
				Then the bull came.
			

			
				It was the size of a draft horse, its body blackened and stretched taut like old leather. But where horns should have been, two enormous scorpion pincers arched forward, clicking idly, waiting. A thick, ropy tail uncoiled behind it, ending in a massive snake’s head, its slit-pupil eyes locking onto Ren as it swayed, tasting the air.
			

			
				And then the last figure stepped through.
			

			
				He stood nearly seven feet tall, broad as a castle door, and deathly pale—recently dead, not old and shriveled like the others. His neck bore a deep, ragged slit, the wound still bruised as if he’d just fallen moments ago. He wore a great helm adorned with bull horns, and in his hands, he held a massive shield and an executioner’s sword, big enough it looked like it could cut clean through a tree trunk.
			

			
				The dead warrior stopped in front of them, silent. Then, in a voice that rattled like old bones scraping stone, he spoke.
			

			
				“Who disturbs the shrine of Grozeliers?”
			

			
				His thickly-accented Frankish was old, formal, every syllable weighted with authority.
			

			
				Ren lowered his hands, trying to appear non-threatening. “Look, we don’t want any trouble. Just passing through. Well—passing through and picking up a magic potion. But we’re not here to desecrate anything.”
			

			
				The dead warrior’s helmet tilted slightly. Then he took a step forward. “This ground is sacred. It has been defiled by interlopers before. None have left alive.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled through his nose. “Yeah, I figured you’d say something like that.” He spread his arms, keeping his tone calm. “You’ve been down here a long time. Maybe you haven’t heard—there’s a whole bunch of adventurers upstairs, breaking open crypts, looting graves. We’re just trying to save a friend’s life.”
			

			
				The undead warrior didn’t blink. Didn’t move. “Words are air. Air is empty.”
			

			
				Ren rubbed a hand down his face. “You know, I keep running into guys like you. You get a little bit of divine authority, a cool-looking hat, and suddenly you think you’re judge, jury, and executioner.” He gestured at the bull-thing. “And you. What even are you?”
			

			
				The scorpion-bull let out a wet, rumbling hiss. Ren nodded to himself. “Yeah. That’s what I thought.”
			

			
				The dead warrior raised his sword. “Prepare yourselves.”
			

			
				Ren sighed and put a hand on his wand. “Guess we’re doing this the hard way.”
			

			
				Lilac let out a small shriek. “You could have tried harder to talk your way out of it.”
			

			
				Ren adjusted his grip on the voidwand. “Listen princess… I tried. But some people just don’t negotiate. You want a go?”
			

			
				The elf took one look at the giant with the sword and shrank back.
			

			
				The undead warrior pointed his blade at them, and the mummified soldiers took their first step forward, torches sputtering, weapons raised.
			

			
				The bull-monster erupted past them like a battering ram with an attitude problem. Its massive hooves tore the ground, throwing splintered rock as it charged, head low, its scorpion-like pincers snapping at the air where horns should be.
			

			
				Ren’s gut dropped. “Move!”
			

			
				The group scattered—Needy dived sideways, rolling over her shoulder as one of the pincers clamped shut just inches from her face. Lilac stumbled back, barely dodging a trampling hoof. Boots simply sidestepped, unnatural patience in every movement. Nim scrambled up a pillar, claws scratching for purchase, eyes wide with terror.
			

			
				The beast’s charge tore through them, breaking the group apart like bowling pins.
			

			
				Ren skidded to a stop, coughing on the dust it kicked up. His friends were separated, the bull-monster turning for another pass—but worse, the two undead warriors had stepped forward, swords drawn, already closing in on Lilac and the others.
			

			
				Lilac spun, unarmed, eyes wild. “Ren! I need a weapon!”
			

			
				Ren’s eyes snapped to Boots. “Give her something!”
			

			
				The skeleton reached into the pile of weapons strapped to his back and flung a short sword through the air. Lilac snatched it mid-spin, gripping the hilt like her life depended on it—because it did.
			

			
				Ren’s focus snapped forward as he was bathed in blue light.
			

			
				The giant loomed above him. His two-handed sword—bigger than Ren—rose high, ready to split him in two.
			

			
				Ren snapped his head to Nim, voice sharp. “Go! Keep Needy safe!”
			

			
				The rat nodded fast and scurried away.
			

			
				Ren barely dodged the undead warrior’s sword as it came down like a guillotine, slicing through the crumbling stone floor where he’d been standing a second before. Dust and shards of rock exploded into the air. He rolled, came up on his feet, and immediately had to duck again as a blast of freezing air shot from the undead’s mouth, frost lacing the walls behind him.
			

			
				“Hey! You're wrecking the place!” Ren shouted, sidestepping a second ice blast that turned a column into a frozen pillar. The warrior wasn’t listening, already coming at him again, swinging that massive sword like it was weightless.
			

			
				Ren dodged, jinked, and scrambled like a man being chased by a junkyard dog. The warrior’s swings cut through columns, smashed funerary jars, and sent chunks of ancient masonry crashing to the floor. Ren didn’t want to fight this thing. It wasn’t some mindless skeleton—this was something more. Maybe it could be reasoned with.
			

			
				“We were sent by the Lord Malagar!” Ren yelled as he ducked behind an altar. “You know, undead spirit… green smoke… chatty about his family?"
			

			
				The undead warrior stopped mid-swing. For the first time, it hesitated, glowing blue eyes narrowing beneath the helm. “The Lord Malagar sent you?” The voice was thick with an ancient Frankish accent, the words stretched and old. “That spirit has much nerve, sending the living into my resting place.”
			

			
				Ren took the chance to catch his breath, cautiously stepping out from behind the altar. “Look, we’re on your side. We hate adventurers breaking in here too. We’re from the Nethermire. Ever heard of it? Didn’t think so, because it’s gone. Wiped out by adventurers. I hate adventurers more than you do. At least you still have a home.”
			

			
				The warrior tilted its head, considering. 
			

			
				Ren pressed on. “You and I? We’re the same,” he said, his tone shifting into the well-practiced cadence he used to talk his way out of speeding tickets. “Both victims of those grave-robbing, sword-swinging, loot-snatching bastards. Think about it. Why aren’t we working together?”
			

			
				The undead warrior was silent, the frost around its feet melting slightly as it stood motionless, staring at Ren. Then, with an almost sorrowful sigh, it shook its head.
			

			
				“No,” it said flatly. “I have to kill you. Nothing personal.”
			

			
				The warrior raised its sword again, and Ren barely had time to move before the battle resumed.
			

			
				Should’ve seen that coming…
			

			
				The undead warrior was mid-swing, about to bring his sword down on Ren’s skull, when the doors to the shrine exploded inward. The boom echoed like cannon fire, and in their place stood a dozen adventurers, torches and weapons gleaming in the cold blue light. Front and center was the arquebusier they’d let go earlier, covered in boils but still grinning like a man who just won a bet he didn’t place.
			

			
				“See? Told you they'd lead us right to the treasure, boys.”
			

			
				One of the other adventurers was staring at Lilac. “You rotbrain, that aint just some elf they've got... that's Lilac Quicksilver, I saw her in Beverwycke once, with Sir Regnal.”
			

			
				Lilac shrank back, turning her face away like she wanted to melt into the floor.
			

			
				“Now they got her in a collar and leash like a whipped bitch,” one of the others stared cruelly. 
			

			
				“Bet she's been ridden by every monster cock between here and Chesapeke—” the leader started, but his voice died in his throat as he finally noticed the undead procession standing behind Ren.
			

			
				Every single corpse in the room turned to glare at the newcomers. The bull snorted and its pinchers clacked. Grozeliers let out a slow, creaking breath and raised his sword again—not at Ren, but at the adventurers. His voice, thick with age and resentment, rolled through the chamber. 
			

			
				“What the fuck…” one of the adventurers whimpered.
			

			
				“Interlopers have disturbed the shrine of Grozeliers,” the giant intoned, word for word the same threat he had just given Ren. “You will pay dearly with your lives.”
			

			
				A heartbeat of silence. Then, chaos.
			

			
				The adventurers opened fire. Arquebuses thundered, crossbow bolts whistled, and spells cracked through the air like fireworks. The undead surged forward to meet them. Grozeliers and his squires waded in, blades flashing, while the mummified bull charged, its scorpion limbs slashing wildly.
			

			
				Ren, Needy, Boots, and Lilac ducked low, taking cover behind a massive stack of funerary urns. Ren watched the fight unfold, his fingers tightening into fists. Knights bashed into skeletal warriors, dwarves swung hammers into brittle ribs, and a harfoot monk lobbed vials of holy water like grenades, the liquid hissing as it melted undead flesh like acid.
			

			
				Lilac tugged at Ren’s sleeve, her voice urgent. “Let's grab the potions and get the fuck out of here before anyone notices!”
			

			
				Ren didn’t move. He stared at the adventurers, watching them fight—not for survival, not to defend anything, just to take, to loot, to rip apart something that wasn’t theirs. Holy water splashed, turning the skin of ancient warriors into piles of steaming sludge. The wizard hurled another spell, setting an undead squire ablaze. Ren had seen it before. He had lived it before. The Lair of Isinore, his home, burned by men just like these. 
			

			
				Like Lilac…
			

			
				His hand curled around the voidwand. “Fuck you for suggesting it,” he said, voice cold and sharp. “We kill these adventurers. We make them suffer.”
			

			
				Needy’s eyes widened, then she let out a pleased hum, tilting her head as if appraising him in a new light. “Ah, so at last, my grublink understands the ways of goblin justice.” Her grin sharpened. "I would let you hump a dozen babies in me right now...”
			

			
				Ren pressed the gem that turned the voidwand into a long sword with a glassy black blade of magic energy. 
			

			
				“Death to surface dwellers!” he screamed and lunged into the fray, voidwand swinging in brutal arcs. 
			

			
				The first humin warrior he met stared in terror as the humming blade cut through his rib cage. His cry of shock turning to a gurgle as blood splattered across the stone floor. He heard Lilac moaning behind him.
			

			
				“How did I know he’d be so stupid...”
			

			
				The adventurers wheeled around, momentarily stunned as their flank was charged by a new wave of enemies. Ren twisted the voidwand, shifting its form into a shield as a dwarf warrior swung a hammer at his head. The impact rang through his arm like a church bell, but the shield held. The dwarf reeled, cursing, and Ren pressed the advantage slicing the dwarf’s knee out from under him with the edge of the shield before driving the voidwand’s sword through his gut.
			

			
				A humin knight roared, lunging at Ren with a longsword. Ren acted in instinct, backing up, deflecting the blows and reciting a spell. The magic he pulled to fuel the spell surged through Ren’s arm like cold fire, searing along his veins. His fingers twitched uncontrollably, black veins webbing up from his palm to his elbow.
			

			
				"By wyndynge gut and flesch y-rent,
Let tentakles fro deep be sent.
In wombe y-nestled, may hem breed,
To rysse and rend and makyn bleed.
Lorde of Maw and Mawless Eye,
Unfold thy handes and let hem die."
			

			
				As he spoke the last words, the knight seized mid-stride, his body convulsing. His face went from confident to horrified. A horrible wet noise gurgled up from his throat, and then his torso erupted.
			

			
				Black, thrashing tentacles burst from his chest, his armor splitting apart like an overripe fruit. The knight screamed, but it wasn’t his voice anymore. The writhing mass of eldritch limbs turned on the arquebusiers, who were fumbling to reload. The first one barely had time to react before the thing that used to be their ally pounced, strangling him with a tentacle while another limb impaled his partner on the remains of a shattered sword.
			

			
				The void rune burned in Ren’s hand, its jagged edges flaring with unnatural light. When the spell ended, his arm smoked, the skin around the rune ashen and cracked—like it had been left too close to an open flame. He gritted his teeth, flexing his fingers. Still usable. For now.
			

			
				Boots backed up from a crazed dwarf with a warhammer, pushing Lilac back with him. The dwarf swung wildly, but Boots took the blows without flinching. Lilac, to her credit, made an opening by parrying the dwarf’s attack. Then, with unnatural speed, Boots stabbed a rusted blade through the dwarf’s beard. Then Ren saw one of Grozeliers’ skeletal warriors come up in the blind spot of the dwarven warrior, hacking away with relentless fury. Boots followed up with a downward chop that split the dwarf’s skull in half.
			

			
				Across the chamber, the adventurers’ wizard must’ve spotted Ren using magic. With a shout, he summoned a jagged bolt of lightning and hurled it across the battlefield. Ren barely had time to raise the voidwand, shifting it back into shield form. The bolt struck, and the force sent him flying backward, slamming into the stone floor, while the lightning exploded part of the altar.
			

			
				Godfuckingdammit! What he needed was in there!
			

			
				The wizard sneered, stepping closer. Crackling arcs of power surged between his hands. “Time for you to burn, monster,” he snarled, raising his hands to summon another spell.
			

			
				Then his magic just… vanished. Gone, like mist under a morning sun.
			

			
				The wizard staggered back in confusion, then turned to see Needy standing there, her cursed red eye glowing like a live coal. Sparks of anti-magic crackled around her head like embers in a forge. She smirked, then cracked a funerary urn over his skull. The wizard crumpled in a heap.
			

			
				Across the chamber, Nim had darted into the halfling archers’ ranks, his tiny stiletto blade slicing through crossbow strings with pinpoint precision. The archers shrieked, realizing they were suddenly unarmed, and chased after him in a rage. The rat scurried between broken statues, leading them directly into the path of the charging mummified bull.
			

			
				The undead beast trampled into them without pause, hooves crushing bones as its scorpion claws tore into screaming bodies. Blood and viscera painted the floor. The bull snorted, tossing one of the broken halflings into a shattered stack of urns.
			

			
				Ren pushed himself up, shaking off the lingering stun of the explosion. He turned, saw what remained of the adventurers, and grinned. Then his smile faded seeing the tougher adventurers had taken up a defensive position beside the Mithra altar.
			

			
				Ren barely had time to react before an arquebusier with a bandolier of wheelock pistols leveled one at him and fired.
			

			
				Ren instinctively raised his hand and used the invisible armor spell. A blurry shield – like frosted glass, formed in front of Ren. Taking the impact of the bullet, leaving Ren staggered as he screamed from the magic backlash. The cursed at Ren and drew two more pistols. Cocking both he fired them at Ren with a scream.
			

			
				Again the invisible armor expanded, swallowing the slugs. The bullets hit with the force of a battering ram, sending shockwaves through his arms. His ears rang, his vision blurred as the magic ripped his flesh… but he was still standing.
			

			
				Through the smoke, Ren spotted his chance. With a snarl, he sent a lashing whip of necromantic magic into the enemy gunner. The magic blasted into the adventurer’s face, bone and muscle shredding as he screamed and staggered backward—right into the path of the charging mummified bull.
			

			
				The beast plowed into him like a runaway carriage, its massive bulk lifting him clean off the ground. The arquebusier hit the far wall with a wet crunch, his body crumpling on impact, leaving a streak of blood and shattered bone behind. 
			

			
				This time, the backlash from the reckless use of the magic hit like razor wire wrapped around his arm and yanked. Ren gasped, staggering as the corruption raced past his elbow, creeping toward his shoulder. Blood vessels ruptured under his skin, leaving a livid black stain across his bicep, spreading like rot in old meat. He wiped his mouth, only to find his sleeve damp with blood—his nose was bleeding. His breath shook.
			

			
				He clenched his fist, pushing forward. No stopping now.
			

			
				The remaining adventurers closed ranks, backs pressed against the altar, forming a desperate last stand. Ren’s jaw tightened. The potion they needed to save Cas was right there, but one stray blow, one misfired spell, and it could be lost forever.
			

			
				Needy ran up to him, wrung her hands, shifting nervously from foot to foot. “This is bad, really bad—what if they—” 
			

			
				A harfoot who had been playing dead suddenly sprang up from the floor, dagger flashing toward her throat. Needy’s nervous expression vanished in an instant. She caught the halfling mid-lunge, slammed him to the ground, and drove his skull into the stone floor—once, twice, three times. A sickening crunch echoed through the chamber. Blood pooled beneath the limp corpse.
			

			
				Then, just as suddenly, she was back to wringing her hands, her voice meek. “Oh, Shimmering Snail. That was close.”
			

			
				Ren blinked. Lilac looked ready to be sick.
			

			
				“How do we get in there?” he asked himself, staring at the adventurer’s shield wall.
			

			
				Boots seemed to take Ren’s momentary hesitation as a command. He dropped Lilac’s leash and lunged forward, bones rattling as he crashed into the melee. The skeletal warrior moved with unnatural precision, slicing into dwarves and knights who were pushing Grozeliers and his undead his squires back. 
			

			
				A knight swung at him, but Boots ducked low, rolling between armored legs before springing up behind the adventurers’ leader. As he landed, spectral flames erupted around him, flickering with the ghostly outline of his own burning effigy. The adventurer’s leader hesitated, eyes widening in confusion—then Boots’ body seemed to blur, as if he was moving too fast to see or maybe there were four Boots' with four swords and all four of them drove into the knight at the same moment, punching through armor with bloody trails. The moment the phantom steel met flesh, a wave of agony surged through the man, impaled four times. Then each of the four blades burst into flame, burning him from the inside. He shrieked, dropping his weapon as smoke curled from his wounds, and collapsed in a convulsing heap. 
			

			
				The flames and extra swords vanished, leaving just normal Boots standing over him, spectral flames licking at his bones before vanishing, his empty sockets staring down at the corpse before moving to put himself between the fight and the altar, protecting it with his body.
			

			
				With their leader dead, the adventurers’ defense crumbled. Grozeliers and his squires surged forward, but the giant waved his bull towards the fight and it charged.
			

			
				Directly at the remaining adventurers… directly at Boots and the altar Ren needed to protect.
			

			
				“Stop it!” he screamed.  
			

			
				Desperation surged through him. Cas would die without the potions… all this way and see it come to nothing? The fury erupted inside him, and the magic exploded without thought. A swirling disk of purple-edged blackness consumed him.
			

			
				Cold. No air… his whole body screamed. 
			

			
				Then he was back, only now he was standing beside Boots, staring down the charging bull scorpion. 
			

			
				He dropped to a knee, gasping. His heart pounded weakly, erratic. One more spell, and it might not start again.
			

			
				With his good hand he raised the invisible armor again. Pouring everything he had into it.
			

			
				The spell had ripped through him like a live wire dipped in poison. His entire arm went dead, the flesh blackening, veins bulging like burned-out tree roots. The voidrune flared, the corruption surging up his shoulder and slamming into his chest. Ren choked, his heartbeat stuttering, a wave of cold nausea crashing over him. Black veins spiderwebbed up his neck, his left eye flooded red with burst blood vessels. Blood dripped from his nose, his ears—his mouth. His lungs seized, the darkness trying to pull him under, to drag him somewhere deeper.
			

			
				The scorpion-bull roared as it charged, dead flesh coiling beneath its armor-plated hide. Hooves shattering stone as it barreled toward the remaining humin adventurers… and Ren.
			

			
				Boots wrapped his arms around Ren from behind, helping him brace for impact.
			

			
				It plowed through the adventurers like a runaway battering ram, bodies crumpling beneath its bulk. One adventurer was split in half, his torso tumbling like a kicked ragdoll, another screamed as a pincer clamped around his skull, crushing it like a fruit, bone fragments bursting from his temples. A third tried to run, but the bull's charge caught him mid-stride, snapping his spine in an instant before hurling his limp body across the chamber like discarded trash.
			

			
				Momentum carried it straight into Ren and Boots.
			

			
				The shield of invisible armor shimmered in the air. Technically it worked. Technically the bull’s charge should have stopped cold.
			

			
				Reality disagreed.
			

			
				The sheer force of the impact sent Ren and Boots hurtling backward, the beast’s unstoppable momentum folding them like battered armor. Every muscle screaming against the impossible weight slamming into them. The force shattered what remained of the floor, cracks spiderwebbing across stone as they were driven back.
			

			
				Right into the altar.
			

			
				The impact was earth-shaking. The altar held, but the shockwave sent Ren’s skull whipping back, his ribs crunching like dry twigs. The magic shield shorted out, its energy dissipating into the air, but only after the undead bull rebounded, the unrelenting mass of muscle and rage slammed to a halt.
			

			
				Ren collapsed, his legs giving out beneath him, blood dripping from his mouth, his vision tilting sideways. The scorpion-bull bellowed its war cry, backing up and shaking its head, stunned by the impact.
			

			
				Serves you right…
			

			
				It was the last clear thought he had before things went grey, body shutting down as his lungs refused to work. 
			

			
				“Ren!” Needy screamed. “Look out!”
			

			
				The undead giant stood over him. Sword dripping blood, its blue blazing eyes stared into Ren.
			

			
				“Well done,” it rumbled, and sheathed the sword.
			

			
				Thank fuck… Ren sighed, and blacked out.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren drifted back to consciousness like a man crawling out of a collapsed mine—slow, aching, and still half-buried in the wreckage. His skull throbbed, his ribs felt like they’d been used for target practice, and the air reeked of blood, sweat, and burnt flesh.
			

			
				He blinked. Still in the shrine of Mithra. The corpses of the adventurers were fresh, still warm—he’d only been out a few minutes.
			

			
				And Needy was kneeling over him, cradling his head in her lap, worry etched deep into her green face. The second his eyes opened, her fear melted into relief, and she crushed him against her chest in a suffocating hug. Ren’s face disappeared into a wall of goblin boob.
			

			
				“Oh, thank the Shimmering Snail!” Needy wailed, squeezing tighter, rocking slightly. “You looked bad. Like… really bad.”
			

			
				Ren flailed weakly, voice muffled. “Needy—can’t breathe—”
			

			
				Needy released him, sniffling as she wiped her eyes, and Ren sucked in oxygen, peeling himself upright. The shrine still stood, its shadowed pillars of Mithra watching in silence and more importantly the altar was still intact. He looked at his arm and saw the damage from before was reduced to black-purple bruises. Ached like he’d been rolled over by a tractor but it was way better than it had been.
			

			
				A small, clawed hand patted his back. Nim, sitting beside them, let out a string of rat squeaks, his tone reassuring. Ren, still pinned between Needy’s ridiculous cleavage, groaned. “I still don’t know what you’re saying, little guy.”
			

			
				His attention was drawn to a voice. The cold, unearthly rasp of the giant. Craning his neck to look past the shelf of Needy’s tits he saw the towering undead form stood nearby. The ancient warrior Grozeliers was speaking to Boots—and speaking to him like an equal.
			

			
				“Thought lost... missing for an age,” Grozeliers rumbled, looking down at the silent skeleton. “And yet here you stand, with a master worthy of your steel.”
			

			
				Boots didn’t reply. He never did. He only stood motionless, his cracked armor marred by battle, the remnants of burnt-out arrows still lodged in his plating.
			

			
				Ren, still shaking off the last of unconsciousness, pushed himself upright. Something missing caught his attention—or rather, someone.
			

			
				Lilac.
			

			
				“Where’s the elf?” he said warily.
			

			
				His eyes went to the bodies on the ground, looking to see if he spotted her silver hair. For a horrible second, his chest tightened in something that felt way too much like panic.
			

			
				“Don’t worry, manakin… I haven’t abandoned you,” the elf’s voice sounded and Ren turned to see her crouched by a pile of rubble nearby.
			

			
				She was eying the undead warily. Shit… she’d been too scared to try to run off on her own. She stiffened and crept closer to Ren’s side as the giant ghoul turned and approached them.
			

			
				Grozeliers turned, sizing him up, those ancient, dead eyes unreadable. “You fought well, small demon. My apologies for not recognizing your strength sooner.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled, rubbing his face. “I get that a lot.”
			

			
				The undead knight’s gaze flicked to the fallen adventurers, noting their hollowed, lifeless husks. “Curious. You and your kin heal not like monsters, but as men do: by drinking in the life force of your enemies.”
			

			
				Ren followed his gaze, stomach tightening as he saw Needy’s wounds half-healed, Nim’s energy restored, even Boots standing taller than before. His own wounds had been restored by drinking the lives of dead adventurers. He sighed, flexing his fingers, feeling the life-force stolen from the dead thrumming under his skin. 
			

			
				“Perhaps you can tell me… how does such a thing occur?” the giant rumbled.
			

			
				Ren shrugged. No point in hiding it. “I gave them the man-rune. Like humins, they can evolve by absorbing the life of the ones they kill.”
			

			
				Grozeliers was silent for a moment, then smiled, the expression dark and knowing. “That alone?”
			

			
				What else would there be? Ren frowned.
			

			
				To Ren’s surprise, the undead lord gave him a formal, warrior’s salute. The massive undead warrior nodded with something resembling respect.
			

			
				“I was mistaken,” Grozeliers said, his voice a deep, echoing rasp. “It was an honor to fight with you. You have my thanks. Ask anything of me.”
			

			
				Ren raised a brow. “Anything?”
			

			
				Grozeliers inclined his head.
			

			
				Ren was tempted. A pile of gold? A magic sword? The eternal suffering of every adventurer who had ever pissed him off? Tempting. But only one thing really mattered right now.
			

			
				“Well, now that you mention it,” Ren said, cracking his neck. “I hear there’s a magical elixir of restoration around here somewhere… and I’m gonna need that. Fast.”
			

			
				Grozeliers studied him for a long moment before nodding toward the altar. “It is as you say. Come, warrior. Take your prize.”
			

			
				Cas was waiting for him, and he wasn’t about to let some ancient crypt’s drama get in the way of saving her life. 
			

			
				Part of him still fumed over Lilac slipping away. She owed him a rematch. And when he found her again, there wouldn’t be any running.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The tunnel spat them out the necropolis gates into the open air, like a monster horking up something it couldn’t digest. Ren squinted at the night sky—stars, fresh air, not a single animated corpse trying to chew his face off. Improvement.
			

			
				Needy bounced beside him, still blood-smeared and grinning like a lunatic. “Did you see that? I fried that humin’s face clean off! Boom! Splat! It was like—phzzzzk—and then just teeth and hair!”
			

			
				Ren kept his pace. “Great. We’ll bronze the moment later. Right now, we need to get back to Cas before her organs try to crawl out and find a better body.”
			

			
				Behind them, Lilac trudged along with the grace of someone who hated being useful. “Well don’t all rush to thank me at once. I only saved your asses.”
			

			
				Needy didn’t look back but her ears flattened and her teeth bared. “You're still on probation.”
			

			
				“If it wasn’t for me you’d never even found that shrine!” Lilac snapped.
			

			
				“Says you,” Needy growled. “Count yourself lucky you aren’t dead and cold with those other adventurers.”
			

			
				Ren stopped in his tracks, turned, and looked Lilac dead in the eyes. “Thanks.” Then without warning, he grabbed her by the shoulders and sank his fangs into her neck with clinical precision.
			

			
				Lilac gasped, shivered, and promptly went limp in his arms, a dreamy smile curling on her lips as the venom took hold.
			

			
				He handed her off to Boots like a sack of narcotic elf laundry.
			

			
				“Lock her up when we get back,” Ren said, already moving. “Preferably somewhere with no sharp objects and thick walls.”
			

			
				Boots gave a silent nod and trudged off with the blissed-out elf hanging from his arms like a satisfied hostage.
			

			
				“Now move. Cas is dying and I’m out of patience.”
			

			
				Needy nudged Boots with her elbow—though nudging a full plate-clad skeleton was more like shoving a refrigerator. “Nice of Grozeliers to gift you that humin’s magic shield and sword, huh?” she said, all syrupy sweet sarcasm. “So generous of him to let you loot the corpse you killed.”
			

			
				Boots simply nodded, but there was a certain swagger in his step now. Between the crusader’s full plate, the magic shield, and a new magic sword he looked like a knight from a legend. If that legend was titled Sir Bonesalot and the Great Armor Heist.
			

			
				Ren wasn’t really paying attention to that. His brain was chewing on something else. The whole thing with the necropolis... the adventurers… the fight... It felt… right. Not just the thrill of kicking some lousy adventurers’ teeth in (which was its own reward), but the sheer justice of stopping those bastards from stomping through someone else’s home like they owned the place. He’d been helpless when it happened to the Nethermire… but this time he’d made a difference.
			

			
				“I’ve made up my mind,” he announced.
			

			
				Needy held out the satchel of potions from the Mithra shrine. “You wanna carry these?”
			

			
				“No.” Ren shook his head. “That’s not what I meant.” He looked back at the tunnel, down into the dark where the necropolis lay. “I started this whole thing to get revenge for Kyra’s death… But I like this feeling of handing out ass-kickings to adventurers and seeing how they like it for a change… I think I’m gonna chase it.”
			

			
				Needy’s single eye went wide, filling up like a little yellow swimming pool of joy. “Oh, Ren!” she gasped, voice trembling with emotion. “I knew you’d come to your senses!”
			

			
				And then she lunged.
			

			
				Ren barely had time to brace before he was hit with a goblin-sized torpedo throwing her arms around him. Unfortunately, that also meant the sack of potions went flying. Bottles tumbled through the air like high-stakes juggling pins. Nim dived like a professional goalie. Caught the bag just before it hit the ground. 
			

			
				Needy sprang back, hands over her mouth, ears drooping. “Sorry Ren… I didn’t mean…”
			

			
				He patted her on the head. “Let’s just take care of Cas…”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 11   : Secret Recipe
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Here goes nothing…” Ren said.
			

			
				Using the void rune’s power, he broke the enchantment that was keeping Cas in a magical coma. She immediately moaned deliriously in the bed, her amorphous white body shuddering under the grip of the demon poison. Thick purple veins pulsed beneath her skin.
			

			
				She looked bad…
			

			
				It twisted his gut seeing her like this. Around her, the rest of the crew hovered like a bunch of nervous undertakers. They’d all been affected by her absence. Cas was irrepressible. A force of endless optimism and energy for their quest. They were all worried sick about her.
			

			
				Gudrun inspected the stolen potion from the Mithra shrine. She uncorked the bottle and sniffed it like a fine wine. “If the elixir still holds power, we should see the effect right away.”
			

			
				She leaned over Cas, bottle poised. Then she froze.
			

			
				Needy narrowed her eyes. “What the hell are you waiting for?” 
			

			
				The little blonde harfoot looked nervous. “I… I can’t find her mouth.”
			

			
				Ha! Join the club… when she was in this form Ren couldn’t tell her asshole from her elbow… which had led to a few interesting sexual encounters.
			

			
				“Is that all?” Ren snorted. “That’s easy. Just hold out your hand.”
			

			
				Confused, Gudrun held her dainty little hand over Cas’ form, bottle gripped firmly. 
			

			
				In an instant, a gaping, fanged maw formed on her body and before anyone could even flinch she chomped down on the defrocked nun’s hand up to the wrist.
			

			
				Goody screamed. 
			

			
				For a few long moments the harfoot flailed, trying to yank her hand free, punching Cas with her free hand. But Cas had the grip of a starving wolf on a steak, and her rubbery body didn’t even notice the ineffectual blows. Finally, after much wailing, curses, prayer and violent yanking, the mimic’s maw released her arm. 
			

			
				Gudrun flipped backwards off the bed, staring at her mangled hand, cradling her savaged fingers.
			

			
				“She—she bit to the bone!” the new priestess of Gurmak gasped, eyes wide with horror.
			

			
				Needy scoffed. “Oh, don’t be dramatic... If she wasn’t half-dead, you’d be missing the whole arm. Can’t you use your healing magic?”
			

			
				Amanita and Plumbob escorted the bleeding harfoot to a chair and helped her light a Tuppi Nan cigarette. With shaking fingers she took a drag and blew the sacred smoke over her hand; as she prayed the bones started to knit back together.
			

			
				But Ren was only halfway paying attention to her… his focus on the poisoned girl in the bed. For a while she was still. Then the purple veins of poison started to fade… going pink, then go so faint they could hardly be seen. For a moment Ren and Needy held hands in relief then Cas gave a gurgle and went utterly still.
			

			
				“What’s wrong?” Needy panicked. “What’s happen—"
			

			
				Cas let out a sudden wet hacking noise and spat the empty potion bottle onto the bed. The mimic shuddered, limbs reforming, her color shifting from ghostly white back to her usual pale hue. The green tint meant she wasn’t feeling well.
			

			
				“That harfoot was a little undercooked,” she said with a slight rasp.
			

			
				A beat of silence.
			

			
				Then her eyes snapped open, pale watery green. She took in the entire crew standing over her, eyes wide like she’d just woken up in a stadium full of gawking strangers. Her whole blob of a body twitched, then she gave a high-pitched ‘eep!’ and she vanished under the blanket.
			

			
				“Cas?” Ren asked.
			

			
				From under the covers, a muffled voice whined, “You know it’s rude to stare at a naked mimic!”
			

			
				Ren sighed. “You’re literally a sentient pile of goo, Cas. Pretty sure modesty isn’t your strong suit.”
			

			
				A second later, the blanket rippled, and Cas reemerged… and like footage of a melting candle run backwards through a film projector, the loose white shape of her gathered together to form the skinny humin girl that was Cas’ bipedal form. Her hair the palest of green.
			

			
				“Geez, you weirdos stare much?”
			

			
				Needy shoved Ren out of the way and nearly tackled Cas. “You’re okay!”
			

			
				“Pfft!” Cas barely blinked. “That’s an insulting thing to say to your best friend after they nearly die! I’m waaaaay better than okay. I’m fantastic.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				They’d put together what could charitably be called a feast to celebrate Cas’ recovery and Ren’s victory. The entire crew arranged around the rickety, probably-haunted dining table in what remained of great hall. It was a nice change to enjoy a meal that hadn’t been trying to eat them earlier that day. Or was cursed. Or both. The massed number of dim green spirit candles flickering in tarnished silver holders, threw a festive amount of light across the walls. Tattered blackout curtains on the windows only letting a few stray cracks of daylight. It was the nicest place they’d stayed since leaving the Nethermire.
			

			
				The old wraith sat at the head of the table, beaming proudly at the banter, jokes, mumblety-peg and dice games among the collected visitors. For someone who looked like the final boss of a survival-horror game – glowing green eyes, cloak made of literal shadows, voice like the 911 call of somebody being strangled to death – the undead nobleman could be pretty jovial.
			

			
				“Eat up, my dearest little brussel sprouts,” the wraith cooed. “You must grow up big and strong.”
			

			
				…when he was lucid, anyway.
			

			
				“A toast, to Papere!” Cas said and held up a glass of moonshine Jam had distilled earlier that day.
			

			
				“Ah you bring a tear to this old man’s eye,” the wraith dabbed his eye sockets. “I almost regret The Midnight Exaltation of the Lunar Tyrant draws near…”
			

			
				That raised an eyebrow or two.
			

			
				Ren cleared his throat. “Uh… what exaltation was that?”
			

			
				“Why I recall… it was the summer of the great White Water… or perhaps the year of the Wandering Star… ? Either way, there was war and young Josee… ahhh, Josee,” he sighed, trailing off.
			

			
				Ren waited but apparently that was it
			

			
				“You were saying?” Ren prompted.
			

			
				The wraith seemed to shake off his thought. “Ah, but you have not lived until you have fled a city under siege, drunk on absinthe, with a duchess on one arm and a duelist on the other, all while the cannons very rudely dismantle your estate! Ah, the thrill! The romance! The catastrophic financial ruin!”
			

			
				“There he goes again,” Plum rolled his eyes and he, Sweep, Nim and Gudrun went back to playing cards.
			

			
				“Well, if we’re still here by the full moon, we’ll be sure to check it out,” Ren told their host.
			

			
				“Why, of course!” the wraith lord beamed. “And I shall ensure your stay is most comfortable! You mustn’t wander off too far, the tower doesn’t like it when guests try to leave.”
			

			
				Cas, mouth full, mumbled around a bite of food, “S’pretty good for haunted castle grub.”
			

			
				Needy blushed. “Thanks… I tried.”
			

			
				Ren took a bite of the meat-pie. Not bad. “This is delicious, what is it?” Ren asked.
			

			
				“It’s traditional,” Needy said. “Usually, ya gotta steal a chicken. Or shank a rabbit. Or, y’know, whatever’s slow enough to catch. Pluck it, gut it—don’t get sentimental, it’s dinner. Then ya chop the meat up real fine, toss in some onions, garlic, and whatever herbs ya got.”
			

			
				She mimed kneading dough aggressively. “Now the crust! You want fat—lots of it. Butter if yer fancy, lard if ya ain't. Mix it with flour, splash in just enough water to make it hold, then beat the hell outta it ‘til it listens. Stuff the meat in, slap a lid on it, and bake it.”
			

			
				“What’s it called?”
			

			
				“Elf,” she replied with a smile.
			

			
				Ren almost choked, fork halfway to his mouth he paused. “You mean an elfish recipe?”
			

			
				“Yeah exactly.”
			

			
				Ren sighed in relief and took another bite. She waited until he swallowed before adding. “A recipe for cooking elf.”
			

			
				Ren dropped the bowl on the table and glared at the goblin. “Why would you feed me that?” he demanded. He had a horrible sinking sensation. “Is… is that… did you kill Lilac and cook her?”
			

			
				“Pffft I wish! She would be way more tender than those dead elf knights I dug from the bottom of the cliff.”
			

			
				Ren tried to keep his food down. “Your meat pies are made… from people…” 
			

			
				“Oh right, like elves are people,” Cas snorted. “Its not like its cannibalism or anything, they’re a different species.”
			

			
				“They talk!” Ren shouted. 
			

			
				“What are you, vegetarian now?” the mimic shook her head. 
			

			
				Ren pushed his plate away and Cas grabbed his meatpie. 
			

			
				“So… tell me more about this suicide mission to the necropolis,” she said, eyes locked on him like a predator spotting wounded prey. 
			

			
				Ren shrugged, keeping it casual. “Eh. It wasn’t that bad.”
			

			
				Needy nearly choked on her drink. "Not that bad? Ren, we got chased by bone-dogs, almost boiled alive by ghost acid, and at one point, a giant lich nearly punch-fucked us to death. And that was before you nearly exploded yerself using magic to kill the adventurers.”
			

			
				“You mean to tell me you guys went through all that... for me?” Cas snorted, turning back to Ren with a teasing glint. “So what you’re saying is… you must really like me.”
			

			
				Ren blushed uncomfortably. “Well, y’know, we couldn’t just leave you to die—” 
			

			
				“Likely story,” Cas grinned sliding closer to him. “Sounds a lot more like a quest for looooovvve!”
			

			
				Ren sighed, running a hand down his face. “Look, we had to get the potion. We got the potion. Nobody died... nobody who matters anyway… Let’s just call it a win and forget about it.”
			

			
				Cas laughed, her gaze fixed on Ren. “Sounds like someone's got a bit of a crush,” she teased, nudging Boots playfully. “Better watch out, everybody, or Ren might go on a quest to prove how much he looooovvves you! Better not turn my back or you’ll be making out with Boots next.”
			

			
				Ren ground his teeth together. The man-rune she’d absorbed was making her more like a real humin girl. 
			

			
				You could turn the mimic into a girl… you couldn’t take the mimic out of her after…
			

			
				“We’re moving on. Conversation over. Next topic."
			

			
				Cas just kept grinning. Shit… he’d be getting shit for this for months…
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren told himself they were waiting. Cas needed time to recover. He needed time to recover. The whole crew had been ragged and raw by the time they dragged themselves inside these ancient, dust-choked halls. It only made sense to lay low, gather strength, patch wounds.
			

			
				But deep down? He suspected something else.
			

			
				No one was chomping at the bit to keep going. Not after that hellish marathon chase with elves on their heels, and death by tree-hugging just one bad step away. They’d escaped by the thinnest margin, and even now, with thick stone walls between them and pursuit, the tension lingered.
			

			
				So they settled in—half because they needed to, half because no one wanted to be the first to say: What if we don’t go on?
			

			
				Chasing the bug to get on the road again, Ren started spending time in the tower library, looking for useful information about the southern lands where the Saexish heroes were living. Since Gudrun could read he recruited her and since she was teaching Jam and Amanita to read and write they came along for the ride. The mushroom had started life with tiny hands and feet sticking out of the main stem but it was now nearly three feet tall with defined limbs, fingers and toes – although they were stumpy. Jam, on the other hand, was nearly the same size as he was – although it was hard to tell since the slime rarely imitated humin shape by ‘standing up’. 
			

			
				After a while they narrowed their search down to maps. That’s when they turned up the Charter:
			

			
				"A Most Thorough and Unquestionably Accurate Chart of the Lands South of the Great Lakes and East of the Elven Kingdoms, Compiled at Great Personal Peril and Considerable Expense by the Esteemed and Intrepid Explorers Sir Rodolphe de Montclair & Master Jorvis the Indomitable—Cartographers, Scholars, and Survivors of Many Perilous Misadventures, Whose Wisdom and Bravery Shall Be Remembered for Ages.”
			

			
				Ren had seen some godawful maps before—half-burned treasure maps, dungeon scribbles drawn by illiterate goblins, once even a map to a buried harpy snack written in what he was pretty sure was blood—but this? This ancient, crumbling mess of ink and bad cartography took the cake.
			

			
				He hunched over the desk in the tower’s dusty-ass library, squinting at the faded parchment, trying to trace a route to Mastodon Creek through centuries-old geography that may no longer exist. Half the landmarks might as well have been labeled “Here Be Bullshit.” He was so absorbed he didn’t notice the time go by.
			

			
				“Will you be needing anything else tonight… master?”
			

			
				Ren nearly jumped out of his skin. The harfoot girl stood right behind him, whispering in his ear with her hot breath, like a tiny holy ninja. “Damn it, Goody, put a bell on or something.”
			

			
				“A bell like a cow?” she asked and examined her mighty – for a harfoot – cleavage. She tilted her head, clearly unamused. “You mean… you think about these milkers?” she asked with fake innocence. Ever since she’d turned to the dark side, the harfoot was downright slutty towards him.
			

			
				“Uh… that’s not what I meant.”
			

			
				“I’m not hearing a no,” she smiled running her tongue over her lips.
			

			
				Ren rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, I’m good. Thanks.”
			

			
				The nun nodded and turned her attention to Jam and Amanita—one sentient slime, one sentient mushroom, both currently looking like sleepy toddlers after a sugar crash. Like a weird medieval babysitter, she scooped Amanita into her arms while Jam bounced along and disappeared into the hallway.
			

			
				The second the door clicked shut, the chair next to Ren shimmered and morphed, and suddenly Cas was in her humin form on all fours.
			

			
				“Thought she’d never leave,” Cas said, stretching like a smug cat.
			

			
				“How long have you been there?”
			

			
				“Long enough to know you’re too tense,” she licked her lips.
			

			
				Ren felt a small thrill, already knowing where this was going. 
			

			
				Cas propped her chin on her hand, eyes glinting. “Ren, buddy, if you keep glaring at that map like it owes you money, your brain’s gonna explode. And while that would be hilarious, I have a better idea.”
			

			
				She sauntered over, pulling him to his feet before he could argue. “Lucky for you, I know just the thing to fix that overworked mind of yours.”
			

			
				Ren barely got a sound out before Cas grabbed his collar and kissed the thought right out of his head.
			

			
				Her lips moved against his, slow but insistent, like she had no plans of stopping anytime soon. Her hands slid up to tangle in his hair, pulling him closer, pressing against him to make damn sure he wasn’t thinking about anything else.
			

			
				Ren’s brain short-circuited hard. The part of him that usually had a snarky comeback was out cold, leaving only the primal, awestruck caveman section of his brain that just went ‘Yeah. More of this.’
			

			
				Cas smirked against his lips, like she could read his thoughts. “I knew you just needed a little distraction.”
			

			
				Her fingers felt the bulge of his cock, slow and teasing. Lingering like he was the map, and she was planning a route for later. “Or maybe a big one.”
			

			
				In a moment she had his trousers down and was making satisfied ‘mwah’ noises as she pounded his dick with her mouth. Her slender form bent over his cock, she gave a funny little wiggle of her backside in anticipation, grinned at him, and stuffed his extra-large cock down the back of her throat. Ren stiffened, holding back the urge to power-wash the back of her throat.
			

			
				She gave out a slightly annoyed sound and doubled her efforts, gripping him in her fist and making her throat bulge as she took him even deeper. She pulled back once, only long enough for each of her tits to pop up like rising dough, and sandwiched the shaft between them. Her tongue grew a foot long and wrapped around his cock before she started stroking him up and down in the valley all the way to the tip. With a yell of release he gave up and emptied into her eager mimic throat. The sensation to incredible to deny or even fight against. After she’d drank it all she came up with a gasp for air and beamed at him evilly.
			

			
				“Now you won’t finish so fast inside me when I ride you.”
			

			
				There was no point fighting it when she got this riled up. Ren barely had time to catch his breath before the pale girl climbed on top of him. Eagerly aiming his missile in one hand, she lowered herself down on him, eyes rolling up and pausing as she had to adjust every few inches until he was all the way inside her soaking wet mimic cleft.
			

			
				Ren’s cock was instantly hard again. Partly from the incredible grip of her insides – like a series of waves up and down him – but mainly because of the gleeful enthusiasm the girl had for sex. Nothing embarrassed her, and her lack of inhibitions was catching… When she’d ridden him to a moaning, creamy orgasm that took her a minute to recover from, she peeked out with one eye and told him, “I want that again, so here’s a treat for you to pound me harder…”
			

			
				Then, switching directions so she was still on top but with her back to him, her backside started to grow with each bounce on his cock. Until her thick booty was slapping wetly on his hips and thighs with each drop. She chuckled evilly as he grabbed two handfuls and clapped into her hard.
			

			
				“I knew it… you like big butts… you cannot lie… to me about it…” she gasped.
			

			
				This time when she came he did too and they both matched each other shaking and crying out and gushing until she lay face down between his legs, body trembling.
			

			
				“I thought I told you…I wanted… you to… last  longer…” she panted.
			

			
				“Oh, you think this is over?” he asked, getting on top of her. “You just woke up the beast.”
			

			
				“Hey?” she asked nervously, then looking back to see his raging erection she got a scared look in her eye. “Now waitasecond… I’m still recovering… sickly… delicate…”
			

			
				“Uh-huh…” he mocked her. “You’re a fragile little flower… the picture of soft dainty womanhood…”
			

			
				As he drove into her, pinning her to the bearskin rug facefirst and making her body shiver with each blow, she moaned and gave in, turned on by the aggressive way he manhandled her. 
			

			
				“On the other hand… this is good too,” she groaned, tongue hanging out.
			

			
				He flipped her around like a ragdoll, making her come more times than he could count, until he banged the shapeshifter out of her and she started uncontrollably melting from one form to another. At one point she grew a wolf tail and ears, at another she blossomed into a pale pink copy of Needy’s curvy form, and even turned her arms into bird wings as she was halfway to a harpy… She was completely uninhibited. Telling him exactly what she liked and asking for seconds. Begging him to make her come like that again. Filling her little pussy with her wings pulled back she suddenly transformed again and he found himself bending over the slender form of an elf girl.
			

			
				Lilac.
			

			
				For a moment he froze. Then Cas looked up at him with a playful grin.
			

			
				“There’s another perfectly good hole down there that hasn’t been filled yet,” she panted.
			

			
				And when he made the mimic squeal stretching her tight asshole open around his big cock she gasped and panted for him to be gentle. It lasted about a minute until she was moaning for him to grab her by the ears and pound her harder.
			

			
				Finally after coming as an elf she lost the ability to take on human form at all and he was pounding the tight marshmallow-like form of her natural mimic shape. Pinning down her curvy mass was a bit like fucking a girl through a hole in a soft cotton sheet; never quite sure what he was groping under the cloth but positive it was warm and soft and squishy and felt amazing.
			

			
				He emptied into her over and over again until neither could move. He lay on top of her shifting white form, cock still leaking inside her, and rode out the gentle waves of her shaking orgasm. Like he was on a waterbed.
			

			
				“You enjoyed that a little too much,” she panted. “Sure you don’t want to bang Lilac?”
			

			
				He spanked her.
			

			
				“Hey! Don’t start something you can’t finish,” she sighed happily.
			

			
				Little by little she regained control of her body and before he knew it he was spooning her slender humin shape on the rug. Laying with Cas by the fire, the volume on the rest of the world dialled down. The library, the maps, the entire stupid quest all fading. The warm, slippery shape of Casket snuggled closer. Her tongue snaked out a full ten inches to lick the sweat off his chest.
			

			
				He exhaled, slightly dazed. “Well. That’s one way to shut me up.”
			

			
				Cas grinned like she’d just won a bet. “Told you I had a better idea.”
			

			
				“Yeah, well… it’s the same idea you always have. You finally just found an appropriate time.”
			

			
				He was thirsty. Sat up and looked around for something to drink.
			

			
				“Hey! Where are you going?” she demanded.
			

			
				“I was thirsty…”
			

			
				“Well forget it. Come back here!” she dragged him back down and crawled on top of him, laying her head on his chest. 
			

			
				Maybe it was the extra life force he’d absorbed lately but he felt bigger, and she seemed small curled up on top of him.
			

			
				“So…” she said, trying to sound casual. “How dangerous was it, actually, in the necropolis?”
			

			
				He shrugged “Not as bad as I imagined. Most of the undead seemed pretty chill.” He wasn’t going to mention hearing Isinore’s voice to help him with things; even among monsters hearing voices was considered bad.
			

			
				“So how’d you get so badly hurt then?” As he gave her a look the mimic smiled. “Needy told me you passed out.”
			

			
				Ren gave a sigh and looked away. “There was a big fight with some undead giant named Grozeliers and the bunch of adventurers who got inside… they were smashing everything inside the Mithra Shrine and I had to stop them from breaking the elixir of rejuvenation…”
			

			
				“Did they beat you up that bad? Ha, pussy.”
			

			
				“I used magic,” he corrected her. “Three times. The void rune tore me up each time.”
			

			
				“Why’d you do something so stupid?” the mimic chuckled.
			

			
				Did she really not get it? “Just wasn’t thinking I guess.”
			

			
				“Yeah, that sounds like you. You know, one day you better figure out what you’re doing wrong with the void rune.”
			

			
				He grunted. 
			

			
				“I mean… it makes you about as useless as a eunuch at an orgy.”
			

			
				He closed his eyes and counted to ten. Do not get angry… 
			

			
				They lay there quietly. Then finally she spoke. Quietly.
			

			
				“Thank you. For saving my ass.”
			

			
				Well… there it was. Finally.
			

			
				“You’re welcome.” He held her closer.
			

			
				She wrapped her arms tightly around him. And her legs. And another set up arms she suddenly grew. Hugged him fiercely. Her entire body beginning to glow hot pink.
			

			
				“Y’know,” he said, struggling to draw a deep breath. “You might want to thank Needy too.”
			

			
				“Huh? Why?”
			

			
				“She… uh… has grown very attached to you. I think the man-rune might be changing her personality a little. Making her more emotional, acting against her goblin instincts. She went berserk down there… almost killed Lilac, because her instincts were telling her she was threatening you.”
			

			
				It wasn’t just Needy either. Sweep was becoming more ‘honorable’ every day. Plumb more concerned about his craft over carnage. Hell… even the stupid useless black cat seemed slightly less self-centered.
			

			
				“Oh, that,” Cas sighed contentedly. “She told me. But the way I heard it she went berserk on your dick… lucky you.” The mimic sighed as she squeezed him even closer. He could feel her heart pounding against him. Felt two little warm trickles on his chest.
			

			
				She was crying.
			

			
				“You okay?” he asked her.
			

			
				“Me? Fine. My eyes are leaking for some reason… Hey! Maybe I’m really turned on! You want to try fucking me in my slippery eye holes?”
			

			
				“What? No!”
			

			
				“Prude. Anyway… poor Needy; getting more humin and emotional like that… good thing mimics are immune to that stuff.”
			

			
				“Yeah,” Ren smiled. “Good thing.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 12   : Nuptials
			

			
				 
			

			
				The ruined watchtower of Samal’thar’s Hold had loomed over the desolate landscape, its crumbling spires silhouetted against the overcast sky, for hundreds of years. The upper levels had long since collapsed, but the lower chambers still held a trace of their former grandeur—arched ceilings, cracked frescoes depicting long-forgotten battles, and the occasional intact stained-glass window casting eerie, fragmented light through the dust-choked halls.
			

			
				For Ren and his companions, the place was strangely comfortable. Too comfortable. They had all called an evil sorceress’s lair ‘home’ so Samal’thar’s Hold was similar enough to make them all a little homesick.
			

			
				Inside the grand hall, a tattered velvet couch had been dragged near the massive stone fireplace where a real flame smoldered, made from firewood Sweep and Plum had gathered. Cas lay across the cushions, pale and tired, her normally excitable demeanor subdued. The poison from that damn arrow still lingered in her system, though the cure Ren and the others had fought to retrieve from the necropolis had mostly cured her.
			

			
				Across from her, Ren sat on a decrepit wooden chair, shirt half-off as Gudrun tended to his injured arm. The priestess hummed, waving her cigarette like a conductor’s baton as sacred smoke curled around his wound, seeping into his skin with a warmth that dulled the pain.
			

			
				“Hold still,” she muttered, puffing out a lungful of smoke. “This works better when you don’t squirm.”
			

			
				“Hard not to squirm when it smells like an ashtray in here,” Ren grumbled, but he didn’t pull away.
			

			
				Truth be told his arm was healing fine. He suspected the degenerate harfoot just wanted an excuse to get his shirt off and be close to him. Gudrun exhaled slowly, eyeing the half-empty pack of Red Wyvern Premiums sitting on a makeshift table beside her. “Almost out,” she mused about her smokes. “Guess I’ll have to ration.”
			

			
				Ren snorted and jerked his head toward the stack of cigarette packs he’d looted from adventurers in the necropolis. “Knock yourself out. I grabbed Silverthorn Slenders, Black Bog Rolls, and Emberleaf Rounds. Pick your poison.”
			

			
				Gudrun let out an appreciative hum as she plucked up a pack of Black Bog Rolls, tapping one against the side of the box before lighting it with an ember from the fire. “Blessed be the fallen adventurers, always carrying the good stuff.”
			

			
				Nearby, Boots and Nim quietly played dice while Needy fussed over Cas. Surprising how relaxed they were without Yaghed being an asshole every two minutes. Nobody had much lamented his passing.
			

			
				And then there was the wraith.
			

			
				The ancient undead lord, Lord Malagar, shuffled about the chamber in his tattered robes, murmuring to himself as if lost in time. His translucent form flickered, and his bony hands gestured wildly as he spoke. “The Ritual of Samothrace must be performed before the harvest moon, lest the bond remain unsealed!” he declared, staring at no one in particular. “The nuptials must not be delayed!”
			

			
				“Right, yeah. The nuptials.” Ren sighed. “That’s definitely top priority.”
			

			
				Cas chuckled, and even Gudrun smirked. Malagar had been going on about weird rituals for days now, lost in whatever distant memories still clung to his fractured mind. They all humored him—it was easier that way.
			

			
				“Since you’re handing out wisdom,” Gudrun said to the wraith, tapping ash from her cigarette. “You want to tell us what this cursed rune does to Ren?”
			

			
				Ren flexed his fingers, glancing down at the void rune etched into his flesh. “It messes me up, that’s what it does. It screws with my magic and hurts like hell.”
			

			
				Malagar suddenly stopped mid-step. His form solidified just enough for his sunken eyes to lock onto Ren’s.
			

			
				“It is no curse,” the wraith rasped. “If you commit to the Ritual of Samothrace, it will be made whole.”
			

			
				Silence. The room, which had moments ago been filled with casual conversation and the crackling of fire, now felt suffocatingly still.
			

			
				Ren’s pulse quickened. “Wait. You actually know something about this?”
			

			
				Malagar’s eyes burned, as if trying to form a thought, but his gaze went distant again. “The nuptials… must not… be delayed…” he mumbled, his mind slipping back into whatever fragmented past he was reliving.
			

			
				Ren shot to his feet. “No, no, no. You don’t get to drop something like that and check out! What is the Ritual of Samothrace? What does it have to do with the void rune?!”
			

			
				The wraith only blinked at him, distant and unseeing. “I once knew a woman—ah, but I have known many women—who swore she could make a man forget his own name with a single kiss. Naturally, I accepted the challenge! And let me tell you, my dear, waking up three days later in a monastery with no pants was a most educational experience!"
			

			
				Needy grabbed Malagar by the shoulders, shaking him slightly. “Tell us what it means!”
			

			
				“What means?”Malagar wheezed, staring at her as if she were someone else entirely. 
			

			
				“The Ritual of Samothrace!”
			

			
				The wraith just stared at him.
			

			
				Ren growled in frustration, running a hand through his hair. “This senile bastard actually knows something and he can’t remember it.”
			

			
				Sweep scratched his chin. “Well, that’s inconvenient.”
			

			
				“You think?” Ren snapped. He turned back to Malagar, jaw tight. “Listen, old man. If you know something, anything about this rune, I need to hear it. Now.”
			

			
				But Malagar was already lost again, muttering about floral arrangements and ceremonial blessings as he shuffled toward a crumbling archway.
			

			
				Ren exhaled sharply and sank back into his chair, rubbing his temple. “Unbelievable. The first actual lead I’ve ever had, and it comes from a walking corpse who can’t hold a damn thought.”
			

			
				Gudrun nudged him with her foot. “Well, at least we know something. It’s not a curse. That’s a start.”
			

			
				Ren scoffed. “Yeah.”
			

			
				“And,” Needy said helpfully. “You know that there’s a creepy ritual that nobody remembers.”
			

			
				The fire crackled. Cas shifted in her sleep. Sure… assuming the Ritual of Samothrace wasn’t an unrelated delusion, Ren had a lead. And no idea what to do with it.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Instead of maps, Ren turned his research to the ritual Malagar had mentioned. As the days went by Samal’thar’s Hold had become less of a fortress and more of a glorified retirement home, taken over by Ren’s crew who were the worst grandkids ever. The wraith, Lord Malagar, floated around doting on them like they were his long-lost progeny, completely oblivious to the fact that they were all freeloading degenerates taking full advantage of his senility.
			

			
				Needy had claimed the lord’s chamber for their use, kicking the old wraith out of his bed so she and Cas could dogpile Ren in it. Cas was running a literal racket, conning Malagar into handing out gold and silver from his hidden vault by inventing fake ceremonial traditions that required food, drink, and the occasional new jewelry. Even Gudrun had turned a half-ruined ballroom into her own personal casino, running dice and card games and insisting that Boots act as her pit boss.
			

			
				He slammed the latest book shut, sending a plume of dust into the air. The musty library had become his second home over the past few days. He’d scoured every rotting shelf, flipped through every ancient tome, desperately trying to make sense of what the wraith had said about the Ritual of Samothrace. Not a curse, huh? Then why does it feel like my bones are trying to explode every time I use magic?
			

			
				His patience, much like his sanity, had worn paper-thin.
			

			
				“Alright, let’s try this again,” he muttered to himself, dragging a chalk circle onto the stone floor. Magic surged in his veins as he began the incantation, his fingers forming precise sigils in the air. Maybe this time—
			

			
				Pain. White-hot, nerve-searing, why-the-hell-did-I-think-this-was-a-good-idea pain shot up his arm, radiating from the void rune on his palm like molten iron being poured directly into his arm. His entire body locked up, every muscle screaming ‘stop, you idiot, stop’!
			

			
				Ren collapsed onto his knees, gasping, as the rune pulsed like a living thing, the agony only subsiding once he let go of the magic entirely. He panted, staring at the accursed mark like it had personally insulted his mother.
			

			
				“Screw this. Screw all of this,” he snarled, shoving himself to his feet. “This stupid rune, this stupid library, this whole stupid—"
			

			
				The book he had been reading hit the wall with a thud, sending more dust cascading down. No answers. No progress. Just frustration and the creeping feeling that, if he didn’t figure this out soon, he was going to get himself killed trying.
			

			
				He turned, ready to storm out and yell at the first person unfortunate enough to be in his way, only to find Malagar floating just behind him, hands clasped serenely.
			

			
				“You seem troubled, my dear boy,” the wraith mused, his voice soft with grandfatherly concern. “Perhaps a nice cup of wine would help?”
			

			
				Ren groaned, pressing his palms into his eyes. “I swear to all things unholy, old man, if you bring me one more dusty cup full of imaginary wine, I’m going to throw myself off this tower.”
			

			
				Malagar chuckled warmly. “Ah, yes. Just like your father. Always so dramatic.”
			

			
				Ren sighed. Senile bastard couldn’t help what he was…
			

			
				Retrieving the book Ren shoved it back onto the shelf with enough force to rattle the entire bookcase. Research was getting him nowhere. He needed a break—preferably the kind that didn’t involve deciphering ancient nonsense while the void rune in his hand whispered mean things directly into his pain receptors.
			

			
				A sharp, indignant mrrrow sounded from the top of the bookshelf. Noiraud, his self-appointed feline overlord, stretched luxuriously before shooting him an accusatory glare, her green eyes practically screaming, How dare you disturb me?
			

			
				“Look, I get it,” Ren muttered. “I don’t complain when you vanish and show up days later, or leave dead mice for me on my pillow, or that you want to climb in my lap half the time. But if you really want to help I could use some insight into what the fuck this curse does to me.”
			

			
				Noiraud flicked her tail, let out an exaggerated sigh, and leapt off the shelf like a drama queen in search of a fainting couch. She padded after him a few steps before giving up entirely, curling into a resentful loaf by the fireplace.
			

			
				“Yeah, you’re real helpful,” Ren grumbled before stepping into the tower halls.
			

			
				He found Needy first. She’d made a nest in the remains of an old ladies dressing room. Furs, silk pillows, discarded goblets—half of them stolen from Malagar—were scattered everywhere. Dresses, robes and other ancient garments laid out for her to admire. She’d turned back to her original profession as a seamstress to adjust a few items to fit her, starting with her maid uniform which hung cleaned and much repaired. 
			

			
				She looked up as he entered. The goblin was stretched out, wearing what was probably meant to be a robe but barely covered anything.
			

			
				“What exactly are you doing?” Ren asked.
			

			
				Needy yawned, stretching in a way that was definitely intentional but exposed even more of the goblin curves and a bit of bush. “Living my best life. You should try it.”
			

			
				“Our ‘best life’ was supposed to involve revenge, remember?”
			

			
				She waved a dismissive hand. “Yeah, yeah. But have you felt silk before? Pure elven silk. On your body?” She rolled onto her stomach, eyes gleaming and suggestively traced a finger along the plunging neckline of her robe, over the big watermelon curves of her tits. “You wanna—” 
			

			
				Tempting…
			

			
				“I…” he gulped. “Gotta see a man about a dog.”
			

			
				Give in now and the rest of his day would be buried in goblin curves.
			

			
				Further down the hall, he found several of his companions in Gudrun’s casino. Using the long, battle-scarred table for something far more important— a card game Ren immediately recognized as blackjack. Boots was dealing and Gudrun, Nim and Cas were playing. Gudrun, her entire attention laser-focussed on the game, was sweating bullets as she muttered a prayer while Boots dealt cards. Cigarette dangling forgotten in the corner of her mouth.
			

			
				Cas brightened seeing him. “Ren! You in for a hand? We’ve got high stakes tonight—winner gets Malagar’s vintage goblet collection.”
			

			
				“Pass.”
			

			
				The little harfoot priestess frowned. “C’mon, don’t be a coward. You could use a little excitement.”
			

			
				“We get plenty of excitement killing heroes and fighting elves. Gambling over fancy cups doesn’t cut it.”
			

			
				Cas shrugged. “You say that now, but wait ‘til you see the gold inlay on these beauties.”
			

			
				The cards they were using were handmade from parchment and ink, a better quality copy of Ren’s own deck.
			

			
				“Hit me,” Gudrun murmured, flicking ash into Boots' open palm. “Oh holy Gurmak… lord of heaters… grant me a seven… Goody needs a new pair of shoes!” The undead knight, completely unfazed, dealt another card with mechanical precision.
			

			
				Ren stared. “This counts as prayer?”
			

			
				Gudrun smirked, blowing a perfect smoke ring. “Chaos is inherent in the universe, chance is its instrument… a little divine intervention from Gurmak is his reward to the faithful.”
			

			
				Sure… what’s more chaotic than gambling away your dignity…
			

			
				“And you made Boots your dealer?”
			

			
				She gestured vaguely. “Well, I tried to get him to cheat for me, but turns out, undeath comes with a strict ‘no playing favorites’ policy.” She scowled at her cards. “Which is absolute bullshit…” 
			

			
				“I don’t suppose any of you remember why we’re here?”
			

			
				Gudrun exhaled slowly, watching the smoke swirl. “To recover from our arduous journey and contemplate the divine?”
			

			
				“To kill the Black Company,” Ren deadpanned.
			

			
				Cas waved a hand lazily. “That too. Eventually.”
			

			
				The mimic was watching the cards and held at 17. Gudrun, habitually jiggling her foot, tapped the table. “Hit me.”
			

			
				“King, busted,” Cas laughed gleefully as Gudrun broke, burying her head in her hands.
			

			
				He left the casino and found himself wandering higher up the tower, frustration building in his gut. This place was getting to them. Too easy, too comfortable. Weeks had passed since the elves attacked, and there was no sign of the pointy-eared bastards coming back. 
			

			
				He found himself at the top of the ruined tower – the last intact floor a jagged uneven platform open to the air where the top half of the tower had been sheered off. He stared over the cliff out at the endless forest stretching between them and Mastodon Creek. Somewhere out there was the Elvinkingdom. And somewhere inside that was Lilac.
			

			
				He exhaled sharply. He didn’t want to think about her, but she had a way of creeping into his mind when he least expected it. What was she doing now? Had she told anyone about their escape? Did she regret helping him?
			

			
				What the fuck do you care? A month ago you wanted her dead…
			

			
				He stayed on the top of the tower, thinking over his options, until dawn. Exhausted, he clomped down the stairs to the master bedroom and made sure the curtains were drawn before throwing himself into the dusty bed. He lay sprawled across the tangle of blankets and a shape burrowed up from underneath. Cas emerged to nestle into his side like some kind of albino python. 
			

			
				“Y’know, if you frown any harder, your face is gonna stick like that,” Cas said, poking at his cheek with one clawed finger. “Which, actually, would be hilarious.”
			

			
				Ren sighed, staring up at the ruined ceiling. “Just thinking. Leadership. The void rune. The fact that my so-called avenging army of dark assassins has turned into a bunch of freeloading degenerates.”
			

			
				Cas gasped dramatically. “How dare you! I am not a freeloader! I provide essential morale support, artistic inspiration, and wildly entertaining distractions. You, my grumpy friend, are welcome.”
			

			
				Ren chuckled despite himself. Cas had a way of making everything seem a little less dire, even if half her ideas involved unnecessary violence.
			

			
				“Alright, fine,” he admitted, draping an arm over her shoulder. “But… you were right about the rune.”
			

			
				“Of course I was… What did I say?”
			

			
				“That I still don’t know what to do and every time I try magic, it’s like stabbing my own nervous system with a fork.”
			

			
				“Right…”
			

			
				“And I can’t even focus on the damn Black Company because we’re all just sitting around waiting for something to happen.”
			

			
				Cas sat up, her blue hair shifting colors in the dim light to purple as she grinned at him with far too much enthusiasm. “Well, have you tried—wait, hear me out—turning it off and on again?”
			

			
				Ren rolled his eyes. “Cas. It’s not a laptop.”
			

			
				“What’s a laptop?” She continued, undeterred, “What if we could surgically remove your entire arm and replace it with something cooler. Like, I dunno, a cannon? Or a grappling hook? Or—ooh!—what if we give you two arms, but, like, one is made of swords?”
			

			
				“That’s... I appreciate the suggestions but no…” 
			

			
				Cas sighed, flopping dramatically against his chest. “Fine. But if I’m not allowed to engineer unnecessary body modifications, then what are we doing?”
			

			
				Ren thought about it for a moment before the wraith’s ramblings popped into his head. The nuptials must not be delayed. 
			

			
				The Ritual of Samothrace. The wraith wasn’t just crazy—his mind was stuck in the past.
			

			
				“Hold up,” Ren muttered. “I have an idea…”
			

			
				“Is it the sword arm thing? Cause I just said that…”
			

			
				“No! Shut up. My gramma’s old folks’ homes used to stage fake 'reminiscence therapy' events? Y’know, make it seem like it's the past so the senile ones feel comfortable? Play oldies music and put up decorations like it’s the fifties…”
			

			
				Cas blinked. “Why?”
			

			
				“To, like… fool them.”
			

			
				“That sounds amazing. I’m in. I totally want to fuck with old glowy-eyes’ head.”
			

			
				That was easy.
			

			
				Ren sat up, the idea suddenly clicking. “What if we recreate the ritual he’s talking about? The whole thing. If we can make it look real enough, it might trigger something in the wraith’s messed-up mind and he’ll actually tell us what the void rune is.”
			

			
				Cas lit up, bouncing excitedly. “Ohhh! I love this plan! I’m stealing it. This was my idea now. So what’s the ritual?”
			

			
				“It’s… nothing. It’s like a passion play… a princess marries a demigod, that sort of thing. It has nothing to do with curses or dark magic, that’s why it made no sense to me.”
			

			
				Cas smirked, then tilted her head, something strangely hesitant in her expression. “Sooo, since it’s your idea you should be the sky god dude. And... maybe I should be the bride.”
			

			
				Ren, oblivious, nodded. “That actually makes sense. You’d be able to shift into whoever the wraith expects to see.”
			

			
				Cas hesitated for a beat, then cleared her throat. “Y-yeah. Totally. That’s what I meant. Realism. Because it’s... important. Commitment to the role. Ultimate method acting. Very important.”
			

			
				She was grinning, but it wasn’t her usual I’m-about-to-steal-something grin. It was something smaller, a little uncertain. But he was too excited by the idea to chase down the mimic’s weird mood.
			

			
				“Alright, let’s figure out how to make this mess happen,” he said, mind already running through the logistics.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren took a deep breath, looking over the disaster that was their makeshift ritual chamber. It looked like a community theater production of Epic Religious Ceremony: The Musical had gone wildly off the rails.
			

			
				From the doorway, Needy signaled frantically, her wide eyes screaming trouble. “Wraith incoming!”
			

			
				Ren straightened so fast he nearly threw out his back. “Alright, people! Places! Places! We are live in ten seconds!” he barked like an exhausted community theater director about to put on a doomed production of Death of a Salesman.
			

			
				Sweep, who over-acted on a good day, practically vibrated with excitement. “Ren! Quick! What’s my character motivation? Am I driven by honor? Revenge? A tragic backstory about a lost love?”
			

			
				Ren grabbed him by the shoulders and shoved him into position. “Your motivation is shut up and say the stupid lines!”
			

			
				Plum stood in the corner, wearing a ceremonial robe that was very clearly just a pair of frilly drapes stitched together with twine. Noiraud was sulking, arms crossed, crammed into a basket, glaring at everyone. Jam, their resident slime, was somehow wearing a veiled robe despite not having a discernible head. And in the middle of it all, Nim the rat stood proudly on an upturned cauldron, wearing a brass flowerpot like a high priest’s mitre.
			

			
				The doors creaked open, and Cas entered, her shape altered into the form of a humin woman draped in what had once been a fine ceremonial gown, now tattered with age. She swept forward with exaggerated grace, taking Malagar’s hand in hers. “My love,” she cooed. “You mustn't worry, everything is exactly as it should be. The ritual begins anew!”
			

			
				Malagar hesitated, his hollow eyes narrowing as he took in the questionable state of the ceremony. “This… this does not seem right,” the wraith’s raspy voice murmured, spectral fingers twitching.
			

			
				Cas tightened her grip and grinned wider… too wide; her back molars were showing. “Oh, but it is! The years have simply… refined our traditions. Austerity is in fashion, you know! Less grand, more intimate.” She leaned closer, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Besides, we both know the gods only care about the devotion, not the… ah… stitching quality of the drapes.”
			

			
				They'd found an old book in the library that described the ritual and had spent days putting together a fake version; the only problem was the book was in ancient Greek and none of them could read it very well so half the time they were guessing.
			

			
				The wraith frowned, momentarily lost in thought. Ren held his breath. Please buy it. Please buy it.
			

			
				Malagar’s spectral form straightened slightly, nodding as though recalling a distant memory. “Yes… yes, it is as it was…”
			

			
				Gudrun, seeing an opportunity, swept forward, all but peeling Cas away from the wraith and taking over smoothly. “Grandfather,” she cooed, her voice suddenly thick with false reverence. “You must take your rightful place outside the sacred circle. We cannot proceed without your blessing.”
			

			
				“A parting kiss my dear,” the wraith leaned towards Cas.
			

			
				“Huh? Uh… why yes my dear, parting is always a sorrow…”
			

			
				She puckered up and closed her eyes as he laid a smooch on her.
			

			
				As the harfoot guided him toward his designated spot, Cas staggered away, wiping her mouth on the back of her sleeve with a violent shudder. She beelined straight for Ren, eyes wild. “That horny old ghost kissed me with tongue,” she hissed, voice full of horror.
			

			
				Ren took a step back, horrified on instinct. “Are you okay? Do you need, like, an exorcism? Holy water? Therapy?”
			

			
				Cas, still dramatically wiping at her mouth, sighed. “Honestly? Wasn’t half bad. But still—bleh!”
			

			
				“Alright, people, let’s do this!” Ren clapped his hands together. He quickly turned to his cribbed notes for the ritual. “Stage one: chanting, anointing, and, uh... scourging? Who wrote this shit?”
			

			
				“Some dead greeks, obviously,” Cas shrugged.
			

			
				Needy muttered, squirming inside the ‘dragon’ costume. She was under a heavy blanket with Sweep, who had the grand privilege of being the ‘head’ of the dragon. Needy was the ‘body,’ which meant she was currently being gassed by Sweep’s nervous farts.
			

			
				“Do that again and I will bite yer tail!” she yelled from under the blanket.
			

			
				Ren ignored her. “Okay, Nim, do the thing.”
			

			
				Nim cleared his throat and dramatically raised the ancient book, the one none of them could actually read. He squinted at the scribbles and started reciting the ritual in a series of squeaks.
			

			
				Oh shit... had they given Nim a speaking part?
			

			
				The wraith, Lord Malagar, swayed in his spectral form, watching with half-lidded eyes. “The blessing… is incorrect,” he rasped.
			

			
				Cas turned into a snake and slithered across the floor to coil behind Nim and started throwing her voice to say the speech for him.
			

			
				“Uh… O mighty s-s-spiritssss, blessss this occasion with, uh… cool vibessss and minimal fire damage?”
			

			
				“Where's the scourging?" the wraith was complaining. “Without the scourging of the hero the ritual is incomplete?”
			

			
				Ren has a very bad feeling as all eyes fell on him.
			

			
				In moments Cas and Needy had dragged him into the middle of the magic circle drawn with red paint and unbuckled his belt.
			

			
				“Wait a second, now hold on!” Ren protested.
			

			
				“You want this to work don't you?” Cas asked, cracking his belt enthusiastically and yanking down his pants.
			

			
				While Cas recited the ancient lines with (mostly) convincing reverence, the wraith watched, arms crossed, spectral presence looming over the proceedings with the haughty air of a theater critic.
			

			
				Then, with a slow, dramatic shake of his head, he sighed deeply.
			

			
				“Non, non, non!” he declared, voice thick with exasperated disappointment. “This is all… backward! An insult to the sacred tradition! A farce, a mockery! Mon Dieu, have none of you even read the original texts?”
			

			
				The crew froze.
			

			
				Ren’s stomach dropped. Had they messed up? Had the wraith seen through the ruse? Cas cleared her throat, shooting Ren a look. Fix it, her eyes screamed.
			

			
				The wraith threw up his hands. “Imbeciles! The scourging is meant to be performed upon the goddess, not the supplicant!”
			

			
				Cas’s smirk died instantly.
			

			
				“Wait—what?” she blurted.
			

			
				The wraith gestured grandly. “Yes, yes, the mortal stand-in for the divine! The agonies of the flesh reflect the suffering endured for the world! How could you not know this?”
			

			
				The entire crew turned as one to Cas.
			

			
				She blinked. Processing. “Now, hang on—let’s just pause a second—”
			

			
				The wraith’s glow intensified, his patience thinning. “No pauses! The ritual must continue!”
			

			
				Ren, already resigned to the disaster, sighed and took the belt out of her hands. “Show must go on, Cas.”
			

			
				Needy had her friend bent over a chair a moment later. Cas glared daggers. “Ren, I swear to every god—”
			

			
				He laid a strike across her ass with the belt and the wraith applauded. 
			

			
				"OW!" she screamed at the first strike. 
			

			
				“Sorry, Cas, you want this to work don't you?” Needy asked. 
			

			
				The wraith clapped in satisfaction. “Ah! Now that is proper devotion!”
			

			
				“Owie!” Cas yelped at the next stroke. But by the third she only let out a muffled ‘Ouch...’
			

			
				Ren lifted the ceremonial bowl, voice steady, channeling every ounce of fake gravitas he could muster.
			

			
				“By sacred rite and solemn vow, let the vessel be anointed, the body made worthy, the spirit bound to divine purpose.”
			

			
				He paused, glanced at Cas and added, slightly quieter:
			

			
				“…May she accept this blessing with grace and absolutely no violent retaliation whatsoever.”
			

			
				But during the pause the Mimic was actually blushing. “You could keep going… for a little bit longer maybe?”
			

			
				Ren filed that fact away for a rainy day.
			

			
				Gudrun, taking her role as ‘sacred officiant’ way too seriously, stepped forward with a collection of bottles that Ren was pretty sure weren’t meant for religious purposes. “Alright, divine anointing time! 
			

			
				Before he could protest, Gudrun uncorked a bottle and dumped its contents over his head. The acrid smell of vinegar hit him like a punch to the gut. “Did you just pour pickling brine on me?”
			

			
				“It’s technically aged wine!” she said defensively. “Also, we couldn’t find any real holy oil, so I’ve made do.”
			

			
				Cas cackled. “My turn!” She grabbed another bottle and upended it over herself—only to immediately start gagging. “By the gods, what the hell was that?”
			

			
				“Cooking grease,” Gudrun said proudly. “From a very sacred frying pan.”
			

			
				Cas coughed, spluttering. “I smell like burnt fish!”
			

			
				Ren wiped his face, dripping with a vile combination of brine and grease. 
			

			
				“Are you sure this is the proper ritual?” the wraith asked.
			

			
				“Why… of course, grandfather. Don't be silly.”
			

			
				“But… is it not Guillaume's coming of age?” the wraith asked.
			

			
				“Oh crap, oh crap,” Ren muttered. “Improvisation time! Uh, uh—Sweep! Summon divine favor!”
			

			
				Sweep, who had been nodding off inside the dragon costume, suddenly shot up, nearly knocking Needy over. “Oh great spirits! We offer thee a sacrifice!” He then grabbed a handful of soggy bread from his sleeve and tossed it dramatically onto the floor.
			

			
				The wraith hesitated. “Yes… the sacrament…”
			

			
				Ren exhaled. They got away with it. Barely.
			

			
				“Places everyone!”
			

			
				That was the cue for Act 2 of the fake ritual. It was a bit like a passion play where several of the group chanted – substituting the lyrics to a dirty limerick about goblins and a buxom barmaid – while the rest of them acted out the great perils that the ritual was meant to fix.
			

			
				“Oh no, the world is falling into ruin!” Cas bellowed, throwing her arms to the heavens with such force that she nearly knocked over a candelabra. She staggered back, clutching her chest as if struck by divine sorrow, then flung herself to the ground with a wail. “The crops have withered! The rivers have dried! The cows refuse to give milk, and the barmaids refuse to give me free handjobs! Truly, this is the end of days!”
			

			
				She dramatically flourished the empty plate above her head like a sacred relic, shaking it violently as if willing it to produce food through sheer force of will. “Look upon this symbol of despair! Behold the cruel emptiness of our fates!” She spun in place, lost in her performance, before dramatically collapsing into Ren’s arms, one hand thrown over her forehead like a tragic heroine.
			

			
				Ren sighed, adjusting his grip to stop her grease-covered body from completely sliding onto the floor. “Cas, you’re playing Famine, not the lead in a doomed romance novel.”
			

			
				“Oh, but I am,” Cas cried, cracking one eye open. “For hunger is the most painful of heartbreaks, my dear king!”
			

			
				“And what of illness?” Ren asked loudly.
			

			
				Nothing happened. Needy had missed her cue.
			

			
				“AND WHAT OF ILLNESS?” he yelled louder.
			

			
				Sweep shoved Needy onstage where the goblin froze at being the center of attention.
			

			
				“We are beset by Disease!” Needy said woodenly. “A-choo,” she said, giving the least convincing sneeze he'd ever heard.
			

			
				Plum staggered into the circle, clattering under the weight of an ancient suit of plate mail and  smashed a rusted helmet against the wall for effect. “I am WAR. Everything dies! Grrrr.”
			

			
				Ren winced.
			

			
				Then came the moment Noiraud had to complete her one and only line. The Sickly Baby Scene.
			

			
				Sweep shoved the cat-girl on stage. They’d cut the bottom of a basket out and she held it around her waist, swaddled in a blanket, meant to be a baby basket.
			

			
				The cat glared at them.
			

			
				“You have to wail like an infant,” Cas stage whispered.
			

			
				Noiraud bared her teeth. “I will not.”
			

			
				“C’mon, just one little—”
			

			
				Noiraud hissed and the entire production screeched to a halt as she leapt out of the basket and bolted for the nearest exit.
			

			
				“Forget it!” Ren waved them on. “Move to the final act!”
			

			
				The last part of the ritual was supposed to be a mock combat between the Hero King and the Beast. From what Ren could translate from the book written in Greek, after the combat all they had to do was have the fake marriage. But a look at the old wraith and he saw the undead spirit seemed to be buying it.
			

			
				Good to go…
			

			
				After a quick costume change Ren adjusted his ‘kingly robes’ (which was a dress with the lace hacked off to look like a robe) and took his place in the center of the circle they’d painted on the floor, copied from the book. Opposite him stood 'the beast'. The improvised dragon costume consisted of draping an old blanket over Sweep and Needy like one of those two-person halloween costumes of a horse, with Sweep forming the 'head' of the 'dragon'.
			

			
				“I am the DRAGON,” Sweep boomed, swaying on unsteady feet. “Tremble before me!”
			

			
				The wraith suddenly looked very focused. “Yes… this… this I remember.”
			

			
				Ren felt a jolt of adrenaline. It was working.
			

			
				Brandishing a wooden sword he faced off against the moth-eaten dragon. The ‘beast’ lunged—or at least, it tried to. Sweep tripped, sending both he and Needy crashing to the floor. Once they got to their feet Ren jabbed a few strikes at them, expecting Sweep to go down, but the stupid kobold had gotten too into it.
			

			
				“Die dragon!” he suggested.
			

			
				“You cannot kill a dragon so easily!” Sweep said grandly, continuing to battle.
			

			
				Ren stabbed him again. “Time for you to die dragon!” Ren reminded him
			

			
				“A mere scratch, for I am an all-powerful dragon and no beast is great as my kind!”
			

			
				Fucking delusional kobold was about to fuck this whole thing up… Suddenly there was a gagging retching sound from under the blanket costume. Needy staggered away, covering her nose.
			

			
				“He farted!” she screamed. “What have you been eating?” she demanded, kicking the kobold. “Uuuuugh! I can taste it!”
			

			
				Ren took the opportunity to pretend he'd just cut the dragon in half and tripped Sweep to the ground.
			

			
				“Fucking die already!” he growled, whacking Sweep on the skull.
			

			
				It took the kobold so long to manage his death throws that Cas eventually sidled on stage in her final shapechanged form – that of the black-haired goddess for the final marriage scene - and stomped on the kobold's tail.
			

			
				“It is I, the Lady of the Serpent, who must be married!” she said loudly. “Remember!”
			

			
				“B-but I’m not dead yet,” Sweep objected.
			

			
				“Then die already, before I fucking murder you!” she growled.
			

			
				Sweep got the message. Cas wasn't about to wait for the ‘nuptials' a moment longer.
			

			
				Malagar’s translucent eyes suddenly sharpened, fixing on Ren.  The wraith’s glow flickered, his spectral form softening with nostalgia. His sharp, judgmental scowl melted into something almost affectionate as he studied Ren.
			

			
				“Ah… Guillaume.”
			

			
				Ren blinked. “Oui papere?”
			

			
				The wraith beamed, clapping a ghostly hand on Ren’s shoulder—somehow cold and weightless all at once. “Mon cher neveu! I knew this day would come! Your coming-of-age, at last! Ah, how you have grown! You have your father’s eyes—but, ah! Your mother’s posture, terrible! Stand up straight, boy!”
			

			
				The wraith gripped both his shoulders, eyes brimming with ghostly pride.
			

			
				“The family secret must be passed on once you prove yourself worthy, Guillaume! This ritual is the final step! Go! Step forward with honor! With dignity! With courage!”
			

			
				And with that, he practically shoved Ren onstage.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 13   : Snake Oil
			

			
				 
			

			
				The air in the chamber was thick with oil, pickle brine, incense and candlelight as Ren and Cas stood in the center of the ritual circle, their hands clasped.
			

			
				Cas bounced on her heels, eyes glinting with barely restrained excitement. “Alright, alright, we’re in the clear! He’s convinced! Now—time for the marriage vows!”
			

			
				Ren hesitated, glancing at the wraith, who was watching intently, hands clasped in reverent expectation. “Are we sure? Shouldn’t we—”
			

			
				Cas grabbed his wrist. “Hey, stay in character! You gotta say the vows now.”
			

			
				Ren frowned. Did she seem way too into this?
			

			
				“Listen, we’re in deep; you want the secret or what? Now say you take me as your divinely ordained wife before the old guy gets suspicious,” she hissed.
			

			
				He nodded. With a last glance he recited the lines.
			

			
				“By the binding of earth and sky, I take thee,” he said, quickly.
			

			
				“That’s it? Do it with more meaning!” Cas growled.
			

			
				“By the binding of earth and sky, I take thee,” he repeated, slowly this time.
			

			
				Cas glared at him. Eyes glowing red. “I said with meaning!” she snarled.
			

			
				“I’m not an actor,” he whispered.
			

			
				“Say. It. Better,” she grew fangs.
			

			
				Geezus. What did she want? Shakespeare? This stuff was straight out of a TV show, how could anyone take this fake drama seriously? 
			

			
				Huh… he summoned his best Bill Shatner. What Would Kirk Do?
			

			
				“By the binding of earth and sky, I take thee,” he said it one more time, channeling the hammiest ham he could think of.
			

			
				Apparently pleased, Cas smiled and said her lines. “By the pact of moon and fire, I stand beside thee,” she responded, her voice trembling with an emotion Ren hadn't noticed before.
			

			
				He looked at her then, really looked at her. The way her usually mischievous expression had softened into something raw and uncertain, the way her fingers gripped his a little too tightly.
			

			
				Oh shit… she thinks its real…
			

			
				Before Ren could even begin to process that, the entire room shifted.
			

			
				A sudden wind howled through the chamber, whipping the candle flames into wild spirals. The ritual circle beneath them, the one Ren had hastily copied from the book, lit up with its own magical light. Brilliant golden lines surged across the floor, tracing intricate sigils that pulsed with an otherworldly energy.
			

			
				“Uh, Cas?” Ren asked
			

			
				“Yes husband?” she whispered dreamily, her voice barely audible over the rising wind.
			

			
				“Something’s not right…”
			

			
				The others were already panicking. Needy bolted, Noiraud hissed and scrambled into the shadows, Nim squeaked something unintelligible and dove under a broken table. Boots, unfazed, merely stood still, staring at the growing chaos with his usual undead patience.
			

			
				Cas’ grip on Ren’s hands tightened as the circle burned impossibly bright beneath them.
			

			
				Ren’s stomach dropped. “I think—”  He swallowed hard. “I think we just actually completed the ritual.”
			

			
				“I thought that was the whole point?” she said dreamily.
			

			
				And then, the world erupted.
			

			
				A vortex of wind and light roared through the chamber, sending books flying and toppling ritual props. Lightning crackled through the air, striking the walls in bursts of searing white fire. Smoke curled into thick, unnatural shapes as a towering figure took form within the swirling inferno of the summoning circle.
			

			
				A woman emerged.
			

			
				She was tall, radiant, imperious. Golden eyes gleamed with the weight of centuries, and her flowing hair cascaded in dark, luxurious waves down her bare shoulders. Her presence was commanding, utterly regal. Ren felt his pulse quicken, some primal part of his brain screaming that he should probably be running, but another, much stupider part noting that, damn, she’s actually kinda hot.
			

			
				Then the smoke cleared a little more.
			

			
				Ren’s eyes flickered downward.
			

			
				Instead of legs, a thick, sinuous serpentine tail coiled beneath her, its dark emerald scales glistening in the flickering light.
			

			
				Oh snap… she’s a lamia.
			

			
				The woman’s lips curled back, revealing sharp, gleaming fangs. She lifted her chin, and when she spoke, her voice rang with the weight of forgotten ages, echoing off the ancient stone walls like a decree from on high.
			

			
				“Ignorant, feeble mortals! You have summoned what you cannot comprehend! Called upon a power beyond your wretched understanding! By the rites of old, by the bonds of flame and shadow, I am unbound, and your folly shall be your undoing! The heavens shall weep, the earth shall tremble, and your souls shall be devoured!"
			

			
				She extended her arms, and the entire chamber shook. “Who among you dares to stand before Azelthra, Queen of the Endless Coil? Who among you shall offer the first sacrifice?”
			

			
				Everyone screamed.
			

			
				Except Cas. “Geez... and I thought Sweep was over-acting...”
			

			
				The Lamia’s went white and a beam of golden flames sizzled through the air between them, forcing Ren and Cas to leap apart to avoid it. Something flickered to life in the mimic’s eyes then.
			

			
				“Dammit you hussy! This is my honeymoon! Hurry, Ren, run!”
			

			
				Cas grabbed Ren by the collar and yanked him backward as the lamia surged forward, coiling out of the summoning circle with terrifying speed. Ren barely had time to curse before he was running, Cas dragging him out of the room and through the winding halls of the tower.
			

			
				Behind them, the lamia slithered in pursuit, her tail crushing furniture and stone alike as she moved with horrifying grace. “You cannot escape your sacrifice!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				They tore through the lower levels of the tower, leaping over broken pillars, ducking under shattered doorways. The summoned snake-lady hot on their tails… or rather hot on her tail. Ren threw a heavy candelabra behind him in a desperate bid to slow her down. She slithered right over it.
			

			
				They took a left at the library and sprinted through a collapsed corridor, Cas skidding over loose rubble while Ren nearly lost his footing. A second later, a searing blast of fire scorched the stone just inches from where they had stood.
			

			
				Shit… she can shoot fire from her eyes!
			

			
				“Book didn’t mention that!” Cas grumbled.
			

			
				“What do you mean?” he yelled.
			

			
				They’d reached the stairwell and climbed at a run.
			

			
				“I mean it just said lady of serpents, I thought maybe it was like a stripper thing… she danced with a snake.”
			

			
				“Wait, you knew it was real?”
			

			
				She glanced back at him. “Duh, it had to be real or we wouldn’t be really married.”
			

			
				Ren wanted to cry.
			

			
				They burst onto the uppermost intact level of the tower, a large open space with broken windows overlooking the abyss below. Nowhere to go. Retreating to the far side of the platform, they faced the stairs.
			

			
				The lamia burst out of the stairwell. Coiling her massive tail as she blocked their only exit.
			

			
				Ren had his back to the crumbling stone wall. Fumbled under his robe to find the voidwand.
			

			
				“Uh… lady Azelthra?” Ren said. “Big misunderstanding here…”
			

			
				The lamia smirked, flicking her forked tongue. “You wretches have no idea what you’ve summoned, do you?” she purred, eyes burning. “You are insects who dared to call upon a queen. And now… you will burn for it.”
			

			
				A beam of fire shot from her eyes, but Ren reacted in time—activating the voidwand’s shield function and stepping in front of Cas. The magic shimmered into the dark, crackling barrier, exploding with liquid energy like hot magma. He felt the heat through the shield. 
			

			
				The force of it sent Ren skidding backward, his boots grinding against the stone.
			

			
				“Leave us alone, lady!” Cas yelled, shape-shifting into a weasel, and lunged for the lamia’s tail, sinking her sharp little teeth into it.
			

			
				The lamia snarled, whipping her tail violently with Cas still attached by the teeth.
			

			
				And launched her in a red blur like a catapult.
			

			
				Ren barely had time to scream her name before Cas slammed into a chunk of the remaining shell wall of the tower. The force of the impact smashing the stones outward. With a yelp, the mimic tumbled off the edge.
			

			
				The wind howled through the shattered remains of the tower’s upper floor, whipping Ren’s cloak around him as he stood face to face with the lamia. Smoke and embers curled in the air from her earlier fire blasts, the stones beneath his feet still sizzling with residual heat. His hands trembled—not from fear, but from raw, unchecked fury.
			

			
				Cas was gone. Thrown from the tower. Maybe dead. Maybe broken beyond saving. And he’d let it happen.
			

			
				Something inside him snapped.
			

			
				With a snarl, he lunged forward, the voidwand shifting in his grip from a shield to a blade. The lamia coiled, striking like lightning, her claws raking the stone where he had stood a second earlier. He dodged, barely, twisting his body midair and slamming the voidwand against her side. A blast of dark energy erupted on impact, sending her skidding across the stonework, her tail lashing violently.
			

			
				But beneath his fury, regret gnawed at him. He had never realized—never allowed himself to see—that he loved Cas. She had been beside him all this time, and he had taken her presence for granted, dismissed her affection as something simple, something easy. Not even when she was poisoned and he nearly killed himself saving her. And now she was gone, flung from the tower, and he might never get the chance to tell her. The thought burned hotter than the lamia’s fire. 
			

			
				“You think your little tricks will save you, warmblood?” the lamia glared. “I have devoured champions, crushed kings beneath my coils! You are just another sniveling ape who thought himself worthy!”
			

			
				His failure fueled his rage, and he swung the blade with a relentless ferocity, every swing of the voidwand carrying the weight of everything he had ignored, everything he had lost. Its strike shedding scales and making the creature scream in pain.
			

			
				She hissed, golden eyes flashing, and spoke a single word.
			

			
				A magic circle flared into existence at Ren’s feet. He had a heartbeat to react—too slow. The explosion sent him sprawling, his vision swimming as he skidded against the broken stone floor.
			

			
				The lamia surged forward, her fangs bared, her tail striking like a whip. He barely got the voidwand up in time, shifting it into a shield that absorbed the impact. Before the creature recovered Ren twisted, turning the wand into a cannon and blasting her square in the chest with a sphere the size of a cannonball.
			

			
				There was a snapping sound. It screamed in pain as the impact sent her reeling. Ren paused a moment until the limp form twitched, then rose up, swaying like a cobra. Hypnotic gaze burning into him.
			

			
				“I feel your pulse quicken, little man. Your fear sings to me! Shall I savor you slowly, or just snap you in half and be done with it?”
			

			
				She roared, her voice laced with fury and dark magic, sending more glowing runes scattering across the battlefield. Landmines, waiting for him to step wrong.
			

			
				Ren gritted his teeth. Fine. She wanted a deathmatch? She’d get one.
			

			
				Darting between the magic circles, he charged. She lashed out with her claws—he ducked. She snapped at him with fangs that could punch through steel—he rolled. She fired another beam of molten energy from her eyes—he met it with the voidwand, shifting it into a mirror, redirecting the blast straight back at her.
			

			
				The lamia shrieked as the flames seared across her scaled flesh. Ren didn’t hesitate. He slammed the voidwand down into her tail, pinning her to the stone floor like a nail. She screamed, twisting violently, her muscles convulsing as dark blood pooled beneath her.
			

			
				“That’s for Cas,” Ren growled, pressing the weapon deeper.
			

			
				For a moment, he thought it was over. She spun, glaring. Tore the blade out of her flesh.
			

			
				“I’ll mount your skull near the entrance to my den—let the next fool see what happens when they dare challenge me!”
			

			
				Then she lunged with unnatural speed, her fangs flashing toward his throat.
			

			
				Ren barely twisted in time, but she didn’t go for him. Her clawed fingers ripped the voidwand from his grip and, with a powerful throw, sent it hurtling off the side of the tower.
			

			
				For a moment he staggered, clutching his injured hand. Then the realization he was defenseless came to him.
			

			
				The lamia, wounded but grinning, loomed over him, her tongue flicking the air, tasting his helplessness. “Your weapon is gone, little mortal. Your strength is spent. Do you have any last words before I consume you?”
			

			
				Ren swallowed hard. His body was screaming, but his mind was still racing.
			

			
				No weapon left. No magic to block her next attack. Except—
			

			
				His hand ached. The void rune throbbed, almost… hungry.
			

			
				One last chance.
			

			
				He reached inward, grasping the nothingness, pulling at the power that had always rejected him, always burned him from within.
			

			
				And this time—it answered.
			

			
				The air darkened. The stone cracked beneath him. A wave of black energy surged outward, tendrils of pure void rising from the ground, curling around his fingers like living shadows.
			

			
				The lamia’s triumphant grin faltered. Her golden eyes widened in pure terror.
			

			
				She scrambled backward, her tail thrashing, her hands raised as if to shield herself. “Wait! Who are you?”
			

			
				The black tendrils lashed her, each igniting a black flame that left no mark but made her scream.
			

			
				“No! I didn’t know!” she wailed. She twisted... prostrated herself on the stone, pressing her forehead to the floor. “Forgive me!” she pleaded. “I did not know who you were! I swear it! Please, do not unmake me!”
			

			
				Ren stared down at the writhing lamia, the void rune crackling in his palm like a tiny, hungry star. His breath was ragged, his body screaming for rest, but his mind was running faster than it ever had before. 
			

			
				She thinks I’m all-powerful. Why? 
			

			
				He couldn’t let her know how close he was to collapse. He had to play this right.
			

			
				He took a slow step forward, keeping the void energy burning around his fingers. The lamia flinched, pressing her forehead to the stone. “You do not understand,” she gasped, her voice trembling. “I did not know—please, have mercy!”
			

			
				Ren copied the arrogant grimdark way Isinore spoke. Eyes narrowed, voice like steel. “Mercy?” He let the rune pulse a little brighter, feigning confidence. “You don’t deserve it!”
			

			
				“Please! I’ll do anything!”
			

			
				“Then tell me. Tell me exactly what you see. Say it out loud. I want to hear you say it.”
			

			
				The lamia swallowed hard, coiling tighter around herself. “It is... it is the Rune of Death,” she whispered. “The mark of the one who commands the end of all things. The power that stands in opposition to life itself.”
			

			
				Ren tilted his head. “Go on.”
			

			
				The words tumbled out of her, desperate to prove her submission. “Whoever possesses the void rune wields the force of negation. They can command death, sever souls, and unravel the magic of the living. No being touched by time may defy them. You—” she swallowed, her voice shaking. “—you hold the power of the greatest necromancer who has ever lived.”
			

			
				Realization crashed into Ren like a thunderbolt. That’s why it hurt. Every time he had tried to use magic, the rune had rejected it. It wasn’t a curse—it was opposition. He had been trying to force positive magical energy through a conduit of pure negative power. He had been working against it the whole time.
			

			
				He clenched his fingers around the void rune and let the energy flow. This time, it responded like a limb he had never learned to use. Darkness licked across his fingertips, swirling into a controlled arc of black flame.
			

			
				The lamia screamed as the fire wrapped around her, outlining her in writhing shadows. She convulsed, wracked with pain, but the flames did not consume her. They only tortured.
			

			
				Ren exhaled slowly, savoring the control for the first time. So… this is what it feels like to be a necromancer.
			

			
				Necromancer… it all made sense now.
			

			
				He flexed his fingers, dismissing the flames, and the lamia collapsed in a gasping heap. “Now get out of here before I decide I need to decorate my lair with a fresh snake skin,” he growled.
			

			
				She shuddered but did not move. She looked... ashamed.
			

			
				“I cannot leave,” she whispered. “Not until… the ritual is complete.”
			

			
				Ren’s stomach twisted. “What?”
			

			
				The lamia lifted her head, her golden eyes now hooded, no longer filled with fear. Instead, there was something else there—calculation. Opportunity. “You summoned me through the ancient rite, O bearer of the Void. And so, you must complete it.” She traced a claw down her own bare chest, and around her tits, her voice dipping into something dangerous. “Only through sacred union will the binding be undone. You must take me as your mate.”
			

			
				Ren blinked. “You mean—?”
			

			
				She slithered closer, the once-menacing coil of her body now something sinuous, fluid. The predatory grin she had worn before was still there, but now it promised something else. “You have bested me,” she murmured, her voice honeyed, her movements languid. “I will take anything you wish to do to my body…”
			

			
				Ren’s dick twinged a bit. 
			

			
				“I have taken pleasure from humins for over a thousand years. If you will claim me, then let me show you delights beyond your wildest imaginings,” she hissed seductively.
			

			
				His brain stuttered a moment on that idea. Okay. This just took a turn.
			

			
				He opened his mouth to protest—something about dignity, about not letting his enemies seduce him—but then her tail coiled gently around his waist, drawing him closer. Her fingers traced along his jawline, her lips hovering near his ear. 
			

			
				“You have bested me,” she whispered. “And I am bound to you. It would be... dishonorable to refuse.”
			

			
				Ren was a man of flesh and blood.
			

			
				And discretion was the better part of valor.
			

			
				“Take me as hard as you wish, oh Great Necromancer… I want it,” she purred.
			

			
				The lamia’s lips met his, and for the moment, he decided he could live with the consequences. I mean... with a resume like that...
			

			
				She seemed to take his reluctance as anger. Must’ve thought he was considering how to destroy her.
			

			
				“Y-you need to take revenge on me, yes?” she blurted desperate to please. “Let me help you… see?”
			

			
				She searched around desperately and found a broken statue. Grabbed the stone hand and forearm and bent over, spreading her thick thighs to expose her cunt. Gritting her teeth she started to try and fist herself.
			

			
				Ren winced.
			

			
				“No?” she said, seeing his grimace.  Instead she grabbed a length of rotted rope and wrapped it around her neck. “Choke me then…” she gasped.
			

			
				She panted, enthusiastically demonstrating it to him, eyes wild.
			

			
				“That’s enough!” he ordered.
			

			
				She froze.
			

			
				“Down!” he ordered.
			

			
				She obediently lay on her back. He removed the rope then the broken chunk of statuary.  For a long moment the lamia trembled as he examined her body. Unlike typical drawings of a lamia made by humins, her snake tail didn’t start at the waist, but at the knees where her legs fused into a tail. Apparently humin artists were prudish and didn’t want to admit lamias had all the working parts of a humin woman. Her skin has a slight scale pattern, almost as fine as fish scales, and he squeezed her tits to see what they felt like.
			

			
				Firm, warm, very smooth. Her nipples got hard.
			

			
				“Let me…” she whispered and rose up to kiss his neck, his ears. Running her forked tongue over him. The flickering sent a shiver up his spine. Damn.
			

			
				Well… if he had to fuck her to finish this, best get started.
			

			
				Using the rope, he tied her wrists together and looped them around the broken statue above her head. With her body exposed she wriggled. Contorted her lower half to raise her hips up and spread her thighs revealing the hidden slit of her pussy.
			

			
				Looked humin enough.
			

			
				He slid his fingers in her first and she arched her back, panting. Took a few minutes searching every hole in her monster body to make sure she wasn’t hiding anything, which seemed to make her so wet it was dripping past her knees. He wasn’t sure if it was because she was part-reptile, but when he slid his cock inside her she was cold and tight.
			

			
				“Hungggh… yes master!” she begged for more. 
			

			
				Her insides warmed up in no time once he started pounding her as hard as he could. He watched her try to pretend she wasn’t affected by it, but as she warmed up and her juices started flowing, he saw the act of wanting him turn into a real need for him to punish her snakey bottom even harder.
			

			
				“Unghhh, my womb is being opened up by your massssive cock!” she panted. Forked tongue lashing. “You’re convulssssing… you’re close…”
			

			
				He wasn’t about to come inside her serpent pussy. She was throbbing, snakey tits bobbing up and down at each thrust. He felt his balls about to be milked by her gripping serpent snatch. As he got closer he pulled out, ignoring her yelp of complaint, then grabbed her by the hair and fed her his cock. Surprised at first her eyes bugged open. Then that look was replaced by enthusiastic joy as he started to empty in her mouth. And finally switched to alarmed panic as he came so much she nearly drowned in it.
			

			
				“Mrrrph-guuurph!” she pleaded.
			

			
				He ignored her. Finishing down her throat. When he finally pulled out she coughed and gagged, dripping on her chest, then busily licked his juices off her tits with that long forked tongue.
			

			
				“Ahhhh,” she panted, writhing on her back. “I can feel your warmth from above and below, travelling through my body to meet in the middle.”
			

			
				Ren untied her hands and she crawled on her belly towards him. Wound her body around his – even the humin parts impossibly flexible – and hugged him. Tongue kissing his ear.
			

			
				“Toy with me some more,” she whispered. “I want to be punished… skewered…”
			

			
				“You still here?” he asked.
			

			
				“I must be dominated… completely…” she whispered.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				He had to take her twice more. Once from the front, which she enjoyed so much she was gushing wetly all over him. And once from behind that she enjoyed even more when he gave her backside a pounding she’d never forget.
			

			
				Ren lay sprawled on the open rooftop of the watchtower, chest heaving, drenched in sweat, utterly spent. The cool night air did nothing to soothe his exhaustion, but the real problem was the smug, satisfied lamia coiled beside him, draping herself over him like a particularly affectionate boa constrictor.
			

			
				“You are... astonishing,” she purred, tracing lazy patterns on his chest with a clawed finger. “Never has a mortal tamed me so completely. I must stay. Be yours. Serve as your devoted concubine—” 
			

			
				A shimmering gateway burst open near the battlements with a deep, ominous hum. 
			

			
				About time. Guess he’d dominated her enough to reopen the gate she’d come in by…
			

			
				Ren exhaled, tilting his head toward it. “Looks like your Uber’s here, baby. Time to go.”
			

			
				The lamia pouted, coiling her tail around his leg. “Must I? I could stay, attend to your every need...”
			

			
				Before Ren could think of a diplomatic way to handle this, one of the nearby stones suddenly rippled like water and morphed into Cas.
			

			
				In her pale, humanoid form, she crossed her arms, fixing the lamia with a look that could curdle milk. “Yeah, no. Your services are no longer required, Your Royal Skankness.”
			

			
				With zero hesitation, Cas grabbed the lamia’s tail and shoved it into the portal. The lamia shrieked, her claws scrabbling at the stones as the portal sucked her in like an interdimensional vacuum cleaner.
			

			
				“Ren, my love! Call me again so we may—!” 
			

			
				The portal snapped shut with a final pop.
			

			
				Ren blinked, still lying flat on his back. Cas was here. Cas was alive.
			

			
				Before he could even react, she tossed his voidwand at him with casual precision. “You dropped this, lover boy.” Then, with a tilt of her head and a sharp, too-casual tone, she asked, “Sooo... did you just have sex with the snake-lady?”
			

			
				Ren stiffened. Oh. Crap.
			

			
				“It was the only way to banish her at the end of the ritual,” he shrugged.
			

			
				Cas stood over him, hands on her hips, green eyes gleaming, waiting for an answer. Was she mad? Sad? About to turn into a chest full of teeth and devour him? He braced for something—yelling, crying, a punch to the face.
			

			
				Instead, Cas’s face lit up with wild, manic joy.
			

			
				“DUDE!” she practically vibrated. “ARE YOU TELLING ME YOU JUST BEAT AN UNSTOPPABLE FIRE-BREATHING SNAKE MONSTER WITH NOTHING BUT YOUR DICK?”
			

			
				Ren gawked. “I—what?! I mean—” 
			

			
				“Holy crap, you’ve got, like, a monster-slaying penis!” Cas gasped, clapping her hands together, absolutely thrilled. “That’s—That’s legendary! Do you know what this means?! You just tamed an ancient death-serpent through sheer sexual prowess! They should make a shrine to your junk!”
			

			
				Ren, completely overwhelmed, did the only thing that made sense. He threw his arms around her and crushed her against him, holding her tight. “Cas, I love you.”
			

			
				The mimic girl froze.
			

			
				Her entire body stiffened, her silver-white hair shifted to bright, glowing pink, and for the first time ever, she was completely silent.
			

			
				Then, suddenly, she snorted, grinning wide. “Well, duh! Of course you do! I’m totally amazing and stuff!”
			

			
				Ren laughed, shaking his head. “Yeah. Yeah, you are.”
			

			
				“I’m… I’m sorry I tricked you into marrying me and summoned a snake demon that tried to kill us all,” she said softly.
			

			
				“That’s okay,” he patted her on the back.
			

			
				“Really?”
			

			
				“You get to explain it to Needy,” he told her maliciously.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				He spent the next few days on a honeymoon, of sorts. Locked in the master bedroom with Cas… and Needy… since the goblin considered herself Ren’s first wife and therefore also married to Cas. By the end of the first day, they’d worked out any… misunderstandings… about rank and privilege. By the end of the second day the girls were too busy begging for rest to compete for who went first. And by the end of the third day Ren felt satisfied he’d cleared up who wore the pants in the family. 
			

			
				It was only then, when he finally got some peace and quiet, that Ren turned his thoughts to his newly discovered super-power.
			

			
				Necromancer… 
			

			
				Even the word sounded badass.
			

			
				The sun poked through the ragged holes in the moth-eaten drapes, casting streaks of weak daylight across the ancient, dust-covered floorboards. The girls were dead to the world, sprawled across the bed that was bad now badly in need of new sheets. Ren sat at the edge of the fancy but barely-holding-together bed and admired his two sexy brides. Cas’ pale form was starfished across the mattress, snoring like she was competing for a title, while Needy had curled herself into a green ball, sucking her thumb in her sleep.
			

			
				He should have been sleeping too, but no—he was busy playing with death itself.
			

			
				Ren flexed his fingers, watching dark tendrils of void energy curl lazily around his hands. For the first time, he could cast magic easily. No pain, no resistance—just raw, overwhelming power. Hard to believe the answer had been so simple. The Void Rune was a battery, a well of negative energy deeper than anything an apprentice like him had any business tapping into.
			

			
				Closing his eyes and reaching out, he could sense the energy of living things around him. The two bright shapes of Needy and Cas were closest; they looked a bit like glass spheres, filled with energy. And when he stared into the sphere long enough he could make out glyphs. Runes. Magical symbols he couldn’t understand.
			

			
				He was looking inside them…
			

			
				That was their life force… what some people might call a soul. Everything about them was written there, only it was written in some sort of magic that he couldn’t read.
			

			
				He sent his sense for life energy out further, finding the mana points of everyone else in the crew. There were two anomalies though. The glass spheres weren’t warm yellow, they were cool blue. It took him a while to figure out it had to be Boots and the wraith lord, Malagar.
			

			
				Sending his disembodied senses searching further he noticed something strange about the base of the tower. The stone foundations seemed to be resting on a huge, dark pool of blue energy. And inside it were smaller shapes, moving… crawling over each other. Like a tar pit full of drowning dinosaurs.
			

			
				He pulled back. Weird. Must have something to do with the necropolis. Maybe the tower was a focal point for the dead in the city below. Would explain a few things. He snapped back into his body and was seeing the world through his normal senses again. Looked over the sleeping forms of the girls. With a small effort he summoned the view of the crystal spheres at the same time, saw their life force hovering over them. Like a sign.
			

			
				Shit… that might be useful. Be able to see the souls of whoever he was dealing with. Although it would be a lot more useful if he could understand it.
			

			
				Alright, let’s push this further.
			

			
				The glow was their life force, and how bright it was have him a general idea of how powerful they were. The symbols inside it obviously were meant to be read by someone who knew way more magic than Ren did. It just wasn’t user-friendly. Too vague. But what if he could make it display differently?
			

			
				Like what? A graph? A resume?
			

			
				Well… how about the stat card like in a video game?
			

			
				Now there was an idea. He squinted, willing the vision to become clearer, and the runes shifted. The glow morphed into text—like a floating scorecard from a video game.
			

			
				Ren’s eyebrows shot up. “No fucking way.”
			

			
				He looed at Needy’s stat block first.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Level 32 Direward
			

			
					
					Evolved Goblin Elite Noble
				

					
					Skills:
					
							
							Wild Magic +2
						

							
							Goblin Rage +1
						

							
							Fellatio +4
						

					

				

			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren smiled. “Checks out.”
			

			
				But that wasn’t everything. Below her stats, more details began to populate.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Turn-Ons:
			

			
					
					Stealing shiny objects she has no use for
				

					
					Biting as a sign of affection
				

					
					Romantic evenings rummaging through corpses for loot
				

					
					Being grabbed and tossed around (preferably onto a bed, but not required)
				

					
					A firm hand on the back of her neck
				

					
					Aggressive ear scritches that somehow escalate
				

					
					Being called a ‘good girl’
				

			

			
				Turn-Offs:
			

			
					
					People who don’t lock their doors (ruins the fun)
				

					
					Baths
				

					
					Anyone taller than 6 feet (suspicious)
				

					
					Getting her ears grabbed without permission
				

					
					Being pinned but not claimed (waste of a good pinning)
				

			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren chuckled, shaking his head. He turned his gaze to Cas, focusing the same way. Her stat block blinked into existence:
			

			
				 
			

			
				Level 27 Shapeshifter
			

			
					
					Evolved Mimic
				

					
					Skills:
					
							
							Disguise +5
						

							
							Draw Aggro +3
						

							
							Murder-Hobo +2
						

					

				

			

			
				 
			

			
				And then the turn-ons and turn-offs loaded in. His smirk grew wider.
			

			
				“Oh, this is gonna be dangerous.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				Turn-Ons:
			

			
					
					Dramatic villain monologues (the longer, the better)
				

					
					Turning into treasure chests to lure in adventurers then eating their faces
				

					
					Excessive property damage
				

					
					Loud, violent declarations of love at knife point
				

					
					Kissing that might involve teeth
				

					
					That sound Needy makes when she comes
				

			

			
				Turn-Offs:
			

			
					
					Being asked to behave
				

					
					Losing at rock-paper-scissors (rigged game, clearly)
				

					
					Being ignored when she’s clearly being adorable and feral at the same time
				

					
					When Ren doesn’t take the hint (just grab her already!)
				

					
					Slow, soft, "romantic" sex (gross—faster, harder, bite more!)
				

			

			
				 
			

			
				He was pretty sure Isinore had never been able to do this sort of thing… Maybe it just never occurred to her. There were a few benefits from being reborn in another world. Like the fact a highschool education made him one of the greatest sages of the world. Or being able to invent flintlock guns that worked way better than the garbage matchlocks everyone here used. 
			

			
				Or wasting several years of college getting layed and playing video games…
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 14   : Live Free or Die
			

			
				 
			

			
				The haunted tower loomed like a rusted nail hammered into the clifftop, crooked and listing, but stubbornly refusing to fall. Vines curled up its spine. Windows stared blankly. It should’ve screamed danger. But instead, it offered blankets.
			

			
				It had been a couple days since the Samothrace ritual went sideways—a botched attempt at necromantic divination that accidentally summoned a hungry lamia instead. Ren had barely walked away from that with his throat intact. Long enough for the rest of his crew to stop gossiping about Ren's recent marriage to Cas and subsequent honeymoon. In fact since the ritual the quest had been downright... lazy.
			

			
				Ren stood in the half-collapsed war room, a rot-softened map spread across a mossy table. When Boots entered, marching a bound elf in front of him, Ren turned to face Lilac.
			

			
				“Tea?” he asked.
			

			
				The elf glared at him, sniffed the cup. With a sigh Ren took a sip from the cup to prove it wasn’t poisoned and then Lilac picked it up and took a zip. “Too much rosehips.”
			

			
				He tapped the map on the table with a charred twig.
			

			
				“You already know our goal is to reach Mastodon Creek. It’s still about a week or more southeast and that’s if we stick to the river, then cut through the northern edge of the Elvinkingdom— or at least that's the plan unless our resident knife-ears is gonna tell us different. So talk to me, Lilac. How do we not get our asses turned into lawn ornaments?”
			

			
				The elf didn’t look up from the ornate but chipped teacup she held awkwardly with her hands bound together. Her silver hair caught the light like a blade. “Don’t go there.”
			

			
				“That’s not helpful.”
			

			
				“It’s the only advice that matters," she said softly.
			

			
				Ren frowned. “Come on. I’m not asking for state secrets. Just a safe path through hostile territory.”
			

			
				Lilac finally met his eyes. Her gaze was glacial. “There is no safe path. You want directions to a dragon;s maw? Go right ahead. But don’t ask me to hold the map.”
			

			
				“Listen... you want to drink tea and eat porridge like a civilized person, start talking. Otherwise I drop you back in that hole and I can lower down lotion in a basket,” he snapped.
			

			
				But she just stared straight ahead and wouldn't say another word. With a gesture to Boots the skeleton warrior grabbed her by the shoulder, jostled her so hard it spilled her tea, and hauled her out of the chair and marched her out of the room back to her cell. He watched her go, jaw clenched.
			

			
				Behind him, laughter echoed through the cracked halls.
			

			
				Cas was hanging upside-down as a spider from the ceiling, spinning gently and kicking her legs like a child. A disembodied hand fed her candied eyeballs from a floating tray. She popped one between her teeth with a wet crunch. “Hey Ren, did you know Malagar used to hunt unicorns? For sport!”
			

			
				Malagar drifted nearby, wraith-thin and dressed in a stylish coat and tails three centuries out of date. His spectral eyes glowed faintly. “The tusks were illegal, of course,” he murmured to no one. “But we were all young then.”
			

			
				Needy sat cross-legged on a broken armchair, eyes closed, breathing in the sweet black incense curling from the stone braziers. “It’s so nice here,” she whispered. “Like being back in the womb.”
			

			
				The rest of the crew were enjoying the rest and hot meal. Even Plum looked happy. The deep gnome had found a bench that groaned under the weight of his tools and was filing down small parts to the flintlock design Ren had provided him to update the confiscated matchlock guns. A smile on his simple face. 
			

			
				Ren stepped away from the war room and into the hall, boots sinking slightly into waterlogged plush red carpet like it was moss. He had to admit it was relaxing being inside the watchtower, especially at night when it reminded him more of the underground Nethermire chambers. 
			

			
				He passed Gudrun in a library lit with green spirit candles and even the surface-dweller harfoot seemed to be enjoying the stay. She was re-arranging the library and waved lazily at him. 
			

			
				Ren nervously massaged the void rune in his palm and stared down the hallway towards the dungeons Lilac had vanished into. His team was full, fed, and functional. All he needed was the elf to crack and tell him how to get through the elvinkingdom.
			

			
				So why did he feel like they were wasting time when something terrible was about to happen?
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The great hall smelled like wet fur and woodsmoke, which was an improvement over rot and mold.
			

			
				Ren stepped through the archway, brushing stray library dust from his sleeves. He paused. The whole crew was here—Cas, Needy, Sweep, Gudrun, Plum, even Nim—sprawled around the firepit like a gang of off-duty mercs who’d forgotten they were still wanted men. Boots stood in the corner, motionless as ever, like he’d never left.
			

			
				The fire crackled. Something sizzled on a skewer. Rabbit, maybe. Or something that used to be rabbit. Cas was poking it with a stick, daring it to twitch again.
			

			
				“When did you guys go out?” Ren asked.
			

			
				Nobody answered at first.
			

			
				Sweep finally glanced up from sharpening his little sword with ritualistic flair. “This morning. Forest edge. We found a beehive. Plum got stung. Twice.”
			

			
				“Would’ve been nice to know,” Ren muttered.
			

			
				Cas shrugged. “You were busy reading about tree people and elf drama. Didn’t want to disturb your nerd rage.”
			

			
				Needy giggled from a blanket nest near the fire. Gudrun handed her a clay cup. “Found some winterberries, too. They taste like cough syrup, but in a good way.”
			

			
				Ren walked to the fire, arms crossed. The hall was warm, almost cozy. The tower made it easy to forget they were fugitives in a hostile wilderness. Too easy.
			

			
				Sweep tossed a chunk of honeycomb onto a stone plate. “You know,” he said casually. “This place ain’t so bad.”
			

			
				Gudrun blinked at him. “You like the haunted tower?”
			

			
				“Sure. It's dry. It’s got food. It has walls. And I think the ghost likes us.”
			

			
				Cas grinned. “Malagar's not such a bad boss. He might not remember where he is but at least he has style.”
			

			
				It got a laugh. But not from Ren.
			

			
				He narrowed his eyes. “That a joke?”
			

			
				Sweep looked up. “Is it? You ever stop and ask yourself why we’re still chasing the Black Company across half the continent? Like, what’s the plan if we catch them?”
			

			
				“We kill them. We burn down what they built. We make sure no one forgets what they did to us.”
			

			
				“And then what?” Gudrun’s voice was soft, but steady. “What happens if you avenge Isinore? We just keep running? Hiding?”
			

			
				Ren felt something cold settle in his gut.
			

			
				Needy continued, “We lost everything chasing your revenge.”
			

			
				“Our revenge...”
			

			
				“If you say so. Seems like the only reason we keep going is 'cause you're angry that some harfoot is putting his shrunken peen into Kyra’s butt,” Cas frowned.
			

			
				“Would you not say that!” he snarled.
			

			
				“See how angry you are? Why is your anger more important than our lives?”
			

			
				“Because it’s not just mine,” Ren snapped. “They killed Isinore. Slaughtered her. They killed our home. They turned us into roadkill and left us behind. You all signed up for this.”
			

			
				“We signed up to survive,” Sweep said. “And right now, survival looks a hell of a lot like this tower.”
			

			
				“Says you, Sweep!” he towered over the kobold.
			

			
				“Everyone's thinking it,” the lizard's eyes narrowed and his fanged jaw opened an inch. “I'm just the only one sayin it. You think they've got your back? Ask!” 
			

			
				Ren turned to the others. Looked to the goblin girl. Needy didn’t speak. She just curled tighter into her blanket, avoiding his eyes.
			

			
				Ren looked around the room. No one met his gaze.
			

			
				Boots stared into space.
			

			
				Cas picked at her skewer.
			

			
				Sweep adjusted his sword belt and leaned back with a confidence that made Ren’s blood itch. “Its time somebody started looking for everyone's best interests. Only question is if it’s going to be you.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next day passed like a dream Ren couldn’t quite shake off. Not a nightmare. Just the kind that made you wake up disoriented, unsure of how long you’d been asleep.
			

			
				He spent the morning with Plum, laying out blueprints on the stone floor for a breach-loader redesign. Plum nodded eagerly, even whistled at one of the schematics. Ren left him with a pile of components and instructions. It felt productive.
			

			
				By midafternoon, the parts were untouched.
			

			
				Ren found Plum on a ladder instead, reinforcing a crumbling archway near the central stair. The deep-gnome grunted as he hammered a replacement beam into place, his bald head slick with sweat.
			

			
				“What happened to the guns?” Ren asked.
			

			
				“What guns? Oh. Right. I was gonna. Got sidetracked. This ceiling’s about to fall on us. Figured we’d all rather not die under rubble.”
			

			
				“I gave you a job.”
			

			
				Plum didn’t even turn around. “Yeah, but this one felt more urgent.”
			

			
				Behind him, Cas leaned against a tapestry of rotting velvet, chewing something that looked like licorice but probably wasn’t.
			

			
				“Can’t fight the carpenter in him,” she said with a grin. “Give Plum nails and wood, he’ll forget his own name.”
			

			
				The others laughed. Even Boot's armor rattled slightly.
			

			
				Ren didn’t.
			

			
				After scouring the library again Ren had wandered the tower with a brittle old book tucked under his arm: The Glory of Grease and Baleen: Notes on the Frontera Whale Trade by Sir Rowell LeClair, a cracked-spine colonial history full of musty oilskin maps and romanticized murders. He read a few pages by spirit candle in the old archive room, then drifted aimlessly, lost in thought.
			

			
				Eventually, he climbed the spiral stairs to the tower's highest level. From there, he could see the forest rolling away southward—hazy green over swampwater. Somewhere beyond that, the Elvinkingdom lay buried in mist and judgment.
			

			
				The wind was dead still. The air inside the turret felt stale and damp. Ren pressed his hand to the stone, and for a moment he could swear he felt something underneath the surface. Like breath. Or blood.
			

			
				He remembered something he’d read in the Nethermire years ago: some ancient towers were built with mortar mixed with the blood of sacrificial victims. It was supposed to bind spirits into the walls to make them magically resilient. Back then, he thought it was nonsense. Now he wasn’t so sure.
			

			
				He thought of Isinore—not the screaming, fire-flinging tyrant everyone feared, but the one who used to ask him to bury raw meat under full moons, or told him never to let spilled blood go to waste, even from rats. She used to hoard fingernail clippings and burn hair in silver bowls, claiming it kept away hexes. Back then, he thought it was just her being eccentric. Now it all made sense. Necromancer logic—everything had a purpose, especially the weird, gross bits. And him? He’d been too naive to see what kind of magic he was fetching ingredients for.
			

			
				Climbing down the stairs from the open air of the sheered-off top level of the tower, he caught Boots in the lower hall, silently organizing a rack of rusted polearms. The skeleton moved with smooth, automatic precision.
			

			
				Ren approached. “Boots. I need you to patrol the perimeter.”
			

			
				Boots paused. His skull tilted toward the weapons. Then he went back to arranging them.
			

			
				Ren stepped in front of him. “That was an order.”
			

			
				Boots hesitated again. Then reached for a bent halberd.
			

			
				It wasn’t defiance. Not exactly. But it wasn’t obedience either.
			

			
				Ren turned and walked away, his footsteps echoing louder than they should’ve.
			

			
				He found Lilac in a cell deep beneath the tower. The stairs grew colder the farther he descended, the torchlight behind him shrinking until only the spirit candle in his hand lit the twisting hall. It smelled like damp stone and something sweeter, like old perfume clinging to a corpse.
			

			
				Halfway down, he stopped. Something was watching him. Not eyes. Not exactly. Just that prickling awareness crawling up his neck like a wet spider. Then the sensation was gone and it was just a nice, comforting moldy underground tunnel.
			

			
				Lilac was kneeling in the center of her cell, her back straight, hands resting on her thighs. Her eyes were closed. She didn't react to the flickering light of the spirit candle he shone in through the small window in the door. She didn’t move at all.
			

			
				“Lilac,” Ren said.
			

			
				No answer.
			

			
				He stepped closer. “Oi… Quicksilver...” 
			

			
				She murmured something under her breath, eyes still closed. “Not real. Just more whispers.”
			

			
				Ren frowned. “Who you calling not real?”
			

			
				She didn’t answer.
			

			
				He held up the spirit candle and moved it closer to the iron bars. The greenish flame flared as it crossed the threshold of her cell. Lilac’s eyes flew open.
			

			
				She blinked at him, then winced like waking from a deep fever. “You’re—real. Gods. They’ve been talking so long, I stopped checking.”
			

			
				Ren crouched, trying to meet her eyes. “Who’s they?”
			

			
				She glanced around the cell. “The tower. The walls. The voices. They’re not all lies, but most of them are. And they hate you especially. Just so you know.”
			

			
				Maybe they’d locked her in solitary confinement too long… it was considered cruel and unusual punishment in his old world, and had to imagine it was worse on elves than it was for humins.
			

			
				“Great... I'm flattered. I need you to talk about the Elvinkingdom. Now. I’ve got to get my people out of here.”
			

			
				She rolled her eyes. “Still obsessed with that?”
			

			
				“Every day we spend here is another day the Black Company gets to go on living, breathing the same air as me. I can't wait any more. I need a way through. I need to get my people after them.”
			

			
				“And I told you before: turn around. Go back. Leave here as fast as you can, Ren. Wherever you end up is better than where you’re headed.”
			

			
				“That’s not an answer.”
			

			
				“It’s the only one I’m giving.”
			

			
				Ren leaned over the captive, his voice low. “You see what’s happening, don’t you? This place—it’s changing them. Making them soft. Making them forget.”
			

			
				Lilac raised a single eyebrow. “And what if they want to forget?”
			

			
				After that she closed her eyes, went back to meditation, and refused to say another word.
			

			
				He left her in silence.
			

			
				That night, dinner was louder than usual. They had fire-roasted swamp boar and some kind of tuber that bled blue when sliced. Cas was juggling three knives midair while Nim clapped wildly. Needy laughed at everything Sweep said, her goblin voice high and cheerful.
			

			
				Sweep stood near the hearth, one foot up on a stool, gesturing like a warlord. “We reinforce the outer wall, rig the side towers with traps, and give Malagar a real garrison. He’ll make us captains. Maybe even barons.”
			

			
				Ren scoffed. “Sure, Sweep. Maybe he’ll knight you next. Sir Kobold of the Moldy Broom Closet. Defender of broken dreams and dust mites.”
			

			
				The laughter died.
			

			
				One by one, faces turned toward him—not angry, but cold. Dismissive. Like he’d farted in the middle of a sermon.
			

			
				Cas blinked. Needy stopped chewing. Even Nim tilted his head in confusion.
			

			
				Then, as if Ren hadn’t spoken at all, the room slowly came back to life. Cas started teasing Sweep about his future parade armor. Needy leaned forward eagerly, asking what kind of insignia they’d have. Nim pantomimed a salute that got a laugh. Gudrun chimed in with ideas for tower upgrades.
			

			
				They chatted happily, tossing around plans for a glorious new future under Malagar’s rule—like Ren wasn’t even sitting there. 
			

			
				Ren sat at the edge of the table, untouched food in front of him, staring through the firelight.
			

			
				No one was looking at him anymore.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				He hadn’t slept. Not really.
			

			
				Ren had spent the day pacing the cold stairwells of the tower, muttering plans to the stone, trying to find some version of the truth that would let him pull them all back together. Below, the others had curled up in a drunken pile around the great hall hearth, all warmth and snores and shared breath. Even Cas and Needy. 
			

			
				He’d gone to check on them once, just past noon. Needy was snuggled between Gudrun and Amanita, Cas curled like a white weasel at Sweep’s feet. Ren had watched from the shadows for a moment, then turned and left without saying a word.
			

			
				Now, as the gray dusk filtered through the warped windows, he shoved open the doors to the great hall with a bang.
			

			
				“Wake up.”
			

			
				Groans, squints, a few muffled curses. Cas buried her face in a pillow. Jam rolled off a bench with a moist slap. Plum sat up and immediately dry-heaved into a brass vase.
			

			
				They looked like corpses. Hungover, pale, unfocused.
			

			
				Ren crossed his arms. “Serves you right.”
			

			
				Sweep blinked blearily. “What the hell, Ren?”
			

			
				“We’re done playing house,” Ren said. “Pack your gear. We’re leaving by midnight. The longer we stay here, the more it screws with your heads.”
			

			
				No one moved.
			

			
				“I’m serious. You all said you were tired of being pawns. You said you wanted revenge. Well, this is it. This is the war. You don’t get to tap out halfway because the tower has pillows and soup.”
			

			
				They stared at him.
			

			
				Sweep was the one to speak up. He stepped forward slowly, scratching his chin with one claw and blinking the fog out of his eyes. “Let’s be real, Ren. You’re the one who got us into this mess. You lied about the sky creature not being dangerous, then we nearly got eaten by a minotaur. And then at that fort nearly getting us killed fighting the Grey Geese? That was your call. Got us chased by elves all the way here for two days. And now you want to do it again after we found someplace the elves can't touch us?”
			

			
				There were nods—slow, reluctant. But they were there.
			

			
				“You talk about freedom like it’s food we can eat,” Sweep went on, voice low and scratchy. “But most of us just want to live. You’ve got us sleeping in swamps and dodging arrows, and for what? Some idea? Some score to settle?”
			

			
				Ren pressed on. “I’ve risked everything to keep this crew together. I walked into the goddamn necropolis for Cas. I nearly died for you all. And I’d do it again.”
			

			
				Sweep pushed himself up with effort. His voice was hoarse but steady. “You’re the one who put her in danger in the first place.”
			

			
				The silence snapped tight.
			

			
				Ren took a half step forward. “Excuse me?”
			

			
				Cas looked down. Wouldn't even meet his eyes.
			

			
				“Cas... you don’t really think that I’d put you in danger…”
			

			
				“Don’t act surprised. You drag us into every death trap on this continent. You talk about revenge like it’s going to build us a future!” Sweep snarled.
			

			
				“It’s justice.”
			

			
				“It’s obsession.” Sweep pointed a clawed finger at him. “And while we’re risking our necks, you spend all day locked in with your pet elf. I'm beginning to wonder why you spend so much time with the enemy, hmmm?”
			

			
				Ren’s mouth opened. Then shut.
			

			
				Cas sat up, rubbing her eyes. “Sweep’s not wrong. You’re not... here. Not anymore.”
			

			
				Needy nodded slowly. “You don’t sit with us. You don’t talk to us. You say you’re doing it for us, but it doesn’t feel that way.”
			

			
				Ren's anger was starting to erode under a gut-punch of fear; fear that even Needy and Cas weren't on his side. “Are you serious? You know I’m trying to get information out of her. To help us get through the Elvinkingdom—”
			

			
				“Yeah, well,” Cas said, standing now, arms crossed. “We’re not going there anymore.”
			

			
				“We’re tired,” Needy added, soft but firm. “We don’t want to keep running. I just want a home, Ren. A warm bed. I don’t want to fight anymore.”
			

			
				Plum spoke up, looked him in the eye. “Maybe we’re just not cut out to be heroes. We’re henxmen. That’s what we’re good at.”
			

			
				Jam sagged into a puddle, her normally bright, gelatinous form dimmed to a cloudy gray-blue. She let out a soft, tremulous blorp—like someone wringing out a sponge full of guilt. Beside him, Amanita hunched low on her mushroom cap, mycelium fingers curled inward. Her bioluminescent freckles had dulled to a faint glow, and she wouldn’t lift her gaze from the floor.
			

			
				Ren glanced at Boots. Nothing there. But the skeleton was standing protectively beside Sweep.
			

			
				Ren looked at each of them, waiting for someone to break ranks. No one did.
			

			
				Ren stared at them. “You’re all acting like we’re retired!” he snapped. “Did you all forget we’re on a revenge quest? The Black Company? The people who destroyed our home? Tried to kill us? We still have work to do!”
			

			
				Then Cas spoke up quietly. “Maybe... if you can’t get on board with everyone else... you should just leave, Ren.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren was alone, and the silence was the loudest thing in the tower.
			

			
				The argument hung over everything like mildew. He kept to himself. Didn’t eat with them. Didn’t sleep near them. He told himself he was just thinking, planning, waiting. But truthfully, he hadn’t felt this hollow since the Nethermire. Back when he was still just a servant with no name, watching Isinore siphon souls and toss him scraps. Back when he was nothing but a Fetch.
			

			
				He tried not to think about it. About them.
			

			
				Cas and Needy—his ride-or-die crew, his shadows, his heartbeats—they avoided him now. Not cruelly. Just... passively. Like he wasn’t there.
			

			
				Cas went back to her old mimic habits. Ren spotted her as a decorative sconce once, then a rug, then a locked chest in the hallway. Always nearby. Always silent. Always watching. It unnerved him. She used to crack skulls and jokes in equal measure. Now she was still, compliant, hidden.
			

			
				Needy wore her maid uniform again. He passed her dusting stairwells, sewing drapes, muttering hymns in Goblish. She didn’t make eye contact. Her skin was pale, her eye dull.
			

			
				It wasn’t just them. Plumb’s skin had taken on a waxy sheen. He mumbled to himself while adjusting sconces that didn’t need fixing. Sweep stood for hours in the same spot on the balcony, staring out over the bog, whispering names Ren didn’t recognize.
			

			
				They all looked hungover from a party that never ended. Or never began.
			

			
				The longer he watched his friends drift away, the hotter the anger burned under his skin—an ember buried under despair, now fanned into something dangerous. His hands shook. His jaw clenched. If Malagar was behind this—if that senile ghost of a warlord was poisoning their minds, then Ren needed to end it. 
			

			
				When the thought grew and took on a life of its own in his head he stormed into the corridors looking for the senile old fuck. Teeth gritted, intent locked. He was going to confront the wraith and drag his people out of this tower by force if he had to. He reached the old wraith’s private chamber – a former study with no windows where he stayed holed up during the day.
			

			
				Boots blocked the hall.
			

			
				The skeleton didn’t speak, didn’t threaten, just stood there with his shield raised and sword drawn. The same blade Ren had got him in the necropolis.
			

			
				“Boots,” he said. “Move.”
			

			
				Boots didn’t move.
			

			
				“I said get the fuck out of my way!”
			

			
				“The skeleton warrior raised his shield and sword. Ready to attack… 
			

			
				Fuck…
			

			
				Ren stared at him. His fists clenched, then loosened. He backed away. He couldn’t bring himself to strike the one companion who had never betrayed him.
			

			
				Who the fuck could he even ask about this sort of problem?
			

			
				Gudrun, maybe? The harfoot was still a bit of an outsider, she might be able to have a better perspective on whether he was losing his mind. And she’d been a priestess and an adventurer. She might know something about whatever this was…
			

			
				Ren found Gudrun in the upper spire chapel—a circular room of dusty glass and candlelight, where she'd erected a crude shrine to Gurmak. Bones wrapped in ivy. A cracked mirror. A pipe resting on a velvet cloth beside an incense burner that hissed with fragrant smoke.
			

			
				She looked small there. Hollow-eyed. Like a doll left out in the sun too long. But she smiled when she saw him.
			

			
				“Ren,” she said warmly. “You came.”
			

			
				He nodded, stepping inside and closing the warped door behind him. “I need help. I think something’s wrong with the others. Cas, Needy, the rest. They're not... themselves.”
			

			
				Gudrun tilted her head, listening. “You're worried. That’s sweet. Sit down.”
			

			
				He stayed standing. “They’re listless. Dull. Like something’s draining them. And I think this place—Malagar—it’s doing something to them. I need to fix it.”
			

			
				Gudrun rose and stepped toward him. Her bare feet made no sound on the stones. She looked up at him, hands gently brushing his sides. “You're always trying to fix everything. So heavy with purpose.”
			

			
				Ren pulled back, unsettled. “I’m serious. I came to you because you’re the priestess. You should be the one protecting them.”
			

			
				She leaned in again, pressing herself against his chest. “I can protect you too. You don’t have to carry all this alone. You could stay. With us. With me.”
			

			
				Her hand drifted toward his belt.
			

			
				Ren grabbed her wrist. Not rough. But final.
			

			
				“Stop. What the hell are you doing?”
			

			
				Her lips trembled into a smile. “Isn’t this what you wanted? You save us, we reward you? You could have me anytime, Ren. You just have to stop fighting.”
			

			
				Her voice cracked at the end, eyes fluttering—not with seduction, but exhaustion. Her skin looked almost translucent in the candlelight, her veins dark beneath it.
			

			
				He saw it clearly now.
			

			
				She wasn’t trying to comfort him. She was offering herself because there was nothing left of her to offer.
			

			
				Ren stepped back, revulsion twisting in his gut.
			

			
				“You’re not you anymore.”
			

			
				She blinked at him. Still smiling. “I’m better. The voices told me. I don’t need to run anymore. None of us do. You’ll see.”
			

			
				He backed out, afraid to take his eyes off her, then fled.
			

			
				She didn’t stop him.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				There was nowhere left to go. No one left to ask.
			

			
				He wandered into the dungeons, through the cracked corridors that smelled of cold iron and salt. Lilac’s cell was open, but she didn’t react as he entered. She was kneeling, meditating again, the faint glow of the spirit candle still burning behind her.
			

			
				Ren didn’t interrogate her. Didn’t speak at all at first.
			

			
				He sat down against the wall, knees pulled up, forehead resting on his arms.
			

			
				“I think they’re gone,” he said eventually. “Not dead. Not yet. Just... not mine anymore.”
			

			
				Lilac didn’t answer.
			

			
				“I got them into this. I made them believe we could change something. Be something. And now they want a warm bed and a quiet death and I—”
			

			
				His voice cracked. He ground his fist into the stone floor.
			

			
				“I hate you,” he said without looking up. “The only person in the world I can talk to... and you're my worst enemy. What a fucking joke.”
			

			
				A silence passed. One heartbeat, then two.
			

			
				The elf’s voice was almost a whisper. “Not your worst enemy.”
			

			
				“What did you say?” Ren looked at the elf in astonishment.
			

			
				“They’re not gone,” Lilac said softly. “Not yet. But you will be. If you stay here, you’ll be the next to forget.”
			

			
				“What are you talking about?”
			

			
				Ren didn’t lift his head.
			

			
				He wasn’t sure he wanted to.
			

			
				The silence stretched, heavy and oddly peaceful. For once, Lilac didn’t break it with some smug remark or distant dismissal. When she did finally speak, her voice was quieter than he’d ever heard it.
			

			
				“You know,” she said, “I wasn’t always like this.”
			

			
				He glanced up.
			

			
				Lilac sat cross-legged in her cell, still as ever, her silver hair draped over one shoulder. Her eyes weren’t on him—they were fixed on the spirit candle flame, steady and small.
			

			
				“I was the misfit. The one no one took seriously. A little too dark, a little too curious. Even when I tried to play by their rules, they kept shifting the lines. I was good with a bow, but not graceful. Strong with magic, but not disciplined. They laughed. Sometimes to my face. Sometimes not.”
			

			
				Ren blinked. This wasn’t what he expected. Not from her.
			

			
				She kept going, voice steady but distant.
			

			
				“I don’t talk about the elflands because if I do, I’ll remember it. And if I remember it, I won’t be able to stop. It’ll all come back. The courts. The whispers. The smiling knives.”
			

			
				Ren let out a slow breath. “So you’re not stonewalling me to be a bitch.”
			

			
				“Not this time.”
			

			
				He gave her a humorless smile. “So why even warn me? Why tell me to turn back? If you hate your people so much, why protect them from us?”
			

			
				“Because I’m not trying to protect you from the elves.” She finally looked at him. “I’m trying to protect you from this.”
			

			
				Ren frowned. “What do you mean?”
			

			
				“The tower.”
			

			
				He stared.
			

			
				Lilac shifted slightly, a tension running through her shoulders. “My brother didn’t pursue you here because they didn’t have to. They’ve known about this place for centuries. They let people wander in. No one comes back the same.”
			

			
				Ren felt his throat tighten.
			

			
				“It drains you. Not all at once. Bit by bit. Dreams first. Then drive. Then will. Until there’s nothing left but someone who thinks they’re happy staying put. That’s how Malagar keeps his garrison. Not with chains. With comfort.”
			

			
				“My friends—”  
			

			
				“Are still in there. But not for long. If you wait, you’ll forget why you ever wanted to leave. You’ll forget why you fought in the first place. Then you’ll just be more specters in his army.”
			

			
				Ren pressed his back harder against the wall, like he needed something solid to hold onto.
			

			
				He wasn’t paranoid… he’d been right.
			

			
				Lilac watched him carefully. Her voice softened. “You want to save them? Then stop arguing with them. Stop begging. Start fighting.”
			

			
				The spirit candle flickered between them, and for the first time since they met, Ren didn’t see an enemy in Lilac’s eyes. He saw someone just as lost as he was—only a little further down the path.
			

			
				And trying, in her own way, to lead him back.
			

			
				Ren sat in the dark a long time after Lilac finished speaking. Then he rose slowly, and the weight was gone. Not lighter—but different. Sharper. Purpose forged from betrayal.
			

			
				He wasn’t going to ask again.
			

			
				He was going to save them.
			

			
				“I don’t know how to kill a thing that's already dead,” he muttered. “But I'm sure I'll think of something.”
			

			
				“You don’t need to,” Lilac said. She got up from her meditative pose and approached Ren, her slender hand on his shoulder. “You’re a necromancer. You inherited Isinore’s power... that rune on your hand isn’t just a decoration. You have everything you need.”
			

			
				“To do what?”
			

			
				“To swallow Malagar whole.” 
			

			
				“That’s a bad idea.”
			

			
				“So is doing nothing. That wraith should be the one terrified of you, not the other way around... trust me.”
			

			
				He produced a rusted key and unlocked the neck chain holding her to the wall. As the weight fell free the slender elf almost staggered.
			

			
				“Let’s go… you’re coming with me.”
			

			
				“What?” she barked, pulling back, a note of desperation in her voice. “You’re not taking me to face that thing!”
			

			
				“Oh sister am I ever taking you to fight that thing!” he almost laughed. “Just in case this is some trick to get me killed, you’re gonna be right there with me.”
			

			
				“Wait… wait!” she begged.
			

			
				He looked at her… really looked. But before he could speak, Lilac raised a brow and said, “I’ll help you—on one condition.”
			

			
				Ren groaned. “Of course there’s a condition.”
			

			
				She leaned against the bars, voice husky and low. “You’ve kept me locked up for days. Teased me. Threatened me. Talked to me like I’m your enemy while you parade around with that smug wounded-hero act. If I’m going to fight for you, I want something in return.”
			

			
				Ren blinked. “You’re not serious.”
			

			
				She didn’t break eye contact. "Oh, I am. I’ve been trapped in this cell, day after day, thinking you’d finally come to your senses and ravish me like a proper villain. But no. You’re too noble. Too broody."
			

			
				He stared. “You’re literally insane.”
			

			
				Lilac blocked the cell door so he couldn’t leave with all the drama of a noblewoman about to faint on a chaise. One arm outstretched, one hip cocked, the sheer elf ridiculousness of it so potent it practically glowed.
			

			
				Ren stopped. Eyed her. “...You okay?”
			

			
				“No,” she snapped. “Not until you stop torturing me.”
			

			
				He blinked. “What, by making you sleep on a bedroll? Because that’s not—”
			

			
				“No!” she barked, cheeks flaring red. “By… by doing this!”
			

			
				She gestured wildly at him like he was wearing a sign that said “Certified Temptation,” then immediately pulled her tunic tighter around her chest like she was afraid he might read her thoughts—and he might’ve, if they weren’t written all over her face.
			

			
				“I’ve tried to be civil,” she hissed. “I’ve tried to be helpful. But you—you keep doing things. Standing there. Talking. Breathing. Being…” Her voice dropped to a furious whisper. “Monsterish.”
			

			
				Ren raised an eyebrow. “Lilac, I haven’t laid a finger on you.”
			

			
				“Exactly!” she cried.
			

			
				There was a pause.
			

			
				“I’m sorry,” Ren said slowly. “Am I being accused of not assaulting you?”
			

			
				She flushed scarlet, then paced in a tight circle like a cat trying to work up the nerve to jump into a tub. “You kidnapped me. You bit me. You dragged me through dungeons and bound me in ropes and—you expect me not to fall in love with you?!”
			

			
				Ren just stared.
			

			
				“Gods, you are so cruel,” she whispered, stepping closer. Her voice was shaking, but her eyes were locked on his like he was a dragon and she’d very much like to be carried off. “You treat me like I’m just a… a hostage! A tool! Not even a woman!”
			

			
				Ren rubbed his eyes. “Lilac. Are you trying to get me to sleep with you by accusing me of not ravishing you hard enough while you were technically a prisoner?” He rubbed his temples. “I’m taking you to fight a wraith lord and you want your thirst quenched?”
			

			
				“Is that so wrong? To want to experience life before facing death?” her voice broke.
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Fine… but we do it when this is over. You get your wish after the others are safe.”
			

			
				Lilac’s smile turned predatory. “No deal. We could both be dead.”
			

			
				He glared. Deranged little fey was a hard bargainer. Finally he nodded. “If I give you what you want... you fight with me. Not behind me. Not against me.”
			

			
				Lilac gave a faint smile. “No chains. No collar. Just two monsters who’ve run out of better options.”
			

			
				Ren closed the cell door with a reluctant rusty moan. Closing them both in. He didn’t speak. She backed up into the cell and bit her lip, trembling, then grabbed his tunic in both fists. “Just—shut up and ravish me already. Or I swear I’m going to start… well… I don’t know but I’ll start something!”
			

			
				He looked at her—blushing, breathing heavy, weird as hell—and somewhere between her crazy eyes and her oddly hopeful expression, something cracked in him.
			

			
				“Okay,” he said. “But if you ever tell anyone about this, I’m going to deny it ever happened.”
			

			
				Her breath hitched. “You’re the worst monster I’ve ever met.”
			

			
				And then he kissed her. Hard.
			

			
				Lilac melted against him like her whole body had been waiting for that kiss and her mind was only now catching up. She let out a muffled sound that might’ve been a sob or a growl—Ren couldn’t tell, and honestly didn’t care. He’d barely touched her, and she was already shaking.
			

			
				He pulled back just long enough to see her eyes, wide and glassy. “Still think I’m torturing you?”
			

			
				She didn’t answer. Just nodded. Emphatically.
			

			
				Ren rolled his eyes and pushed her back toward the cot—gently, but with enough force to make her gasp. She stumbled into it like a woman being offered up for sacrifice. “Gods, yes,” she whispered, “like a cruel warlord forcing his prize to kneel at his side—”
			

			
				“Okay,” Ren muttered. “No more orc erotica books for you.”
			

			
				Lilac reached for his belt. “Tell me you’re going to ruin me.”
			

			
				“I was going to say we don’t have much time, but sure, I can pencil that in.”
			

			
				She pulled him closer, all tsundere fire gone, replaced with raw hunger and that weird, fragile desperation that made Ren ache in places he didn’t like to name. “You think I’m broken,” she whispered into his ear. “But I’m not. I’m just waiting to be claimed.”
			

			
				Ren groaned. “Gods, you’re so weird.”
			

			
				“And you’re the one pinning me down,” she snapped back, breath hitching as he pushed her flat.
			

			
				“Because if I don’t,” he said, kissing the side of her throat. “You’ll probably climb a tower and start screaming poetry.”
			

			
				Her legs wrapped around him like a trap closing.
			

			
				“Shut up and do your worst.”
			

			
				And for once, Ren didn’t argue.
			

			
				He dragged his cock out, half-hard and uncertain if it wanted to participate – just like him. Even in that state it was impressive, and Lilac’s eyes bugged out at the sight of it.
			

			
				“You bastard, how could you pull out something… so hideous?” she said, devouring it with her eyes.
			

			
				“This was what you wanted, wasn’t it?”
			

			
				“It… it’s so wet!”
			

			
				You’ll be glad its leaking lube in a minute…
			

			
				She dropped to her knees in front of it… hypnotized. “F-fine since it was my fault… I’ll clean it up for you… you beast…”
			

			
				She stuck her tongue out and touched it with just the tip. In a moment she was like a kid with a melting ice-cream… rushing to run her tongue over him everywhere before it was too late. “Ungh…” lick… lick… “Your pole tastes like monster!” lick… lick… lick…
			

			
				“You’re the one who got on her knees and started sucking it…” he growled at her.
			

			
				“Shut up, I am not!” she protested, despite the fact she was slathering his cock with her tongue and lips. 
			

			
				Then without warning she stuffed it into her mouth. For someone who talked such big talk she had a lot of trouble fitting the girth in. 
			

			
				“Why do you have such a perfect member anyway?” she panted, running her tongue from his balls to the head.
			

			
				“I never thought an elf would be so happy giving a blowjob, how frustrated are you?” he asked.
			

			
				She paused to look up at him and glared. Even then her hand continued to rough stroke him. “How dare you insult my people! Just keep your mouth shut… I’m almost done cleaning up your mess…”
			

			
				And despite her angry words she took him in her mouth as far as she could. Choking it back until her eyes watered. Then he made the mistake of letting out a small groan of pleasure.
			

			
				“How dare you! You think I’d do this to pleasure you?” she scooted back and then for good measure heel-kicked him, aiming for his balls. He barely twisted in time, taking the painful blow to his hip instead.
			

			
				“Scum like you should be eradicated from the world!” She got to her feet, backing up against the wall of her cell.
			

			
				Fucking crazy bitch… is she trying to make me pissed off?
			

			
				And suddenly he knew the answer… of course she was. To her this was all part of the game.
			

			
				Well… he was tired of playing…
			

			
				And before she could stop him he cornered her against the wall. Grabbed her by the wrists and thumped her painfully against the cold stone so she gasped. She gasped even more – coming out as a high-pitched whine – as he drove his thigh between her legs, pressed it to her pussy, and lifted her off the ground so her toes were barely touching.
			

			
				“What d-do y-you think you’re d-doing!” she gasped, but he saw the shape of her nipples go rock hard. And a moment later felt the heat of her cunt steaming against his thigh. “N-n-n-ahhhhhh, what are you d-doing?” she moaned in protest, but as he bounced her pussy up and down on his knee – grinding her wet folds against his thigh, she gave a high-pitched squeal and bit her lips together. The flood of wetness on his leg gave away the orgasm she was trying to hide.
			

			
				Letting her down, he slid his fingers there instead and as they parted her lips he found her soaking wet.
			

			
				“T-that’s not because of you…” she said, turning her face away in embarrassment.
			

			
				As a reply her threw her on the cot. Gripped her ankles and pulled them into the air as he yanked off her underthings exposing the dripping wet cunt with its tiny fuzz of silver-blonde hair. He sank his fingers into her and she winced, gasping, but took them easily. When he curled to stroke her g-spot she tried to hide it but came in moments, crying out in a an almost-yell.
			

			
				“I didn’t think you could make sounds like that,” he grinned, showing her his slick fingers. “I think you’re ready.”
			

			
				“Wait… ready for what?” she asked, then seeing him stand over her and aim his huge cock where his fingers had been, she panicked.
			

			
				“C-can that even go inside me?”
			

			
				“It’ll fit,” he told her with a smile and traced the head of his cock on her sensitive folds.
			

			
				“B-but its so big you might tear me apart!”
			

			
				“Trust me… it’ll fit,” he repeated. 
			

			
				You just might not be satisfied with anything else once I stretch you to size…
			

			
				He lowered himself down , forcing her lips open, finding her opening and giving her the head.
			

			
				“Ahnnn!” she squealed. “You’re stretching me to my limit!”
			

			
				He kept going.
			

			
				“Wait! You’re too big!” she was shaking, eyes wide. Slender thighs flexing.
			

			
				And then, changing the angle of her hips, he opened her wide and sank deep inside, filling every curve and gap. She went stiff and let out a long moan. “Ah yes… there!”
			

			
				Dropping her flat on the bed and following her down, he started to give her the punishment she wanted. Hardcore thrusting until her stomach bulged and her brain started to flicker on and off. He pounded her, feeling the tight wet pussy pulse around him as he topped her and…
			

			
				“I’m coming again!” she yelped and went rigid, shaking.
			

			
				“I thought you said you weren’t coming before?” he scolded her and kept pounding her hard until she lost her mind coming a second time, body rigid, eyes rolled up.
			

			
				“Geez, coming again? That’s the third time!” he taunted her.
			

			
				When she covered her face with her hands, desperately trying to hide from how easily he made her come, he yanked them away. With one hand on her chin, he turned her to look him in the eye. No disguising the raw, quivering need for him in there.
			

			
				“How does it feel to get fucked by the monster you looked down on?”
			

			
				“N-never!” she gasped, and was nearly coming again.
			

			
				“Time to take what you wanted all along,” he told her, and her eyes went wide. Not fear… expectation.
			

			
				He’d indulged her crazy fantasy too long already. Couldn’t ignore the world outside the room any longer. So punishing her from above he stirred and drove deep into her over and over. Until he wasn’t able to hold back any longer either and with a growl of raw need he thrust hard and fast until he started to empty into her body.
			

			
				He came. Hard. Still thrusting to make her scream each time. He came so long and hard she went limp, eyes rolled up, but when he finally did finish, he found her pussy was like one of those Chinese finger trap. Suction so strong he couldn’t pull out. 
			

			
				“Hey…” he panted. “Your body doesn’t want to let go of me.”
			

			
				“Why does being manhandled like this feel so good?” she whimpered. “Your body, your cock, even your smell are so good!” and with that she juiced all over his cock, trembling and giving in.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Lilac was curled up against Ren’s side like she’d always belonged there, her bare shoulder rising and falling with each content little breath. Her fingers absently traced lazy circles on his chest, which would’ve been sweet if she hadn’t also been humming what sounded like a dirge.
			

			
				Ren stared at the cracked ceiling, still trying to process what had just happened. His pants were somewhere near the foot of the cot. His dignity was... debatable.
			

			
				“You’re being quiet,” Lilac said, voice muffled by his shoulder. “Was I not adequately defiled?”
			

			
				Ren snorted. “You want a performance review? I’ll get you a comment card.”
			

			
				She smiled, smug and satisfied. “Just making sure. Sometimes a monster finishes and forgets to ravage properly.”
			

			
				Ren glanced down at her, brushing a strand of silver-blonde hair from her face. “You’re very ravaged. Top score. Five stars. Would debase again.”
			

			
				Lilac purred—a sound way too smug for someone who’d spent the last twenty minutes screaming around his dick while being ruined like a fallen noblewoman with too many debts. She nuzzled against him like she hadn’t just turned every one of her deep-rooted psychological problems into very athletic sex.
			

			
				Ren sighed. “We really need to get moving. Cas and the others—”
			

			
				“Let them wait,” Lilac murmured, throwing one leg over him with shameless territorial smugness. “We just consummated a villainous love arc. There are rituals for this.”
			

			
				“I’m not your brooding antihero, Lilac,” he said, though he didn’t push her off. “I’m just a guy in a dungeon who got emotionally tricked into really enjoyable sex.”
			

			
				She looked up at him, eyes glowing in the gloom. “You like me.”
			

			
				Ren hesitated. “I like parts of you. Specific... filtered parts.”
			

			
				She smirked. “You’re scared because you don’t know what it means.”
			

			
				“I’m scared because I just committed a morally complex act in a dungeon cell with a woman who wanted me to pretend I was defiling her.”
			

			
				She kissed his collarbone. “Who was pretending?”
			

			
				He let out a groan, rubbing his face. “God, I’m going to regret this.”
			

			
				Lilac rolled atop him again, straddling his waist. “Then let’s give you more to regret.”
			

			
				He didn’t want to stop her, but he didn’t have time for this.
			

			
				“Get your panties on, Sally,” he said, moving her aside. “We’ve got a date to kick a wraith’s ass.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 15   : Along the Watchtower
			

			
				 
			

			
				The tower dungeon was too quiet. Just the drip of water, the echo of boots on ancient stone, and the thick, suffocating tension of two people who had definitely just done something they couldn’t un-do.
			

			
				Ren tugged his shirt on as they crept down the corridor toward the armory. Lilac walked beside him like she was in a royal parade, practically radiating smug satisfaction, her hair tousled in that ‘yes, we boned’ kind of way that made Ren want to dissolve into smoke.
			

			
				“You’re limping,” she whispered, grinning.
			

			
				“You kicked me,” Ren whispered back. “Twice.”
			

			
				They passed a torch-lit alcove and Ren froze. Empty. He had no idea if his companions were down here or how much control the wraith had over them already. Another turn. More awkward silence.
			

			
				Lilac finally broke it. “You’re going to be weird about this, aren’t you?”
			

			
				“I’m already weird about this,” Ren muttered. “I just slept with a woman who monologued about her chastity while climbing me like a siege engine.”
			

			
				“You liked it,” she sang under her breath.
			

			
				He refused to dignify that with a response.
			

			
				At last, the old iron-bound door of the tower’s weapon workshop came into view. Ren reached for the handle, then paused.
			

			
				“You tell no one.”
			

			
				Lilac raised both hands. “On my honor as a scout.”
			

			
				“You were never a scout.”
			

			
				“I scouted your weaknesses and exploited them flawlessly. I think that counts.”
			

			
				Ren opened the door and stepped inside.
			

			
				Inside the armory he laid out one of the elven bows they’d collected and her arrows. He carved runes into the shafts—spirals of Void magic that bled black light. They shimmered like smoke held in glass. Only enough time and magical energy to do three of them.
			

			
				“These will hurt him?”
			

			
				“They’ll hurt whatever part of him is still his,” Ren said.
			

			
				They crept through the winding halls like thieves in their own home. The tower had quieted, but its shadows still moved—slow, lazy drifts of curtain and candlelight that made Ren’s skin crawl. They passed the great hall without breathing. Needy lay curled by the fire, Cas half-melted into a bearskin rug, both too still, too pale. Plum muttered to himself nearby, fixing a wall that hadn’t broken.
			

			
				Ren and Lilac exchanged a look and pressed on. It was almost dawn.
			

			
				Ren sprinted down the twisting halls, breath ragged, boots pounding stone. Shadows warped on the walls, stretching into clawed hands. The air thickened—cold, wet, malicious. Doors slammed on their own. Whispers echoed nonsense. 
			

			
				They reached Malagar’s chamber and found Boots standing guard outside the door. Boots stood guard, unmoving as a statue in his full plate armor with a sword drawn. 
			

			
				Shit... he couldn't hurt Boots... no more than he could Cas or Nim. Ren hesitated, then looked at Lilac.
			

			
				“Undead follow strength,” she said. “But they need to be shown who owns their bones.”
			

			
				He stepped into the open.
			

			
				Boots drew himself up, drawing his sword.
			

			
				Ren stepped forward slowly, palms raised. “Come on, big guy. It’s me. You don’t want to do this.”
			

			
				Boots didn’t respond. His empty sockets locked on Ren, sword raising slowly.
			

			
				“Stand down. That’s an order.”
			

			
				Boots lunged. The first swing forced Ren to duck, the second slammed into the stone pillar behind him, showering sparks.
			

			
				“Damn it, Boots!” Ren shouted, dodging backward. “You’ll break your arm before you break me.”
			

			
				But Boots kept coming. His strikes were mechanical, precise—completely devoid of hesitation.
			

			
				Ren gritted his teeth and yanked the void wand from his belt. The runes flared.
			

			
				“Sorry, brother.”
			

			
				He fired. A black sphere bloomed around Boots mid-swing, freezing him in the center of a churning mass of silence and gravity. The sword dropped from his hands, swallowed by the void.
			

			
				“I’ll let you out when you're back to your old self,” Ren said quietly, almost ashamed. “Just... hang on.”
			

			
				Ren motioned to Lilac who was just staring at the glassy magical sphere. Together they moved to flank the door into Malagar's chamber. He put his weight to it and the door groaned open.
			

			
				He found the old specter floating near a ruined fireplace, staring at a wall like it was telling him secrets. The wraith barely noticed him until Ren got real close and personal.
			

			
				“Alright, grandpa,” Ren snapped. “What’s happening to my crew?”
			

			
				The wraith jolted, turning to face him with empty, flickering eyes. “Ah… my boy, you speak of honor and duty—pffft! What are these things compared to a well-played intrigue? A stolen love letter? A perfectly timed insult at a masquerade ball? Bah! Anyone can die on a battlefield, but to make an enemy weep at his own banquet? That is an art!”
			

			
				“Don’t give me that batshit crazy routine!” Ren stepped forward, letting the void rune pulse in his palm. The shadows in the room twitched at its presence. “I think there’s a lot more of your mind in there than you let on.”
			

			
				There was a long pause. The wraith seemed to shift slightly. “Your people… are weak,” the spectre rasped.
			

			
				Well, well… there’s a little light on in there after all…
			

			
				“Oh yeah? How do you know?”
			

			
				Malagar stared at him. “Did you think your visit here would be without a price?” it asked slowly.
			

			
				Ren took a step back.
			

			
				“They’re getting weaker. They are changing… losing their will.”
			

			
				Ren’s eyes went narrow with anger. “You knew this would happen, didn’t you?”
			

			
				The wraith only hovered, staring at him.
			

			
				“Say it,” Ren demanded, his voice cold. “Why are you doing this?”
			

			
				The wraith shook like a leaf in a storm. “It is the voices, not I! It drains, it consumes, it keeps! It is why I remain! And soon… soon it will keep your friends as well!”
			

			
				“It what? It’s you, you dusty old fuck!”
			

			
				“It’s the tower!” Malagar wailed and immediately went silent.
			

			
				“The tower?” Ren almost lost his grip.
			

			
				The wraith visibly shrank back, glancing around like someone was listening. “You mustn’t speak of it…” His voice quavered. “The walls hear, the stones listen, the tower—” 
			

			
				“The tower what?” Ren pressed. “What are you doing to protect the tower? Eating people? Growing fat off our life force like some haunted tick?”
			

			
				The wraith whimpered. “Please, please, stop. It doesn't like when we talk about it.”
			

			
				Ren’s stomach dropped. He let go of the wraith, staggering back a step. The tower? The old bastard was afraid of the tower? 
			

			
				And – like it didn’t have to hide anymore – Ren became aware of a huge, overpowering cloud of negative magical energy. He could feel it now… a pressure, a presence, like the air had thickened, the stones pressing in on him.
			

			
				Ren squinted. “Wait... you're trying to act like this wasn't you? That you're some poor victim here?”
			

			
				Malagar didn’t answer. His form flickered. His eyes, dead and distant, suddenly twitched to the corners of the chamber like he was listening to something just out of sight.
			

			
				“I told myself it wouldn’t happen again,” the wraith murmured, voice thinner. “I tried to follow the rules. Tried to keep them safe. But the tower—it whispers. It eats. It always has.”
			

			
				Lilac’s eyes narrowed. “He’s afraid. But not of you.”
			

			
				“Of it,” Ren said, slowing looking around the room.
			

			
				Then the wraith screamed.
			

			
				It was almost like the tower was a giant magnifying lens and for a moment it focused its entire will onto the form of the senile old spirit. Malagar's body twisted, bloated, exploded with shadow. Arms stretched. Faces swam beneath his skin, screaming silently. The tower shook as the wraith became a beast ten feet tall, swollen with dark energy.
			

			
				Malagar's hands flared wide and twin blasts of black lightning lanced out across the chamber, screaming with negative energy. The first shot tore a chunk from the wall where Lilac had been standing—she rolled aside just in time, her cloak catching fire at the edge. The second beam arced straight for Ren. He raised the void wand in a shield, and the impact slammed him backward into a pillar, sending stone chips raining down. The wand flared, runes crackling under strain.
			

			
				The monster that had been Malagar fired again and they darted across the room, dodging as streaks of energy carved trenches into the floor, the walls, the ceiling. Every blast felt like it wanted to unmake the world.
			

			
				“Ren!” Lilac shouted, nocking an arrow. “Use the rune! Swallow it!”
			

			
				Lilac loosed the first arrow. It struck like lightning—black and violet tendrils seared into Malagar’s flesh. He roared and turned, charging her.
			

			
				“Now, Ren!”
			

			
				Ren reached into the Void. It answered.
			

			
				He shouted words that tasted like bone and frost. Magic cracked the stone. He pulled Malagar down with invisible chains made of regret and unspoken pain. The wraith thrashed, bellowed, tried to fly—but a second arrow struck. Then a third. Weakening it.
			

			
				Ren slammed him into the earth with a gesture. The Void rune blazed.
			

			
				Malagar’s form ruptured. From within the behemoth came a torrent of raw soul-energy, screaming as it was dragged inward. Malagar shrieked, all pretenses gone. He clawed at the walls, at Lilac, at Ren—but there was nowhere to go. The shadows peeled away. The tower’s howl became a shriek. 
			

			
				Ren walked forward, voice steady.
			

			
				“You took everything. You’re not taking them!” He wasn't talking to the kindly old wraith, but the thing that had taken over its form and used him.
			

			
				He placed his palm on the thing’s chest.
			

			
				The rune bloomed.
			

			
				Malagar’s mouth stretched open wider than it should have—his jaw unhinged like a serpent’s, and from within it came a second voice, one that did not belong to the wraith. It was vast, cold, and crawling with age. A voice that sounded like it had been buried beneath the foundation stones of the world.
			

			
				"You think this is a victory, little vessel? You cannot win. You only feed me. The more you resist, the more you become."
			

			
				Ren gritted his teeth, ignoring the chill crawling up his spine.
			

			
				“Get in line,” he growled. “Plenty of monsters want a piece of me.”
			

			
				He shoved the rune deeper into the thing’s chest. The Void responded like it had been waiting. Energy surged up Ren's arm, not just pain this time but power—raw, absolute, and hungry. He gritted his teeth and let it in.
			

			
				Dark lines radiated from the rune like cracks in reality. He clenched his fist and willed it open. The rune split wider, a black vortex howling at the center of his palm. It drank the soul-energy pouring from Malagar, swallowed it like a sinkhole devouring a city. Every scream, every fragment of hate and pain, was pulled into that endless dark. Draining it to nothing but a single wisp of smoke.
			

			
				Then a whisper.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Malagar rasped—his voice flickering like smoke in the wind. The shadow had peeled from his eyes, just for a moment. “You ended it... finally. Gods forgive me.”
			

			
				Ren didn’t speak. He just pushed harder. Until the last wisps were swallowed.
			

			
				Then silence.
			

			
				And the behemoth was gone.
			

			
				A black pulse throbbed out from his palm like a heartbeat turned inside out. Ren nearly collapsed. His mouth tasted like ash.
			

			
				Lilac lowered her bow. “You didn’t just destroy him. You fed him to something worse.”
			

			
				Ren nodded, trying to gasp in breath. “That’s the idea.”
			

			
				“Wh-what was that thing?” Lilac gasped, body shaking from exposure to the negative magic energy.
			

			
				“That wasn't the wraith... it was something... bigger.” He shook off the fatigue. “Whatever it was we don't want to see it again. Let's get my people and get out of here."
			

			
				They backed out of the chamber, still smoking with negative energy. Found Boots slumped to his knees inside the glassy sphere. The skeletal warrior's visored face turned to him, and he raised a hand to wave in a friendly greeting. 
			

			
				Shit... he's back.
			

			
				Gripping the void wand, Ren released the sphere and freed the skeleton. 
			

			
				“Boots, that you in there buddy?”
			

			
				In reply the warrior sheathed his sword and nodded.
			

			
				“Glad to have you back on the team…” he threw an arm around the skeleton. “We’re outa here. I’m gonna go find the others. Get the gear. Bring it to the tower gate. We’ll meet you there.”
			

			
				Boots saluted and strode off into the tower.
			

			
				A feeling like ice ran down his spine.
			

			
				Ren froze. The air in the ruined tower shifted. Like something massive and wrong had stepped into the room behind him. The warmth fled first, sucked out like someone cracked open a freezer in hell. Then came the pressure—heavy, oily, watching. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. His skin crawled like his soul was trying to leave town without him. He could hear Lilac moaning as she felt it too.
			

			
				Ren had seen enough horror movies to know when it was time to leave the damn house. Why did nobody ever just leave? Every teenager stayed in the building with the masked slasher… every family who moved into a new dream home with a creepy presence in the walls decided to ignore the signs.
			

			
				Why the hell didn’t they ever just nope out?
			

			
				Ren ran through the tower, Lilac close on his heels. He’d barely gone down one flight of stairs when he found Boots again. Next to a pile of their gear had been gathered. Weapons, bags, even Plum’s half-finished crossbow mod—Boots had packed like they were leaving tonight.
			

			
				But what caught Ren’s eye was the two buckets sitting beside him.
			

			
				Inside one, Amanita barely moved, tiny mushroom body slumped unnaturally. In the other, Jam looked worse, the normally fluid-like body barely shifting, color a dull, lifeless blue.
			

			
				Ren's stomach clenched. He flicked on his Necro-Vision.
			

			
				Floating above them were numbers, ticking downward.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jam – level 12 slime
			

			
				Amanita – lvl 6 myconid
			

			
				 
			

			
				Their life force was actively draining.
			

			
				Ren swore under his breath. He turned to Boots. “How long have they been like this?”
			

			
				Boots didn’t speak, but his slow, deliberate shrug said everything.
			

			
				Ren clenched his fists. “Yeah. That’s what I was afraid of.” He paused, looking at the slime and mushroom. 
			

			
				Needy… Cas…
			

			
				The same thing was happening to them…
			

			
				He turned to Lilac. “I need you to do one more thing for me… get these two outside fast.”
			

			
				“But…”
			

			
				“Can you do that for me or not?” he snapped.
			

			
				For a moment Lilac looked hurt. “You’re going after them, I suppose. The goblin and the mimic.”
			

			
				“Fucking right I am.”
			

			
				Lilac got a slow sad smile. Looked down for a moment so her face was hidden by her silver hair. “I understand.” She looked up again and gave Ren a quick kiss. “Hurry on now, I’ve got this.”
			

			
				He took off at a run before the strangeness of it made him pause. He looked back to see Lilac watching him and then the elf warrior turned her back, picking up the two buckets.
			

			
				Ask her about it later…
			

			
				His stomach dropped into his boots as a low whisper curled through the stones, and everything in him screamed: too late. Why the fuck had he left Cas and Needy? He should have run instead of trying to save everyone else. Jumped out a fucking window if he had to…
			

			
				Ren tore through the corridors, his breath ragged. The tower was silent, just his pulse a frantic drumbeat in his ears. He had to get back to the girls who counted on him. Had to get them out before it was too late. A weight settled over the corridor as he went—thick, suffocating. 
			

			
				The air turned cold, damp, wrong, as he reached the doors to his bed chambers.
			

			
				“Needy!” he yelled, slamming the door. “Cas?”
			

			
				Then Ren felt it.
			

			
				A presence.
			

			
				Something watching him.
			

			
				The air turned thick, pressing down like a sweaty drunk guy at a crowded bar. The whispers slithered in—not one voice, but a whole convention of nightmare gremlins, babbling in a language that made his spine feel itchy.
			

			
				Then the walls started bleeding.
			

			
				Not in a fun, edgy this is a death metal album cover kind of way, but in a thick, oozing, oh-god-it-smells-like-roadkill-in-a-furnace kind of way. It dripped in slow, pulsing rivulets, pooling around his boots like the tower had just sprouted a circulatory system it wasn’t supposed to have.
			

			
				Ren’s instincts screamed. He spun to run.
			

			
				SLAM.
			

			
				The door cackled in his face, sealing him inside. The whispers changed—now ragged, starving laughter, like a pack of feral hyenas that had chain-smoked for 500 years.
			

			
				Then the walls flexed.
			

			
				Like living muscle, contracting, shifting inward… breathing.
			

			
				Then, because the situation clearly wasn’t bad enough, a face emerged. It shoved through the stone like the world’s worst C-section, grinning like a goddamn lunatic. Jaw split too wide. Flesh barely holding together. Too many teeth. Like a shark had a love child with a meat grinder.
			

			
				“Fuck that sideways,” he snarled.
			

			
				The laughter became a wail. The darkness pounced. The wall twisted, groaned, then grew, sealing the doorway with pulsing black stone like a scab. Ren snarled, slammed his hand to it—void rune flaring like a sun made of spite. With a roar, dark energy ripped through the stone, carving a smoking hole as the tower howled in pain.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Jumping through the wall he found the girls unconscious in the bed. Cas lay drained of color, whispering softly. Barely there. Like wind through dead leaves. But her eyes were open.
			

			
				Glowing.
			

			
				Ren leaned over. “Cas?”
			

			
				She didn’t react. Just kept whispering, her lips forming words he couldn’t hear.
			

			
				He grabbed her shoulder, shaking her. “Cas! Wake up!”
			

			
				Her body felt cold. The hair on the back of Ren’s neck stood up. He turned. Beside her was Needy. The same. They had stopped moving. Their chests barely rose, breath coming in slow, shallow drags. It was like watching a fire burn out. Panic clawed up Ren’s throat. This was it. The tower was taking them.
			

			
				Ren froze. The air felt heavy, thick with something oppressive. He flicked on his Necro-Vision to see their life-levels. Cas and Needy’s stat blocks appeared—but they weren’t the same.
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cas (Level 14 Half-Wraith Shapeshifter)
			

			
				Needy (Level 19 Half-Wraith Direward)
			

			
				 
			

			
				And under each one they had a single entry, like everything else had been wiped.
			

			
				 
			

			
					
					New Skill Unlocked: Life-Draining
				

			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren’s stomach dropped.
			

			
				“No, no, no—” 
			

			
				Their lips parted. A breathless, hollow voice slipped out, in perfect sync from two mouths.
			

			
				"Stay with us, Ren.”
			

			
				His blood ran cold.
			

			
				Ren didn’t have time to think. Thinking was a luxury. He needed to act.
			

			
				Cas and Needy were fading, their life force ticking down like a broken clock. Barely breathing, their bodies slack, still, caught in the tower’s grip. He was losing them.
			

			
				So, he did the only thing left.
			

			
				He reached for the Void Rune—and let it take him.
			

			
				The world tilted. The shadows around him thickened, curling at the edges of his vision like ink spreading in water. The moment his fingers closed around the rune, power surged through his veins, cold and hungry.
			

			
				And then, he ripped.
			

			
				A shockwave of void energy blasted outward from his palm, shredding through the invisible chains binding his girls to the tower. The air screamed—no, they screamed—as the life-drain effect was violently reversed.
			

			
				Cas arched off the bed, gasping, clawing at her chest like she was drowning.
			

			
				Needy convulsed, hissing, her body wracked with tremors like someone had just hit her with a lightning spell set to “fry”.
			

			
				Ren stumbled, chest heaving, the Void Rune still pulsing in his hand like a second, twisted heartbeat. His body felt like it had been put through a meat grinder, then politely reassembled by someone with no medical training.
			

			
				Cas let out a rasping cough, rolling onto her side, blinking up at him. “Ow. What the fuck, Ren?”
			

			
				Needy groaned, rubbing her temples. “I feel like I just got fingered by the angry spirit of a dark elf.”
			

			
				Ren wiped cold sweat from his forehead. “Yeah? Well, you were about five seconds from being a permanent haunted house attraction, so you’re welcome.”
			

			
				Cas shuddered. “Ugh. That was… that was wrong. Like, I could feel myself slipping away but I didn’t even care.”
			

			
				Needy’s expression darkened. “What… what was happening to us?”
			

			
				Ren exhaled. “The tower was eating you alive. And unless we haul ass out of here, it’s gonna try again. If you can walk, let’s go.”
			

			
				“What? Where?”
			

			
				“To get the others. We need to get out of this tower.”
			

			
				Needy started throwing things inside a bedsheet. Bits of treasure, clothes. Her maid uniform.
			

			
				“Leave that shit, just move!” Ren said.
			

			
				“You want me to leave it?” the goblin snarled, teeth baring.
			

			
				“Fuck… fine,” 
			

			
				Cas joined her, throwing everything in sight into the blanket and then bundling it together.
			

			
				The tower groaned like a living thing, the air thick with dread, the walls pressing in as Ren, Cas, and Needy bolted down the spiraling staircase. Shadows twisted, stretching into clawing fingers, whispering voices bled through the stone, their words too garbled to understand but dripping with malice.
			

			
				Cas glanced over her shoulder, panting. “I liked it better before!”
			

			
				Needy yelped, nearly tripping and dropping her satchel as the steps beneath her shifted, warping like they wanted to swallow her whole.
			

			
				Ren grabbed her arm, dragging her forward as a cold wind howled up from below. “Move! MOVE!”
			

			
				They burst into the Great Hall—only to stumble to a stop.
			

			
				Boots stood in the center of the room, rigid. Behind him, Plum, Gudrun, Sweep, and Nim were bound in chains, their bodies shuddering violently, muscles spasming like they were fighting something inside.
			

			
				Their eyes—white and lifeless. Their skin—ashen and corpse-grey.
			

			
				Needy clutched Ren’s sleeve, whispering, “Is that what we looked like… yurgh.”
			

			
				Ren nodded to Boots, waving him back, and raised the void rune again. Opening the black tendrils of negative energy. Then he tore apart the tower’s hold on them.
			

			
				Plum stopped struggling first, blinking in absolute bewilderment. Gudrun sat up like a possessed doll, then immediately vomited onto her own lap. Then, Sweep finally sat up, wild-eyed and gasping, his tail twitching like he’d just been hit by a bolt of raw panic. 
			

			
				“Wha-what? I felt it! I saw the other side!” the kobold wailed hysterically.
			

			
				Cas grabbed Sweep by the collar, and bitch-slapped him.
			

			
				“Pull yourself together, you melodramatic lizard.”
			

			
				Sweep yelped, blinking hard. “What the—" He rubbed his cheek, stunned. “Okay, I’m back! I’m good!"
			

			
				Cas slapped him again.
			

			
				“Ow! Cas, I SAID I’M GOOD!”
			

			
				Ren, still recovering from nearly melting his own soul, waved a hand. “Alright, Cas, I think he’s snapped out of it.”
			

			
				Cas paused mid-swing, blinking like she’d just realized something. “Huh? Oh. You wanted me to snap him out of it?” She grinned. “I just thought we were all taking turns.”
			

			
				Ren groaned. “We don’t have time for this. Gear up, we’re getting out of here before the tower tries to finish what it started.”
			

			
				Boots, standing silently in the corner, gave Ren a single, slow nod.
			

			
				Ren gave one more look at the tower walls around them, expecting them to start bleeding again any second. “Alright, idiots. We’re leaving.”
			

			
				He barely had time to yell the order before the doors to the great hall slammed shut with a deafening boom. For a moment there was a stunned silence then the tower shuddered like a living thing, its stone groaning, shifting, walls pressing inward as if trying to squeeze them into one place.
			

			
				Then the wailing started.
			

			
				A chorus of ghastly, hollow voices echoed through the chamber as shadows detached from the walls, swirling into grotesque specters, their faces twisted in agony, their forms drifting like smoke, flickering between shapes… monks, warriors, peasants, adventurers—all long dead.
			

			
				Boots drew his new magically enchanted sword from Grozeliers. The first spirit lunged, and he swung through it in a perfect arc, cleaving the ghost in two. It screamed, unraveling into mist and for a moment the rest of the restless spirits hung back. But the walls groaned, seemed to bend inwards, like the tower was a tube of toothpaste squeezing its haunted contents at them. A slow wave of spirits started closing on them.
			

			
				Boots held the line, mechanically swinging through any of them that got close—but for each one he cut down, three more emerged. Behind him, the little harfoot priestess raised her hands and started mumbling to Gurmak, summoning up a divine wind that formed a wall between them and the spectres. For a moment they beat against it, screaming, then by sheer numbers started squeezing around the edges.
			

			
				“They just keep coming!”  Gudrun yelled.
			

			
				Ren flexed the power inside the void rune. Yeah, let’s see how you fuckers deal with this…
			

			
				He threw himself into the fight, Void Rune pulsing in his hand. Instead of cutting, he absorbed. The first ghost howled as Ren yanked its essence into himself, dark tendrils wrapping around its shape and dragging it into the rune like water spiraling down a drain.
			

			
				The apparitions retreated. After watching one of their own shredded and swallowed like a wheat thresher, they weren’t so eager.
			

			
				"Move!" Ren barked, turning to his companions.
			

			
				He had to push and shove them. Cas stumbled against him, barely standing, her strength still sapped from the tower’s hold. Needy clung to a wall, breathing heavily. Plum and Gudrun looked like they were one step from collapsing.
			

			
				Ren and his crew staggered forward, lungs burning, bodies half-broken, but there was no stopping—not with the wraiths swarming behind them, their howls rattling the stones of the watchtower.
			

			
				“Window!” Cas gasped and threw herself at the thick curtains covering one of the tower windows. Only to slam to a stop and fall back. Needy tore the fabric down—and froze.
			

			
				Bricks. Seamless stone, where there should have been open air.
			

			
				“Fuckers! Okay, not that way—try the door!”
			

			
				Sweep slammed his shoulder into it. Didn’t budge.
			

			
				Plum pushed him aside and produced a hammer and chisel. In moments he’d cut through the hinges and they tore down the wooden door.
			

			
				Behind it was sold fucking stone.
			

			
				Getting cute, huh…
			

			
				Cas grabbed Ren by the arm. “Okay! Roof! I can fly down!”
			

			
				“What about the rest of us?” Sweep snapped.
			

			
				“Climb, jump… anything is better than here!”
			

			
				But as she backed up towards the spiral stairs, they shuddered, the walls convulsing like a living thing. The steps rippled, stone twisting—then clamped shut like a snapping jaw, cutting off the way up.
			

			
				“Fuck that!” the mimic hissed, backing up.
			

			
				“This one’s open!” Gudrun shouted.
			

			
				The harfoot had found an actual door that led to an actual hallway. Before Ren could tell them to wait, they’d stampeded through, taking the only exit. He had no choice but to follow Needy and Cas.
			

			
				They rushed through—and skidded to a stop.
			

			
				The Great Hall stretched before them. Somehow they’d ended up back where they started. Wraiths hovered in every shadow, dozens of them… hundreds maybe. Their hollow eyes locking on the intruders.
			

			
				The door behind them slammed shut.
			

			
				Needy whimpered. “Oh. This is so much worse. This is a trap,” Needy cried.
			

			
				“No shit!” Ren gasped for breath.
			

			
				The walls quivered, stone rippling like flesh. Then, a voice spoke. Coming from everywhere. 
			

			
				It was the tower.
			

			
				“You struggle in vain,” it rumbled, the voice deep and gloating, seeping into their bones. “You have wandered too long. And now, you will stay.”
			

			
				A dark, massive presence filled the room, not fully seen, but felt in every shadow. It laughed, slow and patient. Rising from the floor like a puddle of black tar. Ren and his companions shrank back, forming a tight knot.
			

			
				"Why fight? Why suffer?” the tower asked, voice oozing a soothing confidence.  “The world outside is cruel… chaotic.” The voice slithered around them, mocking, knowing. “Here, you are safe. Here, you have a purpose. Here, you belong.”
			

			
				The spirits around them closed in.
			

			
				The tower shook, emphasizing each sentence. The shadows along the walls twisting and writhing as they spat out more and more wraiths. The spectral horde closed in, wailing, their hollow faces stretched with rage and despair.
			

			
				“Ren?” Needy asked desperately. “What do we do?”
			

			
				Ren gritted his teeth and reached for the Void rune. It answered.
			

			
				Dark tendrils of pure necrotic energy erupted from his palm, stretching outward like a starving beast. The spirits screamed as the rune dragged them in, their ghostly forms twisting, unraveling, sucked into the black maw of Ren’s power. Their cries filled the chamber, their essence fueling him, supercharging the life force at the core of him.
			

			
				The others, still weak and reeling, could only watch in stunned silence. Watch as dozens… then hundreds of wraiths were torn apart. Consumed. Sucked into the rune in Ren’s palm. And when he’d ripped through them all like a sudden hurricane, Ren turned to the heart of the tower.
			

			
				The voice that had taunted them, that had mocked their struggle, laughed again—but this time, there was something new in it. Uncertainty.
			

			
				Ren raised his hand, pulsing with stolen power, and took a step forward.
			

			
				“No. No, no, NO!” the voice roared. “You do not understand! I am this place! I have stood for centuries! I am eternal!”
			

			
				Do I look like I give a single fuck?
			

			
				The dark vortex widened. The tower shuddered, its walls cracking, beams splintering as the void devoured the presence that had ruled this place for centuries. The voice shifted from rage to panic.
			

			
				“WAIT! WE CAN STRIKE A BARGAIN! YOU WANT POWER? I CAN GIVE YOU MORE THAN YOU CAN IMAGINE!”
			

			
				Ren stepped forward again, and the void pulled harder.
			

			
				The spirit screamed.
			

			
				“STOP! PLEASE—!”
			

			
				The last remnants of the entity howled in terror as the rune consumed it whole.
			

			
				And then… nothing. 
			

			
				The tower trembled, the air choked with silence where there had once been wailing specters.
			

			
				Ren staggered, the weight of too many souls churning inside him, a sickening, writhing mass of stolen essence. His stomach twisted, his breath came in ragged gasps—he was drowning in them, the wraiths screaming in his hand, clawing to get back out.
			

			
				The void rune crawled up his arm, veins blackening, the corruption spreading, eating at his flesh like an ink-stained infection. His body wasn’t built for this, and it knew it.
			

			
				He dropped to his knees.
			

			
				The others rushed in, their voices muffled, like they were calling from the end of a long tunnel.
			

			
				Gudrun reached him first, eyes wide with alarm. No hesitation. She pressed her hands against his arm, muttering prayers, her fingers tightening like a tourniquet, squeezing just above the spreading corruption, trying to cut it off—hold it back before it devoured him.
			

			
				The air shifted, a rush of divine wind, golden light crackling against the creeping darkness. The void shuddered, pulsing, but it slowed—halted, just for a moment.
			

			
				Then Needy was there, on his other side.
			

			
				Her cursed eye flared open, the pupil swirling with raw, unnatural power. The energy warped, hissed, fighting against her gaze—but Needy gritted her teeth, hands pressed against Ren’s arm, her magic twisting and pulling, dissipating the poison, burning away the worst of it before it could reach his heart.
			

			
				The pressure lifted, the suffocating pull of the void pushed back, retreating, relenting. Ren gasped, sucking in air like a man who had been held underwater too long.
			

			
				Gudrun exhaled, still holding him steady. “You stubborn, stupid manakin…”
			

			
				Needy sniffled, but tried to hide it. “You can’t keep almost dying like this. Dummy.” She cut herself off, voice unsteady.
			

			
				Plum was the first to break the quiet. His neck was bent, head craned to look up at the ceiling. “Uh, guys? I think that was the only thing holding this place together. The structural integrity of the tower seems… weak.”
			

			
				The walls groaned. A deep, earthquake-like rumble rolled through the foundation. Dust rained from the ceiling.
			

			
				Ren turned, face set. “Get to the tower doors… hurry.”
			

			
				They bolted. Cas tried to shift into her mimic form, but she was too weak, her limbs sluggish. Needy clung to Ren, barely able to keep her balance. Boots grabbed Gudrun, hoisting the little blonde like a sack of potatoes as she staggered behind.
			

			
				As they ran the tower collapsed inward, chunks of stone and debris crashing around them. The exit was just ahead—a flickering doorway of moonlight barely visible through the falling rubble. And nearby their gear that Boots had piled up. They snatched whatever they could grab as they ran… no time to be picky.
			

			
				The ground buckled beneath them.
			

			
				Shit... time to go...
			

			
				Ren counted heads, everybody rushing past him except the mimic, standing by his side. He lunged forward, grabbing Cas just as the final arch gave way. The tower buckled, stone groaning, walls splitting with a series of bone-deep cracks. Then, with a thunderous roar, it collapsed inward, folding like a dying beast devouring itself and with an almost graceful tilt it collapsed outwards off the cliff, like a tree being felled. Crumbling as it went. Falling apart. Leaving a trail of dust and darkness behind as it vanished over the cliff.
			

			
				The shockwave hit a heartbeat later—a rolling explosion of dust, shattered stone, and raw force that blasted upward like a storm front. Ren and the others were flung clear, tumbling violently across the cold, stony ground, choking on the cloud of debris that swallowed them whole. Chunks of masonry slammed into the clifftop around them, splintering trees, rattling bones.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				For a long, terrible moment, the only sound was the ringing in their ears.
			

			
				Then—silence.
			

			
				Ren groaned, rolling onto his back, staring up at the now-empty sky where the tower had once loomed. The moment dust the collapsing tower began to clear, Ren knew they were screwed. The sky was getting lighter. 
			

			
				A dull gray creeping across the horizon, eating up the stars like a slow-spreading infection. The same foundation where the haunted tower had once loomed, now nothing more than a pile of rubble and bad memories. They were too exhausted to move and the sun was coming up. They needed someplace safe.
			

			
				Cas groaned and flopped onto the dirt, arms stretched out like she was trying to merge with the earth itself. Her skin flashed lime green, the telltale mimic stress signal, before she let out another dramatic sigh and morphed into a boulder. Just. Full-on rock mode. Amanita and Jam, recovered from their own illness and crawled out of their buckets, tried to fan and revive her.
			

			
				Needy stumbled, caught herself, and latched onto Ren like a drunk girl in stilettos. “M’not gonna make it,” she slurred, golden eye already half-lidded with sleep.
			

			
				Sweep, also running on fumes, dragged a hand down his muzzled face. “Gird yourselves, companion… We must be strong. Because—”  He pointed at the sky. “That big flaming thing in the sky will be out to get us any moment now!”
			

			
				It was then it occurred to him. “Where the fuck is Lilac?”
			

			
				“At the bottom of the pile of rubble,” Cas said. “If we’re lucky.”
			

			
				“No, I let her out of the dungeon to help me fight the tower… she got Jam and Amanita out safe…” He scanned the area. Nothing.
			

			
				Needy’s furious voice cut through his spiraling thoughts. “That poxy little twig ran off!”
			

			
				Ren winced.
			

			
				“The knife-ears! She’s gone!”
			

			
				“She escaped?” he said, anger bubbling up. “After I trusted her!”
			

			
				Needy crossed her arms, ears flattened. “Oh, why do you care so much? Should I be jealous?”
			

			
				“We needed her…” Ren tried to stifle his frustration. 
			

			
				Standing at the cliff’s edge beside the crumbling watchtower, boots planted in rubble, he fixed his eyes on the horizon. South. Far beyond the predawn gray smudge of forest, past the mist-draped lowlands, lay the glittering trap of the Elvenkingdom. The next leg of the journey—and maybe their last if they screwed it up.
			

			
				Wind whipped past him, cold and sharp, dragging at his coat like a warning.
			

			
				Fucking Lilac…
			

			
				Stupid, stubborn, exhausting Lilac.
			

			
				She’d run, of course. After everything. After guiding them through death traps and ghost-filled dungeons. After all the blood. And the weird, intense sex in the oubliette that he definitely wasn’t thinking about right now.
			

			
				Ren exhaled through his nose. “She was just a guide,” he muttered. “A map with legs. A really angry, sexy, pain-in-the-ass map.”
			

			
				The pang in his chest didn’t go away, but he buried it deep before anyone could sniff it out.
			

			
				He turned away from the view and called back over his shoulder, voice light. “Well, one less weirdo to feed. Good riddance to Elf Fifty Shades.”
			

			
				Ren clenched his jaw. First things first, get these people out of daylight before the sky monster showed up and they lost their tiny minds. Ren, was the only one unbothered by the rising sun eyed the horizon. The subterranean monsters in his group were terrified of it. 
			

			
				Beside him, Boots stood silently, watching the horizon like some kind of graveyard sentinel.
			

			
				Plum squinted. “So, uh… where exactly are we gonna hide? Because I’m seeing a lot of nothing.”
			

			
				“What about back inside the Necropolis?” Needy suggested.
			

			
				“I got the distinct impression that whatever the force was that controlled the tower, it was seeping up from inside the necropolis. I think I’ve had enough of that for one day.”
			

			
				Ren scanned their surroundings. Rocky cliffs. Sparse trees. A whole lot of wilderness. And, in the distance—
			

			
				“There,” he said, pointing toward the crumbling collection of above-ground tombs and burial mounds. There had to be a dozen crypt entrances, half-sunk into the earth. He scanned it with the necrovision and barely registered signs of undeath. Nobody home.
			

			
				Needy looked at it blearily. “That looks haunted!” she said.
			

			
				“Meh, not much more than a poltergeist.”
			

			
				“How is that not haunted?”
			

			
				Ren exhaled. “Everything’s a little haunted, Needy. You get used to it.”
			

			
				Cas the boulder rolled over and sprouted eyes, squinting at the distance. “A nice dark crypt? Cooool! What are we waiting for?”
			

			
				As far as he was concerned, hiding in a crypt was just moving from one creepy-ass death box to another. But for all he knew these monsters saw it as job security. The first glow of the sun lit the horizon and the rest of his crew ducked.
			

			
				“Hurry, Ren!” Needy urged him. “Before we burst into flames!”
			

			
				“Fine… If some corpse starts coming at us looking a for a squeeze, I guess I’ll just melt it into negative energy.”
			

			
				“Spoilsport,” Cas complained, and the boulder started rolling in the direction of the crypts.
			

			
				With various degrees of grumbling, the crew trudged toward the burial mounds, stumbling over their own exhaustion, the sun rising too fast for comfort. Aside from his own gear he was carrying Cas and Needy's. Or at least he was until Jam and Amanita burbled up beside him and each took one. The slime was almost as big as he was now, and the mushroom was the size of Nim; haunted tower life had agreed with them. Still... neither creature was what you could call adaptable to hot dry conditions.
			

			
				Gudrun, the only one unbothered by the rising sun, caught up with Ren, her pale brows furrowed. “I don’t get it. What’s the big deal? It’s just the sun.”
			

			
				Ren groaned. “It’s a long story.”
			

			
				“I mean, it’s literally just light. You guys are acting like it’s going to melt you.”
			

			
				“Because it is,” Sweep muttered. “You wouldn’t get it, sun-lover.”
			

			
				“I'd be a bit more careful not to piss them off,” Ren told the ragged harfoot priestess. “You're here as a guest. Rude guests get eaten.”
			

			
				She looked worried. Head down staring at her feet as they walked.
			

			
				“I'm really not one of you?” she asked.
			

			
				“You want to be?” he asked incredulously.
			

			
				“Well... yeah... I mean... not like anyone else would take me. I thought we were getting along...”
			

			
				The defrocked priestess of Totonga had fallen from grace... hard... and she'd proven more than useful.
			

			
				“Well... I suppose we could consider you a probationary member.”
			

			
				“Really?” she looked up, eyes bright with relief. “Thank you, Ren!”
			

			
				She hugged him awkwardly, almost tipping him over. He rolled his eyes. “Alright, alright, let’s put a pin in the ‘daywalker privilege’ debate and get moving before Needy starts peeing herself out of fear of the sky monster.”
			

			
				“How come you get to talk about it and they don't get mad at you?” she asked.
			

			
				“I'm just special,” he sighed.
			

			
				“Hmmmm, yes you are,” she gave a wistful happy sigh. Then with a serios face she added one more insight. “She was a fool if she ran off and left you,” she said quietly. “She doesn’t deserve you.”
			

			
				Ren tried to deny what she was implying but he gave up after a moment. Noticed the way Goody's goods were half-spilling from her top as the torn garment hung off one shoulder and the warm smile she gave him.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 16   : Pilgrims
			

			
				 
			

			
				Cas was the first to grumble about being alive. 
			

			
				“I’m bored… What a shitty vacation…”
			

			
				Gudrun groaned. “We’re alive, aren’t we?” They were making their way through the lightly forested rubble towards the necropolis. With the sky getting lighter the group was pushing hard despite how tired they were.
			

			
				“Debatable,” Cas muttered, rolling over onto her stomach. “I think my soul tried to leave twice back there.”
			

			
				Sweep sat huddled with arms around knees, eyes still wide. “I saw my ancestors. They were laughing at me.”
			

			
				“How’s that different from every other day?” the mimic said.
			

			
				Ren, picking his way over rubble, looked over the group. “So. Let’s just take a moment to appreciate the fact that I was right.”
			

			
				Cas, still leaning him, groaned.
			

			
				Needy, nestled in on his other side, smirked. “He did kinda save our asses.”
			

			
				Ren stretched his arms behind his head, smug. “Kinda? I ripped the soul out of an undead tower god and dragged your sorry butts out of the abyss. You’re welcome.”
			

			
				Cas and Needy snuggled in closer, still weak but warm with appreciation. “Fine,” Cas mumbled. “Thanks, fearless leader.”
			

			
				Needy chuckled, her fingers idly tracing circles on his arm. “Yeah, you’re not bad at this whole ‘keep us alive’ thing.”
			

			
				Ren felt the weight of them against him, their warmth anchoring him even as his mind drifted elsewhere.
			

			
				“They’re at it again,” Sweep grumbled, stomping past the trio.
			

			
				“Jealous?” Gudrun said. “Maybe we can find a newt around here somewhere for you to marry.”
			

			
				“T-there’s no room for romance when a blood quest is underway!” the kobold said a bit too defensively.
			

			
				Ren stared out over the drifting dust cloud and the forest to the south. Elf country. And they had to pass through it if they were going to continue the quest. 
			

			
				And find Kyra.
			

			
				She was still out there. Still waiting to be saved. The reason he’d set out on this path at all. But now? He looked at Cas and Needy, the way they pressed close, their trust so absolute, their devotion unquestioning. His heart twisted.
			

			
				He’d assumed his necromancy powers had made him immune to the tower’s influence; that it hadn’t been affecting his mind and sucking him in. But what if it had? Was the honeymoon with Cas and Needy just an illusion made by the creature that was trying to eat his soul?
			

			
				Boots clapped a hand on Ren’s shoulder, breaking the moment. He looked up to see the rest of the group waiting for him. Even the mushroom and the slime.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The crypt wasn’t great, but compared to the soul-sucking, mind-mangling death trap they’d just escaped? It was almost luxury. Then again, a cage was still a cage—whether it had ghosts in it or not. Two chambers—one with barred windows and a grated door (less ideal), and the back chamber, nice, dark, and full of unsettling death energy (perfect). Naturally, everyone piled into the rear.
			

			
				“Alright, who gets the tomb?” Sweep asked, already leaning over to inspect the 'cozy' interior of the stone coffin.
			

			
				“Dibs!” Needy shouted, immediately climbing halfway into the sarcophagus.
			

			
				“Double dibs!” Cas countered, trying to shove her out.
			

			
				“Dibs doesn’t work like that!” Plum interjected. “It should go to whoever can swing a hammer the hardest.” He flexed for emphasis.
			

			
				“No, no, no!” Sweep groaned, pulling out a charcoal scribbled rotation chart. “We establish a schedule! Everyone gets an equal turn…”
			

			
				Cas and Needy shared a look and solved the argument by teaming up. The mimic girl turned into a wolf and tore Sweep’s schedule up while Needy bit Plum’s arm.
			

			
				Plum yelped. “Fine! You get the stupid corpse box!”
			

			
				“Thought so,” Cas said smugly, morphing back into her usual self. She hiked herself down into the coffin and sighed contentedly tucking her hands behind her head.  Needy yawned, curling up against her fellow wife.
			

			
				Maybe to save some face, Sweep dusted off his tattered cloak, standing proudly atop a chunk of rubble like a victorious knight surveying a battlefield—despite the fact that he had very nearly been crushed minutes ago. He planted his sword in the ground, resting his hands on the pommel, and cleared his throat.
			

			
				“Well then!” he declared, voice brimming with theatrical bravado. “The fell tower is vanquished, the wretched spirits laid low! A triumph most glorious, a deed worthy of song and legend!”
			

			
				He turned to the others, chin high. “So, what awaits us next?”
			

			
				“Now I sleep in luxury!” Cas sighed.
			

			
				“Not that! I mean the Quest.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled. “I just told you. Same plan. We head south. Mastodon Creek.”
			

			
				Plum crossed his arms. “Yaghed tried to warn us—lots of elves down here.”
			

			
				“Not just elves, humins and harfeet too,” Plum scowled at Gudrun. “You want to fight everyone we meet?”
			

			
				Ren was tired of the bitching. “Yeah? Well, I’ve got a brand-new soul-stealing nightmare rune, so I’m feeling pretty good about our odds.”
			

			
				Plum muttered, arms crossed, “This smells like a trap. Elves got eyes like hawks and tempers like drunk boars. I say we head back.”
			

			
				Sweep clutched his sword hilt, scales twitching. “They’re elves, Ren. Not woodland squirrels. One wrong move and we’ll be barbecued!”
			

			
				Ren glared at them. But them Needy wrung her hands, eyes darting between the them. “I–I know we hafta go, but what if… what if we don’t all come back? What if we lose Cas? Or you?” She looked down, voice small. “I can’t lose you, Ren. Not after all this.”
			

			
				There was a long moment of silence while they waited for his reply. 
			

			
				“I have a solution,” a voice spoke from above. “If anyone’s interested.” 
			

			
				Everyone jumped.
			

			
				Ren turned, staring at the black cat-girl who was now in the crypt with them. Reclining casually on a shelf that had once held funerary urns with one hand propping up her chin, yellow eyes blinking slowly.
			

			
				“Noiraud? When the actual hell did you get here!”
			

			
				More importantly, when had she disappeared? Last he’d seen her was the ritual of Samothrace. The cat had a sixth sense for danger and managed to be somewhere else whenever things got really dangerous. Wherever she’d been she’d evolved again.
			

			
				She flicked an ear. “What are you talking about? I was always here.”
			

			
				Gone was the fuzzy gremlin; in her place stood a four-foot-tall cat-girl out of some anime nerd’s fever dream. Mostly humin now – skin replacing fur, a flat chest under a formless tunic that hung off her shoulder three sizes too big – but still cat through and through. Ears twitched atop her head, twitchy tail curling like punctuation to every sarcastic remark, and those yellow, slit-pupil eyes watched the world like it was something she’d already conquered. She moved like she didn’t have bones, all smooth stalking grace, and the worst part was, she knew she was cute. 
			

			
				The cat-girl’s stat card floated overhead as he concentrated on the necrovision.
			

			
				
Race: Evolved Cat Familiar
Class: Rogue 
Life Level: 21
SKILLS:
• Shadow Pounce +3 – Vanishes into shadows to steal food or affection. Sometimes both.
• Weaponized Eye Roll +5 – Can cause psychic damage to anyone within a 10-foot radius.
• Mood Whiplash +2 – Alternates between purring and threats of violence. Unpredictable.
 
			

			
				LIKES:
• Sun-warmed windowsills
• Judging others from high places
• Food stolen off someone else's plate
• Being called “pretty” by exactly one person
• Destroying furniture and pretending it was already like that
			

			
				DISLIKES:
• Being ignored
• Leashes (literal or emotional)
• Bathing
• Other girls talking to Ren
• Being told “no” by anyone who isn’t Ren
			

			
				 
			

			
				Needy groaned. “Where were you during the tower fight?”
			

			
				Noiraud ignored that. “I was doing something more important.”
			

			
				“Like what?”
			

			
				“Surviving.”
			

			
				Ren sighed, rubbing his temples. “You mentioned a solution?”
			

			
				Noiraud grinned, showing sharp teeth. “Pilgrims.”
			

			
				“Pilgrims? That’s it? Can you maybe add another word or two? ‘Pilgrims’ what?”
			

			
				The catgirl crossed her legs, bare feet with long claws. “Nearby. Self-righteous. Gullible.”
			

			
				“Accomackians” Ren’s lip curled. One of the nations on the east coast – a bit like witch-trial era Salem, except the people in charge were the witches.  “And?”
			

			
				“And... about to be very, very naked,” she rolled her cat-eyes like it should have been obvious.
			

			
				“Why would they be naked?” Needy asked.
			

			
				“Are they taking a bath?” Sweep shuddered.
			

			
				“She means we can take their clothes to disguise ourselves, idiot,” Cas sighed.
			

			
				Ren crossed his arms. “Huh… we just pretend to be pious little sheep so no one tries to kill us?”
			

			
				Cas raised a brow. “What, you don’t like playing make-believe?”
			

			
				Something about posing as the puritanical humins rubbed him the wrong way. There were physical cages, then there were ones that were more subtle, and Ren had no love for the dour magic oligarchy of Accomack.
			

			
				Still… it wasn't a half-bad idea and the crew got excited about raiding a camp of pilgrims after sundown. With the plan set, the crew settled into sleep. Ren, however, wasn’t tired. Instead, he lingered in the outer chamber, leaning against the stone, enjoying the first sunlight he’d seen in days. The crypt was damp, carrying the scent of wet stone and stale decay, but the breeze was nice.
			

			
				Then Gudrun joined him, practically pushing her boobs in his face as she leaned forward to breathe the fresh air at the door.
			

			
				“Thought you’d be asleep by now,” Ren muttered.
			

			
				“I’m still getting used to the graveyard shift,” she admitted, stretching. Then, casually, she moved just a little closer.
			

			
				Ren chose to ignore that.
			

			
				“You’re thinking about the pilgrims,” she noted.
			

			
				“Yeah. Figuring out how to take them down with minimal screaming.”
			

			
				Gudrun nodded, watching the horizon. “We should scout the camp. Mark out any guards.”
			

			
				Ren side-eyed her. “You mean I should scout the camp, and you should come along pretending it’s not a date?”
			

			
				“I mean…” Gudrun grinned. “If you wanna call it a date, that’s your business.”
			

			
				Ren sighed. He couldn't fault her logic about scouting the camp. “Okay... but we're just in and out. Strictly recon.”
			

			
				“Absolutely.”
			

			
				“And we focus on the job.”
			

			
				She just grinned at him.
			

			
				Great...
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				In the deep woods the sunlight barely filtered down. Left the ground in shadows. Ren crouched behind a half-rotted log, Gudrun pressed up beside him, both peering down at the pilgrim camp below.
			

			
				“Alright,” Ren muttered. “What have we got?”
			

			
				The camp was exactly what he expected—rows of makeshift tents, a big cookfire in the center, and self-righteous pilgrims bustling about, trying to look pious while doing absolutely nothing useful.
			

			
				The real problem stood near the wagons—a big bastard in black wearing half-plate, sword at his hip, jaw set like he was personally offended by the concept of fun. Ren focussed his vision and reached for his void rune power. Staring at the man he managed to summon the necrovision stat card over his head.
			

			
				“Oh… shit.”
			

			
				NAME: Sir Aldous the Righteous
RACE: Humin
CLASS: Paladin 
			

			
				Life Levels: 67
SKILLS: 
			

			
					
					Smite First, Ask Questions Never +6
				

					
					Divine Posturing +4
				

					
					Sword & Board Enthusiast +8
				

			

			
				LIKES: Chastity, Honor, Big-Booty Nuns™.
			

			
				DISLIKES: Sin, The Unholy, Resisting Arrest, Anyone Finding Out About His Very Specific Type.
			

			
				THREAT LEVEL: “Would definitely smite you in broad daylight.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Great,” Ren grumbled. “They have a paladin.”
			

			
				Gudrun squinted. “Looks like a knight.”
			

			
				“Yeah, well, knights are just paladins with half the moral superiority and twice the ability to take a bribe.”
			

			
				Sir Aldous barked something at his men-at-arms, who were currently failing to stack firewood in any meaningful way. The poor bastards looked miserable.
			

			
				“Alright, we got what we need,” Ren said, shifting back. “No way we’re winning a stand-up fight against a high level paladin… we’ll have to call off the raid and come up with something sneakier. Let’s get out before—” 
			

			
				Gudrun grabbed his collar and yanked him back down. “Hang on.”
			

			
				Ren frowned. “What?”
			

			
				“They’re coming this way,” she whispered in his ear. Lips close enough to tickle. “Stay down. Stay still.”
			

			
				Fuck. Ren tried to crawl as far under the fallen log and bushes as he could, but there was only so much room. He and the harfoot crammed themselves together, hiding. The underbrush was thick, the leaves damp, and Ren was trying very hard to focus on the potential murder scenario and not the warm, curvy harfoot pressed tight against him.
			

			
				Straining his ears, he could just barely make out Sir Aldous; the paladin, and his woodcutter party calling to each other. Was it getting fainter in the distance? Geezus, he was going to die under a bush, smote – smitten? – by a religious zealot.
			

			
				Ren’s breath stayed shallow, every muscle tensed—not just from fear, but from the impossible-to-ignore pressure of Gudrun’s body molded against his. She smelled like tobacco and slightly-sweet fresh sweat, her soft curves nestled against his chest, her rear squirming slightly against his lap with every tiny movement.
			

			
				Focus, damn it. Don’t get distracted.
			

			
				But time passed. The humin’s voices grew distant, fading into the woods. Ren let out a slow breath. “I think we’re good.”
			

			
				He started to push up—only for Gudrun to grab his arm and yank him back down.
			

			
				“Not yet,” she whispered, voice syrupy sweet, her hips giving the littlest, most devastating grind against him. “Better safe than sorry… right?”
			

			
				She wiggled again, deliberately slow, her warm breath tickling his neck. 
			

			
				Ren’s brain stalled.
			

			
				“Dammit, Goody…” he hissed. Poking his head up he saw they were entirely alone. 
			

			
				Had they ever even spotted them or was it all a ploy by the harfoot to get in his lap?
			

			
				She grinned. “We’re alone. In the woods. Nobody watching. Seems like a waste of a perfectly good scouting trip.”
			

			
				She unbuttoned the top button to her blouse, revealing the plunging gap of her cleavage. Her boobs would have been big on a humin… on a harfoot they were a gift from the gods. 
			

			
				“Gudrun, this is—mmph...”
			

			
				That was as far as he got before she pinned him to the forest floor. And, look—Ren wasn’t gonna argue. There were worse ways to pass the time.
			

			
				Gudrun grinned down at him, eyes gleaming. “I never got to do this before. The whole ‘good girl’ thing? Piety? Abstinence? What a load of horse shit.” She kissed him again, hotter, bolder. “Why didn’t anyone ever tell me how amazing this is?”
			

			
				“I can’t imagine…” he said, attention on the way her skirts had rode up and her bare thighs were squeezed around him. The girls was quickly unbuttoning his trousers as she talked.
			

			
				“I’ve been waiting for this,” she moaned. “I’ve been rubbing my bean so much I practically put blisters on my fingers. It’s no fair the way Needy and Cas get you all to themselves…”
			

			
				She had her fingers wrapped around the base of his cock, squeezing him to hardness. She hiked up her skirt the rest of the way, showing him the downy blonde dusting of hair between her legs matted and damp, the stickiness showing on her pale inner thighs. The diminutive girl straddled him, the soft, thick thighs pressing against him as she stroked the head of his cock slowly with three fingers. 
			

			
				“Besides,” she said stubbornly. “Doing it alone doesn’t make me sleepy anymore.”
			

			
				She licked her lips, eying his cock. Then leaned forward and with a quick removal of her much-repaired robe she had his cock sandwiched between her tits. Nestled in the warm valley he gave up any attempt to resist.
			

			
				“You’re trapped,” she smiled, blue eyes staring at him.
			

			
				“Gudrun, are you actively trying to kill me?”
			

			
				She laughed, clearly enjoying the effect she was having. "I just feel like I wasted my whole life being boring. Living by rules, being safe—and for what? This is freedom, Ren. Real freedom."
			

			
				Ren was about to respond—and then Gudrun moaned loud enough to summon the entire damn forest.
			

			
				“I’ve been so good, tried to fit in with you and your… crew. Don’t I deserve a reward?”
			

			
				So he kissed her. Pulled her closer and felt her breath flutter as she closed her eyes and moaned , his tongue filling her mouth so she fed on it like she was starved. He played with her nipples, squeezing her tits so she shuddered and groaned. He watched the way her stomach flexed as she held her breath, quivered responding to his touch. And when he’d made her so wet she was leaving a damp trail on his stomach, he lifted her body up under the hips and balanced her ass cheeks on his palms as he drove his tongue into the tight slit so she gushed over his tongue. 
			

			
				She let out a small squeal of surprise, excited by the way he manhandled her. He might be just shy of four foot six feet but the harfoot was only three-six tops. She gave a delighted moan as he forced her to come in a way that shocked her by how fast it happened. 
			

			
				He lay her on her back in the moss and as she lay beaming and gasping, body still trembling. “No fair…” she moaned. “But I’ll forgive you…”
			

			
				She took his cock in her mouth. It was a challenge to fit. But she wouldn’t give up trying.
			

			
				It was all he could do not to hold her down and gush down her throat the way she was squeezing everything out of him with two hands and lips. Her pale body, flushed now, was a soft slippery temptation. He needed inside her. Needed to see her face as he stretched her open. 
			

			
				Bending her knees open he gave the relentless harfoot priestess what she’d wanted. His cock filling her as tightly as a wine cork trying to go back in the bottle. She gave a wincing yell as he hit the deepest part of her and begged him for more. Made her eyes roll back and tongue loll as she shuddered and came a second time. 
			

			
				“S-slow d-down a l-little…” she begged as he drove into her, losing control.
			

			
				“No way,” he breathed into her ear.
			

			
				And as he pounded into her, she arched, losing her mind.
			

			
				“I’m gonna burst! I… I can’t hold it!” she yelled.
			

			
				Neither could he…
			

			
				And then as he came, her round little body shook, big tits shaking and sleepy eyes going wide as her body trembled. She moaned his name.
			

			
				Loudly.
			

			
				Ren had exactly one second to process this before a twig snapped nearby.
			

			
				“What was that?” Ren froze mid-thrust. Gudrun kept moving under him.
			

			
				Voices. Coming closer.
			

			
				Panic took control. Ren rolled off her to the side, grabbing for his belt, trying to haul up his trousers and look less like someone caught mid-debauchery and more like a starving traveler who just happened to be horizontal. The sex-dazed harfoot took a moment longer to catch on and hearing footsteps almost on top of them she rolled under the log, yanking her dress after her. 
			

			
				The firewood gatherers came into view and paused, staring at them. Two scruffy-looking bastards in black coats with stiff white collars, wearing broad-brimmed hats with shiny buckles, carrying axes and an overwhelming sense of judgment. They were easy to recognize as puritans from Accomack.
			

			
				“What ho there!” one of the woodsmen yelled at Ren. Both men brandished their axes.
			

			
				“Oh!” Gudrun gasped, popping up, dressed now, clutching at her chest like a scandalized maiden. “Good sirs! We—oh, forgive us, we—” She gestured vaguely at the woods. “We were simply seeking rest and solace in prayer after such a long journey!”
			

			
				Ren gave her a side-eye so hard it could’ve cut steel.
			

			
				“A harfoot,” one of the men said dully. Then he narrowed his eyes at Ren. “And you are…?”
			

			
				Ren pulled a name out of his ass. “Eldrin. A humble traveler from the south.”
			

			
				“An elf?”
			

			
				“Course he’s an elf, lookit them pointy ears,” the other said.
			

			
				Ren, who very much was not an elf, nodded. “Only on my mother’s side.”
			

			
				The men looked skeptical at discovering an elf and a harfoot, but Gudrun was still going.
			

			
				“Oh, praise be to Heofan and Midden!” she gasped, clasping her hands together. “To think we might be saved by such holy men! Truly, the High Father works in mysterious ways!”
			

			
				Ren clenched his jaw so hard his teeth hurt.
			

			
				The firewood gatherers visibly relaxed, exchanging smug glances. “Well, now. It is always our duty to aid the lost.”
			

			
				Ren’s soul tried to escape his body. Gudrun, meanwhile, looked like she was having the time of her life.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren had to admit—the pilgrims really committed to the act.
			

			
				Before they could so much as think about slipping away, they were immediately surrounded by pilgrims—cloying, smiling, aggressively hospitable pilgrims. Hands clasped their shoulders, guiding them forward, insisting on sharing the gods’ bounty, on breaking bread together, on showing kindness to two weary travelers.
			

			
				Ren’s first instinct? Fight. Flee. Something… anything… that didn’t involve pretending to be friendly.
			

			
				Instead, Gudrun placed a steadying hand on his arm, flashing a bright, innocent smile. “We’d be honored.”
			

			
				Ren forced a tight-lipped grin, letting himself be led deeper into enemy territory.
			

			
				By the time he and Gudrun were wrapped in donated cloaks, handed bowls of stew, and subjected to a chorus of “May Heofon’s light bless thee,” he was almost impressed by how far they were willing to take it.
			

			
				Because nobody, living or dead, that he’d met in this world wanted to look after you out of the kindness of their heart. The moment you let someone else start making your decisions was the moment you gave up the right to live free. Before he and Gudrun got too comfortable, two men emerged from the center of camp—one in ornate black robes lined with silver trim, the other the platemail-clad Sir Aldous, sword on his hip.
			

			
				The pilgrims parted reverently as the two men approached, and Ren had to fight the urge to tense up as their eyes fell on him and Gudrun. The elder stepped forward, rigid as an iron rod, his long coat whipping in the wind. 
			

			
				“I am Elder Bartholomew, servant of the Most Radiant Lord, keeper of the sacred path, and shepherd to these good souls in their holy pilgrimage. We travel not for earthly gain, nor for idle comfort, but to cleanse our spirits in the fires of devotion.
			

			
				“We seek no quarrel—only the righteous road. But be warned: we tolerate not heresy, nor consort with those who mock the divine.”
			

			
				His piercing gaze swept over the the two new arrivals, measuring, judging, weighing their worth.
			

			
				“Tell me, strangers… do you walk in light, or do you stumble in darkness?”
			

			
				Ren bowed his head slightly, trying to look meek and non-threatening. “We are but travelers, good Elder, seeking shelter and kindness.”
			

			
				Sir Aldous grunted, unimpressed. “From where?”
			

			
				Ren hesitated just long enough for Gudrun to smoothly cut in. “From the north, kind sirs. We’ve been walking for days. Our feet are sore, our spirits weak. Truly, we were guided here by the grace of Heofon.”
			

			
				Bartholomew’s smile widened, clearly liking what he heard. “Ah, divine providence indeed! Fear not, for all who seek righteousness shall find it here.” He gestured toward the camp. “Come, break bread with us and rest your weary souls.”
			

			
				Sir Aldous, however, was still watching Ren closely. “You’re an elf, then?”
			

			
				Ren forced a humble nod. “Half, my lord. My mother was of the noble Saexon blood. My father…” He hesitated, giving what he hoped was a troubled sigh. “A regretful mistake.”
			

			
				Sir Aldous snorted. “Aye, many a fool has laid with elven devils. We shall pray for your soul.”
			

			
				Gudrun’s fingers subtly dug into Ren’s arm, a silent warning not to react.
			

			
				Ren bit back every insult that threatened to leave his mouth.
			

			
				“May Heofon’s light guide me,” he murmured instead.
			

			
				As soon as Bartholomew and Sir Aldous were satisfied with their answers, the pilgrims wasted no time in pulling them further into camp. Ren barely had a chance to whisper to Gudrun before they were being ushered into the heart of it all—surrounded by bustling, sanctimonious zealots who treated hospitality like an inescapable net.
			

			
				“We need to get away from that paladin as soon as possible,” Ren muttered under his breath, keeping his head bowed. “He could end us before we even got in a single attack.”
			

			
				“Relax,” Gudrun whispered back, smiling sweetly at a passing pilgrim like she hadn’t just been ball’s deep around Ren’s cock in the woods earlier. “We stick it out till nightfall, and then we slip out. Simple.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled, gritting his teeth. It would be impossible to explain that in his necrovision he could see Sir Aldous was a level 67 Paladin. Everything in his body screamed flight, but she had a point. For now, playing along was safer.
			

			
				The day passed in a blur of forced piety and hollow generosity. The pilgrims, eager to display their supposed virtue, shuffled Ren and Gudrun from one meaningless chore to another—listening to long-winded prayers, helping prepare bland, over-boiled food, and enduring endless lectures about righteousness from people who clearly didn’t practice what they preached.
			

			
				Gudrun, playing the role of wide-eyed, innocent traveler, devoured every bit of it—smiling at the old women, nodding along to some nonsense about piety and discipline, and hanging onto Elder Bartholomew’s every word.
			

			
				Ren, meanwhile, focused on not rolling his eyes out of his skull. By supper, he had memorized at least five different meaningless blessings and suffered through enough feigned humility to last a lifetime.
			

			
				Dinner was a performance.
			

			
				Elder Bartholomew, a self-important bastard with a voice like an overwrought theater actor, took center stage.
			

			
				“Brothers and sisters,” he bellowed, arms raised like he was conducting a holy orchestra. “We must remember: humility is the key to righteousness! One cannot enter Heofon’s embrace with gold in one’s pockets! Earthly riches corrupt the soul!”
			

			
				The pilgrims nodded fervently, muttering “Aye, Elder! True words!” between spoonfuls of bland stew.
			

			
				Ren exchanged a look with Gudrun. She was barely holding in a smirk.
			

			
				Yeah. They both knew bullshit when they heard it.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The sun had gone down, the last chores by the firelight completed and Ren was offered a blanket on bare ground to sleep in the unmarried men’s tent; Gudrun hustled off to the similarly chaperoned unmarried women’s tent. He lay there worrying his people would try to attack the camp and get slaughtered by the paladin, every nerve straining, until he was sure most of them were asleep. 
			

			
				He slipped out into the night, prepared to tell anyone who asked that he had to hit the jakes. Nobody did. He and Gudrun had arranged to meet behind the cook wagon – easy enough to pretend they were still hungry if anyone caught them – and after waiting a few minutes the tiny shape of the harfoot emerged from the dark into the dim light of the coals in the cookfire.
			

			
				“Took you long enough,” he whispered as she joined him.
			

			
				“I was getting a double dose of prayers for my chastity from some old bitty,” she grinned in the dark. “Almost like they’re worried I might fuck outside the bonds of marriage.”
			

			
				“Fancy that.”
			

			
				“You know you could just make an honest woman out of me… I don’t mind being the third.”
			

			
				Ren chose to ignore that until they were safely out of this fucking camp. “Let’s go.”
			

			
				She held his hand as they crept through the near dark. They moved through the woods, keeping low, ducking behind trees, until they found themselves at a small clearing near a rock. A sound of movement up ahead made him freeze. 
			

			
				A hooded lantern was opened a slit to reveal the pilgrim—a nervous, sweaty man—holding out a small pouch, heavy with coin.
			

			
				Elder Bartholomew, lantern in hand, faced him.
			

			
				Shit! They were between Ren and escape. “What the fuck are these two assholes doing? Felt like going for a late-night stroll?” he whispered.
			

			
				Gudrun gripped his fingers. “What do we do?”
			

			
				Ren glanced around. Kill them? They were too close to camp… someone would hear for sure. Run for it? No… wait it out. He motioned for Goody to hide in the bushes with him.
			

			
				The pilgrim was desperately bowing his head to the elder. “Elder, I—” he hesitated. “I have sinned.”
			

			
				“And how?”
			

			
				“I… I did lay with my wife when her valley was fallow… merely for the pleasure of it, not to bless her with life.”
			

			
				“And did she enjoy this congress?”
			

			
				“It was all I, brother! I am to blame alone!”
			

			
				“Hmmmm.” Elder Bartholomew sighed theatrically, placing a fatherly hand on the man’s shoulder. “All men are weak, my son. The flesh is temptation, but the Lord is merciful.”
			

			
				The pilgrim exhaled in relief, shoving the pouch into Bartholomew’s hands.
			

			
				For a moment, Ren thought that was it—a simple bribe for absolution.
			

			
				Then, the Elder patted the man’s cheek.
			

			
				“Your sins are forgiven,” Bartholomew said warmly. “Now… let us return to camp, where you will be properly disciplined.”
			

			
				Ren stiffened. That didn’t sound great.
			

			
				The pilgrim paled. “Elder, please, I—”
			

			
				“It is the way of the righteous.” Bartholomew smiled beatifically. “You understand.”
			

			
				The pilgrim swallowed hard and nodded.
			

			
				They were going to walk right into where Ren and Gudrun were hiding. “Back!” Ren hissed.
			

			
				They retreated to the outskirts of the camp.
			

			
				Elder Bartholomew’s voice cut through the camp like a blade of righteous fire.
			

			
				“Rise, faithful! Rise and bear witness!”
			

			
				The pilgrims stirred, groggy at first, but the weight in the elder’s tone snapped them to attention. In the center of camp, on his knees, was the pilgrim, now trembling in the dirt. His nightshirt was torn, his wrists bound, his face streaked with tears and terror.
			

			
				Elder Bartholomew towered over him, eyes burning with indignation.
			

			
				“This man is a deviant! A defiler! He has succumbed to wicked thoughts—a mind festering with impure desires! The Lord’s flock cannot suffer such corruption! His soul must be cleansed!”
			

			
				The man sobbed, shaking his head wildly. “Please, I have repented as you asked! I have given all that I have! Mercy! I beg you!”
			

			
				His pleas fell on deaf ears.
			

			
				The men moved first, ripping what remained of his clothes, exposing his quivering flesh to the cold. The women stood silent, eyes cast downward, as if bearing witness itself was an act of devotion.
			

			
				A rope was thrown over a branch, the lash uncoiled.
			

			
				Bartholomew raised his arms. “By pain, the flesh is humbled. By humility, the soul is saved.”
			

			
				Then the whip cracked—and the screaming began. The other pilgrims, eyes burning with righteous wrath, beat the poor bastard bloody, stripped him to his underclothes, and tied him to a tree.
			

			
				Gudrun winced. “Oof.”
			

			
				Ren folded his arms. “This must be that famous Heofon’s forgiveness I heard so much about...”
			

			
				Then, as if this whole wretched scene wasn’t bad enough, Elder Bartholomew stepped forward, boots crunching against the earth. The gathered pilgrims parted before him like a flock yielding to its shepherd—but there was no warmth in it. No mercy.
			

			
				He cast a long, measuring gaze over the whimpering, half-conscious man crumpled in the dirt, his back a mess of raw, bloody welts. Then his eyes shifted—to the man’s wife.
			

			
				She stiffened, her breath hitching, hands clutched white-knuckled in front of her. Not a bad looker… no wonder the pilgrim liked banging her just for fun. She didn’t speak, but her eyes—her eyes screamed.
			

			
				“I shall pray for your soul personally,” he said. Bartholomew simply beckoned. A slow, deliberate motion.
			

			
				The woman’s face paled, but she obeyed. Step by step, she walked toward his tent, the elder’s shadow swallowing her whole. Behind her, her husband sobbed, face pressed to the dirt—broken, humiliated, powerless to stop it.
			

			
				And the flock just stood there.
			

			
				While the flock muttered prayers and shuffled around, some of the menatarms tied to whipped guy to a tree to leave him behind for the animals to eat. It took a full hour for things to calm down and break up but it was enough time for Ren to come up with a plan. That’s when Gudrun finally got away from her little prayer circle and joined him.
			

			
				Gudrun glanced at him. “Soooo, we’re gonna burn this whole place down, right?”
			

			
				Ren smirked. “Obviously. But first… we have to find where the boss keeps all his bribe money.”
			

			
				Then her eyes shone with understanding.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				While Elder Bartholomew was busy defiling another man’s wife – noisily and roughly by the sound of it – Ren and Gudrun slipped into his tent. It was a little hard ignoring the grunts coming from the other side of the canvas partition but they found the chest almost immediately—hidden beneath a rug, its lock already looking nervous.
			

			
				He’d picked up a thing or two from Cas who could go on for hours about how to accurately replicate a lock mechanism just to fool the most pesky of adventurers who insisted on checking treasure chests weren’t disguised monsters. A quick flick of his knife and—click.
			

			
				The lid creaked open.
			

			
				Inside: gold, gemstones, looted relics, and all the stolen wealth of a hundred ruined lives.
			

			
				Gudrun licked her lips. “So much for rejecting earthly riches.”
			

			
				Ren grinned, then paused, eyeing the sheer amount of gold, gems, and artifacts piled inside the chest. His mind pivoted instantly.
			

			
				Killing them was a given. But escaping with this much loot? That was a logistical nightmare. It was too heavy to carry.
			

			
				“Actually...” he murmured, rubbing his chin. “Maybe we don’t just sneak out tonight.”
			

			
				Gudrun raised an eyebrow. “You were all for getting the hell out of here before. What changed?”
			

			
				Ren gestured to the mountain of wealth. “You ever try carrying a metric ton of gold while running for your life? Because I promise you, it’s not fun.”
			

			
				Gudrun grinned. “So, what? We kill them first and take our time loading up?”
			

			
				Ren nodded. “We do this right, we don’t just leave with disguises—we leave with everything. No need to sneak. No need to run. We turn these self-righteous bastards into fresh corpses and help ourselves to a very charitable redistribution of wealth.”
			

			
				Gudrun gave him an approving nod. “See, this is why you’re marriage material. Big picture thinking.”
			

			
				Ren smirked. “Damn right.”
			

			
				With Gudrun keeping lookout they Returned to the tree with the beaten man on it. Ren grabbed a scrap of the man’s white cotton shirt and use a pine needle dipped in his blood to write a quick note to his companions and tucked it into the beaten man’s bindings where a casual glance wouldn’t find it. Gudrun gave him a puzzled look.
			

			
				“It’s a message to the others, not to attack yet.”
			

			
				“You sure the others will find it?” Gudrun asked.
			

			
				Ren grinned. “Ignore a tortured captive? Never. They’ll for sure find it tomorrow after we move on.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next morning, the pilgrims broke camp and continued their slow, self-important march south. Ren spent the day trudging alongside them, watching as they hauled carts full of their so-called 'holy' supplies, getting further and further away from his crew. He wasn’t worried about losing them – Cas could track a scent like a bloodhound when she wanted to – but he was annoyed that he hadn’t had the chance to explain his plan to her and Needy before slipping away. The note hadn’t been very detailed for the simple reason his companions could barely read and he had to keep the words small.
			

			
				To make it worse he had to spend all damn day enduring Sister Miriam’s relentless sermonizing.
			

			
				It turned out the old bitty who had lectured Gudrun late into the night was a widow whose husband had died fighting the Frankish and never remarried. She wasn’t older than thirty and might have been pretty if she wasn’t such a battle-ax. Nothing made her happy… unless being angry at others who weren’t being pious enough turned her on. It didn’t matter what they were doing… marching, setting up camp, eating the taking a dump… she was always there, droning on about sin, chastity, and the evils of the flesh.
			

			
				“Temptation is the Frankish Heathen’s lure!” she declared, as if she personally had never thought about anything below the neck. “Only the pure of heart shall walk in Heofon’s light!”
			

			
				Ren, barely held back a snarl. “Thousand silvers says she’s got at least one dirty secret…” he whispered to the harfoot.
			

			
				Gudrun smirked. “I’m not taking that bet. That’s a sure thing.”
			

			
				They’d been making extravagant bets between each other all morning, already spending the money they planned to steal from the elder.
			

			
				More concerning than Miriam’s sanctimonious nonsense, though, was Sir Aldous. Taking out a level 67 would be like disabling a tank with a butter knife. Might as well be level 1000. Ren had been wracking his brain for a foolproof way to take out the pilgrim’s protector.
			

			
				No way in hell could his crew take that in a straight-up fight; they’d need something smarter.
			

			
				That night, while the pilgrims prayed and snored in equal measure, Ren took a quiet stroll near the tree line, tracking movements, guard rotations, patterns of camp life he could use later when it came time to attack the pilgrims.
			

			
				Then, he saw her; Miriam. Slipping away from camp.
			

			
				Ren tapped Gudrun and, curious, she followed him, keeping to the shadows. Trailing the sister they wound up out of listening distance from the camp where she sat down with a blanket under a tree that had fallen and was held up in the branches of its neighbor. Minutes later, Sir Aldous appeared from the other direction. 
			

			
				“Ren! Ren!” Gudrun whispered in excitement, poking him.
			

			
				“I see it,” he shushed her.
			

			
				Dumb-fuckin-luck!
			

			
				Beneath the fallen tree the paladin and widow clasped hands and kissed, whispering in hushed tones—
			

			
				“Oh, Sir Aldous, I fear temptation!” the puritanical Miriam clutched her throat.
			

			
				The paladin took her in his arms. “Fear not, dear Sister, for when done with righteous intent, this is but an act of spiritual union!”
			

			
				“Praise be!” Miram gasped fervently and tore the bodice of her dress open, exposing her good-sized tits.
			

			
				The paladin buried his face in them as they both moaned. It took about ten seconds before Aldous grabbed her, and they tore off their robes like they were on fire. Ren barely had time to process before it escalated. The two of them didn't waste a moment and they were humping like rabbits.
			

			
				“T-this cannot happen again!” Miriam cried as she vigorously jerked his cock.
			

			
				“Let this be the last time and it is purged!” he answered, choking her a little while he finger-blasted her until she was dripping down her thighs.
			

			
				“Punish me!” she cried. “Remove these foul urges from my body!”
			

			
				“Take this!” he yelled driving his cock into her from behind.
			

			
				She gave muffled screams as he pounded her then: “I said punish me!”
			

			
				When he brought his hand down hard on her bouncing ass she yelled in a mix of pain and pleasure.
			

			
				 “Ummmfff,” Gudrun said, squeezing her thighs together as the paladin continued to plow the sin out of the widow. “Its kinda turning me wet…”
			

			
				Ren clamped a hand over his own mouth to stifle his laughter. His respect for Aldous had already been subterranean. Now it had tunneled into Hell.  More importantly—he’d just discovered a perfect weak point in the camp defences. Patrols were sloppy, distractions were everywhere, and their heavy hitter snuck off alone at night to fuck spinsters doggy-style.
			

			
				Perfect.
			

			
				Just as he was getting ready to leave, a small creature darted through the underbrush to his side.
			

			
				The fox blinked up to him, shifting back into her usual blue-haired, troublemaking self.
			

			
				“Soooo, what are we spying on?” she whispered.
			

			
				“Casket!” Gudrun hugged her.
			

			
				Ren motioned toward the holy train wreck going on behind the tree.
			

			
				Cas peeked, turning her head in confusion. “Is this some religious thing for humins?”
			

			
				“No. Why?”
			

			
				“Why are they praising gods so much?”
			

			
				“Well...”
			

			
				“And why is his meat-horn so small?”
			

			
				“I wondered the same thing!” Gudrun whispered.
			

			
				“Give me you sins of the body! Give them to me!” Aldous yelled ramming the nun from behind while pulling her hips hard.
			

			
				When he moaned in pleasure she pulled away and rolled over, presenting her bare loins. “Use your mouth to purify my sin-hole!” she yelled and grabbed him by the hair and shoved his mouth onto her pussy.
			

			
				“I feel the demons leaving me!” she cried and her entire body went rigid and shook.
			

			
				“You know, I prefer my demons inside of me,” Cas whispered to him, nibbling Ren’s earlobe.
			

			
				“It's not small...” Ren said uncomfortably. “It's normal sized... I guess. It’s just smaller than what you girls are used to…”
			

			
				“No way!” Cas hissed.
			

			
				“I feel spoiled,” the harfoot smiled.
			

			
				“Yeah, yeah,” Ren muttered. “More importantly, I’ve got a plan.”
			

			
				Cas wiggled her eyebrows. “Oh, right! Why the hell did you run away and join the humins?”
			

			
				“Didn’t you get my note?”
			

			
				“Sortof.”
			

			
				“Sortof?”
			

			
				“Well Sweep killed the guy and then his blood got on everything. Note was hard to read.”
			

			
				Ren rallied his calm. “I didn't run away... we were scouting the camp for a raid and got caught.”
			

			
				“Oh... well let's go, the gang is ready to charge when you are.”
			

			
				“Hold it! That guy out there is a powerful paladin! We attack and he'll kill us all.”
			

			
				“That shrimp-dick?”
			

			
				“Yeah, him.”
			

			
				“Oh... well then let's just run for it.”
			

			
				“No, I've got a plan!” Ren smirked. “We take them tomorrow night. At moonrise.”
			

			
				“Okay… how?”
			

			
				“Just follow the pilgrims trail tomorrow night and be ready when I give the signal at moonrise.”
			

			
				With the two humins still splattering and spanking the sins out of each other the three went their ways.
			

			
				“Ren…” Gudrun said, panting, before they’d gone halfway back to camp. He didn’t have to ask what she wanted by the look in her eye. Truth be told he was going to have a hard time getting any sleep if he didn’t work off some energy.
			

			
				He pushed the harfoot over a fallen tree and hiked up her skirts while she gave a moan of anticipation. “Okay… but it’ll have to be quick,” he said.
			

			
				“Put your demon in my sin-hole,” she smiled, imitating the nun.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 17   : Gambling
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next morning, the pilgrims broke camp and resumed their slow, self-important march south. The trail followed the edge of a vast lake, its waters stretching into the horizon like a sheet of grey glass. The day was spent hauling carts, singing hymns, and trudging through dirt, all while Ren and Gudrun played the part of weary but devoted travelers.
			

			
				Ren had slipped away from the caravan under the excuse of gathering herbs, wandering deeper into the woods while the pilgrims marched. He moved quickly, plucking clusters of death cap mushrooms and stuffing them into his satchel, his mind already working out the mixture he'd need to make Sir Aldous' final drink a memorable one.
			

			
				He had just spotted a promising patch of foxglove when a shadow loomed behind him.
			

			
				“What are you doing out here alone, brother?”
			

			
				Ren's spine went rigid as he turned slowly to face Sir Aldous himself, the knight standing there, arms crossed, sword strapped to his hip, radiating suspicion like a lighthouse of judgment.
			

			
				“Uh… foraging,” Ren said smoothly, holding up a handful of nettles he'd plucked earlier just in case something like this happened. “Making tea. Helps with, uh, digestion.”
			

			
				Aldous narrowed his eyes but seemed to buy it. “The forest is full of dangers, my son. Wild beasts. Heathens lurking in the shadows.” He gestured back toward the road. “Come. It is unwise to stray from Heofon’s flock.”
			

			
				Ren gritted his teeth as the knight turned his back, fully expecting Ren to follow like an obedient mutt. He had no choice but to tuck away his actual ingredients, pick up the damn nettles, and let himself be herded back to camp like a wayward child.
			

			
				By sundown, the camp was set near the shore, and fires crackled against the encroaching dark. Ren had one job: poison Sir Aldous' food, let nature take its course, and make the knight’s self-righteous corpse a problem for someone else.
			

			
				He’d spent the last hour crafting a poison—a mix of necromantic essence and alchemical extracts—designed to kill Sir Aldous slowly and make it look like divine punishment. The knight’s one indulgence was a nightly flagon of mead, and after Ren brewed the poison, Gudrun was supposed to handle spiking it.
			

			
				Ren secured the last stopper on the vial, swirling the dark, viscous liquid inside, watching the way it caught the dim firelight. The poison was perfect—a delicate balance that would make the paladin shit himself to death. Painful, humiliating, and untraceable. All he needed now was Gudrun to do her part—slip it into the knight’s mead while Ren kept his hands clean.
			

			
				He stepped out of his tent, tucking the vial into his sleeve, only to stop short.
			

			
				Gudrun was supposed to be standing watch… waiting for his signal, ready to execute the next step.
			

			
				She wasn’t there.
			

			
				Ren’s gut tightened. He scanned the cluster of pilgrims, the campfire-lit faces, the wandering figures huddling in prayer or idle conversation—no sign of her. The camp had settled into its usual routine—pilgrims praying, eating, snoring, the firelight flickering against the dark. Sir Aldous sat by the central fire, waiting for his mead.
			

			
				Shit, it’ll be too late soon…
			

			
				Ren scanned the camp again, pulse quickening. He needed Gudrun. Now.
			

			
				Ren stomped through the firelit camp, trying not to look suspicious, scanning the huddled masses of pious hypocrites until at the far side of camp he caught a familiar voice—half-laughing, half-cursing—coming from behind a supply wagon.
			

			
				He followed the sound, rounded the corner, and there she was.
			

			
				Sitting cross-legged in the dirt, shirt missing, boots nowhere in sight, Gudrun was rolling dice with a pack of drunk, sweaty pilgrims. And at the center of it all sat Brother Bartholemew. The same self-righteous bastard who had spent all day preaching about the evils of gambling and how wealth should only serve the Lord.
			

			
				Now, he was running the game, smiling like a wolf, piling up coins, trinkets, and even an entire sack of grain as the desperate, greedy fools threw their belongings on the line.
			

			
				Ren exhaled sharply. “Fuck me!”
			

			
				Goddam degenerate gambler priestess was going to fuck this whole thing up. His eye went to the game: Highwayman’s Folly. A rowdy, degenerate dice game where each round, the stakes got higher and higher – a bit like poker but with dice instead of cards.
			

			
				Gudrun was already three rounds too deep, down her gold, her boots, and her damn robe, grinning wild-eyed as she rolled the dice again.
			

			
				“Come oooon, lucky seven!” she hissed.
			

			
				The dice landed. Snake eyes.
			

			
				The crowd erupted into cheers and groans as Bartholemew cackled. “Ooooh, dear Sister! Fortune doth not favor thee tonight!”
			

			
				Ren stormed up to the table, grabbed Gudrun by the arm, and tried to haul her to her feet. “Alright, that's enough—” 
			

			
				“Oh ho! What’s this?” Bartholemew sneered, throwing his hands up theatrically. “Does thy brother wish to protect thee from the righteous hand of fate?”
			

			
				A few of the other men laughed, emboldened by Bartholemew’s smug bravado. “Aye! She’s playing fair and square! What’s the matter? Afraid the lady will lose her bloom as well as her coin?”
			

			
				Ren’s eye twitched. “She’s drunk, and you’re all taking advantage of her—” 
			

			
				Gudrun, still grinning, patted his cheek. “Oh, hush, brother. My luck’s changing… I can feel it I’m about to win it all back.”
			

			
				“Yeah, Brother Eldrin,” another gambler chuckled. “Have faith! Besides, if she wasn’t willing to lose, she wouldn’t still be here.”
			

			
				Ren wanted to murder every single one of them. But… using the void rune to suck the life out of them until they were dried-out husks was going to draw too much attention. He didn't have time for this... the stupid harfoot was going to fuck up his whole plan.
			

			
				Bartholemew leaned in, all smug confidence. “What say thee, dear Sister? Art thou in or art thou a coward?”
			

			
				Gudrun grinned, looking far too into this. “Double or nothing!”
			

			
				“Don't you dare roll those dice!” Ren said.
			

			
				Bartholemew, feeling untouchable, leaned forward, steepling his fingers. “Tell me, dear Sister—what hast thou left to wager?”
			

			
				Gudrun, caught in the heat of the game, didn’t think before she spoke. “Uh… A night of private prayer?”
			

			
				Fuck...
			

			
				Then, Bartholemew grinned. “Now you speak with Heofon’s wisdom! There’s a bet I’d take.”
			

			
				Gudrun, still high on gambling adrenaline, rolled the dice.
			

			
				Ren elbowed the sweaty pilgrim holding him down and lunged to grab Goody's arm before she could throw the dice. Too late.
			

			
				The dice bounced. Rolled. Landed.
			

			
				Gudrun lost.
			

			
				Bartholemew laughed, smacked the table. “Well now little pet,” Bartholemew said to Gudrun's look of horror. “Let's have a private prayer session about the perils of illicit gambling.”
			

			
				Suddenly the idea of murdering everyone didn’t seem so far fetched. Darkness began to cloud his vision.
			

			
				Having finally realized what she'd done, Gudrun looked terrified and turned to Ren. “Don't let them!” she gasped before the elder picked her up, clapping a hand over her mouth, and taking her into his tent.
			

			
				“Talk the boy for a walk,” Bartholemew said, and Ren barely had time to react before a pair of pilgrims grabbed his arms, shoving him toward the woods.
			

			
				Ren didn’t fight it—not yet. He let them lead him away from the firelight, past the wagons, beyond the reach of watchful eyes and self-righteous smiles. He counted four men, plus the two holding him, all grinning like they were about to have some fun.
			

			
				One of them cracked his knuckles. “Don’t make it worse on yourself, Brother Eldrin. Just take the beating, and it’ll be over faster.”
			

			
				Ren sighed dramatically. “Oh, that’s real considerate of you. I feel so much better.”
			

			
				They dragged him a little deeper into the trees, far enough that the sounds of the camp faded into distant murmur.
			

			
				Then Ren stopped walking.
			

			
				“Alright, boys,” he said, rolling his shoulders. “I was gonna let you have this one, let you feel like big tough guys. But now? I’ve got a counteroffer.”
			

			
				The men exchanged glances, then laughed. “Oh yes? And what would that be?”
			

			
				Ren grinned wide, the void rune on his hand flickering to life, shadows curling at his fingertips. The air went cold as tentacles of darkness erupted all around him and Ren’s eyes blazed with black flames.
			

			
				“I give you five seconds to run. Then I start collecting.”
			

			
				The laughter died instantly.
			

			
				One of them took a step back. Another reached for his belt knife.
			

			
				Ren didn’t wait. He lunged at the closest man, grabbing his face with one glowing hand.
			

			
				The pilgrim screamed as his life force drained away, body withering to a husk before Ren let him drop to the dirt like pile of used cat litter.
			

			
				The others stared in horror.
			

			
				“Oh, shit—” 
			

			
				Ren launched himself at the next one.
			

			
				The remaining pilgrims all fell over each other as they tried to flee, but it was too late. Ren was on them in seconds, weaving through the trees like a shadow, grabbing, draining, tearing souls apart.
			

			
				One managed to break away, sprinting full-speed back toward camp—
			

			
				A red blur shot out of the darkness.
			

			
				The pilgrim barely had time to scream before a massive wolf tackled him to the ground, teeth sinking into his throat.
			

			
				Ren didn’t even flinch. Felt the rush of absorbing their life levels. “Hey, Cas.”
			

			
				The red wolf lifted its bloodied snout, wagging its tail once before shifting back into her usual grinning, sharp-toothed self. “Sup? We doin’ this or what?”
			

			
				Ren brushed ashes off his clothes. “Get the attack ready. Hold off a little—I still have a knight to poison.”
			

			
				Cas licked a spot of blood off her wrist and nodded. “Oh, take your time. I wanna see this one suffer.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				By the time he returned to Bartholemew’s tent, there were already muffled grunts and yells from the bed. Ren's anger began to boil, picturing the harfoot being molested by that creep.
			

			
				Sonofabitch is gonna pay...
			

			
				Ren slipped through the canvas flap, hand raised, voidrune pulsing and eager to tear the life out of his decaying husk of a body... 
			

			
				...only to find Gudrun on top of the balding, pot-bellied man, mouth clamped onto his crotch. Teeth bared and face covered in blood.
			

			
				Bartholemew was screaming into a rag of her underwear she’d stuffed in his mouth. Rising to a high-pitched shriek as Gudrun raised her head and spat out a testicle onto his chest.
			

			
				“Huh...” 
			

			
				Well maybe she didn’t need saving after all…
			

			
				Bartholemew, in pure agony, shoved her off and tried to run out of the tent, his trousers around his ankles immediately tripping him. Grabbing his mutilated junk, shrieking, leaving a spurting trail of blood, he scrambled out of the tent on his knees.
			

			
				Ren stepped aside as the pilgrim leader crawled past, howling, clutching his ruined manhood, blood seeping through his fingers.
			

			
				Then Ren looked at Gudrun, who wiped her mouth and grinned at him. “Hey. You came to rescue me!” she said happily.
			

			
				Ren gestured vaguely at the blood-soaked cot. “You, uh… seem to have handled it.”
			

			
				Gudrun shrugged. “Eh, I just asked myself ‘what would Cas do?’.”
			

			
				From outside, Bartholemew’s wailing turned to panicked yelling as the entire camp was alerted.
			

			
				Ren grabbed Gudrun by the wrist. “We need to leave. Now.”
			

			
				“Fine, fine,” she laughed, letting him pull her through the camp as people ran toward the chaos.
			

			
				“Oh,” Gudrun added as they ducked behind a wagon. “By the way. Where’s Sir Aldous?”
			

			
				“Oh, now you remember the plan! Where was this tactical genius when she was playing dice?”
			

			
				Ren scanned the camp… no sign of him.
			

			
				Which meant only one thing.
			

			
				The knight was already out in the woods, banging Sister Miriam.
			

			
				Ren and Goody darted through the trees, the sounds of chaos from the camp fading behind them. Surprising how much commotion a castrated temple elder could cause. The firelight flickered in the distance as they got further from the camp, but Ren wasn’t focused on that anymore—he had a knight to kill.
			

			
				“Ren, Ren!” Gudrun whispered harshly, following him. She was nearly blind in the dark woods. “How are we gonna poison him now?” 
			

			
				“We can't… too late for that now, we'll need a plan B. If we’re lucky that bastard is getting laid while we’re doing all the hard work—” 
			

			
				And he was. It took about thirty seconds of scanning the darkness with his necrovision. Among the flicking points of light that were bats or voles or even a badger just waking up for the night, there was the shining beacon that was Sir Aldous’ level 67 life force. Tuned to see humin life-force he easily found the knight and the nun banging uglies.
			

			
				Ren gave an evil smile, their sinfest to lead them towards the glowing life forces ahead. 
			

			
				“Boy howdy, they’re really going for it. Full-on mating press.”
			

			
				Goody grinned. “Well, that’s about to get a lot less fun.”
			

			
				They crept closer, staying low as Ren scanned the clearing ahead. Beneath a massive twisted oak, Sir Aldous and Sister Miriam were very, very occupied. The knight’s armor was discarded nearby, his holy vows discarded just as thoroughly while he was currently railing Sister Miriam where she was on her back, toes pointing towards the heavens. Miriam’s voice was breathy and reverent, moaning something about divine union while Aldous praised Heofon with every thrust.
			

			
				“Wait here,” Ren whispered to Goody.
			

			
				“What are you going to do?”
			

			
				“I'm going to climb that tree,” he said. “And if I'm very lucky the good Sister is gonna climb him and while she's riding cowgirl I can drip the poison into his mouth.”
			

			
				Ren, grinning like a bastard, circled around and scaled the tree. They were making way too much noise to hear him, and he shimmied out on a branch until he found the perfect perch to look straight down on them from above.
			

			
				Wow... they are really going to town...
			

			
				Ren had seen a lot of dirty things in his time—monsters, demons, Nim so drunk he made out with the cat,—but nothing quite prepared him for the sheer Olympic-level filth happening below him.
			

			
				Miriam was praising Heofon like she was leading a choir, but her hands were gripping Aldous' back like she was holding onto a bucking bronco. Aldous, for his part, had her leg thrown over his shoulder, and was muttering half-prayers, half-porn lines that made Ren question if the holy texts actually contained the phrase "By the Lord’s light, Sister, you are as tight as the gates of the sky realm."
			

			
				“Praise my black gate!” the nun wailed. “Until you cleave me in half! I want to feel your holy rod in the back of my throat!” 
			

			
				Ren grimaced, horrified yet unable to look away. Well… at least they’re enthusiastic?
			

			
				Then, just as he got out the small bottle of poison he'd prepared, Sister Miriam’s eyes snapped up—and locked directly onto him. For a moment they just stared at each other.
			

			
				Then, she screamed.
			

			
				Ren panicked. The bottle slipped out of his fingers, and he lunged to grab it. In his panic he both missed the bottle and lost his hold on the tree branch. Tumbled the ten feet to the ground.
			

			
				Luckily the boning blasphemers broke his fall.
			

			
				There was a moment of uncontrolled flailing and screaming. Sweaty naked body parts pressed to Ren everywhere. Miriam shrieked louder than a banshee – or at least she did until Ren was thrown off the knight's back and landed with his ass on her face. The mustached knight, furious and in shock, had apparently just been about to spill his load inside the nun when Ren dive-bombed them and he pulled out, angry red meat horn pointing at Ren. 
			

			
				Ren dodged to the side just in time as the knight's ruined orgasm left him in a moment of stunned confusion Ren lunged and bit his shoulder.
			

			
				The narcotic venom poured into the knight's bloodstream
			

			
				“What in the Lord of Light’s name—get off me, DEMON!”
			

			
				The naked nun managed to push Ren aside and started punching and scratching until she found his hair and started to pull.
			

			
				“Ow! You crazy bitch get offa me!”
			

			
				But she had him by the scalp. Welp... more where that venom came from. He sank his teeth into the nearest tit and gave her a dose.
			

			
				“HE’S BITING ME!” she screamed, but she let go.
			

			
				Then Ren took a ringing blow to the head that made his vision swim. Aldous wasn't going down! Had just punched him. And the hit from a level 67 paladin was no joke.
			

			
				Ren latched onto Aldous' wrist, sinking his narcotic venom into the knight’s flesh, before being flipped over and landing on Miriam's thighs. So he sank his teeth into Miriam’s sex-slick furry mound for good measure.
			

			
				“HE’S BITING ME EVERYWHERE!” she screamed.
			

			
				Two doses: Aldous was wobbling a little, barely able to stand, but then he started reciting a holy prayer and his body began to glow.
			

			
				Fucker is curing the poison!
			

			
				The moment the healing glow faded and Aldous was fully lucid – and pissed – Ren bit him on the ass. More poison. The knight hopped around naked. Then he tripped on Miriam and all three of them went down in a sticky, bloody heap.
			

			
				“STOP MOVING!” Ren yelled at them. “You dumb fucks! This’ll be over faster if you just—” 
			

			
				More screaming. More flailing.
			

			
				Surprisingly it was the half-unconscious Miriam that knocked Ren flat. A lucky heel-kick sent him five feet in the air to land stunned on his back.
			

			
				“Murder! Sorcery! Monsters!” Miriam screamed before Aldous clapped a hand on her mouth. 
			

			
				“Hush your mewling hole, woman!” the knight raged, sweating running off his naked form in buckets. “The camp cannot find us in such a compromising position!”
			

			
				Aldous, half-dazed but still dangerous, stumbled to his feet, naked, swinging his sword wildly. Then he found his steel sword and unsheathed that too and Ren got really afaraid.
			

			
				“Oh fuck!” Ren backed up, scrambling on his butt.
			

			
				Out of the night a screaming pale figure launched itself at the knight. Climbing up his shoulders, the small form of Goody stuck two fingers in his nostrils and yanked savagely upwards. The knight yelled in pain, trying to shake her loose, but with her other hand she dumped the dropped bottle of poison in his open mouth.
			

			
				Ren dove behind a bush, narrowly avoiding getting cleaved in half as the knight swung wildly. But Gudrun clamped her hands over Aldous’ mouth and nose until the knight swallowed at least some of the deadly necromantic concoction.
			

			
				Ren read the glowing stat card above the paladin's head in his necrovision:
			

			
				Sir Aldous, Level 64 Knight
Status Effects:
			

			
					
					Poisoned (Necrotic) – Currently experiencing divine regret.
				

					
					Drugged (Narcotic Venom) – Cognitive processing reduced to that of a confused farm animal.
				

					
					Shamed – Debuffs to all future knightly oaths. Will never recover full dignity.
				

			

			
				Skills Currently in Use:
			

			
					
					Righteous Endurance (Passive) – Can survive an absurd amount of debauchery before feeling consequences.
				

					
					Naked Truth – Divine bonus to fighting while unclothed.
				

					
					Divine Healing (Limited) – Ineffective while actively getting his ass kicked.
				

					
					Blessed Swordplay – Usually impressive, but currently wielded by a man too stoned to hold it upright.
				

			

			
				As he watched, the paladin's level counter started to drop.
			

			
				...64...63...62...
			

			
				He was dying. Ren smirked. “Yeah, buddy. You're in trouble.”
			

			
				But he wasn't dying fast enough. Reaching over his head, Aldous grabbed Goody by the long blonde hair and threw her down on the ground in front of him, raising a foot to brutally stomp her midsection so she let out a yelp and went still.
			

			
				“Goody!” Ren yelled. Cold fury started burning inside him. “Pick on someone your own size!” Ren yelled and raised the voidrune in his hand.
			

			
				The blast of necromancy hit the knight like a shovel to the face. Dropped his Life force to 52 in a single blast, leaving the knight staggering and shaking.
			

			
				Then the paladin rallied. Lifting his sword overhead it burst into white flames of holy light. Even looking at it stung Ren. From ten feet away it burned him. Smoke curling off his body. He screamed and retreated.
			

			
				“Foolish creature,” Aldous said, staggering. His free hand began to form a complex swirling circle of magic.
			

			
				“You dare lay hands upon me? You dare defile this holy union with your wretched sorcery? I am Sir Aldous, Knight of the Sacred Sun, Scourge of the Unholy, Chosen Blade of Heofon’s Light! I have slain demons, purged witches, and burned the wicked to righteous ash before my morning prayers! I have bathed in the blood of monsters like you and emerged unscathed! Your vile tricks will not save you! Prepare to be judged! To be purified! To be reduced to cinders beneath the fury of my holy blade!” 
			

			
				Ren was beginning to doubt his plan.
			

			
				But a moment later, rustling out of the bushes, Cas came bounding in. Furious, red-furred wolf leaping for the knight. But halfway through her leap she transformed, becoming a large, bristling porcupine.
			

			
				And plowed into Aldous' genitals like a shotgun blast of needles.
			

			
				The knight screamed. Looked down to see at least a dozen six-inch porcupine quills piercing his cock and balls. He screamed again as he tried to yank one free and stared at Cas as she happily danced away, laughing.
			

			
				His sword thunked to the ground as he sank to his knees. One hand hovering over his mutilated crotch with a healing spell, the other still summoning a massive spell of some sort. A divine retribution that would kill them all.
			

			
				His life levels continued to drain, ...31...30...29...
			

			
				Just fucking die already!
			

			
				But moments before the paladin’s spell was about to go off there was a cone of red light that washed over the small clearing. It sparked and crackled and, in a moment, the two spells Aldous had been summoning flickered and went out, extinguished.
			

			
				Then Needy stepped forward, cursed red eye glowing. She started chanting in an echoing voice that wasn't hers. An invisible wind whipping the clearing. Her hands raised.
			

			
				The tree roots beneath them lurched to life, coiling around Aldous’ legs and dragging him into the dirt. He yelled. Not in panic, but in outrage.
			

			
				As the knight was pulled under the ground, slowly crushed by the groaning limbs of the tree, Ren gave him another blast of the void rune. The life levels dropped fast.
			

			
				...11...10...9...
			

			
				Needy screamed and the knights body vanished under the tree with a crunching sound.
			

			
				...3...2...1...
			

			
				The air itself seemed to crackle, humming with anticipation, the pressure building until it felt like the whole world was holding its breath. Then a swirling mass of raw energy pulsed, flickering like a dying star—then, with a violent shudder, it collapsed inward.
			

			
				And then it burst.
			

			
				The energy tore free, a shockwave of colorless force splitting into four perfect streams, each one lancing toward Ren, Needy, Cas and Gudrun. Like a predatory force seeking a home. The surge passed, leaving them all staggering, chests heaving, the aftershock still buzzing in their nerves.
			

			
				Ren gasped, feeling the surge like a lightning bolt to the spine. His vision flared white-hot, his veins burned with raw power, and for a moment, it was pure euphoria.
			

			
				Above each of their heads, the stat cards flickered and shifted, glowing brighter as they each gained 16 levels of life-force absorption. The numbers shot up, a dizzying rush that made Ren’s head swim. It was like a narcotic high—his muscles twitched, his reflexes felt sharper, his body hummed with unnatural energy.
			

			
				“Ohhh, holy shit,” he muttered, flexing his fingers as black lightning crackled along his skin. “That… that is a rush.”
			

			
				Gudrun’s breath hitched, her knees buckling as life force coiled through her lungs. Laughing breathlessly, she stretched her arms, rolling her shoulders like she had just woken from the best nap of her life. “Oh yeah, I could get used to this.”
			

			
				“Like you…” Cas gasped. “Need another… addiction…”
			

			
				Needy shuddered, blinking like she was coming down from a fever dream, while Cas shivered, then grinned way too wide. “I want more! Let's get another one.”
			

			
				Ren let out a satisfied exhale, picking himself up. 
			

			
				Needy staggered, the unnatural energy of the Direward that had possessed her fading and she was back into her usual self. “What now?”
			

			
				From the distance, they could hear shouting, screams, and the clash of weapons.
			

			
				Ren grinned. “With this asshole out of the way? The party’s just getting started. Let’s go.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren stormed into the pilgrim camp.
			

			
				The plan had been a careful, coordinated ambush. The reality? Pure, unhinged mayhem. Pilgrims screamed as Cas launched herself into battle in full, red-furred wolf form, foaming at the mouth as she tackled the nearest woman and rolled her across the dirt like a chew toy.
			

			
				“WOMEN AND CHILDREN FIRST!” Cas howled, gnawing into a fleeing pilgrim's calf.
			

			
				“They don't have any kids here!” Ren shouted.
			

			
				“What about harfoots? Any harfoots I can pretend are children?” Cas asked hopefully.
			

			
				“Only me!” Gudrun said.
			

			
				Cas turned back to the fight, charging at a group of pilgrims armed with firewood clubs. 
			

			
				“Geez, you guys could be a bit more considerate!” she growled at them.
			

			
				Meanwhile, several nuns were clustered together on their knees, praying and summoning some sort of celestial guardian overhead to protect them. Needy ripped off her eyepatch and let loose a blazing torrent of cursed light, her red eye scorching the night like a hellish spotlight. Pilgrims froze mid-scream, too terrified to move, as the cursed eye dissolved their magic.
			

			
				“Nobody told you to use magic!” she yelled.
			

			
				Several of the nuns collapsed in terror. The rest fled.
			

			
				Elsewhere, Boots, Sweep, and Plum were doing the impossible—actually looking like competent warriors. Boots swung his new magic blade with the cold precision of the undead, Sweep had somehow acquired two swords and was twirling like a lunatic, and Plum had turned the art of warhammer fighting into an industrial accident.
			

			
				The pilgrim men-at-arms fought back—but without Sir Aldous leading them, it was pure desperation. And as Ren watched them die, life-force zeroing out, he saw the levels transferring to his crew, making them stronger.
			

			
				“I don’t want to die like this!” one of the menatarms sobbed, throwing down his spear and running.
			

			
				“I know, buddy,” Ren called back, firing a necromantic blast directly into his chest.
			

			
				In the chaos, Jam and Amanita made their battlefield debut, closing off escape.
			

			
				“What... what the hell are those?!” one of the pilgrims wailed as the sentient slime and mushroom toddled toward them.
			

			
				“KILL IT WITH FIRE!” another screeched.
			

			
				Jam promptly absorbed their torches and started glowing. The mushroom seemed to take a deep breath, pinched mouth shut like it was trying to blow up a balloon, and a cloud of spores shot out of the mushroom cap. As the spores drifted onto the pilgrims they screamed. Flailing and moaning in terror. Most of them fled into the night.
			

			
				Ren turned back to his own work with a grin on his face. After smiling and eating shit for two days the satisfaction of wiping out the pilgrims was more than satisfying… it was a genuine pleasure. Sucking the life out of pilgrims one by one, he watched their life-force drain to zero while his own surged higher. Gudrun stayed by his side, her holy shield flickering, charged into the fray with a wooden club, bashing heads like she was exorcising demons through blunt force trauma.
			

			
				“For the glory of freedom!” she yelled, clocking a pilgrim so hard his knee shattered.
			

			
				Ren dodged a wild sword swing, flipped the voidwand into blade form, and slashed a man across the chest, sending him staggering back. Saw he was facing a half-dozen well-armed pilgrim menatarms. Taking a step back he snarled. 
			

			
				Bad odds.
			

			
				Just as Needy let out a guttural scream.
			

			
				The sky split open.
			

			
				A lightning bolt erupted from the heavens, slamming into the remaining defenders with a thunderous explosion. The blast lit up the battlefield, turning the clutch of armed pilgrims into smoking, twitching husks.
			

			
				Silence.
			

			
				Ren stared, mouth half open. Needy—his Needy—stood ablaze with ghostlight, eyes blazing like twin moons, her voice not her own as she commanded the world to obey. Then, just as quick, it was gone. She blinked, shrank back, flushed red. Wouldn’t meet his eyes. “D-Don’t look at me like that…”
			

			
				With the pilgrim’s last stand destroyed by the blast of lightning, the only sounds were the crackling of fires, the moans of the dying, and Cas panting happily, her muzzle soaked in blood.
			

			
				Cas licked her lips. “Can we do that again?”
			

			
				“Maybe later.” Ren put away his wand. “First, we loot.”
			

			
				That got a genuine cheer.
			

			
				Ren took a slow, satisfied breath as he surveyed the absolute carnage around him. The pilgrim camp was wrecked, their so-called holy warriors either dead or scattered, and not a single ounce of guilt lingered in his bones. These people were scum. Every last one of them had earned this.
			

			
				Noiraud strolled in from absolutely nowhere, stretching like she’d just woken up. She was dressed in scraps of clothing looted from the pilgrims. “Whew! That was a fight! Glad I could help, master.”
			

			
				She pressed her body against his, tail wrapping around his waist, and gave him a kiss on the cheek.
			

			
				Ren side-eyed her. “Oh yeah? What exactly did you do?”
			

			
				Ren did a double take the first time he got a good look at her in the stolen clothes. Five feet of long-legged, curve-hugging danger, wrapped in thigh-high stockings, a short black skirt with too many buckles, and a stolen vest that barely buttoned over her chest like it was trying to escape. Her sleek black tail flicked behind her, curling with satisfaction as she bent at the waist, giving him a view of her trim as she picked up one of the puritan’s wide-brimmed hats and put it on. It hid the cat ears, and made her look like a halloween witch. 
			

			
				“Moral support. Emotional guidance. Silent prayer.” She smiled smugly. “You're welcome.”
			

			
				She adjusted the broad-brimmed hat and grinned. Her eyes glowed with knowing mischief, and her fangs flashed as she smirked. She wasn’t just evolving—she was weaponizing it. And worst of all? She still acted like Ren belonged to her.
			

			
				Ren just shook his head and turned back to the real prize. Finding the elder’s tent he dragged Bartholomew’s hidden chest of treasure into the firelight and threw it open, revealing gold, gemstones, and enough stolen relics to make a church weep.
			

			
				The crew erupted into cheers.
			

			
				“Well,” Cas declared, tossing an entire sack of stolen silver into the air so it rained down. “I think this calls for celebration.”
			

			
				“And a wardrobe change,” Needy agreed, already stripping a pilgrim’s coat off a corpse to check if it fit. 
			

			
				Within minutes, they were dressed as pilgrims, disguised in robes, armor, and enough false righteousness to pass through any town unbothered.
			

			
				It wasn’t until then Sweep swaggered into camp; he hadn’t even noticed the dumb lizard missing. The kobold was wearing Sir Aldous’ stolen armor—which, on his small frame, made him look like a child playing dress-up in stolen medieval cosplay.
			

			
				“Friends! Companions! Lend me your ears!” Sweep flourished a dramatic hand. “For I have returned from a most sacred and divine encounter!”
			

			
				“I was met in the woods by a celestial vision!” Sweep continued, eyes shining. “A nymph of unparalleled beauty and grace! She beckoned me forth, and in her arms, I was rewarded for my courage with a most mystical union!”
			

			
				Ren and Gudrun exchanged glances. Oh, this was gonna be good.
			

			
				Ren smirked. “You got laid?”
			

			
				Gudrun snorted, covering her mouth. “Tell us more about this… divine being.”
			

			
				Sweep puffed out his chest. “She had the wisdom of an oracle, the lips of a seraphim, and the stamina of a warhorse!”
			

			
				Ren and Gudrun burst into laughter.
			

			
				By that description there was only one ‘divine being’ Sweep could’ve run into; Sister Miriam. Still half-naked, high off venom, and apparently desperate enough to go kobold.
			

			
				“Congrats, bud,” Ren clapped Sweep on the back. “You just lost your virginity to a nun on drugs.”
			

			
				Sweep looked offended. “She was a vision! A celestial gift!”
			

			
				Gudrun wiped a tear from her eye. “I’m sure she was.”
			

			
				Ren grinned, tossing one last look at the destroyed camp. They had money, supplies, disguises, and a clear path forward. The pilgrims had needed rules, structure, a leader to tell them how to think, how to live. And look where that got them: fooled by charlatans, exploited by hypocrites. 
			

			
				Freedom was dangerous. It was bloody, unpredictable, messy. But it was real. It wasn’t a cage disguised as salvation.
			

			
				He glanced at his crew—monsters, thieves, killers. But they were free. No gods judging them, no preachers telling them what was right, no chains wrapped in prayers.
			

			
				Ren exhaled, smirking to himself.
			

			
				He’d take their chaos over obedience any day.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Calling it a beach made the mind conjure images of sand, surf and California girls, but this was a hundred-foot stretch of sand and pebbles under grey sky. Flat rocks jutted out into the water like nature’s attempt at a diving board and bits of spray on the cold wind flecked Ren’s skin.
			

			
				The pilgrim’s ambush was long behind them, the ruined tower of Malagar just a bad memory of dust and ghosts, and Ren’s feet felt like he was hauling bricks. The rest of the crew joined him looking out at the  lake that stretched out to the horizon, an endless sheet of liquid silver, lapping gently at the shore with a repeated soft whoosh. Out past the water’s edge, where the sky kissed the lake, the first glow of morning was creeping in, soft and pink, like the world itself was waking up from a hangover.
			

			
				Cas sighed, stretching her arms. “If I didn’t know we were on the edge of an elven nightmare, I’d say this is kinda nice.”
			

			
				“Yeah,” Ren agreed. “Shame something’s probably gonna try to kill us in about five minutes.”
			

			
				They stood there, waiting.
			

			
				Nothing.
			

			
				For once, the world let them breathe.
			

			
				Sweep planted his feet and crossed his arms like a tiny, scaly general. “We must chop down some trees, build a raft, and conquer the water.”
			

			
				Ren clipped him on the back of the head with his hand. “Sweep… don’t be an idiot.”
			

			
				“What’s idiotic about it?” the kobold narrowed his lizard eyes.
			

			
				“For one,” Ren continued. “We’ve got about an hour before sunrise. After that you’re going to freak out about the big burning death orb. And two, we’d drown. Do I even need to explain how bad an idea it is to cross one of the great lakes on a pile of logs held together by our collective bad decisions?”
			

			
				The survivors glanced at the brightening sky like it had personally wronged them. The sun was coming, and nocturnal creatures who spent most of their lives underground did not appreciate the concept of dawn.
			

			
				Sweep huffed, his tail flicking. “I suppose you have a better idea?”
			

			
				Ren clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Fucking right I do. We follow the lakeshore west. According to the maps, it’s less than a day’s walk to round the southern tip, and from there, we’re only three days from Mastodon Creek village.”
			

			
				The group murmured, considering this. Cas nudged Boots. “See? This is why Ren’s in charge.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 18   : The Pilgrim’s Trail
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren didn’t so much sleep as get slowly suffocated under a pile of monster girls. Needy, Cas, and Gudrun had latched onto him like overgrown stuffed animals, snoring softly in their sleep. He stared at the light seeping through the sagging tarp ceiling of the pilgrim’s tent above, wondering how his life had come to this.
			

			
				Boots kept watch during the daylight hours, with Jam and Amanita posted as sentries, making sure no elves or angry locals decided to come finish the job. Not that it made sleeping any easier. Ren had spent hours listening to weird forest noises and trying not to think about what was making them.
			

			
				Carefully, he unwound himself from the tangle of limbs and slunk out of the makeshift tent. Boots stood just beyond the camp, an unsettling silhouette against the pale morning light. Ren gave him a little wave, which the skeleton returned with some sort of military salute Ren had never seen before.
			

			
				Down by the lakeshore, Ren squinted at the water. The maps called it Lake Shining Water, but he was pretty sure it was one of the Great Lakes. The real question was: which one? He really should’ve paid more attention in geography. Was this near Detroit? Cleveland? Buffalo? Hell if he knew.
			

			
				Boots appeared beside him with a clanking or plate armor. Ren blinked. “You’re supposed to be watching camp. What are you doing here?”
			

			
				Boots just pointed at him.
			

			
				Ren frowned. “That’s... helpful. Thanks.”
			

			
				Boots didn’t move, just stood there, pointing.
			

			
				Ren sighed, rubbing his face. “You worried about me? That it?”
			

			
				Boots nodded.
			

			
				If what the stupid cat had said was true, Boots’ revenant status was in part because of Ren’s necromancy powers. And… back in the Nethermire he’d given the undead warrior a cursed amulet that allowed him to consume the life of the living to repair himself. So it wasn’t exactly like he’d created Boots, but he felt responsible for the skeleton. In a way it was touching the skeleton was loyal enough to worry about Ren too.
			

			
				“So what, are you my bodyguard now?”
			

			
				Boots shrugged. Held up the hand with the ring on it that Ren had given him in the necropolis. Whatever that meant.
			

			
				“Okay… What would I do without you, Boots?” he smiled, patting the skeleton on the shoulder armor. “I really owe you. Maybe one day if you swallow enough life from other people you’ll turn back into flesh and blood. Maybe I can even bring you back to life again… what do you say?”
			

			
				The blank mask of the closed greathelm just stared at him. But Ren thought he could detect a slight shake in the skeleton’s body. 
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				They slept by day and marched by night, disguised as pilgrims. By the second night, they had rounded the southern tip of the lake. The landscape shifted between from sandy beaches to muddy swamps and each step sucked at their boots and the wheels of the carts. The pilgrimage road was more of a track here. Rutted and full of puddles and holes. 
			

			
				The third night was almost relaxing… an easy trip along the southern shore. The terrain changed as they walked, alternating between beaches, flat rocky outcroppings that sloped into the water, and the occasional short bluff where the forest nearly dipped its toes in the lake. It would have been peaceful if not for the constant paranoia.
			

			
				By the fourth night, they reached a sheltered harbor. Finally. 
			

			
				The road stretched out ahead, muddy and uneven, the kind of trail that guaranteed wet socks and bad attitudes. Ren was up front with the others, talking strategy. That left Cas stuck beside Sweep, who—as usual—was mid-monologue and absolutely full of it.
			

			
				Sweep marched like he was leading an army of ten thousand instead of two people and a rat, cloak billowing dramatically in the breeze that didn’t exist. He had one hand on the hilt of a sword that was definitely too big for him and a faraway look in his eye that screamed delusion.
			

			
				“It is my burden, you see,” Sweep announced, puffing out his narrow lizard chest. “To lead this noble band toward victory against the Black Company! To strike down the Lord of Beverwycke, that craven tyrant, my sworn nemesis!”
			

			
				Cas blinked. “Your what?”
			

			
				“My nemesis!” Sweep declared, stopping dramatically in the road like someone had cued his spotlight. “My opposite. My destined rival. The very shadow of my light. The foe I am fated to vanquish in righteous battle!”
			

			
				“Ohhh,” Cas said, grinning wide. “Like your weak little lizard arms?”
			

			
				Sweep stiffened like he’d been slapped with a fish. “I—I possess the might of dragons! You dare mock the blood of the ancients?”
			

			
				Cas nodded cheerfully. “Yup. Because your blood sounds like it skips leg day and arm day.”
			

			
				“I am leadership material!” Sweep barked, standing tall in a perfect imitation of a war-hardened general. “My vision is bold! My heart is strong! I have plans, which a mimic would not understand!”
			

			
				Cas picked her teeth with a twig. “You also once tried to make battle armor outta soup pots.”
			

			
				“It was experimental!”
			

			
				Cas cackled, skipping ahead. “You go ahead and lead, General Scaly. I’ll be back here making fun of you if you trip on a pebble.”
			

			
				Sweep trudged on, muttering about honor, destiny, and how no one ever respected genius in its time.
			

			
				“Ren…” Needy complained. “How much further?”
			

			
				“Hard to say, but it can’t be more than a half-day.”
			

			
				“What is?” Plum asked.
			

			
				“There’s an old settlement called Sawmill. Found it on Lord Thorn’s map and looked it up in the wraith’s library. If we follow this harbor south to the headwater it should end at a waterfall. Should be an old Saexish fort.”
			

			
				“Any saexish there?” Sweep asked.
			

			
				“Shouldn’t be. Books say some dumb Count built a sawmill too close to monster country, got sick of rebuilding after every attack, and finally gave up. Should be abandoned.”
			

			
				“Unless other monsters have moved in,” Cas said cheerfully.
			

			
				“Allies!” Sweep declared. “How could they not be when we reveal our quest to them?”
			

			
				“Doubt it,” Ren said simply. “They’ll shank us for just being a potential threat.”
			

			
				They arrived at what the map said was the old road to Sawmill… more of a dirt trail, really… and followed it eastward. Soon, the small river they were following led them to a much bigger one… maybe a hundred yards across… The new river cutting almost perfectly east to west.
			

			
				Another day. Two at most.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The evening fog clung to the trees like spider silk, and Ren hated how loud his boots sounded on the muddy road. He shifted the battered pilgrim’s staff slung over his shoulder and glanced back at his so-called flock pulling hand-carts.
			

			
				They were a vision of divine penance. Or would’ve been, if the gods had a sense of humor and zero standards. Ren, Plum and Gudrun all did a decent job passing for humin-friendly. A Half-elf, a beardless dwarf and a harfoot were all more-or-less welcome in humin civilization. And Boots, inside his full-plate paladin's armor with the visor of his greathelm down, looked exactly the part so long as nobody got a good whiff of his decomposing undead body.
			

			
				The others however...
			

			
				Sweep walked in front with a jerky gait, wearing a thick black robe two sizes too big and a leather plague doctor mask he insisted was standard religious garb for pilgrims of ‘The Order of the Purging Flame’. His tail kept poking out the back of his robe, but the mask hid his long lizard face.
			

			
				Needy stumbled behind him, face hidden beneath a too-large wimple. She clutched a book of holy verses she’d made herself that mostly consisted of her attempts to practice writing the alphabet and aggressive doodles of Ren. Her one visible eye darted with guilt every time Ren caught her staring at him.
			

			
				Their two smallest members were hidden best they could manage: Jam sloshed inside a water barrel strapped to a cart, occasionally burbling from the slats, and Amanita had been wrapped in blankets and placed in a sling on Gudrun’s back, made up to look like a baby. An extremely ugly baby. 
			

			
				Noiraud had made the best effort. With her evolved form she looked almost humin so long as she hid her ears. Long cloak, quiet steps, downcast eyes. She almost passed for a humin until her tail flicked out from under her robes and started lashing at an invisible bug.
			

			
				Cas could’ve passed for humin easily. With her shapeshifting, she could whip up a flawless disguise in seconds. But that was the problem—her humin form insisted on being completely naked, and Ren had to veto that after the third complaint from passing farmers and a marriage proposal from a lonely fur-trapper. In protest, she stayed in the shape of a blue-furred wolf and padded silently alongside the group, occasionally muttering about how everyone else’s disguises were an insult to the art of infiltration.
			

			
				“Sweep looks like a plague cultist got stuffed into a sausage casing.”
			

			
				“Needy’s disguise is perfect if we were infiltrating a haunted nunnery.”
			

			
				“Noiraud’s tail’s playing charades back there and losing.”
			

			
				She padded up next to the water barrel and sniffed at it. “And Jam... my sweet gelatinous girl. You smell like feet and blessed swamp. If someone drinks you, they’re getting baptized and poisoned at the same time.”
			

			
				She glanced up at Ren with her lupine eyes glinting. “But yeah, sure. We’re totally subtle.”
			

			
				Ren sighed and prayed to any god still listening that this wasn’t the road the elves decided to patrol.
			

			
				The elf patrol came at midday the next day. Three grey-cloaked warriors emerging from the woods with bows notched and swords sheathed but ready. Elves, with long faces and longer patience, flanking a commander who looked like he hadn’t smiled since birth.
			

			
				“Hail, travelers,” the lead elf said. “Declare your origin and purpose.”
			

			
				Ren stepped forward, head bowed, voice humble. “We are humble pilgrims, my lord. Bound for the sacred shrine at—” he paused, fishing for something made-up, “—Temple of the Millenium Falcon.”
			

			
				“Millenium Falcon?” the elf said dubiously.
			

			
				“A site of minor but spiritually vital significance.”
			

			
				The elf’s eyes narrowed. “What faith is that?”
			

			
				Ren smiled like an idiot. “The... Vaders of Darth…”
			

			
				Noiraud made a puzzled ‘mrrowwer?’ noise. Ren elbowed her.
			

			
				“I confess I cannot keep up with the endless faiths of humins…” The elves moved to inspect the group. One reached for the water barrel. “May I drink?”
			

			
				“No!” Ren barked, too fast. “Holy water. Blessed. Very sacred. You’ll void your bowels for a week.”
			

			
				The elf stepped back with a polite horror.
			

			
				Another peered at Amanita, who blinked slowly from her baby bundle.
			

			
				“What a... cherubic child,” the elf said, voice strangled.
			

			
				“She’s going through a phase,” Gudrun offered.
			

			
				“I see.”
			

			
				Finally, the commander stepped forward. “Where are you headed on this road? It’s dangerous country.”
			

			
				“Sawmill,” Ren answered.
			

			
				The elves collectively frowned.
			

			
				“That place is no shrine. It’s a pit. Filthy. Run by madmen. There are monsters in the swamps. Forest spirits. And the townsfolk? Goblins and orcs walking side by side with humins. Pilgrims don’t belong there.”
			

			
				Ren gave a tight-lipped smile. “Faith leads where it will.”
			

			
				The commander held his gaze a beat too long. Then nodded.
			

			
				“As you will. But if you value your lives, keep to the road and do not linger there. We are hunting dangerous fugitives in this region.”
			

			
				One of the younger elves muttered, “They say the leader is a half-demon, ten feet tall and black as night.”
			

			
				“And he eats babies,” another added.
			

			
				“And his followers,” the third added grimly. “A shapeshifter that drinks blood and only feeds on your manhood.”
			

			
				“That all?” Ren asked, trying to hide a smile.
			

			
				“There's his goblin concubine who hexes you with her gaze.”
			

			
				Sweep spoke up. “What of the demon's great knight-general, descended from dragons?”
			

			
				“Heh? Did not hear tell of that... only that there's some mutant newt that must be kept as an amusement.”
			

			
				The commander nodded. “They disguise themselves. Change form. Corrupt the weak-minded.”
			

			
				Ren kept his face blank, while beside him Cas made a muffled gagging sound that might’ve been a snicker.
			

			
				“Sounds dreadful,” Ren said. “We’ll pray for their swift capture.” 
			

			
				The commander paused a moment longer, chin raised in that practiced elven angle of superiority. “They are cunning, yes, but disorganized. Sloppy. Once we catch their trail, it will not take long.”
			

			
				“Indeed,” said one of the younger elves, flicking imaginary dust off his sleeve. “Barbarians leave mess wherever they go. You can smell them before you see them.”
			

			
				“Fare-you-well, pilgrims. Do not fear this demon,” the commander said, adjusting his gauntlet with precision. “The moment we meet them, their threat will end.”
			

			
				Cas made a low choking noise that might have been a growl—or a laugh. Ren subtly stepped on her paw.
			

			
				The elves departed in silence, melting back into the trees.
			

			
				Ren waited a solid thirty seconds before letting out the breath he’d been holding.
			

			
				“Newt!” Sweep yelled, unable to hold it in any longer. “They shall know my swift revenge!”
			

			
				“Keep your skirt on, Sally,” Ren kicked dirt at the kobold. “They didn't even mention Plum.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The trail narrowed as the trees thickened, turning the path to Sawmill into a corridor of damp bark and roots. They’d been walking since dawn, and Ren called for a rest near a half-rotted log just off the road.
			

			
				While the others dropped their gear and flopped into makeshift seats, Ren wandered a bit to clear his head—and take a leak. He stepped over a mossy rock, pushed past a veil of low-hanging branches, and froze.
			

			
				A rosebush. Wild, thorny, blood-red flowers. It coiled like a serpent through the undergrowth. But what rooted it wasn’t soil. It was bone.
			

			
				The skeletal remains of a humin, ribs arched upward like a broken birdcage, the rose stems weaving out from the chest cavity, blooming where the heart used to be.
			

			
				Ren stared. “The hell...”
			

			
				“Making new friends?”
			

			
				He turned. Noiraud stood behind him, leaning casually against a tree with a smile on her lips and mischief in her eyes. Her tail flicked idly.
			

			
				“You always stumble into these romantic little grave gardens, or is this just for me, master?”
			

			
				Ren gestured at the corpse. “That rose is growing from the body.”
			

			
				“Mmhmm. Found two more just like it. One by a creek bend. Another tangled up in a fallen log. All with lovely little skeletons inside. Very upscale fertilizer.”
			

			
				Ren crouched, squinting at the thorns. “What is this? Some kind of magic?”
			

			
				Noiraud sauntered closer. “I thought you were the necromancer now? Shouldn’t you be asking them, master? Talk to the dead.”
			

			
				Ren looked up at her. “How would that work?”
			

			
				She gave him a crooked grin. “You have her rune. Her power. You can speak with the dead. Isinore used to do it all the time. Creepy dinner parties. Midnight confessions. Sometimes to find out secrets only the dead knew... sometimes just for fun. One time she woke up a dead merchant just to ask where he bought his boots because she liked them. The poor bastard was two days gone and still had better fashion sense than half the court.”
			

			
				He raised an eyebrow. “How? And why didn’t you mention this sooner?”
			

			
				“Master never asked,” she said sweetly. “But if you want answers, there’s a way where you can learn her secrets. From my memories.”
			

			
				“I don’t know any spell like that.”
			

			
				“It is no spell… but the special bond between a master and her familiar. Do you not recall being able to hear her thoughts, see through her eyes, when you were a familiar?”
			

			
				Now that she mentioned it… that made sense. If it was some sort of… magically file-sharing… maybe the cat could be right.
			

			
				“Teach me how.”
			

			
				The cat-girl smirked. “Since you're my master now, we can link too. Share my thoughts. You stare into my eyes, and I’ll let you see my memories. Maybe you’ll find what you need there.”
			

			
				He hesitated. “This isn’t some scam to grope me, right?”
			

			
				Noiraud blinked innocently. “I would never. Not without warning master first.”
			

			
				She sat cross-legged in front of him, gesturing for him to mirror her. With a sigh he joined her.
			

			
				They locked eyes.
			

			
				The silence between them stretched into something charged. Aside from her ears and tal, the eyes were the one cat-like feature that stubbornly refused to become humin as she evolved. Noiraud’s pupils widened, black slits swallowing the color of her eyes. The air around them seemed to still, the chirp of birds and rustle of leaves fading into a hush. Ren felt his heartbeat thud louder in his ears. Their breathing synced without meaning to.
			

			
				She tilted her head slightly, whispering, “Don’t look away.”
			

			
				He didn’t.
			

			
				A faint, electric pull started in the space between them. The void rune on his palm tingled, and he swore he felt something shift—like a key turning inside his chest. Noiraud’s gaze glowed faintly, twin slivers of moonlight and shadow.
			

			
				Then the world tilted.
			

			
				Ren felt himself fall forward into fog and memory.
			

			
				Suddenly, he was inside Noiraud’s mind. Or rather, her old self—Isinore’s familiar. A sleek black cat prowling the edge of a ritual chamber. Candles flickered. A corpse sat upright in a stone chair, mouth slack, eyes clouded with magic. Isinore stood before it, reciting an incantation in a low, melodic chant.
			

			
				Ren tried to focus. Tried to remember the words. But his point of view kept shifting. He caught glimpses of the ritual circle, the sigils drawn in blood. Then—movement. A string. A dangling bit of yarn tied to Isinore’s belt.
			

			
				Cat-Ren pounced.
			

			
				Then hissed at a swatting hand that belonged to Isinore's succubus handmaid.
			

			
				The cat pretended not to have been interest in the string all along, and stopped to furiously lick a hind leg.
			

			
				“Stop that!” Ren tried to yell, but he had no voice. Only instincts. The memory blurred as his feline self leapt onto the altar, knocked over a vial, and promptly rolled onto her back for no reason at all.
			

			
				The spell. The process. He was so close.
			

			
				And then—
			

			
				Ren gasped.
			

			
				He was laying on his back in the grass. Back in the forest again. Noiraud was straddling him, kissing him with intense, hungry fervor. Her tall black witch hat had fallen off, her black hair brushing his face.
			

			
				“Uh—what... where am I?” he managed, breathless. “Are we in the memory?”
			

			
				The black-haired cat-girl growled softly against his neck. “We were. But then I remembered how annoying you are when you think too hard.”
			

			
				Ren pushed her back gently, blinking. “You said this was legit… and not some ploy to make out with me!”
			

			
				She smiled, fangs glinting. “Can’t it be both?”
			

			
				Before he could answer, she leaned in again and kissed him—slow and deep at first, but it didn’t stay that way. Her fingers slid into his hair, claws lightly dragging against his scalp. Her weight shifted with the soft, sinuous tension of a predator curling into a pounce.
			

			
				Her tail coiled around his leg like a binding spell. Her kisses turned feral—teeth grazing his lower lip, breath warm against his throat. Ren groaned before he could stop himself, hands gripping her ass as she pressed closer.
			

			
				He wasn’t sure if the heat rushing through him was from the spell or just her, but he knew he was losing ground fast. “Uh… what are you doing?”
			

			
				Noiraud pulled back just enough to whisper, “You’re not trying to break the ritual, are you, master?”
			

			
				Ren exhaled through his nose, voice rough. “I wouldn't even know how.”
			

			
				The cat-girl did his best, but Ren’s mind was on the details he’d seen in his memory. Distractingly close to being complete. He went over them over and over trying to come up with the missing piece.
			

			
				Noiraud had him pinned to the ground like prey she intended to devour—tail flicking, ears twitching, little nipples erect and the warmth of the pussy’s pussy grinding against his thigh. She kissed him like she was starving and Ren was the last warm thing in the world. Her hands roamed with feline urgency, her breath a soft growl in his ear.
			

			
				And Ren… was thinking about glyph patterns.
			

			
				“Wait,” he mumbled, blinking past the distraction of her very enthusiastic grinding hips. “Wait, wait, wait—the seventh glyph doesn’t need to be inverted, it just needs to be mirrored—of course! All I need to do is—”
			

			
				Noiraud froze mid-kiss.
			

			
				Ren, still breathless but now grinning in triumph, sat up slightly. “I was thinking about t it backwards!”
			

			
				The shift in her mood was instant. Her ears flattened. Her golden eyes narrowed to slits. She hissed like an angry tabby then shoved herself off him with a growl of pure, insulted fury.
			

			
				“Unbelievable,” she snapped, smoothing her skirt with dangerous dignity. “Next time, try solving your magic before you let me get on top, Master.”
			

			
				And with that, she stalked away, tail lashing like a whip, leaving Ren on the forest floor, half-aroused and entirely confused.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The moon hung low, casting silver pools of light through the forest canopy as Ren and his crew crept along the overgrown trail toward Sawmill. The night was alive with insects and the distant, uneasy hoot of something that might’ve been an owl—or something hungrier.
			

			
				Cas loped out of the trees ahead of them in wolf form, tail flicking urgently. She stopped, gave a low growl, then turned and trotted back the way she came. Ren exchanged a glance with Needy before following. He noticed the cat joined them despite being pissed with him all day.
			

			
				They slipped through the underbrush until Cas halted near the crest of a hill and dropped low. Ren crawled beside her and parted a curtain of leaves.
			

			
				Below, in a moonlit clearing, a man was tied to a tree. A humin, red-haired and clearly terrified. He squirmed against his bonds as shapes emerged silently from the forest... had to be a dozen of them. At first, they looked like part of the woods themselves: shrouded in mossy cloaks and faces hidden behind painted bark masks.
			

			
				He activated the necrovision and a stat card flickered into view above the nearest figure:
			

			
				
Race: Dryad 
Class: Ambush Predator / Tree Witch / Screaming Forest Problem
Life Level: 37
 
			

			
				SKILLS:
			

			
					
					Feral +12
				

					
					Unpredictable +1 
				

					
					Eat Live Prey +4
				

			

			
				LIKES:
• Moonlight hunts
• Sinewy, terrified intruders
• Gnawing on elf bones for calcium
• Screaming as foreplay
• Complicated root systems
			

			
				DISLIKES:
• Axes
• Fire
• Soap
• Elves who pretend to “commune with nature” after one tea ceremony
• Consent negotiations (they prefer to skip that part)
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren’s stomach dropped. Fuck... dryads.
			

			
				Then one by one the figures shed their camouflage.
			

			
				The forest hushed as bark masks fell and mossy cloaks dropped to the earth, revealing lithe, nude figures beneath. 
			

			
				The feral forest creatures were mesmerizing—tall and slender, their green-hued skin marked with whorls of living vine and flowering tattoos that pulsed faintly with inner light. Their hair draped down in tangles of moss and ivy, trailing like veils of seduction. Small-breasted, tight-hipped, with hypnotic grace like serpents; as if every motion was designed to tantalize. Their steps soundless. Eyes glowed with green hunger, ancient and wild, and their smiles promised a pleasure so deep it bordered on annihilation.
			

			
				They were raw, predatory beauty given form—and they knew it.
			

			
				Naked, graceful, and inhumanly beautiful, they circled the man, stroking his cheeks, his chest, cooing softly. The red-bearded humin was visibly trembling, eyes darting, trying to make sense of whether this was his execution or his very lucky day.
			

			
				He started to plead, breathless. “Please, I—I don’t know what you want, just let me—” 
			

			
				One of the dryads cut him off by pouncing.
			

			
				With a delighted shriek, she tackled him to the moss, tearing off his clothes. She mounted him with predatory grace, and began riding him like the last stallion in a burning stable. He gave a confused grunt that turned into a moan of shock and then an ecstatic gasp as he exploded in less than a minute.
			

			
				His eyes rolled back. His face slackened in awe. “Ahh,” he sighed in pleasure. “That wasn't so bad... wait... what are you...”
			

			
				Then the second dryad climbed on. His cries muffled by her earthy forest cooch in his face. She rode him like a neglected housewife on a washing machine. Then the first climbed off leaving his slick member exposed and there was a tussle among the dryads to replace her.
			

			
				Ren and the crew watched in stunned silence as the man’s gasps turned to amused moans, then yelps of alarm, and finally choked cries for help. As the dryads ran a train on his squishy body the experience turned from a dream into a nightmare.
			

			
				The dryads didn’t slow down. If anything, they got more wild.
			

			
				“Man’s being tag-teamed by forest spirits like it’s a fertility festival and he’s the main course,” Cas muttered, half-impressed, half-horrified.
			

			
				“He’s definitely losing levels,” Ren unfocussed his vision to see the stat card over his head.
			

			
				“I think his soul just tapped out,” Needy whispered, peeking through her fingers.
			

			
				Cas, still in wolf form, tilted her head. “Gotta say, I admire the teamwork. Very efficient seduction strategy.”
			

			
				Needy’s face was bright pink under her veil. “I—I don’t think he's able to keep... oh my gods—she’s using her tongue—” 
			

			
				“And her fingers,” the cat-girl purred.
			

			
				“To get it hard again!”
			

			
				“You can look away if it’s bothering you so much,” Ren said.
			

			
				“I can’t!” Needy whispered. “The form... the pacing... the choreography—wait, how many fingers can fit in that hole?”
			

			
				“You'd be surprised,” Cas chuckled.
			

			
				Noiraud, lounging against a log, stared. “Fey magic. That man couldn’t stop now even if he wanted to. They’re boosting his... stamina... until they can milk him dry.”
			

			
				On the forest floor, the man had long since stopped protesting and gone brain-dead. The body reacting but the soul had fled. The dryads dogpiled him in a horny tangle of limbs and murmurs. 
			

			
				It went on for a long time. The forest pulsed with the strange, hypnotic rhythm of their lovemaking.
			

			
				Eventually, the man gave a final, blissful cry, his body arching before he slumped motionless to the moss. The dryads whispered farewells, kissed his lips, and vanished into the trees – all of them sticky, a few of them bow-legged.
			

			
				When he was sure they were gone Ren approached the body. The man’s eyes were open but glassy, lips still curved in a faint smile. His chest had stilled.
			

			
				Ren leaned back. “Not the worst way to die.”
			

			
				“Certainly more enthusiastic than most executions,” Noiraud agreed.
			

			
				A rose vine curled from his ribs, blooming a single red blossom just above where his heart had been.
			

			
				Ren took a breath, placed his hand over the blossom, and reached for the magic of the void rune. The world around him went quiet as he tried to replicate the ritual he'd seen Isinore do in the cat's memories.
			

			
				Ren sprinkled a circle in ash, lit a candle of gravewax, and bit his thumb for blood. He whispered:
			

			
				“By bone, by breath, by silence deep,
Awake thy soul from endless sleep.”
			

			
				The flame flickered green. The air grew cold. And the man’s mouth twitched and his eyes sprang open.
			

			
				“Where are you from?” Ren asked.
			

			
				The corpse croaked, voice low and dry. 
			

			
				“I think his mouth is all glued together with cunny juice,” the cat observed.
			

			
				Ren poured some water from a canteen into the dead man's lips and tried again.
			

			
				“Sawmill,” the corpse rasped out loud this time.
			

			
				“Sawmill?” Needy rushed forward. “What can you tell us about it?”
			

			
				The corpse’s head lolled. “Don’t... trust Jack.”
			

			
				“Who’s Jack? What’s going on in Sawmill?”
			

			
				“Is it safe?” Needy asked. “Speak!”
			

			
				The lips cracked into a weak grin. “Worth it,” he sighed and then the light in the man’s eyes flickered and went out. He was a corpse again.
			

			
				Ren stood, brushing dirt from his palms. “Well,” he said. “That’s... not ominous at all.”
			

			
				Cas padded up beside him, tongue lolling in a canine grin. “At least he died doing what he loved.”
			

			
				Noiraud nodded. “Multiple times, apparently.”
			

			
				Needy said nothing. She just stared at the corpse. The rose vine growing from the ribs had started to bloom.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 19   : Heloise
			

			
				 
			

			
				The woods had gotten worse.
			

			
				They should have reached Sawmill by now but they’d left the road hours ago—Ren was sure of it—and now their hand-drawn carts groaned with every step, wheels squelching in soggy loam. A wrong turn somewhere. The trees leaned in like nosy neighbors, and a thick fog had rolled in from nowhere, clinging low to the ground like a shroud. The air smelled of wet bark, rot, and swamp farts.
			

			
				“Pilgrim trail, my ass,” Ren muttered, swatting at gnats.
			

			
				One of the carts hit a soft patch and sank with a loud, sucking slurp. Plum cursed and tried to haul it back, but the wheel cracked, sinking deeper into the mud.
			

			
				They were officially stuck.
			

			
				Noiraud hissed, tail twitching. “This place stinks like something that used to be alive.”
			

			
				Needy wrung muddy water out of the skirt of her dress, exposing curvy green thighs and a fringe of orange bush. “I don’t think this trail goes to town...”
			

			
				Ren was too busy staring to give her shit for stating the obvious. 
			

			
				“Yup,” he muttered, craning his neck.
			

			
				“Hey... whazzat?” Cas said.
			

			
				Ren followed her gaze and saw it—a faint yellow glow through the fog. Like a lantern.
			

			
				Cas perked up. “Light. That means people. Or maybe solid ground.”
			

			
				They followed it, dragging what they could, weaving between the trees until the trail dead-ended into a stinking bog. Half-sunken wagons leaned at odd angles, their wood black with rot. The air reeked of death and swamp gas. Flies danced in clouds.
			

			
				The light hovered just ahead.
			

			
				It pulsed. Wavered. Then solidified into a floating orb—a glowing yellow sphere that bobbed like a balloon.
			

			
				“Treachery!” Sweep said and stepped forward; sword drawn. “I'll teach you to be a floating light!”
			

			
				He swung.
			

			
				The light darted aside and fired a crackling arc of lightning. It zapped Sweep’s blade, sending it flying and knocking him backward into a pile of mud and moss.
			

			
				“Ghost balloon zapped me!” he croaked.
			

			
				Panic broke out. Cas growled. Needy yelped and ducked behind Ren. Plum started reaching for where they'd hidden the guns in the bottom of a cart.
			

			
				“Hold it!” Ren barked. 
			

			
				He activated his necrovision, the cursed rune on his palm glowing faintly. The world shifted… colors desaturated, shadows deepened, and the glowing orb now pulsed with a different energy. Not just light. Undeath. Above the sphere’s head the stat card hovered.
			

			
				Name: Heloise
Race: Will-o’-Wisp (swamp spirit)
Class: Guide 
Life Level: ?? (Doesn’t show up on most magical scans. Weird.)
 
			

			
				SKILLS:
• Follow Me, Maybe +5 : Glows just bright enough to lure you into safety... or doom. She swears it’s the first one this time.
• Zap of Affection +4 : Can deliver tiny shocks that might be healing or might just be attention-seeking.
• Flicker-Phase +2 : Phases through solid matter, logic, and polite conversation.
			

			
				LIKES:
• Foggy moors at twilight
• Lonely wanderers with unresolved trauma
• Shiny things, especially ones you told her not to touch
• Being the smartest spark in the room
DISLIKES:
• Salt circles
• Getting mistaken for “just a light”
• Exorcisms
• Being ignored
• People who walk too slow
			

			
				 
			

			
				Hours of reading creature bestiaries in the Nethermire library told him exactly what they were dealing with.
			

			
				“It’s a will-o-wisp,” Ren said. “An undead spirit. Someone who died here.”
			

			
				The orb halted mid-air, as if surprised to be seen.
			

			
				Ren stepped forward, raising his hand.
			

			
				“Cease your drifting, spirit! I command you in the name of the living and the dead!” Ren thundered, channeling the imperious tone he’d once heard Isinore use when banishing a bone devil at a wine-tasting. His voice dropped an octave, cold and resonant. “You will answer. You will obey. I see you.”
			

			
				The light flickered.
			

			
				Then it spoke, voice high and echoing like a child trapped at the bottom of a well. “You can? Oh! Oh, finally! Someone fun! Are you here to play with me?”
			

			
				The crew froze.
			

			
				The will-o-wisp bobbed like it was clapping. “You’re not gonna run away like the others, are you? They always scream. I zap them and they scream and then they’re quiet.”
			

			
				Ren paused. “Uhh... Who are you?”
			

			
				“I was Heloise,” the wisp said proudly. “A long time ago. Before the priest and the knives. Before the ropes. Before I went pop like a soap bubble!”
			

			
				She giggled.
			

			
				Gudrun blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”
			

			
				Heloise spun in a lazy circle. “They put me in the swamp. Said it would make the crops grow. I think it worked. There’s so much moss now!”
			

			
				Gudrun stepped forward, her eyes heavy with something like grim recognition. “It's an old rite in these parts,” she said, her voice low. “A sacrifice to a forgotten thing they used to worship in these swamps—Thorn-Father Olh. Some twisted local god, maybe older than the Franks. They cut a maiden’s throat and pin her face down in the bog with a Y-shaped branch around her neck—makes sure her soul doesn’t float off. Makes her part of the land. A seed for the season’s blood harvest, they called it.”
			

			
				Ren swallowed. Turned to the undead light. “And you’ve been here ever since?”
			

			
				“Mhm! No one comes to talk. They just get stuck and die. Boring. Until you showed up! You’re weird. I like you.”
			

			
				Ren lowered his hand slightly. “Can you help us get out of here?”
			

			
				The light dimmed, thoughtful. “Maybe. I don’t like going near the village. They’ve got... bad things. But I can take you close. Just promise you won’t scream if I zap you again. I was just excited.”
			

			
				“Bad things?” Cas asked.
			

			
				Heloise flickered beside Ren’s ear, her light pulsing with lazy confidence and a hint of mischief.
			

			
				“Uh-huh! Ohhh, you are lucky,” she cooed, spiraling in a lazy corkscrew through the air. “Most folks wander into this forest and get themselves eaten by night-witches. You know—creaky tree women with moss in their bras and sap in their veins? Yeah, them.”
			

			
				She shimmered a little brighter, clearly proud of herself. “But not you. Nope. You got me.”
			

			
				She bobbed close, voice dropping to a whisper. “See, those old bats don’t come near me. There’s a sort of… understanding. I glow. They grumble. I sing. They shriek. It’s adorable. But they know better than to cross a spark with standards.”
			

			
				Her light shifted to an ominous blue. “They run the woods, sure. The trees, the roots, the dark. But me? I run the swamp. And you’re in my realm now.”
			

			
				She flashed pink again. “So chin up, tall-dark-and-moody. Long as you stick close to me, the night-witches won’t so much as hex your boots. Probably.”
			

			
				She paused. “Unless you go walking into the thorn-door. Then you’re on your own, babe.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled slowly. “Uhhh, sure. We’ll walk. You lead.”
			

			
				Heloise spun in a happy circle. “Yaaaay! I have friends again!”
			

			
				Then the glowing ball darted ahead into the mist, trailing an eerie comet tail behind her.
			

			
				Ren glanced at his crew. “Follow the haunted swamp orb, he said. It'll be fine, he said.”
			

			
				“Better than staying here,” Needy mumbled.
			

			
				“Barely,” Cas added.
			

			
				They trudged forward, carts creaking and boots squelching as the will-o-wisp led them deeper into the fog. It thinned as the woods gave way to farmland—if it could still be called that. Ren pulled up short at the edge of a muddy path, his boots sinking slightly as he surveyed what passed for civilization.
			

			
				This was Sawmill?
			

			
				Fields stretched out in ragged patches, more weeds than crops, with twisted fencing and scarecrows posted not in the center of the fields—but around the edges, as if they were guarding something in. The scarecrows themselves didn’t look right either. They were too detailed. One wore a rusted helmet. Another had teeth.
			

			
				Beyond the fields stood a run-down wooden palisade, half of it sagging, moss-choked, and clearly patched with whatever planks and scrap the villagers could get their hands on. The village buildings slouched at the base of a waterfall flowing down a towering cliff streaked with mineral veins and black scars of overmined stone.
			

			
				Wooden scaffolding jutted out across the cliffside like skeletal ribs. Mine entrances gaped in the rock like open mouths, and above it all, a narrow river tumbled over the edge of the cliff in a frothing waterfall, turning a massive wheel affixed to the side of an ancient stone millhouse. The building clung to the rock like it had given up fighting gravity long ago.
			

			
				But it was the gate that stopped them.
			

			
				A stone statue the size of a house lay half-buried in the mud, carved in the shape of a giant man lying on his side. Time had not been kind. One eye was gone, eroded to a hole. The nose had been broken off. Moss trailed down the cracks of its cheekbones. And the mouth had been bored out to form the gate into Sawmill. 
			

			
				“That's ominous,” Ren said.
			

			
				“I like it,” Cas grinned.
			

			
				The will-o-wisp hovered near a crooked fencepost, its golden light dimming.
			

			
				“This is as far as I’ll go,” Heloise said, her voice smaller now. “That place is full of bad things. There’s a man there—he’s got horns. His magic stinks. I don’t like him.”
			

			
				Ren looked at the gate again, then at his crew.
			

			
				“Noted. Avoid the horned man. Good start. Well… thanks Heloise.”
			

			
				“Be careful,” the light said, drifting away. “Smell ya later.”
			

			
				They led their carts forward, wagon wheels groaning along the rutted track. As they drew closer to the village, they spotted the slow, meandering river just beyond the nearest field. Small wooden docks jutted out onto the water, half of them tilting at precarious angles. A few boats were drawn up on shore.
			

			
				“Well,” Ren muttered, “I’ve been to worse towns. Probably. Maybe.”
			

			
				They passed under the yawning stone mouth, carts rattling behind them, and entered Sawmill. The dark opening swallowed them whole and they emerged into the narrow streets of the village like they were crawling through the giant's guts.
			

			
				Even at this hour Sawmill wasn’t asleep. Far from it. The main street flickered with lanterns, windows glowing with yellow light like eyes in the dark. Music and shouting spilled from open doors; the whine of a hurdy-gurdy from one place and the thumping beat of drums and singing from another. Somewhere, glass shattered. In the distance someone cackled like they'd just seen a god fall down drunk.
			

			
				The buildings leaned toward each other like gossips conspiring over the narrow street—ramshackle, two- or three-story wooden structures slapped together with warped planks and crooked beams. Whole sections seemed to sag with fatigue, and more than one looked like it was being held up by the building beside it. Narrow balconies jutted out above the road like crooked teeth, draped in laundry and ropes that strung lanterns.
			

			
				The rest of his crew followed Ren in their borrowed pilgrim clothes. All dressed in black they looked like a Thanksgiving parade. Eyes darting around the sagging buildings. Light and noise spilled from the open doors and windows, a raucous mix of laughter, singing, and what sounded like an off-key attempt at a drinking song.
			

			
				Cas tilted her head, listening. “They’re speaking Frankish…”
			

			
				That could mean anything but it was better than if they were Saexish. Isinore had been Frankish, although she’d left humin society long ago.
			

			
				Ren exhaled, glancing at the others. “Stay alert. Stick to our cover story. Let’s see if they’re friendly.”
			

			
				“Humins? Friendly?” Plum scoffed.
			

			
				“Well, at least not ‘openly murderous’.”
			

			
				Ren and his crew trudged through town, keeping up their roles as muddy pilgrims. Hoods up, eyes down, carts creaking.
			

			
				But the town noticed.
			

			
				A drunk goblin lying half-submerged in a ditch pointed at them with a broken bottle. “Look at these limp-sleeved hymn-humpers! What’s the matter, boys—run outta temples to piss in?”
			

			
				A wild hog trotted past dragging what looked like a humin arm in its teeth. Another was rooting in a trash pile near a collapsed shack, completely ignoring a one-eyed man in a hood who was enthusiastically vomiting into a boot.
			

			
				People stared.
			

			
				Locals humins appeared, squinting out from under brimmed hats and hoods. They leaned against wooden posts, on porches or in doorways. Their expressions ranged from lazy amusement to aggressive curiosity. And the people did not seem quite right. Like they’d wandered into back-country inbred territory.
			

			
				A fat, toad-like man in a hood shuffled across the street, missing one eye and muttering something about leeches in the water supply. He nodded at them like they were fellow lunatics. A shaved-headed man with a neckbeard like a Mormon missionary gone rogue glared as they passed, then tried to sell Needy a cracked holy symbol while muttering something about cleansing fire. A skinny guy in a bird mask sat cross-legged on a rooftop above, tossing bits of meat to crows and whispering, “Judgment comes on wings.”
			

			
				Cas, still in wolf form, growled low. “This place smells like crotch-rot.”
			

			
				Their procession came even with a pair of orc enforcers looming near a bar entrance, their tusks yellowed and their sneers practiced. One spat in the dirt as Ren passed. The other cracked his knuckles and said, “Nice robes, preacher. Want us to light you up for the gods?”
			

			
				Ren kept walking.
			

			
				Ahead, a sudden bang! split the air.
			

			
				Two men spilled into the middle of the street, one with a wheelock pistol still smoking. The other stumbling to the ground where he tried to level his own gun. 
			

			
				“The whor'n' mine!” he yelled.
			

			
				“Thass my waife you sonbitch,” the other yelled.
			

			
				A humin woman with a painted face and what had once been a bright gown with her boobs hanging out screamed and threw herself in front of the wounded man.
			

			
				“No!” she screamed. “Don hurt ‘im!”
			

			
				Just as the wheelock pistol went off and blew a hole in the back of her head. She hit the ground twitching in a spreading pool of blood. The wounded man perished a moment later and the remaining survivor stuffed his gun through his belt, grabbed the woman's body by the ankle, and dragged her back inside the nearby brothel without another word. 
			

			
				Geezus... the place made Tombstone look like a tea party.
			

			
				A scantily clad woman watched from a balcony, chewing an apple and keeping an eye on Ren – apparently pilgrims was more of a novelty than murder and necrophilia.
			

			
				Farther up the road, Ren paused their procession as a group of humin paladins—half a dozen in chains—were being marched toward a domed temple by a squad of robed monks. Stripped of their armor, battered, tabards torn. Locals jeered, one tossing a stone that hit a paladin square in the face. The guards escorting them laughed.
			

			
				“Friendly,” Noiraud murmured.
			

			
				Needy clutched her fake prayer book tighter. “It reminds me of where I grew up."
			

			
				“Good,” Ren muttered. “That means we’ll fit right in.”
			

			
				“Who? Eoin Shurdlu the demon and his gang, or ‘Brother Eustace’ the pilgrim?” Cas snorted.
			

			
				They pulled their carts along, not bothering to step around the blood in the streets from the recent gunfight. 
			

			
				Welcome to Sawmill.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren pulled the crew into a huddle just off the main road, trying to use the corner of a leaning shack for cover from the madness of the street.
			

			
				“This place is weird,” Cas said flatly. “And that’s coming from someone who’s spent a week disguised as a lockbox in Isinore's toilet.”
			

			
				“What did she need locked up in her toilet?” Needy asked. Cas leaned in to tell her and after a moment's whispering the goblin blushed to the tips of her ears.
			

			
				“I don’t like how open everything is,” Needy added, eyeing a passing orc with warpaint and a blood-stained apron. “Why are these humins and orcs so happy together? And why are so few of them stabbing each other?”
			

			
				“We’re outsiders here,” Ren muttered. “We need to get off the street before someone decides we’re worth looting, lynching, or marrying.”
			

			
				Cas shrugged. “Why not just pick a building, kill everyone inside, and claim it?"
			

			
				It was a perfectly reasonable way to get real estate in a dungeon. Cas had never seen 'civilization' before and he wasn't sure he could explain law and order to a dungeon squatter.
			

			
				Needy nodded. “That’s how my great grandfather became boss of the tribe.”
			

			
				Ren rubbed his eyes. “Because this is a town. With rules. Flimsy, gross, probably rigged rules, but rules. You can pay for food. For beds. With money.”
			

			
				Gudrun gave a solemn nod. “Civilization? Barely.”
			

			
				Before the conversation could go further, a trio of drunken miners staggered up, eyes bloodshot and breath stinking of fungus beer.
			

			
				“Check out the caboose on red!” one miner said staring at Needy. “There is nothing I wouldn't eat out of her ass!”
			

			
				“Hey there, little green thing,” another slurred, gesturing at Needy. “How much for a tickle?”
			

			
				Needy blinked. “What?”
			

			
				Another one whipped his dick out. “Come on, don’t be shy—”
			

			
				It happened so fast Ren didn't see it. Just a door-slamming sound of jaws snapping shut and Cas was spitting a floppy flesh knob into the guy's face with blood on her chin.
			

			
				The miner had a delayed reaction. Eyes going from his severed dick to the blood running down his pants. Ren jammed the barrel of a wheelock pistol under the chin of the second one and pulled the trigger, sending his brains and top of his skull pattering to the street like rain. By then the first one screamed and dropped to his knees. Gudrun, surprisingly fast, jammed her ceremonial dagger up into the third’s armpit. Blood sprayed. 
			

			
				Ren leveled his second pistol at the dickless one still moaning on the ground. “Directions. Now. Nicest inn in town. Don’t try to be clever or I’ll let her bite you again.”
			

			
				The miner blubbered. “The R-rough Rider. On the r-river! Big stone place! You c-can’t m-miss it!”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren and the crew stood outside a three-story stone building that squatted by the river. By the broken and motionless waterwheel on the riverside of the building, it had once been a mill. It now thrummed with music, laughter, and the scent of too many kinds of smoke. Light spilled from every crooked window. 
			

			
				“Think this is the place?” Needy asked.
			

			
				The sign above the door had been made from a rusty six-foot sawblade and had the painted wooden effigy of a woman straddling it with a surprised look on her face.
			

			
				Rough Rider... cute.
			

			
				Inside, the place was shitkicker heaven. The place reeked of cheap ale, sweat, and the steps stank like urine. The kind of place where even the rats probably carried knives. 
			

			
				Nim might find a hot date here…
			

			
				The tavern door creaked open on a gust of cold air and damp cloaks. Mud-spattered boots hit the floor. Ren stepped in first, Cas and Gudrun close behind, both still wearing their pilgrim disguises—hooded cloaks, worn belts, and just enough fake humility to pass for wandering god-botherers.
			

			
				The room went dead silent.
			

			
				A man at the bar did a full spit take, ale spraying across the table. Somewhere, a lute twanged off-key and stopped. Every filthy, armed, and half-drunk face turned their way. Pointing. Whispering. Staring.
			

			
				Ren cleared his throat. “Peace be upon you, brothers. We are but humble pilgrims seeking—uh—lodging for the night.”
			

			
				Luckily the room’s attention went to the mariachi-style troubadour strumming a lute on stage. A drunk took that moment to heckle him and threw a cup, the bard calmly slid a knife from inside the instrument and drove it through the heckler’s face. The crowd cheered and someone shouted, “Encore!”
			

			
				Suddenly the place went back to what they’d been doing. Temporarily forgotten, Ren gestured at the far side of the room. “That guy’s probably the barkeep—” he pointed at a wiry man with a mane of filthy, unkempt hair. His eyes were different colors—one bloodshot, the other glassy and fixed. Standing on a rickety table, the broad-chested, mud-streaked buffoon waved a half-empty tankard, regaling the crowd with a tale as filthy as his grease-streaked apron.
			

			
				“So there I was,” he bellowed, slamming a hand against his chest. “Face to face with the biggest, roundest, most succulent sheep you ever did see. A real beauty, boys. Coat like white silk, legs sturdy as a barmaid on payday.”
			

			
				The crowd roared, already half-drunk and all in.
			

			
				“But the lord’s men were close behind,” he continued, throwing an arm around the nearest scoundrel like they were partners in crime. “I had seconds to act. So I did what any man of true genius and legendary cunning would do—I threw off my clothes, dropped to all fours, and started bleating like a lovesick ram.”
			

			
				Laughter erupted, tankards slammed on tables.
			

			
				“Aye, the shepherd thought I was the biggest, neediest buck he ever laid eyes on! Started waving the stick at me—‘Git, git!’—but I stood my ground. Made my intentions clear. Locked eyes with that fine woolly maiden and gave her my best look.”
			

			
				He fluttered his eyelashes, tossing his wild, greasy hair for effect.
			

			
				Gudrun grinned. “I think I like this guy.”
			

			
				The storyteller leaned in, voice dropping low and conspiratorial. “And that, lads, is how I rode out of the lord’s pasture, stark naked, on the back of a very satisfied sheep, while the guards were too horrified to stop me.”
			

			
				The brigands howled, pounding the tables, demanding another round.
			

			
				“Yeah,” Ren added. “Seems trustworthy.”
			

			
				He turned and the girls followed him. It took a moment to realise Cas was missing.
			

			
				They spotted her halfway across the hall, following a row of big-boned orc girls carrying trays covered in food on their heads. The line deposited the platters and trays on a banquet table being served to a hulking orc boss who looked like he could deadlift a wagon and then beat it to death for disrespecting him. His shoulders were broader than the table, and his tusks curved like butcher hooks. He was dressed in enough black velvet to outfit a whole family of Accomackian puritans with enough black lace to equip an army's worth of war-widows. A huge two-handed sword leaned against the back of his chair.
			

			
				Surrounding him were a half-dozen orc women, all of them fat, painted, and loud. They laughed like hogs in heat, slapping each other’s thighs and feeding him handfuls of roasted meat. Their makeup looked like it had been applied with paint brushes and blind optimism.
			

			
				Cas was drooling, eyes glazed, tongue out on her hands and knees.
			

			
				Ren and Gudrun rushed in and grabbed her just as she was about to abscond with a roasted leg of lamb. They made it just before she could transform into a treasure chest and swallow the whole thing.
			

			
				“No! I wanna eat it!” she protested loudly as the two hauled her away.
			

			
				“HEY!” the big orc boomed. “You, god-thumper!"
			

			
				Shit...
			

			
				Ren turned around. he was talking to them. “What’s your price for the blonde?”
			

			
				Ren froze. “Excuse me?”
			

			
				“The harfoot!” the orc said, pointing at Gudrun. “How much?”
			

			
				Gudrun gave an eeep!
			

			
				Ren gasped, drawing himself up like a man personally affronted by the collapse of morality. “She’s a priestess, you monster! You’d proposition a woman of the cloth for satisfaction of your lust? In front of her god?”
			

			
				“Fuck her?” The orc grinned. “I want to eat her! Harfoot’s a delicacy. I’ll pay top coin. Just tenderize her first.”
			

			
				Ren’s jaw tightened. “Not for sale. Not for eating. Not for anything.”
			

			
				The orc boss raised an eyebrow and slowly stood. The floor creaked beneath him. His bulk blocked out half the firelight. “Don’t you know who I am?” he growled. “You better think again, preacher. This town doesn’t like outsiders who don’t know their place.”
			

			
				Half a dozen orcs rose behind him—hulking, armed, sneering.
			

			
				Ren’s fingers twitched toward his pistols.
			

			
				Then—
			

			
				“Patrons, please!”
			

			
				The barkeep popped up between them, arms wide, apron stained with every color of booze and bad decisions. “Let’s remember Thistledown Jack’s very clear policy about eating paying customers, yeah? After that last incident with the iron merchant’s wife... remember?”
			

			
				The big orc grumbled but sat back down, grumbling and snapping a turkey leg in half. “You’re lucky Jack’s soft on pilgrims.”
			

			
				“Well now, you nice religious folk come right this way, hey?” the barkeep led them away and Ren backed up, refusing to take his eyes off the orc. Turning your back on an angry orc was an invitation to a sucker punch.
			

			
				The drunken buffoon and goblin servers plunked down pitchers of beer and bowls of stew on the table where Ren and his crew had settled in. The air was still thick with side-eyes and murmured conversations as the men and orcs around them no doubt whispered about the newcomers. Nothing like a room full of heavily armed criminals giving you the once-over to make dinner cozy.
			

			
				The Rough Rider’s great hall throbbed with noise, heat, and the heavy musk of ale, wet dog, pipe smoke, and poor decisions. Ren and his crew—still in their ragged pilgrim disguises—huddled at a round table near the wall, heads down, plates up, trying to keep a low profile.
			

			
				They ate slowly, wary. Needy picked at her humin food like it might lunge at her. Cas, barely resisting the urge to shapeshift into a dining set and swallow the entire banquet, gnawed on a roast shank with her teeth, clearly uncomfortable in the high-necked black gown that was part of her disguise. Boots sat stiffly in his borrowed paladin armor, visor down, cup untouched. The disguise was working—most patrons gave the silent ‘paladin’ a wide berth.
			

			
				What Ren could only assume was the barkeep’s wife, a sharp-eyed, hard-faced woman in rich silks that strained at every seam, made her rounds among the prostitutes like a general inspecting the troops. Her gaze passed over Gudrun and Noiraud, then lingered on Cas, narrowing in interest.
			

			
				Ren caught the look. “She’s thinking about a price list,” he muttered.
			

			
				“I’m not cheap,” Cas whispered, licking lamb grease off her fingers.
			

			
				One of the harlots seemed to be having a bad night and was being comforted by her friends.
			

			
				“Cheer up, Missy, you'll never make yer quota cryin like that. No fella wants to tumble a weeper...” one friend advised.
			

			
				But the tears kept coming. “I was just hungry,” she wailed. “He only stole that bread fer me! They didn’t have to give him to the night-witches... it's like I can still see him with his fine head of red hair, now he's gone.”
			

			
				Ren remembered the guy tied to a tree getting death-by-dryad and begging for more after round ten.
			

			
				He died doing what he loved...
			

			
				Across the room, Ren’s rune tickled faintly. He squinted toward the corner. An old gypsy woman hunched over a table of cards and cloudy bottles. She looked every bit the part—but he could sense the magic on her.
			

			
				Through necrovision, Ren saw more than the illusion. Floating above the hunched gypsy’s head was a translucent stat card only he could read:
			

			
				[NAME: UNREGISTERED – blocked by magic]
RACE: ELF (MALE)
CLASS: ILLUSIONIST WIZARD
SPELLS PREPARED: [GLAMER, CHARM, MISTY STEP, DISGUISE SELF, FEAR]
			

			
				The frail hands, the wrinkled skin—it was all a trick. The old crone was a male elf wizard under heavy glamours. Ren narrowed his eyes. He filed that under: deal with later.
			

			
				He turned his gaze to the orc boss.
			

			
				Through necrovision, another stat card shimmered into view, hovering above the massive brute like an ill omen:
			

			
				[NAME: GORNK STONEKNUCKLE]
RACE: ORC (MALE)
CLASS: BARBARIAN / CANNIBAL GOURMAND (MULTICLASS)
			

			
				Life Levels: 84
TITLES: THE BELLY OF SAWMILL, LORD OF TABLE 6, VICTOR OF THE THIRTY-SECOND RIB-EATING CONTEST
SKILLS: 
			

			
					
					INTIMIDATING PRESENCE +5
				

					
					UNARMED FEASTING +8
				

					
					METABOLIC RAGE +12
				

			

			
				Ren blinked. Definitely deal with later.
			

			
				His thoughts were disturbed by the barkeep buffoon plopped onto the bench beside them with a wheeze and a grin. The buffoon from earlier, still shirtless, belly round and proudly on display, balancing on the bench without quite managing to sit properly. He was holding a chicken drumstick in one hand and a tankard in the other.
			

			
				He grinned like a man who knew a joke was about to happen and was delighted to be part of it. “Well, well, well! Pilgrims, eh? In a place like this?” He leaned in, squinting at Cas. “You drag yer pious little wifey in here for a sermon, or is she here to confess something more fun?”
			

			
				Cas smiled with far too many teeth. “I do all my confessing after someone begs for it.”
			

			
				That got a few nervous laughs from the people around them.
			

			
				Ren raised both hands. “We’re just here to rest. That’s all. Don’t want trouble.”
			

			
				“Just passing through, eh? Welcome to Sawmill. We don’t get many holy folk. Unless you count the ones we’re burying.”
			

			
				Ren smiled blandly. “We just need a place to rest. On pilgrimage to Mastodon Creek.”
			

			
				“South, huh? Long walk. Elven territory gets dicey.” The barkeep leaned in, squinting. “Course, the town survives fine. Long as we keep things... flowing.”
			

			
				Ren gave him a curious look. “Flowing?”
			

			
				The barkeep winked. “You know. The goods. The real reason the elves let us be.”
			

			
				Ren waited, silent.
			

			
				The barkeep wobbled slightly, looking pleased with himself. “Witchsap.”
			

			
				“What's witchsap?” Gudrun asked innocently.
			

			
				The barkeep leaned in, breath foul with liquor and old onions. “Oh yeah. Comes out the mine. Glows like starlight and smells like licorice. Elves eat the stuff like candy. Won’t touch gold or meat, but the Old God’s Piss?” He mimed sniffing. “It's like catnip. I don’t rightly know. But it drives humins a bit funny.”
			

			
				“Funny?”
			

			
				The barkeep pointed to a knot of miners a few tables over. They looked barely humin—slack-jawed, hunched, skin blotched with greenish sores and burn-scars that shimmered under the lantern light. One had three eyes, or maybe just a boil that blinked. Another was gnawing on his own fingertips down to the bone. Their clothes were tattered miner’s garb, but their movements were twitchy and off, like they'd forgotten how to be people. They laughed too hard. Stared too long.
			

			
				“Of course, there's a shortage of miners lately. Always is.”
			

			
				Ren raised an eyebrow. “And that’s mined here?”
			

			
				“Yup. Deep under the cliff. Dangerous stuff. Miners don’t last long, you see.”
			

			
				“Then why do it?”
			

			
				“Well now, like I said; because the elves eat it up—won’t touch gold, but this? And as long as Thistledown Jack keeps the flow steady, they don’t poke their noses in.”
			

			
				“And that's why this Thistledown Jack is in charge... and not...” Ren gestured at the orc.
			

			
				“Gornk? He's Jack's enforcer. His number two beast.”
			

			
				Ren nodded, carefully not letting on what he knew. The drunken barkeep called it witchsap but what he was describing was sylphium: rare, alchemical, and deeply unstable. Prolongs life, but with a cost.
			

			
				The barkeep belched. “Anyway, I got a few empty buildings if yer lookin fer lodgings. Fine as palaces.”
			

			
				Ren mentally translated that as 'rotting shacks'.
			

			
				“I can rent you one, cheap.”
			

			
				“How much for a week?” Ren asked.
			

			
				“Five silver. Six, if you want a roof that don’t leak.”
			

			
				“Four and I’ll patch the roof myself.”
			

			
				They shook on it. Ren paid in advance.
			

			
				After the barkeep waddled off, Cas leaned over. “Why’d you pay? We could’ve just killed him and taken it.”
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Because if this Thistledown Jack has shipments going to the elfland that means there might be people in this town who can guide us past it. Caravanners, merchants... some sort of guide. And we can't find someone like that if we kill and eat everyone we meet. We’re here to blend in. Get information.”
			

			
				Gudrun nodded. “And maybe not get eaten ourselves.”
			

			
				“Or mutated by magic rocks,” Sweep added.
			

			
				Ren felt a glimmer of hope. Sawmill had welcomed them, now all they had to do was survive it.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 20   : No Way Out
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren and his crew never relaxed once the entire night as the tavern drank until the sky was getting lighter. Not that it stopped them from drinking. And drinking again. And then some more drinking. The night turned into a blur of ale, questionable stew, and rowdy laughter as the bandits drank themselves into varying degrees of unconsciousness. 
			

			
				By dawn, the party had disintegrated into snoring bodies sprawled under tables, against walls, and in at least one case, face-first in a bowl of stew. Jehan – the proprietor of the tavern – staggered with them to the shack he had rented them, offered a key to the padlock of the run-down wooden building, and wandered off to pass out in a ditch somewhere. Ren and his crew staggered into their newfound ‘lodging’—a glorified storage shack—with Boots and Jam taking up watch outside.
			

			
				Ren, naturally, didn’t trust a single one of the locals further than he could spit them. The town seemed friendly enough when drunk, but that didn’t mean someone wouldn’t get ideas once the hangover wore off.
			

			
				“Is it really safe here?” Sweep asked nervously.
			

			
				“Fuck no. Don’t let your guard down for a moment. We stay here no longer than we need to then we move on.”
			

			
				The answer seemed to satisfy them and the crew settled in, to sleep through the day. No incidents. No screaming. No knife-wielding betrayals. By midafternoon, Ren blinked awake and decided it was time to explore. 
			

			
				On his way out of the shack Nim spotted him and joined him.
			

			
				“Cas tell you to keep an eye on me?”
			

			
				The rat looked guilty.
			

			
				“Whatever. Just stay out of sight and don’t get into fights with any of the local rats.”
			

			
				Nim looked twice the size of normal rats these days; it wouldn’t be much of a fight.
			

			
				Ren nodded to Boots on guard and the rodent followed him, darting from shadow to shadow, keeping out of sight. Good. The last thing he needed was some superstitious orc deciding his friend was bad luck and trying to stomp him.
			

			
				The mining town by day was a different beast. Less of a raucous hideout, more of a normal town; citizens opened shops, sold mining tools, ran laundry services and farmed fields. Ren kept his hands in his pockets, walking slow, watching, listening. This wasn’t civilization like he knew it. It ran on its own rules, and he had no intention of getting on the wrong side of them.
			

			
				The stink of smoke and boiled cabbage hung in the narrow street like a challenge. Ren was halfway to the market, thinking about bartering for ammunition or travel rations—whichever looked less moldy—when the crowd parted ahead of him.
			

			
				Orcs.
			

			
				Half a dozen, armored in mismatched plates and leather coats, their faces somewhere between bored and hungry. They fanned out across the road, surrounding him in a loose half-circle.
			

			
				At their center stood Gornk.
			

			
				Tall, broad, and with a nose that looked like it had broken and healed wrong four times too many. His tusks were yellowed, and he gripped that meat cleaver sword like it was a casual accessory.
			

			
				Ren slowed his pace, one hand drifting toward the voidwand strapped to his hip.
			

			
				“If this is about the incident with the miners, I assure you it was a strictly a matter of religious honor that we chopped his dick off.”
			

			
				Gornk grunted. “Mayor wants a word.”
			

			
				Ren didn’t quite relax. “Now?”
			

			
				“He's takin his daily swim.”
			

			
				“In the river?”
			

			
				“At the baths.”
			

			
				This town had a public bath? How fancy.
			

			
				Ren blinked. “I have nothing to say when being summoned by a man without the decency to be clothed for the meeting.”
			

			
				Gornk turned. The orcs formed up around Ren like a slow-moving bear trap.
			

			
				“Well… whatever…”
			

			
				They made their way across town, through cracked alleys and cobbled lanes until they reached the public bathhouse—a crumbling dome of pale stone and mismatched tile. Steam wafted from the high windows.
			

			
				Inside, heat smacked him in the face like a wet towel. The air was thick with floral oil and sweat.
			

			
				A small man lounged in the central pool like a cat in cream. Half a dozen concubines—orc, goblin, and humin—lounged around him, some braiding his hair, others pouring wine or massaging his shoulders. The mayor looked up with a lazy smile.
			

			
				“Brother Eustace I presume?” the little man beamed happily. 
			

			
				“I’m unaccustomed to women in such a state,” Ren pretended to be offended by the selection of attractive naked girls.
			

			
				Jack laughed warmly. “Then your religion is poorer than I thought. Any faith that forbids admiration of divine craftsmanship of the female form isn't one I have time for.” He raised his wine cup, gesturing casually to the half-naked women around him. "You’ll have to forgive the setting, Brother Eustace. My schedule’s a bloody monster. This is the only hour I can call my own—between executions, inspections, and whatever the hell the orcs set on fire yesterday. I do hope you’ll indulge me.”
			

			
				Ren grunted. This was not the man he'd been expecting.
			

			
				“Care to join me? The water’s hot, the company delightful, and the conversation—potentially lucrative.”
			

			
				Ren stayed at the edge of the pool, arms crossed.
			

			
				“Thanks. I prefer my soup with fewer taints in it.”
			

			
				The orc enforcer retreated to lean against the wall while one of the mayor’s concubines brought a small stool for Ren at the side of the pool. Gornk moved like a boulder with a grudge. Jack, on the other hand, carried himself like a man who enjoyed being underestimated.
			

			
				The mayor chuckled. “Suit yourself. Still, let’s talk. I feel I have not introduced myself – Thistledown Jack, mayor of Sawmill, owner and general manager of the mine, and also the local chief justice.”
			

			
				“Justice of what laws? The Frankish? Accomack? Beverwycke?”
			

			
				“Heavens no.”
			

			
				Before Ren could decide if they were going to attack him, the mayor floated on his back in the water, making a frothy splash as he swam. “Pardon my asking, but what were you doing, stumbling ‘round in the dark with the night-witches about?”
			

			
				Ren clasped his hands. “What’s a night-witch?”
			

			
				Jack raised a brow. “Forest spirits. Tainted by dark magic. They prey on anyone stupid enough to wander the woods at night. Only large groups are safe. Did you and your companions come with others?”
			

			
				Ren looked him in the eye innocently.
			

			
				Jack steepled his fingers. “Speaking of, what brings you to our little piece of nowhere?”
			

			
				Ah… the real questions; worried Ren was part of a larger group muscling in on his territory.
			

			
				Ren shrugged. “We’re simple pilgrims. Didn’t expect to find such a settlement here. Last we heard this place was abandoned a long time ago.”
			

			
				Jack grinned. “Neither did we. Most of us used to live in Mastodon Creek… before the Saexish colonists moved in and chased us out. Had to start from scratch downriver.”
			

			
				Gornk grunted. 
			

			
				The mayor nodded to the hulking brute. “Made allies where we could. Some orcs joined us—survivors of a clan wiped out by the Saexish.”
			

			
				“I see. All this work is new then.”
			

			
				“A boomtown.” Still grinning, he added, “Of course, sometimes farming isn’t enough to get by. So we, uh, supplement our wealth mining witch sap for the elves.”
			

			
				“I heard tell of something.” Ren said carefully.
			

			
				He’d heard enough. This wasn’t a real settlement—it was a hideout. A bandit camp, just like Butch Cassidy’s Hole in the Wall, tucked away in the wilderness where no law dared tread. That explained the half-collapsed fortifications, the mix of humans and orcs, and the distinct lack of anyone doing honest work.
			

			
				Gornk spoke up, and his tone was much less friendly than the mayor. “So where’s you and your kind from?”
			

			
				Ren took a long, deliberate breath and raised his eyes to the ceiling like he was looking for divine guidance. Using the pause to sort through a dozen different lies before settling on a half-truth. “Funny enough, our story’s not so different from yours. Saexish colonists took our land, forced my fellows and I out because of our religion.” 
			

			
				Jack nodded, satisfied for now. “And what brings you to Sawmill?”
			

			
				Ren kept his expression neutral. “We banded together to survive, just like you, and travel to seek wisdom at the Shrine of the Millenium Falcon. Elves raided our camp. Drove us south. Had to keep moving.”
			

			
				The mayor leaned in, his eyes gleaming with amusement.
			

			
				Jack smirked, clearly unconvinced, but let it drop. Rising from the pool he stepped to the pile of clothes his half-naked concubines held up for him; well they sure weren’t all dating him because of how satisfied he was making them in bed, that was for sure.
			

			
				Towelled and dressed, the man twirled a rosewood stick in his hands as he studied Ren.
			

			
				Before Ren could ask what the man wanted, Jack tapped the stick against the ground. “I feel we can help each other… Brother… We should discuss it, but it can wait until you’ve had some rest.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled slowly. “I assure you my answer won’t change.”
			

			
				“Still… ask around the town, you’ll see, its not so bad here.”
			

			
				That’s when Ren noticed something. What he’d taken for a walking stick was actually a long wand of some kind. Inlaid with silver roses and thorns. Reaching out into the power of the void rune Ren felt it give off a faint hum. The carvings running along its length were unmistakably elvish.
			

			
				Now that’s interesting…
			

			
				“Tomorrow evening. Dinner. Then we can talk business.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The fog had lifted from the streets of Sawmill, but the weight of the place remained. Ren, still disguised as a pilgrim, took to wandering. He kept his hat low, coat buttoned, and questions casual. At first the most he got from the townies was angry stares, except for a shaved-headed humin boy with a patch of ringworm on his cheek who hurled a rock at Ren’s back, yelled something incoherent, and sprinted off laughing before Ren could whirl around.
			

			
				First one Ren got to talk was a miner.
			

			
				A thick-armed humin with soot-stained skin and a wild look in his eye, sitting on an overturned crate near a flophouse the miners rented rooms in. He must've been a night-shift miner.
			

			
				“You lookin' for trouble, preacher?” the man asked, scratching at a patch of luminous green skin that glowed faintly beneath his collarbone. His left eye was cloudy and vibrated slightly in its socket—a side effect, Ren guessed, of too much time too close to the raw sylphium. The man's smile showed three missing teeth, all gold.
			

			
				That said a lot about the value of gold in this town. The real currency had to be something else.
			

			
				“Only salvation, friend,” Ren replied.
			

			
				The miner barked a laugh. “If that’s yer mission then stay in town. That mayor of ours? Keeps the gates shut tight. Elves don’t slit our throats in our sleep, and the dryads don't climb through the windows. Only thing out there is death and teeth. In here, you get stew, strong ale, and clean sheets if you're useful."
			

			
				Ren tilted his head. “I met with your mayor just now. Seems a bit too soft-spoken and fancy to be running a place like this. Like he's more likely to faint at the sight of a shovel than swing one.”
			

			
				The miner leaned in, crazy eye darting. “The mayor's a bastard, sure—but weak? That man runs this town tighter than a nun's fist. You ever seen a wolf need to growl to keep the pack in line? Nah. He doesn’t lift shovels because he doesn’t need to. Everyone here knows who signs the ration slips and who decides if the gates open. You get me?”
			

			
				Ren moved on.
			

			
				He wandered toward the market rows, asking around for merchant traders or caravaners—anyone who might know a back route through or around Elfland patrols. Most either shrugged or suddenly got busy stacking crates. No one wanted to talk about leaving.
			

			
				The ringworm kid was still trailing him.
			

			
				Ren spun, glaring. “Don’t you have chores or something?”
			

			
				The boy flapped his arms and did a mocking chicken dance in the middle of the street. “Bwawk-bwawk! Pilgrim's scared to walk! Chick-chick-chicken pants!”
			

			
				Ren sighed through his teeth. Sawmill was starting to itch under his skin.
			

			
				A tidy little store near the center of town selling brass buttons, paper cartridges, and stale peppermint. The shopkeep—a humin woman in her forties—was polite, smiling just the right amount.
			

			
				“Oh yes, Mayor Jack keeps the peace. Trade's good. No raids since the deal was struck. We’ve even got a festival next week.” She waved away a woman who stank of cheap perfume who was probably a working girl out doing her shopping before the real 'night-shift' started. “We don't ask too many questions. That’s how you live long in Sawmill.”
			

			
				Ren raised an eyebrow. “You ever think of leaving?”
			

			
				“And go where?” she said flatly.
			

			
				Then there was the goblin.
			

			
				He found the wretched creature drunk and curled in a gutter with a bottle of mushroom gin and a boot full of soup. The goblin was halfway through a slurred, off-key rendition of an old drinking song:
			

			
				“There once was a maid with no teeth in her head, Her sister had bosoms like loaves of warm bread, One gave me soup, the other gave head, And I couldn't decide who to marry instead!”
			

			
				Ren, without meaning to, found himself humming the final line in Goblish: “So I bought 'em both drinks and I woke up half-dead.”
			

			
				The goblin’s ears perked. He blinked up at Ren. “Hey... you know the classics! Priest’s got taste!”
			

			
				“You a Bristlehead?” Ren asked.
			

			
				The goblin snorted and nearly dropped his bottle. “Bristlehead?! You bite your tongue, preacher-man! I'm a proud swampborn Mudskrit from the Blackbile Sink! Ain't no Bristlehead ever kept their spleen long in a drinking contest with my lot, I tell you that much.”
			

			
				Ren crouched beside him. “So what's a proud mudskrit doing taking orders from a weak humin mayor?”
			

			
				“You think I like 'im?”
			

			
				“Well you're still here.”
			

			
				The goblin blinked, then cackled. “Most people don't like him... they love him. 'Cause they're cowards. 'Cause they’d rather be scared in here than free out there. You think this is a town? It’s a decorated tomb.”
			

			
				Interesting. 
			

			
				But the goblin's mood had soured. “Fuck off'n let a gob drink hisself to death.”
			

			
				Ren stood, brushing off his coat.
			

			
				He saw ringworm kid was back. A grubby little boy with a stick pretending to be a sword. He had followed Ren since morning, making faces behind his back, mimicking his walk, calling him ‘Porridge Pockets.’
			

			
				Finally, Ren turned. “You got something to say, boy?”
			

			
				“Why'dja come here?” the kid asked.
			

			
				“We're just passing through. Now fuck off.”
			

			
				The kid grinned. “Yeah. You're dumb. Only dumber thing than walking into Sawmill is trying to walk out of it.”
			

			
				Ren paused. Nobody paid attention to kids. Treated them like they were stupid. But not all of them were; this one seemed more willing to tell the truth than the adults. “Why’s that?”
			

			
				“'Cause the night witches get you. Duh. Everyone knows that. You try to leave without the mayor’s say-so, you disappear. Or your skin turns inside out. Or the forest spirits eat your toes while you scream.”
			

			
				Ren frowned. “You see that happen?”
			

			
				“Naw,” the kid shrugged. “But my brother did. Now he's part of a tree. We visit him on holidays.”
			

			
				The boy ran off, laughing.
			

			
				Ren exhaled. So that was the shape of Sawmill.
			

			
				A town that feared freedom more than death.
			

			
				He decided to test and see if anyone would stop him leaving. Walked right out the stone mouth of the gateway. Outside the gate, Ren wandered past a row of wooden stocks. Solid construction, thick posts embedded deep into the ground. Always a great sign when the newest, best construction was reserved for punishing the citizens.
			

			
				Looking out over the fields he saw them being worked by some of the locals. Following the sound of water, he picked his way down a narrow path through the trees. A few dozen yards later, the forest opened up to a marshy shoreline. A wide river stretched out before him, slow-moving and murky. Maybe a hundred yards across. A small jetty on the shore with a half-dozen canoes drawn up on land nearby.
			

			
				This was no creek you could jump across, this was the real deal. A bigger river meant trade, settlements, danger. He stared at the far shore. There was something… different about it. Greener, maybe? Like it was on some special Instagram filter to make it look lush and alive. At first he thought it was just the time of day – the hour when the sun wasn’t quite set and colors looked realer than in direct sunlight. But when he looked at the fields on this side of the river they seemed grey and lifeless by comparison.
			

			
				Shit…
			

			
				The other side of the river was elfland. This was the border.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The Rough Rider tavern breathed smoke and low laughter. It was past midnight, and the crowd had thinned to diehards and drunks too broke to go home. Ren nursed a mug of something that might once have been ale before it was filtered through donkey's kidneys and watched from the corner booth.
			

			
				The gypsy fortune teller sat near the fire, wrapped in scarves and shadow. They’d been there each night since Ren arrived—shaking bones, reading auras, and whispering fortunes to passing rubes. But the way they moved, the way their hands traced sigils over the coin purse instead of the bones... it was illusion magic. Ren had seen it before.
			

			
				The elf beneath the disguise was good. But not good enough.
			

			
				When the gypsy packed up, clinking coin into a velvet pouch, and turned down a final reading to a toothless cobbler before sweeping out the door in layered skirts, ren followed. He quickly finished his drink, tossed a few coppers to the barkeep, and slipped into the night.
			

			
				The streets were damp and quiet, only the crackling of burning impure lantern oil and the scurry of lean hogs breaking the stillness. Ren followed at a distance, cloak drawn, boots soft on the mud-filled cobbles.
			

			
				He trailed the gypsy through two alleys, past the old tannery, then along a crooked lane behind the graveyard.
			

			
				Then the bent figure disappeared.
			

			
				Ren froze.
			

			
				A voice behind him: “Looking for someone, pilgrim?”
			

			
				He turned. The gypsy was ten feet away, unhooded, smirking. A tiny pistol in hand.
			

			
				“I wouldn't point that at me, if I were you,” Ren said.
			

			
				Suddenly, the garbage heap beside them exploded and one of the foraging pigs leaped upright. Cas, covered in rotten cabbage and fish bones, jamming a dagger to the gypsy’s throat. A moment later, a puddle beside Ren surged up and formed into Jam, who wrapped around the old lady’s legs like a friendly noose.
			

			
				The disguised elf didn’t struggle. Just sighed. “Well. That’s embarrassing.”
			

			
				“Let’s go talk somewhere private,” Ren said.
			

			
				“Why would I do that?”
			

			
				“You want everyone to see who you really are, knife-ears?”
			

			
				The gypsy's face went slack with shock. They dragged the captive without protest to a twisted little house at the edge of the market district. Inside was a cramped space full of old shawls, fake crystals, and carefully placed props. Ren kicked a stool aside.
			

			
				“You can drop the act.”
			

			
				“If you insist...”
			

			
				The illusion shimmered.
			

			
				The scarfed crone collapsed into a slim, sharp-featured young elf with golden-blond hair and an expression halfway between annoyance and relief.
			

			
				“Thank Gaiavella. Do you have any idea how itchy it is to wear a glamor all day?”
			

			
				Ren narrowed his eyes. “So why are you spying on this town in the first place?”
			

			
				The elf smiled thinly. “I'm simply observing.”
			

			
				“That's not an answer.”
			

			
				“And yet it’s all you're getting.”
			

			
				Cas pressed her dagger a little closer. “You want me to see how well that tongue works when it's not attached?”
			

			
				Jam bubbled ominously, cracking a razor-sharp tentacle across the elf's legs.
			

			
				“Ouch!” The elf sighed, shoulders slumping. “Fine. Fine. I’m here on behalf of... certain influential circles who don’t want trade disrupted. They have a lot invested.”
			

			
				He knew the type. Soft-spoken. Sharp-witted. Commissioned but not trusted. He’d heard enough tales from Lilac—too many confessions about the politics of elven courts, their shadow games and veiled blades. This was a royal agent. Maybe not the queen’s favorite, but definitely wearing her leash.
			

			
				“You wanna explain why the elf queen’s spy is playing palm-reader in Sawmill?” That’s when it clicked for Ren and he answered his own question. “You're making sure the sylphium keeps flowing.”
			

			
				“You know they’re trading sylphium to the elves?” The elf blinked. “You shouldn’t know that.”
			

			
				“We’re full of surprises.”
			

			
				“My turn. Do you want to explain why you’re stalking said spy?” the elf shot back, folding his arms.
			

			
				Ren grinned. “Because if I take you to the mayor, you’re tree fertilizer.”
			

			
				The elf winced. “Point taken.”
			

			
				He threw himself into a chair. Ren sat opposite while Cas stood behind him picking her nails with the dagger.
			

			
				The slender, handsome elf leaned back, his hazel eyes gleaming and made a gesture. “Not every day we get a mix like you making it through the wilds after dark. The creatures get them,” he said smoothly to Ren.
			

			
				“The dryads you mean? How long have those things been out there?”
			

			
				“Long enough,” the elven spy said. His eyes flicked over Ren and Cas with lazy amusement, like a man watching a fuse burn down—curious, not worried. “But back to my question, it’s rare to get pilgrims this far off the righteous path.”
			

			
				Ren smiled politely. “Must be a sign. Providence has a weird sense of direction.”
			

			
				The elf chuckled. “Mm. Or maybe she just likes watching people walk into very bad ideas.”
			

			
				Cas folded her arms, casually positioning herself between Ren and the elf. At first he sneered at the girl squaring up on him. Then something, maybe the look in Cas’ eyes, made him reconsider and he took half a step back.
			

			
				Ren didn’t move, didn’t blink. “Told you, we’re just passing through.”
			

			
				The elf went to a cupboard and poured a tiny glass from a small flask. Bolted in back. “Sure… Then tell me, Brother Eustace… what church lets pilgrims walk around with so many guns and knives?”
			

			
				Ren shrugged, pleasant smile fixed in place. “The kind that lets the collection plate carry a little extra weight.”
			

			
				Jack chuckled low. “You’ve got the look. Like someone used to taking, not asking.”
			

			
				Ren tilted his head. “Takes one to know one.”
			

			
				“Maybe,” the elf said, setting his cup down gently. “Or maybe I just know a wolf when I smell one—no matter how many wool cloaks it’s wearing.”
			

			
				Ren leaned forward slightly. “Good. Then we understand each other. Let’s be honest.” Ren paused a moment. “So if you’re an official keeping tabs on the sylphium trade? You must have a safe path to the elflands.”
			

			
				The elf nodded slowly. “Of course I do. The queen doesn’t like surprises. Especially ones that disrupt her control on the court.” The elf considered his captors. “Who are you really?”
			

			
				Ren leaned back. “Traveling adventurers. Trying to reach Mastodon Creek. Got a message for the Black Company. Big one.”
			

			
				The elf didn’t believe him. He narrowed his eyes, studying Ren like he was a riddle carved into rotten wood. But before he could speak, he glanced sidelong at Cas's blade and Jam's twitching pseudopod and chose silence instead.
			

			
				Ren caught it. The flicker of fear, the weight of calculation. Lilac had warned him about types like this—courtiers turned informants, spies with noble blood and dirty hands. Masked loyalty. Hidden knives. The kind of elf who only told the truth if they had a dozen excuses to deny it later.
			

			
				“I need you to help us get passage through the elflands to reach Mastodon Creek.”
			

			
				The elf went quiet. Thinking. This one wasn’t freelancing. He was on the leash of someone very high up. And that someone wore a crown.
			

			
				“There’s a way through. A safe one. South through the fern valleys. Elven patrols skip it. I can give you the route.”
			

			
				“What’s the catch?”
			

			
				The elf smiled sheepishly. “I have a crate. A big one. Full of contraband sylphium I scraped off Sawmill’s shipments. I want it smuggled back through Elfland so I can retire with some dignity and zero paperwork.”
			

			
				Ren raised an eyebrow. “That’s your offer?”
			

			
				“You don’t have to like it. You just have to want it.”
			

			
				Ren smirked. “Fine. Tomorrow night. Midnight. You've got a deal.”
			

			
				They shook hands.
			

			
				The elf rewrapped himself in illusion, and Ren and his people slipped back into the dark.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The rented shack still smelled like boiled shoes and cabbage, but it was the closest thing they had to home. A fire crackled in the hearth. Ren leaned against the wall while the others sat on crates and half-smashed furniture, passing around a chipped bottle of something that burned like paint thinner.
			

			
				“We’ve got our way out,” Ren said.
			

			
				Plum made a face. “That’s good, because Sweep’s gas is starting to choke me.”
			

			
				“We found a spy that we can blackmail. He has a route south through the Elflands. Only catch is we have to smuggle a crate of sylphium past his own people so he can retire rich.”
			

			
				“A spy? For who?”
			

			
				“The elf queen.”
			

			
				Needy frowned. “We’re helping him?”
			

			
				“We're helping us,” Ren said. “No elf patrols, no elfland. We just sneak past.”
			

			
				There was a moment of silence.
			

			
				Then: BANG BANG BANG.
			

			
				The door rattled on its hinges.
			

			
				“Pilgrim!” came a deep voice. “Mayor Jack is expecting you. Now.”
			

			
				Ren sighed and opened the door.
			

			
				Gornk stood outside in his full orcish splendor, tusks freshly polished, flanked by six more orcs in patchwork uniforms, all toting wheelock pistols and mean expressions.
			

			
				“We gonna do this the easy way, preacher?”
			

			
				“I'm dressed for dinner,” Ren replied. “Lead on.”
			

			
				Behind him, Needy tugged at his sleeve. “Don't go,” she hissed in his ear. “He gives me the shivers.”
			

			
				Ren gave her a crooked smile. “I’ll be back before dawn.”
			

			
				As he stepped past Cas, he whispered, just loud enough for her to hear: “If I’m not—bring hell.”
			

			
				Cas nodded, all mischief gone from her face.
			

			
				They marched up the hill in silence, boots sticking in the mud. The mayor’s house loomed above the town, perched on the cliff like a vulture’s perch. Orc guards gave a lazy salute as Gornk passed. 
			

			
				Inside the fancy home, warmth and opulence smothered the senses. Candlelight danced on gold-framed portraits. Perfume hung in the air like smoke. The same concubines he'd seen in the bath met him at the door, dressed in silks that weren’t so much clothing as polite suggestion. They bowed low, giggling.
			

			
				“Welcome, Brother Eustace,” one said. “The mayor awaits your company... and your appetite.”
			

			
				Escorted into the dining room, Ren found the mayor with the big orc leaning over him, apparently in the middle of a disagreement. The mayor seemed calm, Gornk a lot less so.
			

			
				“Am I interrupting?” Ren ventured, gauging Jack’s reaction.
			

			
				“Not at all. Business matters for the mine. I was actually hoping to speak with you alone,” the little man replied, a hint of intrigue in his voice. 
			

			
				Ren looked toward the table where servants were setting for dinner and the orc stormed out of the room. Jack led Ren to a couple of comfortable chairs by the fire. Two concubines moved silently, one rubbing the mayor’s shoulders, the other his feet, their efficiency suggesting they’d been doing this a while. 
			

			
				The mayor poured them both brandy, handing Ren a glass. “Let’s not waste time. I want you and yours to throw in with us.”
			

			
				Ren took a slow sip, playing dumb. “Miners, we are not. We’re faithful to our god.”
			

			
				Jack’s smile thinned. “Don’t try my patience. You’re well aware we make our living plundering the Saexish invaders and dealing in goods the elves would rather no one know about.”
			

			
				Ren swirled his drink. “And if we did join? What’s in it for us?”
			

			
				The little man sat back, both hands on his rose-inlaid walking stick, like he was massaging it. His expression softened. “I recognize potential when I see it. Your... talents could be very useful. Prove your worth, and you could be my number three,” he declared, absentmindedly jerking off the enchanted walking stick. 
			

			
				He sipped his drink. “I really don’t think you appreciate where you’ve arrived. This settlement sits on the edge of the Elfinkingdom. Cross the river to the south and you’re in their lands. Where do you think you’ll go from here?”
			

			
				“Wherever the fuck we please…” Ren answered.
			

			
				“That’s easier said than done. I could offer you better.”
			

			
				So… how far would he go…
			

			
				“Just me?” 
			

			
				Jack’s gaze flickered with a dismissive coldness. “Some of yours will have their uses. The swordsmen, certainly. And the women,” he smirked slightly. “Keep one to warm your bed. But the rest need… distribution… to the brothels. Believe me, it’s better than the mines.”
			

			
				Ren’s brain was doing cartwheels behind his calm face. Jack wasn’t just running a gang full of knife-happy freeloaders—this was a full-blown murder co-op with structure, leadership, probably HR policies. And this fucker was giving off total cult-leader vibes. That little twirling magic stick in his hand? Not just a fidget toy. It was magic, and he’d probably used it to stab his way to the top of the scumbag ladder.
			

			
				Ren fumed. “So let me get this straight—you want me to trade my freedom, my crew’s freedom, to play house under your rule? In exchange for what? Living in this shithole and the privilege of answering to you?”
			

			
				Jack gave him a patient, knowing smile. “Security. Power. The backing of a well-organized force instead of scraping by in the wilds, hoping the next monster or elf doesn’t end you in your sleep.”
			

			
				Ren exhaled sharply, shaking his head. “See, that’s the thing—I’d rather take my chances in the wilds than kneel under some glorified bandit lord. I like calling my own shots. And I sure as hell don’t take orders from some jumped-up little turd twirling an elvish stick and pretending he’s a king.”
			

			
				The mayor’s smile didn’t falter, but there was a flicker of something colder behind his eyes. “That’s a shame. I thought you were smarter than that.”
			

			
				“Smart enough to know that’s a shitty deal with no proof you’ll even honor a bargain that miserable.” Ren got up, threw his drink in the fire and watched the alcohol roar into flames. “I don’t think I’ll stay for dinner,” he said.
			

			
				“No,” the small man glared. “I don’t think you will. Good evening… Brother Eustace.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren barely made it out of the cottage before his hands were clenched so tight his knuckles ached. Being offered a cushy spot under Jack’s thumb was one thing. But hearing him talk about the girls like they were meat holes for this collection of filthy assholes, that was the part that made him want to burn this whole place to the ground.
			

			
				He stormed down the muddy streets, the twilight settling in around him like a creeping fog. The air was thick with the sound of crickets and frogs, the night slowly waking up. He was halfway to the shack they called home when a sound cut through the night—a long, keening wail from the distant forest.
			

			
				Ren paused to listen; the hunting call of the dryads that controlled the wilds.
			

			
				Outside the shed, he found Boots still standing guard.
			

			
				“Trouble coming buddy,” he patted the skeleton.
			

			
				Shoving the flimsy door open, he found his companions divvying up a hot meal. 
			

			
				“That was fast,” Needy said, pleased.
			

			
				“Make sure everything is packed up after you eat,” He kicked at Sweep’s feet. “We have to move, tonight.”
			

			
				Cas blinked. “Ren? What the hell—” 
			

			
				Ren grabbed his pack. “The locals are going to fuck us, and at midnight we’re getting out of here.”
			

			
				Cas frowned. “Escape to where?”
			

			
				“The river. They have boats. If we can get to the water, we can get out safely.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The shack was packed tight with shadows and bags. The crew was ready. Boots stood watch near the window. Jam had stuffed herself into a barrel of grain. Amanita looked like a puffball about to burst.
			

			
				Ren checked his belt, weapons, and coat. Time to see an elf about a dog. He moved to the door and  Needy stood in his way.
			

			
				“Be careful.”
			

			
				“I always am.”
			

			
				She kissed him, fast and fierce. “No you’re not.”
			

			
				Cas raised an eyebrow, then smirked. “Me too. For luck.”
			

			
				She kissed him too. There was a bit more teeth.
			

			
				Gudrun came next, sauntering. She grabbed his collar and laid one on him with enough heat to melt candlewax.
			

			
				Then Noiraud stepped forward, swishing her tail and looking cute and expectant. “Well?”
			

			
				Ren held up a hand. “Not today.”
			

			
				Noiraud hissed and swatted him with her tail.
			

			
				Ren slipped into the night; the streets were still alive, dressed in cheap lantern light. Fyll of off-shift miners looking to blow off steam and their pay.
			

			
				A goblin rode a hog full tilt down the lane, shrieking with joy and slapping its rear with a frying pan. Drunken miners belted a song about a toothless milkmaid and her three-legged goat. Prostitutes leaned from windows like wilting flowers pitching prices to men below.
			

			
				“Evening, preacher,” one purred. “You looking to save a soul... or spend one?”
			

			
				Ren kept walking. He reached the elf's house. Dark and quiet. Too quiet. He considered knocking but instead moved to the window. Peered inside the crack between the shutters. Couldn’t see anything. 
			

			
				He knocked.
			

			
				Nothing.
			

			
				He waited. Listened.
			

			
				Still nothing.
			

			
				Something prickled up his spine.
			

			
				He pressed the door open slowly. The hinges creaked loud in the silence. Too loud.
			

			
				The air inside wasn’t just still—it was dead. The reek of coppery blood. Not fresh, but warm. Metallic and thick, clinging to his throat with every breath. The floor groaned under his boots. A low grunt from somewhere inside made his heart skip.
			

			
				Ren moved carefully, hand on his voidwand. He found the lantern on the mantle and snapped it to life.
			

			
				The light flared.
			

			
				The mayor sat at the small table. Same one Ren had sat across from the elf not a day ago.
			

			
				Smiling.
			

			
				Too still. Too composed. Like he’d been waiting for this moment long enough to rehearse it in his head a dozen times.
			

			
				On the floor lay the elf’s body.
			

			
				Jack bent over and [icked something up. Held the severed head by the hair, blood still dripping. “I told him not to hedge his bets.”
			

			
				For just a second, Ren saw through the mask. A glimpse into the necrovision. The warm lamplight peeled away like old paint, and beneath Jack’s smooth features was something stretched too tight over a skull too long. His eyes flashed with vertical pupils, and his smile split a few degrees too wide, revealing rows of teeth that didn’t belong in any humin mouth. And he had horns. The air shimmered with latent magic, oily and cold, and Ren felt his stomach flip. Whatever Jack was—he wasn’t wearing that body. He was inside it.
			

			
				Not a man. Something else. Something that wore skin like a borrowed coat.
			

			
				Ren’s muscles coiled. His wand rose.
			

			
				Then the pain.
			

			
				A blade the size of a logging saw punched through his back and burst from his chest, rimmed in jagged iron and gore.
			

			
				Ren gasped, blood frothing from his lips.
			

			
				Gornk loomed behind him.
			

			
				“Night-night, preacher.”
			

			
				And everything went black.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 21   : Eat Your Vegetables
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren had been in some bad situations before, but this was a new low. Strapped down to a crude wooden stretcher, leather gag jammed in his mouth so tight he couldn’t recite an incantation. Now, he was getting body-painted like some kind of weird festival attraction.
			

			
				The women from the Whisteldown Jack’s home, the same ones who had poured him a drink hours earlier, smeared sticky green paint across his chest, humming to themselves like this was just another day in the life. When they got to his trousers and pulled them off the group stopped and twittered, some gulping visibly. Eyes fixed on his well-endowed junk.
			

			
				That’s right, and its not even hard yet…
			

			
				Hands shaking, they continued their task, smearing him with the green concoction everywhere. Legs came into view and Ren saw Jack standing over him, smirking like a cat that just figured out how to open the treat cabinet. 
			

			
				“I’m impressed you’re still alive,” the mayor said. “A blow like that should kill most men. But still… it affords me the chance to make you useful… and make your death humiliating.”
			

			
				Ren could feel his life levels had taken a huge hit. By all rights getting that massive sword in the chest should have killed him. Chalk one up to the unfair advantage humins had to evolve… which he’d stolen.
			

			
				“You know, Brother Eustace if that is your name, I had high hopes for you. Real shame you had to go and disappoint me. Could’ve had a nice spot in the operation. Instead—well. Now you’re just another piece in the game.”
			

			
				Ren growled against the gag.
			

			
				The mayor chuckled. “Oh, don’t be like that. Let me explain, since you’ll never have the chance to reveal my secret. You see, I acquired this charming little trinket—” he twirled the magic walking stick between his fingers “—from an elven knight. It controls the night-witches. The elf I took it from had no idea of its potential, and now? Now I command them.”
			

			
				The smirk widened. “But, of course, one or two dryads wasn’t enough. I needed more. And breeding them takes... sacrifice. Humin men, gifted to the forest. They provide the stock, and the dryads multiply. It’s a beautiful cycle, really.”
			

			
				Ren’s eyes widened. Oh, hell no.
			

			
				Jack tapped his chin thoughtfully. “You, my dear stubborn fool, could have been at my side. Instead, you’ll be part of the process. But at least you’ll be useful in the end!”
			

			
				Two burly orcs stepped forward, lifting the stretcher like it weighed nothing. Ren bucked against the restraints, but all he accomplished was making the smug little mayor laugh harder.
			

			
				They carried him deep into the forest. The air grew thick with moisture, the scent of moss and decay wrapping around them like a wet blanket. Strange charms dangled from the trees—bits of bone, tufts of hair, bird feathers stained in something dark. Taboo markers. Warnings.
			

			
				The group entered a circular glade, the center marked by a massive, gnarled oak tree. Between its roots, a yawning cave mouth gaped like a hungry maw, surrounded by thorns. Leading the way with wand in hand, the little horned man waved the orcs to follow and they shuffled into the cave with Ren.
			

			
				They had to descend down a slope that clattered and shifted. Ren knew exactly what it was: bones. Dried and gnawed bones, deep enough to make a carpet. At the bottom the cave was tight and dank, the air thick with root rot and orc sweat. The ceiling hung low, crisscrossed with gnarled tree roots that dripped water. Glowing green worms clung to the overhead roots, casting just enough sickly bioluminescence to see the rest: a central chamber with three dark tunnels snaking off into the black.
			

			
				Jack clapped his hands. “Well, this is where we part ways. You have a wonderful night, pilgrim. Don’t let the ladies bite too hard.”
			

			
				The orcs set the stretcher down near the cave’s entrance. One of them kicked Ren’s side for good measure. The mayor leaned down, giving him one final shit-eating grin. Pulled the leather gag out of Ren’s mouth.
			

			
				“They like to hear their toys scream.”
			

			
				And with that, they left.
			

			
				Ren struggled against the stretcher, but the knots were solid, and his best attempt at a Houdini act only left him panting and annoyed. Above him, glowing green worms inched along the roots threading through the cave ceiling, casting an eerie, pulsating light.
			

			
				Then he heard it. The soft scrape of claws on stone.
			

			
				From the tunnels, three dryads slithered into view.
			

			
				They were feral, hungry-looking things—long limbs, tangled hair, their bodies smeared with mud and streaked with plant dye. But they were obviously female. Each had little round breasts ranging from the size of apples on the tallest one to acorns and plums on the other two. They moved like something between a stalking predator and a feral cat trying to decide whether it wanted to kill you or just play with its food first. The tall one had blue feathers in her hair and the middle one had yellow flowers.
			

			
				Blue-feather sniffed at his face, her breath hot and strangely floral. “Fresh meat, sisters.”
			

			
				Yellow-feather traced a sharp nail down his chest. “Warm, still kicking.”
			

			
				The third – who had snail shells tied around her neck on a string – licked her lips. “How shall we crack the bone and sip the marrow?”
			

			
				Blue-feather tilted her head. “Not food.”
			

			
				Ren grimaced. “Wow. Love what you’ve done with the hospitality. Real warm welcome. Five stars.”
			

			
				The dryads hissed, their animal sounds making his skin crawl. Then, without warning, they grabbed him and dragged him deeper into the tunnels.
			

			
				The passage was lined with glowing moss, speckled with more of the glowing worms. This was like a horror movie… shifting shadows, making him imagine creatures that probably existed before nightmares were even a thing and what they would do. Ren didn’t bother struggling—the dryads had him in a grip like steel wrapped in silk.
			

			
				Then they reached a chamber next to an underground pool.
			

			
				What the fuuuuuu…
			

			
				The walls shimmered with crystals, each one casting a soft glow like moonlight trapped in stone. Above, the ceiling sparkled with clusters of pale violet gems, reflecting on the pool below—a still basin of glowing blue water, so clear it seemed to hum with magic. Vines draped from the ceiling like curtains, swaying in a breeze that didn’t exist. The air smelled of moss and minerals, clean and ancient. For a moment, Ren was stunned silent. It felt like standing in the heart of the world.
			

			
				The dryads waded into the pool, dragging him with them. They slashed through the binding that held him to the stretcher. Water lapped at his skin, cool and unnervingly pleasant. Ren braced himself for the worst—this was it, the grand finale: drowned by feral fey women in a glowing murder cave.
			

			
				Except… they didn’t drown him.
			

			
				The water closed over Ren’s head, cool as riverglass. For a moment, there was only silence and blue light. Then—sensation.
			

			
				His chest burned.
			

			
				The blood that clung to him unraveled like smoke in the water, his wound stinging as if scrubbed raw by invisible hands. He grit his teeth. The pain flared—then ebbed. Something deeper shifted. The weight in his limbs, the numbness in his fingers, the cold fog in his skull—gone.
			

			
				Strength returned, slow but steady, like breath after drowning.
			

			
				He broke the surface, gasping. His chest still ached, but it was whole.
			

			
				Well, hell; it wasn’t just for looks.
			

			
				It healed.
			

			
				They lifted him to the surface and Ren took a gulp of air without pain. He blinked the water out of his eyes. “Okay, what the actual hell?”
			

			
				They started washing him.
			

			
				They took turns. As two of the girls washed him, the third swam in the pool, bathing herself. The mud and body paint washed away, revealing smooth, green-tinted skin, soft curves, and bodies that, under all the dirt and primal snarling, were actually… alluring.
			

			
				“Not food,” Blue-feather repeated, running wet fingers over his chest. “Mate.”
			

			
				Ren swallowed hard. “Okay, so. Not eaten alive. Just… different kind of eaten. Good. Maybe. Possibly terrifying.”
			

			
				The dryads giggled, pressing closer.
			

			
				Ren exhaled. “Well, I’ve never backed down from a challenge before…” 
			

			
				Naked and wounded, three against one… fighting wasn’t the best option. If he could keep them distracted – maybe even wear them out – he could make a run for it. Failing that he could just bite them and hope his homunculus venom would knock them out.
			

			
				He had to get back to town; who knew what that fucker and his orc enforcer were doing to his friends.
			

			
				One of them – the one with the yellow daffodil flowers – gripped him from behind. Wrapping her arms around his chest and plastering her skinny body against him so her sharp sniffs were loud in his ear. Crawling towards him on all fours was the girl with blue feathers, a slightly dazed look in her eyes. Freshly bathed they smelled nice… like a field of grass in summer rain.
			

			
				“Make baby,” Daffodil demanded, grinding her pelvis against his backside.
			

			
				“Like this? You’re not even facing the right direction…” he protested.
			

			
				“Make baby now,” Bluebird growled, baring her teeth.
			

			
				Ren stared. “There’s a polite way to ask that...”
			

			
				Bluebird bared her teeth. “We have prepared the moss bed and arranged the ceremonial rhythm log.”
			

			
				Shelly added, “And we brought pollen from the virile sun-thorn. It blooms explosively.”
			

			
				Ren opened his mouth. Closed it. Rubbed his face. “Okay. Uh… first off, what exactly is a rhythm log?”
			

			
				Bluebird pointed to a large carved stick with flowers wrapped around it. One end looked suspiciously like a dong.
			

			
				“That better be for you.”
			

			
				“Of course not! It’s for the daddy-giver.”
			

			
				Ren stared at it. “Oh no.”
			

			
				Daffodil scowled. “You refuse? Is our bark not smooth enough?”
			

			
				“You dishonor the pollen!” Shelly snapped.
			

			
				Ren raised both hands. “Whoa, whoa, calm down! I’m not refusing, I’m just—” He paused. Squinted. Then blinked.
			

			
				“…Wait a minute,” he muttered. “You three don’t actually know what sex is… do you?”
			

			
				The dryads stiffened.
			

			
				“Are you… virgins?”
			

			
				“What is virgin?” Bluebird asked.
			

			
				Oh shit…
			

			
				“Have you made babies before?”
			

			
				“You will be our first,” Shelly said nervously.
			

			
				“We must be mothers!” Daffodil exclaimed. 
			

			
				Ren stared at them then groaned. “Great. I’m being seduced by nature’s horniest idiots.”
			

			
				Bluebird raised the stick. “So… do we still need the rhythm log?”
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Put it down.”
			

			
				Bluebird poked his cock with one clawed finger. It barely moved. “Not hard,” she growled.
			

			
				“Well… it takes a bit to get ready, you see? There’s a… ritual… you need to finish first.”
			

			
				“What ritual?”
			

			
				“We put our lips together. That gets everything started.”
			

			
				The dryads seemed a bit dubious but Bluebird – seemingly the bravest – took the plunge.
			

			
				Ren leaned in and kissed Bluebird gently. She tensed at first, stiff as a startled fawn, her eyes wide and lips barely moving. But then she let out a small, surprised gasp—and something clicked. Her hands gripped his shirt, and she pressed in, kissing him back with sudden, hungry curiosity. A soft moan escaped her, low and breathy, as she deepened the kiss with wild, clumsy enthusiasm.
			

			
				Shelly watched, wide-eyed. But before she could open her mouth to ask, Daffodil pulled Ren away and grabbed him by the face to turn his mouth towards her. 
			

			
				“Me now!” she said urgently.
			

			
				She grabbed his face and kissed him like she was challenging him to a duel. Ren smirked mid-kiss and decided to push his luck—he slipped her some tongue.
			

			
				Daffodil jerked back for half a second, startled.
			

			
				Then melted like butter in the sun.
			

			
				Her arms went around his neck. She moaned. Loudly. Her tongue dove into his mouth like a vine on a mission.
			

			
				Ren blinked. Ah-hah.
			

			
				He bit. Just the tip. Just enough. One fang sank into the softness of her tongue and Daffodil yelped into his mouth… but the moment the venom hit, her body sagged with bliss. Her grip went lazy, her eyes half-lidded. She broke away… a trail of sap-sweet saliva stretching between their lips.
			

			
				“Mmm…” she slurred, nuzzling his cheek. She swayed, giggling as she fell backward, her legs wobbly and arms flopping like vines in a breeze. “Everything feels... floaty,” she sighed, collapsing onto the moss bed with a dreamy smile.
			

			
				She lay there, limbs sprawled, trailing her fingers lazily down her own stomach. “Mmm... I like this part,” she whispered, touching her acorn-sized tits with idle, blissful curiosity. “Is this part of the ritual?”
			

			
				Bluebird blinked. “She’s petting herself.”
			

			
				Shelly nodded solemnly. “I think she’s communing with the root.”
			

			
				The drugged dryad was starting to get into it. Teasing and pulling her nipples so she gasped and writhed. Enjoying it so much Bluebird tried squeezing her apple-sized tits. 
			

			
				“Let me,” Ren offered. 
			

			
				And with a soft touch of his tongue he traced her little green nipples with his tongue. Gently wrapped his lips around them one after the other, and made the dryad maiden arch her back stifling a moan as she shook.
			

			
				Then he bit her too.
			

			
				She hissed at the sudden painful jab but a moment later she was riding the venom high and let out a soft chuckle and stared into space, panting in pleasure.
			

			
				Before he knew it, he was in a Daffodil and Bluebird sandwich. Both dryads twined around him like vines, moaning and kissing and hands exploring everywhere. Holding onto him like they were afraid it would end. Ren let it happen and when he saw they were getting into it he slid a finger in Daffodil’s little green snatch. 
			

			
				The girl jolted, went rigid and fell to the moss on her back. As he stroked her to waves of pleasure her eyes looked to him, wide with passion.
			

			
				“Does… does the kissing ritual happen there too?”
			

			
				Damn, she learned fast…
			

			
				He’d never gone down on a plant before, but his mother had always told him to eat his vegetables.
			

			
				He slid his tongue in the tight green valley and found her almost like a humin woman. Within the outer petals of her flower were inner folds almost like a pea-pod, and a glistening little green bud in just the right place for…
			

			
				He tested teasing it with his tongue and the dryad arched her back, crying out in pleasure and shaking. A sudden green gush of sap-like fluid coated his tongue as she came against his lips. She flopped on her back, thighs spreading wide, and her pussy seemed to unfold like a blooming rose, exposing the wet opening within. 
			

			
				“Keep doing it! More!” Daffodil growled, grabbing him by the hair.
			

			
				“No more for you!” Bluebird snapped and yanked Ren away from her. The trembling spread-eagled girl cried out in disappointment. 
			

			
				Then Bluebird dropped on her back and lifted her knees up to her ears and spread herself open. “Now me!”
			

			
				Ren knew what worked now, and in a few moments, he’d made her slit weep wetness and open up until his tongue was sliding into the canal of her flower. 
			

			
				She tasted like sweet nectar.
			

			
				“L-look!” Shelly pointed, spotting it before the others. “His root is hard!”
			

			
				Not like he was going to resist forever… his supercharged manakin libido had a mind of its own. Didn’t care if he’d been kidnapped by feral monsters; underneath the dirt they were all woman and that’s what mattered.
			

			
				“Now its your turn for the kissing ritual,” he told the girls.
			

			
				But Bluebird and Daffodil were still competing to go first. They bent over his cock, fingers exploring, sniffing like wild animals and panting like they were in heat. When their prodding made his cock bounce to attention the three of them gasped in awe like they’d just witnessed a miracle.
			

			
				“So hard!” Daffodil whispered.
			

			
				The flower-haired girl went to down kissing his cock. Lips and tongue running up and down until he was dripping. But it was Bluebird who went bold and in moments had swapped places, and slurped his cock into her mouth. Before he knew it Daffodil was squeezing beside her and lapping at his balls.
			

			
				“I can feel how heavy the eggs are,” she moaned. “Full of baby-sauce!”
			

			
				Ren was just getting ready to show they how much sauce he had for them when Bluebird backed up and yanked Daffodil away.
			

			
				“Nymelen, come here,” she then ordered Shelly. “Complete the ritual of mouthing!”
			

			
				The shyest of the three dryads crawled forward, trembling. She hesitated at first, then with more enthusiasm that the other two she gripped it with both hands and fell on it like a starved wildcat. Slurping and sucking and drooling so much he was soaked. Then without warning she almost unhinged her jaw and swallowed him all the way to the balls. No small task considering the monster-sized cock and the doll-sized mouth of the full-grown dryad woman.
			

			
				Damn… haven’t even bitten her or anything… Guess its always the quiet ones.
			

			
				She gargled him that way, moaning and squirming as the other two looked on in awe. Ren let out a groan of appreciation at the incredible feeling. Still… if he was going to bust out of this he was going to need to turn the tables on them.
			

			
				He pulled out and yanked all three girls into a pile around him. Went on the attack with his tongue and fingers to open them all up, make them juicy and ready. They smelled like flowers… tasted like honey… felt like the soft skin of a peach under his tongue when he went between their legs.
			

			
				And while he was between Shelly’s legs he sank his teeth into the soft flesh of her behind, breaking the skin, pumping venom into her so she went lax and shook and gasped with pleasure. And as he stuck his tongue inside her she yelled out loud and squirted pale sap onto his chin.
			

			
				She put her knees together and wiggled her perfect green ass cheeks at him. 
			

			
				“I’ve never had anything in there before,” she said breathily. “Is there a baby in me now?”
			

			
				“Silly Nymelen,” Bluebird said and grabbing Ren by the dick she pulled him towards her blooming flower. “You need the hard root for that.”
			

			
				Ren pushed into the soft green folds, the gushing fruit of her loins flooding around him as he filled her up. The dryad’s eyes went wide, back arching, belly bulging as he went to the hilt. She was completely impaled and start making shrieking sounds as he drove in and out of her, the feral brain short-circuiting on the sensations he was creating in her body. Until with a gushing of syrup-sweet nectar she bent backwards until her hips and crown of her head were the only thing touching the ground and howled her orgasm until it echoed through the caves.
			

			
				“Let it out… shoot it inside me…” she begged, choking on the way he’d paralyzed her body. When he kept thrusting, pounding her little vegetarian pussy, she lost control of her arms and legs. When he used her tightening green valley to make himself come, she hit a whole other level. Lost muscle control. The ability to speak. The control over her body. 
			

			
				As his hot white mess filled up her insides, she seized up like a malfunctioning robot and let out a scream before going limp. For a moment Ren lay on top of her, catching his breath, while the other two dryads stared in what was either horror or desire… or possibly some new emotion that was a hybrid of the two.
			

			
				None of them stood a chance after that.
			

			
				Daffodil was defeated next. Climbing on top of Shelly on all fours she backed up her ripe green backside and took it from behind like a dog that didn’t want to take a bath; struggling, trying to climb away, giving him pitiful looks over her shoulder as she begged and moaned for more and ruined her virgin insides on his huge piston. She flooded twice before he finished inside her and by then she was so come-drunk that she was making out with Shelly underneath her while the other dryad was pinned and couldn’t get out from under them. The two girls kissing messily with eyes closed.
			

			
				On a whim Ren pulled out and started giving the hard pounding to Shelly again.
			

			
				“But s-she already got the baby-juice,” Daffodil complained, now the slippery meat in their sandwich. “More!”
			

			
				So he switched between them until they collapsed.
			

			
				Daffodil lay draped across Ren’s chest, her limbs limp and tangled like ivy. Her feral features were soft now, dreamy and flushed, lips parted in a dazed smile. Shelly curled at his other side, nuzzling into his ribs with the needy affection of a half-drunk kitten.
			

			
				Both dryads sighed with each stroke of Ren’s hand, their eyes heavy, glazed—not just from pleasure, but the lingering bliss of his venom still humming through their veins.
			

			
				Daffodil murmured, “Not food… home.”
			

			
				Shelly clutched his arm tighter. “Don’t stop touching... Ever.”
			

			
				Ren didn’t even try to move. He had survived paladins, undead, and betrayal—but he might actually be smothered to death by lovesick dryads. Then a sharp crack of a hand striking flesh split the air and Daffodil gave a yelp. A second smack and Shelly followed her.
			

			
				Bluebird loomed over them, arms crossed and eyes narrow. “Stop slurping sap out of him like beetles at a sugar log!”
			

			
				Daffodil and Shelly yelped and scrambled away, tripping over each other and retreating. Bluebird turned to Ren, huffing. She planted a knee on the moss beside him. 
			

			
				“My turn. And no sharing.”
			

			
				But the shapeliest of the maiden dryads had bit off more than she could chew… literally. After being unable to ‘do the kissing ritual’ on his cock she tried to take it all in her green valley and almost passed out because it was too big in her. As he pushed deep inside it was like juicing an orange… every stroke squirting out more sweet pussy-liquor. After she came the first time, she didn’t have the strength to fight back and when Ren grabbed her ankles and pushed them back over her shoulders until she was almost upside down she had to ride out the butter-churning he did to her insides, dripping on herself. 
			

			
				“So thick… I can’t breathe…” she gasped.
			

			
				He made her so hysterical that Shelly and Daffodil crawled forward, worried he was hurting her. 
			

			
				That made the moaning dryad bare her teeth and snarl them away. “My turn!” she snarled.
			

			
				But once she’d exploded a second time she didn’t have the strength to drive off her rivals and all three dryads were crawling all over him, mouths licking up any trace of his seed. They were too tired to resist as he turned Bluebird into a trembling heap beside them, leaking both their mess. 
			

			
				Ren had seen a lot of things in his life—dark magic, monster hunts, running for his life more times than he could count. But this? This was uncharted territory.
			

			
				Even when they were unable to stand they pressed closer, their competitive energy flaring up like a pack of feral cats arguing over the best sunspot. One trailed sharp nails down his arm. Another nipped at his ear, gauging his reaction. The third straddled his lap and curled up on his chest.
			

			
				One more bite of venom aught to do it.
			

			
				Shelly yelped as he pulled her closer, sinking his fangs to her collarbone in a way that made her shudder. Daffodil gasped when he trailed fingers down her spine, hitting just the right spot with a bite on her ass again. Bluebird, the most aggressive, found herself suddenly submissive as he nuzzled her neck gave her a good bite. As the pleasure of the venom hit she juiced herself a little on him. The dryads panted, their sharp edges gone, their wild energy shifting from territorial to possessive. Any competition was long forgotten. The tamed night-witches curled around him, warm, purring, completely tamed. Ren smirked, draping an arm over the closest one as the others nuzzled into his chest.
			

			
				“You know… you could have saved yourself a lot of trouble by just asking to take me to bed,” he sighed.
			

			
				Bluebird lay sprawled across Ren’s chest, her cheek resting where his heart thumped steady. “Dryad not used to choosing. We do what horn-man say,” she mumbled.
			

			
				“Horn-man?” Ren asked, fingers idly stroking her cornsilk hair.
			

			
				Daffodil curled at his side like a lazy cat, drowsy and warm. “Man with wand. With thorns on head. He wave it... make us go still. Make us obey. Even when we scream inside.”
			

			
				Bluebird snorted. “We hate it. But we do.”
			

			
				The horned man. Thistledown Jack…
			

			
				Ren felt his jaw clench. “And no one fights back?”
			

			
				Daffodil looked at him like a child asked why the sky bleeds. “We tried. Once. He show what happen when dryad disobey. Made Thalassea walk into a bonfire. Laugh when she burn. Roots still cry there.”
			

			
				Bluebird tightened her hold on him. “We stay quiet. Stay small. Live. Is better than die...”
			

			
				Ren stared at the cavern ceiling above. “No,” he said softly. “Not if you’re just breathing someone else’s orders.”
			

			
				But they didn’t answer. They were asleep. Ren lay sprawled in the middle of the dryads, their soft, warm bodies warring with the sudden anger at how they’d been mind-controlled for the mayor’s plans. He suddenly felt sympathy for the creatures tangled around him, purring in their sleep like satisfied jungle cats. He was pretty sure if he moved too fast, he’d get growled at. 
			

			
				Then the quartz boulder on the edge of the pool shimmered and twisted. Ren stared at it reforming into the shape of a naked girl until he found himself face to face with Cas grinning at him. She crouched low, silent, and motioned for him to follow.
			

			
				The first thing he thought was: did she just watch the entire orgy?
			

			
				Then he carefully untangled himself, pausing when Bluebird made a sleepy noise and nuzzled against his chest. He pried her off, whispering.
			

			
				“Sorry, sweetheart, not staying for breakfast.”
			

			
				Cas led him out of the cave pool into the dim green light of the tunnel. The moment they were out of earshot, she whispered. “Took you long enough.”
			

			
				“Well it was three against one,” he grumbled. “What took you so long?” Ren shot back. “I thought you got lost.”
			

			
				Cas snorted. “Don’t get angry with me! Maybe, just maybe, I was giving you time to plow that wild dryad trim. Ever think of that?”
			

			
				Then slithering out between the roots was a wet glob of glowing blue slime. Jam popped up and blorped at him.
			

			
				“Right Jam? Would a ‘thank you’ be so much? He is ungrateful for our help.”
			

			
				Ren opened his mouth, then shut it. He had nothing.
			

			
				The tunnels twisted like the veins of something long dead, mossy and slick, every root a trip hazard and every bend a blind guess. Ren ducked beneath a hanging root, his breath tight in his chest. Cas moved ahead, half-crawling. Jam sloshed in tight beside him, dim and trembling. 
			

			
				Then—noise. Footsteps. Slithers. A clicking growl. Ren froze. Behind them, the sounds multiplied.
			

			
				“Go,” Ren said.
			

			
				They ran.
			

			
				The tunnel narrowed, forcing them into a frantic crawl, elbows scraping on clay. The wet roots snagged hair and clothes. Then the noise stopped.
			

			
				Silence.
			

			
				Cas hissed. “Sounds like they want you back.”
			

			
				From the darkness behind, shapes began to emerge—feral, clay-slick figures, crawling on all fours like spiders. Skin cracked with dirt and bark. Eyes hollow and gleaming. One grinned, revealing teeth like splinters of stone.
			

			
				“Uh, Jam? Now’s the time. Cough it up.”
			

			
				The blue slime made a gurgling sound then literally coughed up Ren’s voidwand. Spitting it out to cas who handed it to Ren.
			

			
				“Thought you might need this.”
			

			
				Ren backed towards the nearest tunnel junction. “No one stop moving.”
			

			
				Ren barely had time to curse before the creatures charged, long claws flashing in the dim light. He stood his ground, the only thing between these things and his escaping crew.
			

			
				Let’s see how ugly you look up close…
			

			
				He opened his fingers, exposing the void rune, and reached into the magic power. Started reciting a quick incantation. A burst of light exploded from his palm, hitting the ground like a magnesium flare. Harsh, searing white burned into the night, turning the muddy street into a frozen tableau.
			

			
				The creatures shrieked, their clawed hands flying up to shield their eyes. The charge faltered.
			

			
				For the first time, Ren got a good look at them. And instantly regretted it.
			

			
				A dozen of them, skinny and long-limbed, moving in eerie sync. Female—obviously—naked except for the streaks of mud covering their bodies. Their faces were hidden behind masks of woven reeds, their green, matted hair spilling down like swamp grass left too long in stagnant water. Only these were no delicate virgin cuties. They were wizened with thorn teeth and rough bark for skin. Fingers and toes that ended in claws, Teeth exposed beneath the edge of the masks sharp. Like a shark. He’d read about them in the sorceress’ bestiary; starving dryads went feral and transformed into forest hags.
			

			
				Wizards believed that dryads were the primitive ancestors of elves, at least according to legend. The books all said they ate their victims, but they were solitary. The book said you’d never see more than two or three together at a time. Jack had gathered so many in one place that they weren’t able to feed and started devolving into flesh-eating monsters.
			

			
				Fucking idiot.
			

			
				He ran. They turned the next bend and caught sight of the sloped tunnel to the surface, littered in animal bones, slick with old mud and tangled with roots. They scrambled upward toward a warped wooden door set into the earth wall. But it wasn’t a door.
			

			
				It was grown.
			

			
				The exit was blocked by massive roots braided together like a palisade, twisted tight with bark and lichen, oozing sap where the knots overlapped. Somehow grown in place by the dryads.
			

			
				“Go,” he said. “I’ll make a hole, so stay clear when you get to the other side.”
			

			
				Before Cas could argue, Ren slid back down the slope, drew the voidwand, and aimed.
			

			
				“Hurry,” the mimic said and turned into a snake. She slipped through an opening in the palisade and Jam slithered after her with a squelch.
			

			
				He counted to ten, whispered something angry and pressed the control gem to fire a voidsphere.
			

			
				The globe of unlight detonated at the root barrier. It didn’t explode—it consumed. Roots blackened, curled, and collapsed into ash, leaving behind a smoking, perfect circle just wide enough for his shoulders.
			

			
				The tunnel groaned. Above him, the roots shivered like nerves cut from a living thing. Dirt trickled, then rained down. Somewhere above, something vast and vegetal let out a low, aching creak.
			

			
				The screeching madness from behind him alerted him. He spun around bringing the voidwand’s tower shield of glassy magic up between him and the dryads chasing him.
			

			
				The first javelin whistled in, but the black glassy shield from the voidwand caught the jagged dart mid-air. It exploded into fragments of wood and flint shrapnel. More darts. Three in a row. The shield caught them all.
			

			
				Then suddenly the dryads came at him like wolves. On all fours, fast, low, eyes glowing with murderous intent. The first dryad broke from the fog, sprinting low, mouth open in a silent shriek. Ren unleashed another snap of magic power from the void rune.
			

			
				The void magic burst from the dirt in the creature’s path. Exploding upwards like liquid tar. The dryad’s legs sank in, the gluey substance locking her knees, snapping her forward with a crack of bark and bone as black tentacles wrapped around it.
			

			
				Another came from the left—claws swinging, teeth bared.
			

			
				Ren shot a tentacle of dark energy from the void rune. A concentrated dart of power. It pierced her chest and like a syringe drawing blood it drained her life force in an instant. Her skin went gray, her breath evaporated, and then she collapsed, a desiccated husk, hitting the ground with a sound like dropped kindling.
			

			
				Ren turned—too late.
			

			
				A taller dryad had scaled the tunnel like a spider, limbs spread wide, eyes locked on him.
			

			
				She dropped.
			

			
				No time to do more than flinch.
			

			
				She slammed into him from above, driving him to the ground. Her knees pinned his shoulders, claws scratched at his face. Her breath was rank, her eyes wild, and her voice a guttural rasp of rage. Underneath the mud and paint the slender body, small round breasts, musky loins practically shoved in his face as she crouched on his chest. 
			

			
				She hissed, lips peeled back, startling green eyes staring into his and lifted one clawed hand to rip his throat out.
			

			
				A surge of energy shot out of the void rune in his palm. Wrapped around him. He hadn’t even thought it, hadn’t summoned a spell. It just acted on its own. And… 
			

			
				…he vanished.
			

			
				The void rune flared, and Ren’s body dissolved into black mist, slipping between her claws, rolling away through the air like smoke on a battlefield. The dryad dropped to the ground, confused, slashing at empty air. Ren felt terror grip him as he became… nothing. A cloud of dark mist. Unable to move or act. Then he drifted towards the doorway and behind the creature. A moment after that his body reformed and he landed, gasping, off balance. 
			

			
				He sprinted, boots slipping in the muddy slope of picked-clean animal bones to the exit, and dived through the gap as another flint dart clipped his shoulder. Pain lit up his nerves. He grunted—but didn’t stop.
			

			
				Behind him, the dryads screamed.
			

			
				He dragged himself through the opening and emerged into daylight. Cas and Noiraud grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him away from the hole. Ren took a moment to suck in a deep breath of fresh air, but a chorus of shrill cries echoed up from the cave. The dryads’ desperate, furious shrieks.
			

			
				“Oh shit…”
			

			
				A green-skinned arm reached out, grasping at Ren’s ankle. He jumped. Yanked himself out of the dryad’s grasp. It was Bluebird. The dryad surged forward—only to stop at the cave entrance, recoiling from the sunlight with hissing wails.
			

			
				“Baby-daddy!” she screamed. “Come back!”
			

			
				Ren grabbed Cas’ hand and they sprinted away, followed by the slime. Ren glanced at the sky. The sun hung low, the last light of the day bleeding into the horizon.
			

			
				“It’s almost dark,” Cas said grimly. “They’ll be getting out soon.”
			

			
				“Then let’s not be here when they do,” Ren said. He looked down at his naked body. “And find some fucking clothes.”
			

			
				“You naughty little meatbags!” chirped a voice like windchimes on sugar. “I told you not to go playing in the Night Witches’ basement!”
			

			
				Hovering in front of them, bouncing in place above a patch of mushrooms, was a glowing yellow light that squealed in delight.
			

			
				Ren groaned. “Heloise—”
			

			
				“Nope!” she twirled midair, emitting a sparkle trail. “I said don’t touch the cursed roots. Don’t snog any moss girls. Don’t poke ancient fungal cults. And what do you do? All three!”
			

			
				A flicker of motion at the treeline caught Ren’s eye. Noiraud stepped out of the shadows with arms crossed, tail flicking irritably, the glowing sphere of the will-o-wisp floating at her shoulder like a smug lantern. She looked him up and down, nose twitching.
			

			
				“Smells like tree sex,” she said flatly. “You’ve got their sap all over you.”
			

			
				Ren straightened his jacket. “It wasn’t like that. They were very... persuasive. And dangerous. It was strategic.”
			

			
				“Uh-huh.”
			

			
				He squinted at her. “Anyway, where the hell were you, anyway?”
			

			
				Noiraud rolled her eyes. “I suppose master prefers I was captured and hadn’t fetched Heloise to help you, then? Next time I’ll let you get vine-choked in peace.”
			

			
				The will-o-wisp bobbed helpfully beside her, beaming like a child who’d brought home a stray cat and was proud of it.
			

			
				“We survived just fine without your help,” Cas said weakly, propping herself against a tree.
			

			
				“Barely!” Heloise zoomed in, inspecting Ren’s face like a disapproving aunt. “You look like you got dragged through nettles.”
			

			
				Those dryad girls had sharp nails. “Felt like it,” he muttered. “Can we forget about that? We need to get to Sawmill.”
			

			
				Heloise’s glow brightened mischievously. “Oh, now you want help?” She spun, then zipped off. “Come on, mortals! Time to play a game of hide and don’t get skewered!”
			

			
				They followed her through the increasing gloom as the daylight waned. Cas paused, nose sniffing. “Dryads. Up ahead.”
			

			
				“I know, don’t worry,” the willow-wisp said.
			

			
				They reached a clearing where a dozen dryads stood in a perfect circle, swaying and humming a low, vibrating throat song that made Ren’s teeth itch. Their hair dripped moss, their eyes glowed white, and their feet barely touched the earth. Jam whimpered and hid behind Noiraud, who was already halfway invisible in the shadows.
			

			
				“Don’t mind them,” Heloise whispered cheerfully. “That’s just their weird dream choir. They do it to synchronize their nesting urges.”
			

			
				Ren blinked. “That’s... a horrifying sentence.”
			

			
				As they crept past, Ren's mind spun. Dryads weren’t supposed to live like this—this many together? No way. Unless someone was feeding them. Feeding them men. Ren felt his stomach turn. Thistledown Jack. The wand. The control. Population control via dick.
			

			
				If he could get that wand...
			

			
				Heloise led them through the marshy forest, ducking under roots and clumps of tall reeds. At one point, she stopped abruptly and sank down onto the ground, glow dimming.
			

			
				“Shhh. Patrol.”
			

			
				They all slipped into the water, submerging in thick mud and algae as a dozen dryads glided by, their bare feet silent across the water. Noiraud refused to submerge herself in the water until Ren put a hand on her head and forced her under until only her nose was above the surface. 
			

			
				Once they passed, Heloise bobbed up with a grin. “Aaaaand we're clear! You’re doing so well, by the way. Very sneaky. I’m proud.”
			

			
				The cat lurched out of the muck, bedraggled and furious, hissing and glaring at Ren.
			

			
				They reached the riverbank. A quick search and the willow-wisp returned to direct them to a driftwood log trapped on the riverbank. It was nearly dark now, the last light reflecting on the surface of the water.
			

			
				“Good idea, get on,” Ren muttered. “This’ll take us down to the docks.”
			

			
				The bedraggled cat looked at him mutinously. “More water?”
			

			
				Cas raised an eyebrow. “And then what?”
			

			
				“Just get in the fucking water.”
			

			
				Sinking into the water until they were barely able to breathe, they kicked it loose. Then rode the dead tree like a soggy canoe, drifting downstream, paddling the log to the edge of the farmland around Sawmill. The lights of the town flickered through the trees like a promise.
			

			
				Until the docks near the village came into view.
			

			
				Ren pointed. Four orc guards guarded the town dock, armed and cranky-looking, carrying lanterns.
			

			
				“They’ll raise the alarm if they see us,” he said.
			

			
				Cas cracked her neck, gave a quick smile and winked at Ren. “Hold my beer.”
			

			
				She slipped under the water.
			

			
				For a moment—silence.
			

			
				Then, one of the orcs screamed as a dryad burst from the river, all glowing eyes and mossy hair, hissing like an angry kettle. 
			

			
				“Gimme yer dicks, pig-boys! Grrrr, I’m hungry!”
			

			
				The orcs panicked and ran like children from a clown.
			

			
				The dryad turned and waved towards the river.
			

			
				It was Cas.
			

			
				Ren laughed, exhausted. “Showoff.”
			

			
				When they’d all climbed out of the water they made their way along the dock and followed the trail up towards the village.
			

			
				“Where's everyone else?” Ren asked.
			

			
				“Up at the mine,” Cas said casually. “Lucky ducks. Me an' Jam escaped; no jail that can hold us, amirite Jammie?”
			

			
				The slime burbled.
			

			
				“I know, right?” Cas said.
			

			
				“Don’t suppose the way you got out is the way we can get in?”
			

			
				“Heck no… but don’t worry, I got that all figured.”
			

			
				“Oh yeah?”
			

			
				“Yeah, heard the monks have a secret way into the mine under their temple – won’t have to fight through a hundred miners and orcs to get in.”
			

			
				They reached the outskirts of the farmer fields and paused, catching their breath. They were deserted this after sunset. Farmers back in the palisade. Cutting through a field of corn, they emerged close to the stocks by the palisade gate. They halted in the shadows. Cas closed her eyes, her body shifting, twisting, compressing until she dropped to all fours on her trotters. 
			

			
				“What?” she asked, just one of the dozen or so scraggly hogs that wandered the camp.
			

			
				Ren exhaled. “Still not used to it.”
			

			
				Cas snorted and trotted into the open mouth of the gate.  A few tense minutes passed before she returned, this time carrying a wad of clothes in her mouth to dump them at Ren’s feet. 
			

			
				“Coast is clear,” she said, shifting back to her usual self. “Brought you clothes… though I don’t see why you want ‘em.” She eyed Ren’s naked form and licked her lips.
			

			
				“Where’d you get these? A whorehouse?” he asked, holding up the clothes. There was a black silk jacket and trousers, along with a ruffled shirt. Looked like a high-school marching band uniform. 
			

			
				“Stole it from that lute-playing musician’s laundry line. That’s what you get for bringing a guitar into a shithole town like this.” 
			

			
				 Ren grimaced putting the clothes on. “Fuck it. Let’s go steal back what’s ours.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 22   : The Mine
			

			
				 
			

			
				The temple doors groaned open like coffin lids being pried loose from the earth.
			

			
				Ren, Cas, Noiraud, and Jam stepped into the main hall, boots echoing off damp stone. The air inside was cold and thick—like something clotted. The room stretched out with cathedral grandeur, massive black pillars rising into shadow-like ribs in a titan’s corpse. Sickly pale torchlight flickered from sconces carved into grotesque faces, each one weeping rivulets of dried red wax. Faint chanting echoed from somewhere deeper, low and irregular, as if the singers were breathing through cracked teeth.
			

			
				Strange symbols pulsed along the walls, patterns that shifted if he stared at them too long. The altar ahead appeared to be carved from a single slab of fused bone and basalt, its surface writhing faintly with fungal growths. 
			

			
				It was trying way too hard. In the depths of the Nethermire there were real ancient chapels to unknowable eldritch forces. Things carved into the heart of the earth thousands of years ago. Where gods buried their secrets. These guys… strictly bush league.
			

			
				Cas grinned. “Creepy bone temple? You shouldn’t have.”
			

			
				Ren snorted. “I love what they’ve done with the ambiance. Eldritch god’s man-cave.”
			

			
				Jam jiggled beside them, emitting a quiet excited bloop.
			

			
				Two monks in heavy red robes approached, bald heads gleaming and faces slack with ritual sedation. Their faces looked... wrong. Like whatever mutation was happening to the miners was happening to them, only slower. One held a crooked staff studded with iron thorns like barbed wire. The other clutched a prayer wheel that left trails of smoke as it spun.
			

			
				“What do you want, outsiders?” the first monk rasped.
			

			
				Ren smiled politely. “Oh, just hoping to borrow your secret entrance to the mine.”
			

			
				The monks blinked in eerie synchronization. One tilted his head like a raven inspecting roadkill. The other sniffed the air.
			

			
				“You reek of outside rot,” one croaked. “Of sunlight and heresy. You have no place in the Vein’s cradle.”
			

			
				“That’s a shame,” Ren reached for his voidwand. “But I kinda figured you'd say that...”
			

			
				Before his hand even settled on the wand, Jam launched.
			

			
				The slime fired like an elastic band and shot up the monk’s nose with a moist shlurp. Ren watched in horrified fascination as the glowing blue slime the size of a rottweiler crammed its way into the man's body cavity. His body convulsing as Jam hollowed him out like a prize gourd, firing a spray of liquified innards out any available orifice to make room. His eyes rolled back before they were sucked inwards completely and replace with two glowing blue orbs that were extensions of Jam's body. 
			

			
				Arms flopping briefly before stiffening, the monk turned toward his partner, lurching.
			

			
				“Hello, fellow cultist,” Jam said using the monk’s voice. “Please come closer for a hug.”
			

			
				The second monk finished watching the evisceration of his companion, screamed and sprinted for a massive bronze gong hung by the entrance. Jam lurched after him, wearing the monk's body like a suit, tackling the robed man to the ground but in doing so the monk's shaved head crashed into the gong on the way down.
			

			
				DOOMMMMMM.
			

			
				The sound reverberated through the temple like the death knell of sanity. Doors burst open on every side. Dozens of monks poured into the hall, shrieking verses, swinging censers and ritual knives. Some crawled on all fours. Others writhed like spiders were under their skin. All of them howled in pain or joy or both.
			

			
				A massive figure emerged atop the altar stairs—taller than the rest, draped in ceremonial robes woven with thorns and dead roses. His face was hidden behind a greathelm bolted shut, the metal etched with demonic script. It said: ‘Blessed are the flayed, for they shall know truth.’
			

			
				“...or a really bad skincare routine,” he muttered.
			

			
				As he watched, the head monk began to glow and successive layers of magical protection wrapped around him – defensive cult magic like layers of an onion. Shimmering layers of light around him like a glass ball.
			

			
				“You dare defile the House of the Rooted Vein?” he roared. “We will show you realms of pain. You will beg for death, beg for redemption! You will—”
			

			
				Ren fired the void wand.
			

			
				A shimmering black sphere enveloped the monk leader in mid-zealotry, freezing him in place like an insect caught in amber. His voice cut off with a surprised grunt.
			

			
				Ren dusted his hands. “I’ve heard enough preaching for one lifetime. Hit 'em hard.”
			

			
				Noiraud moved like a shadow set loose. One heartbeat she was behind Ren, the next she blurred into motion, tearing across the blood-slick floor on all fours. Her claws glinted like razors, and her grin was all fang and joy. She circled the mass of monks, too fast to follow, slashing legs and flanks and hamstrings. Screams erupted as their formation collapsed in confusion.
			

			
				Cas bellowed—not in her voice, but something deeper. She shifted mid-stride into a towering, musclebound orc matron with tusks, braids, and zero patience, and waded into the monks. Her big meaty orc hands grabbed two shrieking monks by their heads and cracked them together like coconuts. Blood sprayed. Their robed forms slumped to the floor.
			

			
				Still controlling the voidsphere that had the monk leader trapped, Ren focused on the containing the monk leader. Focusing his will through the wand like a transmitter, he tried to collapse the dusky sphere inward, willing the black energy to compress like a vice—but the sphere buckled, warping instead of crushing. 
			

			
				Fucking protective wards on that guy are too strong... The layers of glowing runes around the monk preventing the sphere from collapsing as they fought to keep their master intact.
			

			
				“Fine. Later,” Ren growled.
			

			
				The monk was trapped in there so ren ignored him. Turned and raised both hands as three monks charged him, screaming prayers through bleeding gums. The void rune on his palm flared with sickly light. Energy pulsed outward, and gripping their life force he yanked it like ripping the skin off a dead rabbit. The monks collapsed mid-step, their skin blanching and cracking as their life exited their bodies. For a moment Ren savored the screaming spirits then they sucked up into the void of the rune. 
			

			
				Dark magic bled into him, fueled by the three souls.
			

			
				He'd been distracted. Barely turned in time to see a fourth monk dart from behind, knife raised...
			

			
				Thud.
			

			
				The attacker dropped like a sack of meat. Behind him stood another monk... wobbling and squishy with glowing blue eyes. Jam saluted him and made a shuffling waggle into the fray to find another target. 
			

			
				Then he heard the skittering.
			

			
				He looked up just in time to see a massive red spider scuttling across the ceiling—Cas, of course. She spat a volley of webbing, sticky cords whipping through the air and snagging monks mid-charge, yanking them off their feet to dangle above like cheese in a net. Ren turned his voidwand into a sword, parrying an axe blow and disemboweling the monk. He was about to lunge at another when the room erupted with sound.
			

			
				KE-RACKK
			

			
				A gunshot boomed through the chamber, echoing like a war drum. The bullet chipped stone an inch from Ren’s head, spraying dust and sparks.
			

			
				He snapped up the voidwand again and activated its shield function—an arc of shimmering black energy fanned out before him just in time to catch two more bullets from monks on the far side of the hall. The rounds struck the barrier with a sound like rain on glass and hissed away into smoke.
			

			
				Then behind the monks Noiraud stood up from a pair of dead monks, panting lightly, two stolen pistols raised. She pulled the triggers with a satisfied hiss, gunning down the robed lunatics before they could reload.
			

			
				The remaining monks had gathered near the altar, chanting in a circle. Their hands writhed through intricate mudras, and the air grew cold. A writhing white mist began to form—wailing, burning with hate, teeth like needles.
			

			
				Fuckers were summoning a spirit to attack him...
			

			
				“Amateur hour.”
			

			
				He raised a hand and sucked the ghost’s essence straight into his palm, compressing it into smoky fuel. With a snap of his fingers, he redirected the energy into a crackling bolt of lightning that burst outward.
			

			
				The blast struck the summoning circle and exploded, flinging monks in all directions like bowling pins. Some hit walls. One hit the ceiling and stuck.
			

			
				Then—stillness.
			

			
				It all seemed over except for one monk, disemboweled and dragging his entrails, still clawed his way toward Ren, spitting blood and making a furious growling noise.
			

			
				Noiraud walked up beside him and shot him clean through the head before tossing the gun aside.
			

			
				The room fell quiet.
			

			
				Blood dripped from the walls. Piles of robes wrapped around corpses steamed. Jam vomited out the mouth of her puppet into a pile and jiggled happily.
			

			
				And then—the protective wards on the void sphere failed.
			

			
				Ren had forgotten about the monk leader. From the corner of his eye he caught the cascading failure of his layers of protective magic and then...
			

			
				The sphere imploded.
			

			
				The monk leader didn’t even have time to scream as he was popped into a red mist that splattered in every direction like someone dropped a melon from a tower.
			

			
				Ren exhaled. “Okay,” he said, surveying the carnage. “Anyone see a fucking secret door to the mine anywhere?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The stairwell into the temple basement was slick with condensation and something that looked a lot like blood but smelled worse. Ren led the way, voidwand humming low in his hand, Cas and Noiraud flanking him, Jam squelching quietly behind; the slime seemed happier to have discarded her puppet flesh suit and get back in her normal glowing blue form.
			

			
				The chamber at the bottom opened into what looked like what had started as a shrine and been modified into a prison. Rusted iron bars formed pens against the far wall—empty now, though the chains still swung gently. A detailed statue twice life-size of a maternal goddess loomed in the center, carved from limestone: she held a child in one arm and a lamb in the other. Someone had daubed its eyes with pitch. Its mouth was painted red.
			

			
				“Real nurturing vibe," Cas muttered. Then her eyes filled with mischief and she turned to Ren. “Hey Ren... remember that time I turned into a sexy garden statue and then you—” 
			

			
				“Yeah,” Ren quickly interrupted her. “I remember.”
			

			
				A figure stepped out from behind the statue.
			

			
				He was shirtless, barefoot, and massive, wearing only a greasy loincloth and a greathelm bolted shut over his face. The helm bore no visor, only slits. Faint chanting echoed from beneath it.
			

			
				Great… another one…
			

			
				He stepped forward, spinning two curved swords with theatrical grace.
			

			
				“I am the master of all flesh, if you are not in chains ou don’t belong here,” the slavemaster growled. “Only those who tithe flesh may pass.”
			

			
				Then he attacked.
			

			
				He was fast—unnaturally fast. His body twitched and pivoted like he was fighting inside a trance, every limb fueled by raw god-magic. The first exchange of blows sent Ren flying, knocked Cas to the floor, and made Noiraud vanish behind a column.
			

			
				Jam tried to wrap around him and got kicked across the room. It all happened so fast Ren had to check if he'd been wounded. Taking damage with so many extra life levels was like stubbing a toe – he felt the impact, but the pain was dulled. A bleeding slash across both legs showed why his life levels were slowly dropping. 
			

			
				Shit...
			

			
				Ren groaned from the floor. “Okay. Round two. Serious mode.”
			

			
				“All hail the new flesh,” the slavemaster said and crouched to charge. 
			

			
				Ren raised his hand. The void rune flared, and shadow tentacles erupted from the floor and snared the slavemaster’s legs and arms, rooting him to the spot before he could run.
			

			
				Jam oozed up behind him and launched herself onto his helmet, sealing the eye slits with translucent slime.
			

			
				The slavemaster howled and slashed blindly. Noiraud rolled into cover and popped up with both wheelock pistols. She fired into his center of mass with a satisfied meow—only to see the man's arms blur, blades flashing. The bullets pinged off his spinning swords, deflected in midair with absurd precision. The slugs shattered against the walls like cheap pottery.
			

			
				“Bullets?” the slavemaster laughed from inside the helm, voice echoing metallic. “You think bullets can pierce the sanctified flesh of the Vein’s chosen? I bleed only for the Rooted God!”
			

			
				“I wasn’t trying to hurt you,” Noiraud said, grinning. “Just distract you.”
			

			
				Cas, now in her hulking pink spider form, dropped a noose of silk from the ceiling.
			

			
				The finger-thick silk cord tightened around his throat and yanked him up, limbs flailing, swords clanging. He tried to chant again but it came out as a gargle. He swiped above his head with the sword, but the blade couldn't bite into the tough arachnofiber.
			

			
				Cas's eight legs yanked, and his body spasmed, bones crunched, then went still. Satisfied he was ragdoll dead, Cas cut the silk loose and dropped him to the floor below. Whistling to herself she hopped her way down the wall and landed in her humin form joining Jam as she slithered off the corpse.
			

			
				“That guy was a real dick.”
			

			
				Jam burbled in agreement. Everyone stood there for a moment, catching their breath.
			

			
				Ren leaned on the statue, panting. “Agreed. That was unreasonably hardcore.”
			

			
				Noiraud wiped a bloody nose with her sleeve as she loaded a fresh shot into her pistols. “Overachievers are so needy...”
			

			
				They turned to the iron door behind the statue. 
			

			
				“That look like a secret door to mine tunnels to you?”
			

			
				“Could be,” Cas said. Gathering themselves and ignoring the bruises and scratches, they pushed collectively at the doors until they slowly swung open.
			

			
				“All I want now,” Ren grunted with effort. “Is a nice... filthy... cave... to relax in...”
			

			
				The doors swung wide to reveal a dozen monks in a stone hallway, sitting in meditation along the walls, hands on their knees, eyes closed, silent.
			

			
				As one they all looked up, faces hardening as they saw intruders. And picked up clubs, axes and daggers.
			

			
				“Fuck me...” Ren groaned.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren, stepped over the pile of still-warm corpses that had once been monks, his companions following. Blood splashed everywhere, like someone had tried to draw crop circles using body parts and blind optimism.
			

			
				Ren swiped his voidwand on a shredded robe. “That escalated predictably.”
			

			
				Cas was picking monk meat from her fur. “You said ‘don’t let them get escape’. So I didn’t.”
			

			
				Noiraud licked a smear of blood off her claw. “I took one alive, master,” she said like the teacher's pet.
			

			
				Behind them, one monk groaned. He was the only survivor—barely. Ren grabbed him by the collar.
			

			
				“Okay asshole, we want the way to the mine. Now.”
			

			
				The monk, pale and trembling, pointed to a rusted iron door built into the rock.
			

			
				“Through there... straight to the secret shaft...”
			

			
				“Heh... he said shaft,” Cas chuckled.
			

			
				They dragged him along. Beyond the door was a rough-carved tunnel into the raw rock under the town, braced with old timber and stained with black minerals.
			

			
				Ren squinted. “Yep. That’s a mine. Cut this guy loose.”
			

			
				Cas promptly grabbed the monk and bit his throat out. Dropped him gurgling to bleed out at their feet.
			

			
				“What?” she said through blood. “You said cut him.”
			

			
				The tunnel sloped downward and as they descended into the dark Jam began to glow with a blue light. Ren paused at a layer of sickly green fog filling the tunnel ahead like water. 
			

			
				Noiraud coughed. “What is this?”
			

			
				“That’s bloatfog,” Ren said. 
			

			
				Stuff was common in dungeons with magical runoff. It was heavier than air and settled in low spots. Magical, toxic. Back in the Nethermire they'd used it in some of the pit traps. None of the monsters in Ren's crew were affected by it due to all the overexposure to magic toxins they’d dealt with on a daily basis.
			

			
				Cas inhaled deeply and sighed. “Mmm. Just like home.”
			

			
				They moved deeper into the mine, descending through the fog until the tunnel curved upward again and they emerged into proper mine tunnels. Wooden beams groaned. Dust fell like slow snow. It smelled like old rock and older bones. 
			

			
				“I’ve almost missed this,” he muttered.
			

			
				They entered a wider cavern that showed signs of being mined out a long time ago, leaving nothing but a few scraps of wood, rags of stained clothing, and the fossilized remains of a midden. Jam grew brighter and lit up the whole place. A soft fluttering noise echoed from above.
			

			
				Noiraud looked up. “What the f—” 
			

			
				A dark shape dropped from the ceiling and glomped onto her head. Like a leathery cape that wrapped around her to her knees.
			

			
				She shrieked, voice muffled, and thrashed, staggering in circles.
			

			
				“Darkmantle!” Ren barked.
			

			
				“Save me master – gedditoff!” Noiraud shrieked, muffled by leathery folds.
			

			
				Instead of attacking, Cas started rapidly chatting in the language of dungeon monsters—wet clicks, shrill whines, and deep glottal gargles. A ring of five eyes opened up on the back of the leathery creature and blinked at Cas. Then it responded in the same clicks and blorps. Cas replied back and they both gave a gurgling sound that Ren decided was laughter.
			

			
				Cas turned to Ren. “We’re friends now! His name is Fwump.”
			

			
				“Cas,” Ren said. “Let the cat go.”
			

			
				“Oh. Right.”
			

			
				The darkmantle loosened its grip and rolled up like a shy octopus wearing a cape. With a raspy flapping it launched itself off the cat-girl who yowled and staggered, covered in slime, and suddenly zoomed to hide behind Ren's legs. 
			

			
				The darkmantle flapped to the nearest wall and hung there, clicking and chittering to Cas. She giggled and petted it.
			

			
				“Kill it master!” Noiraud hissed.
			

			
				“Ren!” Cas said, suddenly alarmed. “You can't hurt it! Fwump was just doing what comes natural to it! They didn't know we were friendly!”
			

			
				Ren sighed. “Fine.”
			

			
				“Can I keep it?”
			

			
				Last time she'd brought back a pet it was a corrosion beast that she'd neglected and he'd had to put it down himself. “No.”
			

			
				“But—"
			

			
				“Stick to the mission!”
			

			
				Cas glared at him.
			

			
				With one last affectionate blorp, Cas patted Fwump and they went on their way. They passed through more tunnels, and found more than one side tunnel that had been boarded up tight, with raw wool stuffed in the seams to prevent leaks and crude signs painted on them with skulls:
			

			
				 
			

			
				CHOKE GAS
			

			
				 
			

			
				Had to be more tunnels filled with toxic air. “Creative,” Ren noted.
			

			
				But ahead, voices echoed—a dozen or more. Laughing. Cackling.
			

			
				A group of crazed miners rounded the corner, some still chewing on hardtack and dried tuber root, their faces gaunt and twitchy. One muttered, “Ain’t had a proper meal in two days that didn’t scream or glow,” just before hurling his empty tin plate at the wall. Another rubbed his eyes and scratched at a sore on his cheek as he lifted his pickaxe.
			

			
				The moment they spotted Ren’s group, their muttering stopped. Eyes went wide. Jaws clenched.
			

			
				“Hi!” Ren said in a friendly way. “Today's our first day. Which way to the digging?”
			

			
				“You aint no sap-muckers,” one miner said. “Where's yer picks and shovels?”
			

			
				“Uhh...”
			

			
				Orc overseers pushed forward through the miners, snarling and pointing. “OUTSIDERS! Grab em you dumb puss-lickers!”
			

			
				Shit...
			

			
				As the miners charged, picks and shovels raised like maniacs, Ren looked at the nearest barricade, aimed the voidwand and smashed it apart.
			

			
				A wave of bloatfog gas poured into the tunnel like a suffocating waterfall. Drowning the entire cavern. The miners never reached them, dropping one by one, choking, convulsing, dying at Ren’s boots. The orcs were slightly more resistant to the poison and staggered around coughing until Ren and Cas finished them off.
			

			
				“Effective,” Ren said, eying the dead.
			

			
				“Master is efficient,” the cat added proudly.
			

			
				“That was fun,” Cas chuckled.
			

			
				They followed the miner's path and at the back of the tunnel, a blue glow shone  from a mine cart sitting on a rusted set of rails. Carefully approaching, Ren was startled to see the glow came from the shape of a mushroom tied to the front of the cart like a lantern.
			

			
				It was Amanita.
			

			
				Jam let out a delighted squeal and oozed forward, slicing her bonds. The mushroom girl flopped free into her friend’s embrace.
			

			
				“Manny!”
			

			
				“Jammy!”
			

			
				The two reunited friends danced together in a circle laughing.
			

			
				“They can talk?” Ren asked, slightly horrified.
			

			
				“You didn't know?” Cas asked.
			

			
				Amanita bounced in Jam’s gooey embrace, glowing with enthusiasm. Though the mushroom girl didn’t seem to have more words than her friend’s name, she waved her stubby arms and made urgent squeaking noises, tugging at Ren’s sleeve.
			

			
				“She wants to show us something,” Ren said, brow raised.
			

			
				Amanita scurried back to the small mine cart on a side rail and pointed emphatically.
			

			
				“Well,” Ren muttered. “Couldn’t possibly be worse than the last thing we found in a cart.”
			

			
				They all clambered in. Amanita took the front and yanked a break lever release. The wheels squealed as the cart shot forward, racing through the winding tunnels, torchlight flashing past. The track dipped, turned, and then leveled out as they emerged into a cavern unlike the rest of the mine.
			

			
				It was an enormous hollowed globe, the stone walls choked with massive rose vines as thick as arms, bristling with deep crimson thorns. The whole chamber pulsed with spinning magic light from a massive metal ring embedded in the wall like a huge dial. 
			

			
				What the hell…
			

			
				It spun slowly, a giant waterwheel, ten times the size of a man, forged from tarnished green metal. It creaked slowly in the center of a shallow pool, fed by a thin sluice of water from a carved channel above. Runic glyphs glowed faintly across its surface, their light pulsing like a slow heartbeat. With each rotation of the wheel, a ripple of golden magic flowed outward, seeping into the surrounding rock and vines—power surging through the vines and carried into the rest of the mine like a living current. The entire cave thrummed with ancient force, a whisper of something vast and very old echoing just beyond perception.
			

			
				Cas whistled. “Now that’s amazing!” she said in wonder. “What do you think happens if we smash it?”
			

			
				“Cas—” Ren started.
			

			
				“What? It’s huge. It’s magic. Who knows what freaky thing its doing. I bet you anything it makes a sweet explosion!”
			

			
				Ren shook his head. “We don’t even know what it does yet. It could kill everyone in town. Or just summon a slime god. You want a vengeful slime god? 'Cause that's how you get vengeful slime gods.”
			

			
				“What a killjoy," she frowned at the wheel wistfully, still imagining it in flames. “Eh Flump?”
			

			
				The flapping darkmantle skittered from where it flew by overhead.
			

			
				“I thought I said to leave that behind!” Ren snapped.
			

			
				“What? When? I don't remember that.”
			

			
				Ren rallied his calm and turned back to the ancient magic artifact. Found Noiraud had wandered to the edge of the wheel, staring. “I’ve seen something like this before. With Isinore.”
			

			
				Ren raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
			

			
				Noiraud’s tail flicked, and she tilted her head, ears twitching. “I mean, maybe? It’s… ugh. It’s like I should know it. Big, glowy, old. But it’s all foggy now.”
			

			
				Ren waited, arms crossed.
			

			
				She tapped her chin in thought with a clawed finger. “Maybe if we did the memory ritual again. You know, properly this time. With focus. And, you know, closeness. Skin contact helps. And... rhythmic movement. Like... swaying.”
			

			
				Ren narrowed his eyes. “Swaying?”
			

			
				She gave him a smirk. “I’m just saying—if our souls are gonna sync up, we should really put in the effort. For accuracy. Research, master. I’m being scholarly.”
			

			
				He groaned. “This is about the sex, isn’t it?”
			

			
				Noiraud blinked, all mock innocence. “Only if it helps the ritual. Which it will. Definitely.”
			

			
				“Geez, Ren,” Cas said. “It's not like our friends' lives aren't hanging in the balance. You won't even fuck one cat to save them? I thought I knew you.”
			

			
				Ren glared at her. He turned to the cat-girl. “I think we can find the memory without sex, okay?”
			

			
				“We'll see,” Noiraud said then patted the ground eagerly and knelt down. “Now let's start!”
			

			
				They sat together, knees brushing. Noiraud met his gaze and as he stared into her eyes the shadows gathered, as if someone had dimmed the lights in the cavern. The golden light from the prayer engine began to strobe slower, then faster, then slower again, syncing with the rhythm of their breaths. A faint wind swirled around them, smelling of lavender and ash, and the stone beneath them pulsed like a living thing.
			

			
				Ren felt his thoughts slip sideways. The edges of Noiraud’s face blurred and reformed in radiant lines of silver. Her pupils widened, catlike, then glowed. His palm throbbed as the rune sensed it. A pressure built behind his eyes—not pain, but the push of memory threading itself into focus.
			

			
				Slowly, the world melted away.
			

			
				The vision came in fragments—ice and fog, blue light dancing in frozen caverns. Isinore stood beside a younger Noiraud in her cat form, both gazing at a similar wheel churning slowly in glacial water.
			

			
				“We call them Prayer Engines,” said a tall, fur-robed ice-witch in the memory. “Built by the Malificent. They power thresholds to the Other Layers. This one still spins, so the gate remains open—barely.”
			

			
				“Powered by water? Like a prayer wheel?” Isinore asked.
			

			
				“Yes… but the enchantment is delicate. The magical forces balanced carefully. The water flow can accelerate the magic to something very unstable.”
			

			
				The vision faded.
			

			
				But Ren didn’t immediately return.
			

			
				He was still staring into Noiraud’s eyes, their pupils locked like mirrors. The trance hadn’t fully let go.
			

			
				And then, new images surged—this time not from Isinore’s memories, but Noiraud’s.
			

			
				He saw himself from her perspective. Fragments of recollection: Ren making sarcastic jabs over a campfire, his hand brushing hers during a fight, the way he looked at the sky after a victory. He felt her gaze linger on him, not just with affection—but fascination. Admiration. Longing.
			

			
				She watched him when he wasn’t looking. Smiled when he made the others laugh. Hurt when he pulled away.
			

			
				More memories: Ren bandaging her arm. Ren standing between her and danger. Ren saying her name when she least expected it and making her feel like a person, not a thing.
			

			
				And in the middle of it all, the quiet truth bloomed:
			

			
				She loved him.
			

			
				He slowly emerged from the trance to find himself inches away from the cat-girl's face, still staring into her eyes. Noiraud was wide-eyed and pink-faced, caught just as deep in the memory haze. She seemed unusually shy, flushed and sweating.
			

			
				Ren cleared his throat awkwardly. “Uh... I guess we didn't need to have sex to go that deep in your memories after all,” he said confidently.
			

			
				“Th-then why is your cock inside me?” the cat-girl looked away shyly.
			

			
				Ren looked down to realize he was balls deep in her pussy, her clothes pulled open to expose her little tits in his hands.
			

			
				Sonofa...
			

			
				“Don't stop,” the girl purred, her tail curling around his thigh as she wrapped her legs around him.
			

			
				Ren was still reeling from the emotional aftershocks of the memory ritual, but now their breathing synced again in an entirely different rhythm. Noiraud’s eyes gleamed up at him, adoring and half-lidded, her smirk both sultry and unbearably soft. Her claws dragged lightly down his back—not scratching, just enough to remind him that she could.
			

			
				“Is this still part of the ritual?” he murmured, trying not to smile.
			

			
				She arched her back against him with a soft gasp. “It is now. Ancient soul magic. Very serious work.”
			

			
				“Wait…” Ren looked around at the others watching. “Here?”
			

			
				“Oh come on master… you can’t say you’ve never thought about fucking your familiar…”
			

			
				“My… familiar?” Did she mean herself?
			

			
				“You wanted me to share my memories… so convince me.”
			

			
				She was lost in a frenzy of passion, sloppily kissing him as she panted hungrily for more. Too hungry; her sharp little teeth drew blood from his lip.
			

			
				“Ooops,” she said breathily, pressing her forehead to his as her ears twitched. “Sorry… maybe you should punish me master.”
			

			
				“What’s wrong with you?” he panted.
			

			
				“Master never plays with me…” she said lustily.
			

			
				Geezus… the crazy feline was going into heat. It occurred to him the fastest way to finish this was to finish her.
			

			
				Well if that’s the way she wants it…
			

			
				He threw her on her belly and gripped the base of the tail to yank her bottom into the air.
			

			
				“Mrrreowwwrrr?” she yelped in alarm. Then her back arched like a Halloween decoration of a black cat as he sank his dick deep inside her.
			

			
				The cat-girl’s face screwed up as she took him all in, hands making furrows along the floor as she made fists with her claws. 
			

			
				“Yes! Like t-that m-master! I n-need it!” she yowled. “Do you l-like your tight little pussy?” she begged.
			

			
				She yowled and creamed herself on him. Thrashing so much he had to grip her by the black hair at the scruff of her neck. Which only seemed to turn her on more. But despite his best efforts to keep her pinned down face-first until she finished, she managed to twist her sinuously cat-lithe body around until she was facing him, still pinned by the neck, but only her shoulders stayed in contact with the ground. Her entire body twisted until he was standing over her, pounding down, and her clawed toes were gripping his shoulders. She grinned up at him, tongue lolling out, eyes rolling up as she rocked under his cock. And suddenly he was certain she had planned this all along.
			

			
				And as her insanely flexible body contorted, nearly standing on her head, she went into convulsions. An unstoppable shaking as she came violently around him. Making a yowling cry, she went limp.
			

			
				About fuckin time…
			

			
				He made the mistake of assuming it was over.
			

			
				The next thing he knew he was on his back and the small, lithe shape was kneeling on his chest as she lowered herself down on his cock. 
			

			
				“Pound me…” she begged, but she was rocking back and forth on him. Her cunt squeezing and swallowing until he couldn’t stand it. “Feed your kitty her cream!”
			

			
				He didn’t think he had anything left after the dray cave, but the floor he gave her made both of them howl.
			

			
				By the end, they were tangled together in a panting heap, her head on his chest, his hand absently stroking her behind her ears. Noiraud moaned against his neck, biting down just hard enough to make him swear and laugh at the same time.
			

			
				“I’m just saying,” she mumbled. “For magical clarity, we should probably do that again later.”
			

			
				“Ahem,” Cas cleared her throat. 
			

			
				Ren came to his senses and realized they had an audience of three watching with amusement. Four if you counted the darkmantle.
			

			
				Ren blinked. “That’s it. That’s how they’re getting sylphium. It’s not just a mine—they’re drilling into a quasi-dimension through that thing.”
			

			
				Cas leaned over. “Did the boning tell you all that?” she grinned.
			

			
				Ren quickly untangled himself from the half-naked cat-girl and Noiraud gave a low purr. Cas seemed more than pleased at laugh at his awkward situation.
			

			
				“So. Can we break it?” the mimic asked
			

			
				“Uh, yup. All we have to do is make it spin too fast.” He buckled up his trousers.
			

			
				“Great! How do we do that?”
			

			
				He stood, brushing himself off. Pointed to the water running down that was powering the wheel. “There has to be a sluice gate controlling the water flow. We sabotage that main valve. Dump the whole damn river onto it. It’ll blow if it spins too fast.”
			

			
				Cas cracked her knuckles. “Now that’s a plan.”
			

			
				Noiraud smirked, cheeks flushed. “So where do we get to the water?”
			

			
				Amanita did a happy wiggle, jumping up and down and waving her hand in the air like an overachiever in a grade school classroom. She obviously knew where it was.
			

			
				“Careful, Manny!” Cas cautioned her. “Don’t get too excited or Ren will want to fuck you next.”
			

			
				The mushroom blushed. Great.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The tunnels narrowed as Amanita led them on, then widened again into a chamber that reeked of sweat, stone, and the oily stink of wet machinery. Echoes of shouting, metal-on-metal, and the low roar of running water grew louder with every step. Cas loped ahead beside Amanita, who practically bounced with certainty, her little arms motioning them onward.
			

			
				“She knows where she’s going,” Cas said cheerfully over her shoulder. “Trust the 'shroom.”
			

			
				They poked out of the shadow of the cramped tunnel and found themselves at the bottom of a great crevasse—a chasm easily a hundred feet deep and twice that wide, splitting the rock like an open wound. One wall of the split was covered in tunnel mouths, each spilling golden light. Wood-and-iron scaffolding snaked back and froth up the face of the sheer side of the cavern, winding upwards and connecting all the tunnel mouths. A maze of rope bridges, rattling ladders, and makeshift walkways. Miners moved like ants, in and out, emerging from the tunnels pushing carts, shouting across the void, returning with empties. Over a hundred workers – all of them the bent and twisted humin mutants who'd been in the mine too long. At least twenty orc guards in leather armor cracked whips and barked orders from balconies and ledges. The whole dighead buzzed with activity.
			

			
				“Trust the shroom?” Ren hissed. “She’s led us into a hornet’s nest!”
			

			
				“This is the fastest way to the water control,” Cas translated Amanita’s squeaks as the mushroom scribbled a diagram into the dirt with her finger.
			

			
				Ren rounded on her. “Fastest? You led us into the middle of an army of insane mutants. There’s no way we’re getting through that!”
			

			
				Noiraud growled. “Master is right. This is suicide.”
			

			
				“She was trying to help,” Cas snapped. “She knows the layout. It’s not her fault the place is swarming. Besides, what do we care? Ren can just kill them all.”
			

			
				Great. It was nice they were so confident in his powers that they'd let him fight a hundred savage mutants by himself.
			

			
				The crew hissed and bickered in the shadows of the tunnel mouth, just out of sight of the miners above. Ren’s eyes scanned the chaos—and then locked onto movement: a square wooden platform descending slowly on thick chains from above, powered by a water sluice turning massive gears. A primitive elevator. He watched to make sure and saw it make its way past all the levels to come to a stop at the bottom of the crevasse, fifty feet away.
			

			
				“There,” he said. “That’s our ride up.”
			

			
				“Master is a genius!”
			

			
				“See… I toldja you’d find a way.”
			

			
				They hustled back into the tunnel and scrounged what they could. They emerged a minute later, Cas shapechanged into a pink-haired stocky female orc, complete with scarred armor and a permanent scowl. Jam oozed into a keg and they loaded it into a wheelbarrow with another barrel from inside a locked cabinet to add ballast. Ren smeared grime across their faces and grabbed the forks of the wheelbarrow with the mushroom leading the way as their lantern.
			

			
				“This won't work!” the cat-girl hissed.
			

			
				“They're never gonna know,” Cas assured her.
			

			
				“They're gonna know!”
			

			
				“How are they gonna know?” the she-orc said confidently then snapped a whip at the cat. “Get a move on there, mangey pussy!”
			

			
				Noiraud grumbled. Balancing the two kegs in the wheelbarrow they fell into formation behind Cas.
			

			
				“Let me do talking,” Cas grunted in her best orcish drawl.
			

			
				They marched out onto the rickety elevator platform as the lift settled at the bottom with a mechanical groan. A burly orc wearing a dented breastplate and a set of goggles waved them over. 
			

			
				“Unload that ore,” he barked to a crew of miners scrambling nearby.
			

			
				Once the cart was emptied, he turned to Ren’s disguised crew and gave them a quick once-over.
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				Cas nodded. “Gotta get these scum up top. Water control.”
			

			
				The orc grunted. “Get on. Don’t let em touch nothin’.”
			

			
				The crew filed aboard, the chains groaned, and the platform lurched as it began to rise—climbing up into the mine’s heart. Ren didn't much like heights, and it hadn't got any better after living underground in confined spaces. He gripped the chain railing of the platform tighter, trying not to look down as the bottom of the dighead shrank below them.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				


			
				Chapter 23   : Flood
			

			
				 
			

			
				The elevator groaned as it rose, chain links clattering through rusted gears. Ren leaned against the railing, looking into one dig tunnel after another as they came even with the platform. Crowded with miners, each was filled with a soft, golden glow… not torchlight, but something stranger. Thin shimmering auras outlined the openings in the rock. Ren realized these were openings into the quasi-dimension the magic engine was keeping open. 
			

			
				Beyond the apertures lay a world unlike theirs—just close enough to resemble something natural, but always wrong at the edges. Miners stepped through those glowing seams into a realm of soft, spongy earth that breathed underfoot, harvesting from growths that shimmered like jellyfish and pulsed like arteries. Giant vine-trees loomed from the skyless void, some of them moving sluggishly, as if disturbed by the intrusion. One immense shape crawled past—a whale-sized creature covered in bark and root, slowly exhaling golden mist from vents in its side. Were they trees? Animals? Something in between? Ren didn’t know. He only knew the miners treated them like crops. Or prey.
			

			
				The orc elevator operator squinted at Cas. “Didn’t think they let she-orcs on water detail. What’s yer name?”
			

			
				Cas curled her lip. “Mudgut.”
			

			
				The orc gave her a slow grin. “Hah! Strong name. Bet you smells real nice when you're sweatin'."
			

			
				Which Ren guessed was about as romantic as orcs got.
			

			
				Cas twitched. “I’ll let you smell your own blood, if you like.”
			

			
				He leaned a little closer, eyes sweeping over her. “You from the Boarfang clan? They got the best she-orcs. Big teeth. Broad shoulders. Real wrestlers.”
			

			
				Cas forced a smile. “I’m from the Gutspillers. We specialize in throat-punching horny creeps who talk too much.”
			

			
				The orc laughed like she was joking. “Feisty. I like that. Maybe after shift you and me grab a tankard, wrestle a bit. See who tastes blood first.”
			

			
				Cas was already clenching her fists. “I'd rather suck the farts out of a dragon's asshole.”
			

			
				The orc blinked, and his entire body language changed. “Hold up. Show me yer damn work tag. What pit you posted to, huh?”
			

			
				Cas hesitated. “The, uh... western sump?”
			

			
				“There’s no western sump,” he said flatly.
			

			
				“Well not officially,” Cas shot back. “It’s, like, experimental.”
			

			
				The orc was now downright suspicious. “Uh-huh. Who's yer shift boss?”
			

			
				“Snorg.”
			

			
				“Snorg’s been dead six months.”
			

			
				Cas looked thoughtful. “Explains the smell.”
			

			
				The orc's brow furrowed. “Something ain’t right. You one of them plant-huffers from church duty? You on leafgas again?”
			

			
				Cas gave Ren a desperate look. Oh, now she wants help…
			

			
				The orc reached for a lever. “Thass it. Aint moving a ‘nother inch till you toe-jams say something makes sense!”
			

			
				“Oh for fuck's sake,” Cas muttered, and whistled.
			

			
				The orc blinked. “Whazzat supposed to mean? You ain't whistling yer way outa—"
			

			
				With a rustle of skin flaps suddenly the darkmantle dove from the scaffolding above, wrapping around the orcs head and shoulders like a hangman's hood. From underneath the operator's panicked screams were muffled and as the brute staggered and fought to free himself, Fwump yanked him screaming off the side of the platform. 
			

			
				“Oh shit!”
			

			
				Ren made a desperate grab to keep the elevator operator from toppling over but missed by a few inches. The darkmantle flapped free. The orc plummeted down with a fading howl. Two levels below, a knot of miners looked up at the scream just in time to see what looked like an airborne orc meteor coming at them in full freefall.
			

			
				He landed like a dropped piano.
			

			
				There was a wet crump, a spray of red mist, and half a dozen miners vanished in a meaty detonation of limbs and panic. One was thrown so hard his severed leg stuck in the wall, still twitching.
			

			
				Ren winced. 
			

			
				“Bet he doesn't clock in tomorrow.” Cas let out a low whistle. “Ten points for style, Fwump.”
			

			
				The darkmantle hissed happily from above, already slithering back into the shadows.
			

			
				“Fucksakes you idiot!” Ren snarled.
			

			
				The alarm went up. Miners and orcs on the surrounding scaffolding turned and pointed. Shouts echoed. Steel rang. Then came the stampede—dozens of workers from every level rushing to the edge to see what had just flattened their buddies. Eyes locked onto the elevator platform as it rose, and the yelling grew louder.
			

			
				“There! It's them!”
			

			
				“Those ain't no miners!”
			

			
				“They threw a foreman off the rail!”
			

			
				The nearest crowd surged to the scaffolding just above the elevator, gripping pickaxes and shovels, some already dropping ropes to swing down. A furious chant of "Get 'em! Get 'em!" started to spread.
			

			
				Godfuckingdammit...
			

			
				Cas bounced on her toes happily. “Looks like we made an impression.”
			

			
				Ren didn’t respond. He was busy checking the charge on his voidwand.
			

			
				“Here they come!” Ren snapped.
			

			
				They were approaching the next level above them – dozens of orcs and wild-eyed miners ready to leap for the elevator.
			

			
				“Prepare to repel the boarders!” Cas yelled, striking a dramatic pirate pose. “No quarter! No refunds!”
			

			
				The first wave didn't even wait for the elevator to come even with the level of scaffolds above it; they came shimmying down ropes. The first orc hit the deck and Cas turned into a miniature pony and kicked him in the balls. then kicked him in the chin as he folded and sent him sailing off the edge of the platform. Ren slashed another in the stomach with the sword of his voidwand, then shoved him back into the pair of hunchbacked humin miners behind him, sending all three over the rail. Noiraud dodged a mighty downward swing of a pickaxe that imbedded the head in the wooden floor of the platform, then charged between his legs, tripping the man into falling on the backblade of the pick, impaling himself in the chest. As another miner went to swing at the cat Jam launched a surprise uppercut from her keg, blinding him.
			

			
				Bodies tumbled. The attackers repelled from their tiny island of safety on the moving platform.
			

			
				But as Ren looked up, he saw fifty more, at least, lined up on the platform, waiting for it to rise up to them and swarm them. Too many to fight.
			

			
				Amanita tugged on Ren’s sleeve, pointing at the keg they carried in the wheelbarrow.
			

			
				Ren looked.
			

			
				The top was stamped with a crude icon: a lit fuse.
			

			
				“Blackpowder,” he breathed.
			

			
				Just then, the elevator lurched as ropes above strained and groaned under fresh weight. More miners were dropping down, swinging like angry pendulums.
			

			
				One landed hard and tackled Cas to the deck. She grunted and bit his arm through his sleeve, wrenching it until he howled and let go. She kicked him off, morphed her leg into a hammer, and drove it into his balls. He rebounded off the railing like a ragdoll and rolled off the edge.
			

			
				Another miner tackled Jam, who bounced like a rubber ball against the side rail, then turned to goo, slipped under the attacker's legs, and reformed behind him. The slime formed two arms that slapped a shovel over the man's head and caved it in with a second blow.
			

			
				Noiraud danced between three of them, flipping nimbly and slicing with twin handfuls of claws. One swung a pick—she ducked, spun low, and slashed the tendons behind his knees. The second lunged and got a faceful of fur and claws, yowling as he flailed backward. The third reached for her tail—she raked her claws down his bare chest and tore his nipples off. As the man screamed she shoved him over the railing.
			

			
				The whole platform rocked, wood splintering, ropes creaking under the strain. Noiraud yelled, “They’re gonna snap it!”
			

			
				Cas turned, panting. “This is why I hate elevators. No one ever obeys the weight limit. Hey Ren, watcha got there?”
			

			
				He grabbed a lantern off a hook on the platform, tied it to the barrels with a spare belt, and walked it to the to the edge of the platform.
			

			
				“Fire in the hole!” he yelled and kicked it over.
			

			
				The barrel tumbled end over end, vanishing into the shadowy depths below.
			

			
				"Mrrroww?" Noiraud said curiously, leaning over the edge to watch it. 
			

			
				Ren tackled her to the platform a moment before—
			

			
				KA-THOOM! 
			

			
				The explosion ripped through the bottom of the dighead, a rolling shockwave that blew dust and bodies skyward. Smoke billowed up like a geyser. Chunks of wood and iron flung past as lethal shrapnel, some striking the underside of the platform. As the explosion rocked the chamber a collective wail of fear went up from dozens of voices, and as the noise and cloud of flames rolled past the miners on the nearest platform cowered and staggered.
			

			
				They platform passed upwards without anyone thinking of anything but ducking and cover.
			

			
				But a moment later the echoes faded and nothing but the smoke remained. The miners and Ren's crew recovering and realizing they were still alive.
			

			
				Cas squinted over the rail. “That was nice, but do you have another one?”
			

			
				Ren held up a finger. “Wait for it.”
			

			
				CRRRRRRACK.
			

			
				from below came the resounding snap of the scaffolding at the base as it cracked, shuddered, and buckled. With a groan, it began to collapse. And then in a chain reaction the folding wooden scaffold gave way like falling dominoes. The collapse racing up the wall of the dig face as platforms folded, bridges snapped, ladders tumbled, and dozens of panicked miners and orcs went with them, screaming their way into the abyss.
			

			
				The noise was cataclysmic. So loud it hurt his head, and the cat-girl cowered on the floor of the platform, hands over her tufted ears. Ren watched the collapsing walkways and platforms reach the same level as the elevator and still climb to the level above them, sending the orcs who’d been preparing to leap onto the elevator plummeting down into the growing wreckage below.
			

			
				The elevator groaned its last feet upward. As it reached the top, Ren threw his weight on the lever.
			

			
				They clunked to a halt.
			

			
				Top level.
			

			
				“Last stop,” Ren said, brushing soot off his jacket. “Everybody off.”
			

			
				They abandoned the platform onto the rock ledge that supported the crane arm of the elevator. Took a moment to survey the carnage they'd left behind and with the distant screaming voices of the injured and dying, stepped into the tunnel beyond as the last echoes of the collapse rang behind them.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				They were on a clock now. Only a matter of time until the rest of the mine was alerted to the catastrophe at the dighead. It might take a few more minutes to figure out it wasn’t some sort of industrial accident, or find survivors who could describe Ren and his companions. But sooner or later they’d be chased down.
			

			
				They followed the water pipes at a jog. The big cast-iron rusted bastards that gurgled and moaned at the water running through them. The chamber that held the main water valve looked like a sewage tunnel with a touch of boiler room thrown in. There were some giant stone reservoirs and a few ancient aquaducts of crumbling stone and the same greenish metal as the magical wheel, but for the most part they’d been replaced with more modern iron pipes. 
			

			
				Corroded metal catwalks spiderwebbed the levels of water troughs and rusted pipes that wheezed and clanked, and from their position at the top, Ren and his companions looked down at the bottom of the chamber, a crisscross of sludge-stained pipes and open stone tanks that led toward a central valve control the size of a wagon-wheel. A group of off-shift orcish miners loitered at a table nearby, drinking, tossing bones, and roaring with laughter.
			

			
				Tethered on a leash, capering like an organ-grinder's monkey on top of the table in the middle of their circle, was Nim.
			

			
				The rat-man wore a little vest and a leash, forced to perform like a circus pet. One orc flicked a knife at Nim's feet, making him jump. Another tossed a scrap of food, which Nim dove after. When he missed it, they laughed harder.
			

			
				Up on the catwalk, Ren crouched beside Cas, Noiraud, Amanita, and Jam. His knuckles whitened around the grip of his voidwand.
			

			
				Cas hissed, “They're making him dance. What kind of sick bastards...” 
			

			
				Amanita growled, spores already misting from her pores.
			

			
				“Don’t start yet,” Ren warned. “We need to—” 
			

			
				A slovenly orcish guard rounded the corner behind them, still buttoning up his trousers and humming to himself. He stopped mid-step, halfway through a belch, and blinked at the sight of five heavily armed misfits crouched on the catwalk like they were posing for a murder calendar.
			

			
				Everyone stared.
			

			
				The orc slowly pulled his hand away from his waistband. 
			

			
				“HEY!” he finally snorted. “What sewer-crawling rejects let you lot in? This area’s for proper hands only.”
			

			
				Noiraud moved.
			

			
				She whirled, pounced, and shredded the orc’s throat in one clean slash. He gurgled and staggered backward into Ren, who stabbed the voidsword through his gut, blade punching out his back in a splash of blood. As the dying orc reeled, Cas transformed into a goat, put her head down, and charged. Sending him off the catwalk with horns to the groin. 
			

			
				For a long moment he fell silently, flipping end-over-end, and smashed into the table below.
			

			
				Splinters. Blood. Screams.
			

			
				Orc beer jugs flew. Nim dove aside as the mangled corpse collapsed where he’d been dancing.
			

			
				“So there’s our element of surprise… go!” Ren barked.
			

			
				Amanita jumped first, a squat missile of wrath. The little bundle of fungoid wrath hit the table and bounced. gave an evil glare as she puffed up her cheeks like blowing up a balloon and her cap erupted a cloud of spores.
			

			
				Her mist hit like mace gas. Orcs began vomiting, scraping their eyes and clutching their guts.
			

			
				With a feral growl she jumped the nearest one, riding the orc to the ground. She grabbed it by the ears and started to slam his face into the stone floor over and over. 
			

			
				“No! Dance! No! Dance!”
			

			
				Geezus... the mushroom had gone berserk...
			

			
				Jam followed her friend. Landing among the poisoned orcs with a splat, she launched herself into another's mouth, stretching and slithering until his eyes bulged and popped out. The orc vomited out half his insides and, wearing the orc like a puppet, Jam stood up, grinning horribly, and strangled the orc beside him.
			

			
				A few of the orcs seemed to have finally understood they were under attack. They snatched weapons and one drew and fired a gun, the blade of fire and smokehiding the mushroom for a moment until Amanita turned to glare at him, completely unaffected.
			

			
				Ren wasn’t sure if the fungus-girl even had vital that could be pierced by a bullet.
			

			
				Ren and the cat had to take the ladder and stairs to arrive at the bottom of the chamber, but the cat-girl was definitely the fastest. Noiraud became a blur, slamming into the fight, ducking low, claws slicing hamstrings with surgical fury.
			

			
				“Hey! Save some for me!” the Cas goat baaed and jumped over the railing.
			

			
				She dropped like a stone, shifting midair into a giant frog. She landed with a slap, then shifted again into a crocodile, tail-slapping an orc across the chamber. Mid-pounce, she twisted into a wolf and ripped another's throat out before he could raise his matchlock gun.
			

			
				Ren threw himself off the last ladder, arriving at the fight and raised his voidwand.
			

			
				Paused.
			

			
				Lowered it again. It was over.
			

			
				“...Huh.”
			

			
				The orcs were dead or moaning. Mostly dead.
			

			
				Nim was still trembling when Ren arrived and unclipped the leash they had on him.
			

			
				“Hey buddy,” Ren said. "Were these guys bothering you?"
			

			
				Nim squeaked saluted before Amanita and the slime and rushed to hug him. The cat-girl was busy collecting weapons from the orc guards and handed Nim two wheelock pistols from a bandolier on the wall.
			

			
				“Shoot the next bastard who even looks at you sideways.”
			

			
				Nim brandished the guns with a grin.
			

			
				Meanwhile, Ren and Cas turned their attention to the maze of pipes and valves that webbed through the far side of the chamber. Dozens of rust-crusted wheels, levers, and hatch seals joining together in a maze of plumbing, each labeled in smeared chalk or not at all.
			

			
				“Okay,” Cas said, hands on hips. “Which one of these hellspouts actually opens up the main sluice?”
			

			
				Ren squinted at the faded diagrams on a corroded placard on the wall. “I think it's this big one. Looks... main-ish.”
			

			
				They braced themselves and started cranking. It let out a deep metallic groan, followed by a chorus of rattling pipes all across the chamber. A few hissed. One spat out a burst of brown water. Somewhere in the distance, a chain snapped.
			

			
				Cas looked around. “That... didn’t seem very dramatic.”
			

			
				Ren shrugged. “Crank 'em all. Worst case, we flood the town.”
			

			
				Cas grinned. “Best case, we flood the town.”
			

			
				“Uh, master?” Noiraud called from the orc bodies. “Nim seems upset about something...” 
			

			
				They turned back to the rat who was hopping with impatience. As soon as he had their attention, he started a squeaking monologue, complete with pantomiming.
			

			
				Big belly. Hungry face. Pointing. Chomping.
			

			
				Cas nodded as he talked, offering the occasional 'Oh?', or 'Uh-huh...' or ‘You don't say...’
			

			
				When he finished, Ren turned to the mimic girl. “And?” he demanded.
			

			
				“Oh... he says... Gudrun is gonna be dinner for the orc boss.”
			

			
				Ren felt ice go down his back. “Shit. When?”
			

			
				Cas squeaked a question at Nim and he replied. “Huh... now.”
			

			
				“Now?”
			

			
				“Sounds like it,” she shrugged.
			

			
				He turned to the others. “Finish sabotaging the valve. If I don’t make it back by then, head for the surface. Get to the boats.”
			

			
				Noiraud narrowed her eyes. “Master is going alone?”
			

			
				“Not alone.” Ren clapped Nim on the shoulder. “You think you can show me the way pal?"
			

			
				Nim bared his teeth, both pistols raised.
			

			
				“Let's go crash a dinner party.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				Nim led the way like a rat-shaped commando. With the man-rune evolving him every time he made a kill, he was over three feet tall now; thick with sinew, strapped with blades and wheelock pistols, eyes gleaming with determination. Ratman Rambo.
			

			
				Ren followed close behind, voidwand gripped tight.
			

			
				“You sure this is the way?” Ren asked, puffing as they ran.
			

			
				Nim squeaked something. He assumed it was  'yes'.
			

			
				At an intersection they took the smaller tunnel and soon were bent over in a crawlway two feet tall. They crept along the service tunnel that reeked of damp stone and boiled meat, the air pulsing with the low drumbeat of orc revelry that got louder every moment. Eventually, they reached a grated archway, and, joining the rat, Ren looked down the dining hall from the shadows above.
			

			
				What they saw made Ren's eye twitch.
			

			
				Gornk the orc boss in his black velvet and lace sat on a crude iron throne in front of a banquet table, one tusk longer than the other, slouched like a bloated mountain of muscle. Beside him stood two rows of orcish guards at attention, leaning on their weapons. A row of drummers pounding drums to make something like music. The whole chamber stank of sweat and meat grease. Nim tugged ren's sleeve and pointed at the far side of the room as the big doors opened.
			

			
				In walked the procession.
			

			
				It was a double-row of flabby female orcs, carrying trays of food. Bringing up the rear like pallbearers, six more shuffled into the view, carrying a massive silver platter. On it lay Gudrun.
			

			
				The curvy harfoot was tied up like a holiday roast. Naked, gagged with a shiny apple in her mouth, hair braided with parsley. She struggled and kicked, squealing through her mouthful of fruit. Like an old Porky Pig cartoon that had given Ren nightmares as a kid where the unlucky porker was caught, stripped and cooked in a fish's underwater feast.
			

			
				The orc boss clapped and drooled. “Harfoot tartar! Me favorite!”
			

			
				The she-orcs giggled as they placed the trays on the long banquet table before him, finishing with Gudrun like a prize ham on easter. Gornk licked his lips and pulled out an orcish flensing knife, a bonecracker, and a heavy meat fork.
			

			
				He reached toward her flank.
			

			
				Gudrun finally managed to spit out the apple with surprising velocity, smacking him in the nose. “You touch me and I'll jam that fork so far up your ass you'll have a nosebleed!”
			

			
				He just laughed and slapped her backside. “Feisty meat. Good marinade.”
			

			
				“Ow!”
			

			
				Grabbing a jar of some sticky sauce he ladled it over the struggling harfoot from toes to forehead.
			

			
				“Ughhhh, what is that smell?” she protested. But as the orc raised his knife she screamed, suddenly seeing her own death. “Nonono! Put that down!”
			

			
				The tines of the fork jabbed into her backside as Gornk licked his lips and prepared to start carving.
			

			
				“REN! HELP!” she screamed.
			

			
				Hang on Goody...
			

			
				He aimed the voidwand and fired.
			

			
				The voidsphere struck like a black star imploding in reverse, a shrieking orb of annihilation that crunched into the orc boss's skull with a meaty whump and a burst of violet flame. 
			

			
				The impact lifted the mountain of muscle clean off his throne and hurled him through the air like a ragdoll. He hit the banquet table with a sound like a butcher's block meeting a wrecking ball, the entire spread of food and silverware launching into the air in a geyser of shattered crockery and roast juices. Platters spun, meat flew, goblets clanged off stone. The throne itself cracked from the impact.
			

			
				“GO!” Ren shouted, kicking open the grate that concealed them.
			

			
				His rage took over as he jumped and landed on the floor of the banquet hall. Voidwand still in his belt he reached into the power of the void and summoned a spell that formed two glowing blades of necrotic energy into life in his hands. He vaulted over the railing, landing near the stunned orc guards. They turned to face him—and he went to work.
			

			
				The female orcs screamed and bolted, making a screen of confusion he used to get close.
			

			
				Ducking, weaving, he moved like a shadow caught in a lightning storm. Each step brought him closer, each slash whispered with killing intent. He drove one ghost blade through an orc's stomach and twisted until the breath left its lungs. Another fell with a scream as Ren carved through its neck, the draining energy rippling up his arms like fire made liquid. The necrotic glow from his blades pulsed brighter with every soul stolen, casting sickly light across his face. He felt their life surge into him, stoking something cold and hungry at the center of his chest. 
			

			
				Feeding off their deaths. Faster now. Stronger. More precise. Death incarnate in motion.
			

			
				But there were a lot of them. Even after cutting his way through a half-dozen, more closed in. As he was hung up fighting the orcs they circled him, Coming at him from all sides. Formed a ring around him, spears and swords jabbing as Ren dodged and ducked.
			

			
				Then Nim struck.
			

			
				He hit them from behind and unleashed rat hell. Guns blazing. He shot and tossed the empty pistols aside before going for his blades. Leaping head-high at the much bigger orcs with rat-fu acrobatics across tables and chairs. One orc went down with a dagger in his throat, another from a shot between the eyes. Nim bounced between them like a pinball and the orcs wavered at the new opponent.
			

			
				Ren spotted Gudrun struggling to free herself from the ropes that trussed her like a thanksgiving turkey at the foot of the throne. He surged forward, slashing one guard out of the way and stepping on his withering corpse to vault over the next.
			

			
				He landed next to the little blonde priestess and her eyes went wide seeing him, full of tears.
			

			
				“Ren!” she sobbed. “You came for me!”
			

			
				“Eoin Shurdlu at your service!” Ren grinned. “Parties crashed, assholes stabbed, maidens rescued in the nick of time… we do it all.” He eyed her sexy compact form glistening under a honey glaze. “Even though you're not much of a virgin maiden anymore, I'll make an exception.”
			

			
				“Just get me out of this!” she nearly wailed.
			

			
				Ren looked for the carving knife to slice through the ropes and that's when his gaze fell on the shape of the boss. Just as Gornk rose from the wreckage, face half-caved in and spat out one busted tusk.
			

			
				“Tough bastard,” Ren muttered.
			

			
				The orc boss used his massive cleaver-sword to lever himself upward and swayed on his feet before eying Ren. He growled and swung. 
			

			
				Ren tried to parry with his necromantic blades but the impact shattered them. Barely saved his life as the blow knocked him into a pillar. The impact winded him. Shook the stars from his vision and focussed his eyes just in time to see the charging orc swing again.
			

			
				“Fuck!” he scrambled away at the last moment.
			

			
				The blade clanged against the pillar, but the beast was already back-slashing in a figure eight pattern, making Ren run and retreat and dodge as the two yards of guillotine kept trying to chop him in half.
			

			
				“Hold still!” the battered orc yelled; speech slurred by his broken jaw. 
			

			
				Then Ren snarled, thrust out a hand, and summoned a tentacle of negative energy. It whipped out, curled around the cracked stone column behind the boss, and pulled.
			

			
				The entropic magic rippled up the tentacle and sank into the stone like rot into flesh. Veins of black energy webbed out across the surface, hissing and sizzling as if the pillar itself were screaming. Cracks spiderwebbed in all directions. Chunks flaked away and turned to dust midair. The masonry groaned with unnatural resonance, as if reality itself objected to what was happening. Time seemed to slow as the bottom third of the column gave way, and then the whole thing wobbled, then began to fall.
			

			
				“Yer mine! Then that tasty tease is going in my belly!” the boss snarled.
			

			
				His back was to the pillar and he raised the huge sword overhead to hack Ren in two. Maybe his ears were still ringing from being hit in the face with a voidsphere but only when the ground rumbled did he look back over his shoulder and see the falling pillar. 
			

			
				Ren rolled to the side.
			

			
				Kerr-RUNCH. 
			

			
				The orc boss disappeared beneath a cloud of rubble and cracking stone with a wet splatter like a dropped watermelon. A chunky crimson mist geysered between the fallen slabs. One boot stuck out at an unnatural angle, twitching. Something inside the wreckage let out a slow, bubbling fart as pulverized organs gave way. His remaining tusk skittered across the floor and landed neatly near Ren's boot, spinning like a coin. 
			

			
				He turned back to Gudrun, found a knife, and sliced through her ropes.
			

			
				The moment she was free she gasped, sat up, and punched him in the shoulder. “What the hell took you so long?”
			

			
				She kissed him, hard and sloppy.
			

			
				Across the dining hall, Nim finished his dance of death, flipping over a table and dropping the last orc with a double pistol shot. Ren could see the miasma of life force above the room; his necrovision painted the life force drifting off of orc corpses and settling back down into Nim Gudrun and himself. Absorbing more life levels.
			

			
				Suddenly Gudrun pulled back for air. “Oh! Ren! We need to get the others—they're at the smelters! Being worked to death!”
			

			
				Why was everyone so determined to tell him his job today?
			

			
				Ren helped her up. “Then let's go ruin somebody's day.”
			

			
				“Where’s everybody else?” the harfoot asked. She dumped a jug of wine over herself to wash off the sticky sauce and found an orc-sized napkin that was big enough to wrap around her waist like a skirt.
			

			
				“Busy.”
			

			
				“Too busy to rescue their comrades?”
			

			
				“They’re working on our exit strategy. For now, it’s us.” 
			

			
				He handed her the carving knife and took her hand as they bolted across the room for the exit.
			

			
				Nim was going among the bodies, re-arming himself, panting and covered in blood. Exhausted.
			

			
				“Let's go, ratso!” Ren called. “Quit being so lazy!”
			

			
				Nim rolled his eyes and followed.
			

			
				Ren charged down the tunnel mouth with Gudrun and Nim on his heels. His necrovision wasn’t much use finding his friends with all the rock walls between them, but his nose worked just fine. He followed the stench of molten metal, scorched stone, and something fouler beneath. 
			

			
				Ren burst into a junction of two tunnels, unsure which way to go, breath ragged, eyes blazing. Luckily two orc supervisors turned into the tunnel at the same time and almost bumped into him.
			

			
				“What’s dis?” one asked, sneering down at him like he was lunch that just walked in.
			

			
				“Where are the smelters?” Ren snapped.
			

			
				The second orc laughed to the first. “Uppity muckdigger thinks he can asks questions… Think I’ll peel his fingernails firs—”
			

			
				The voidwand flared. A flash of black light. Legs—gone. Then arms. The orc collapsed, shrieking like a gutted hog with four of his limbs missing into the space of two breaths.
			

			
				Ren turned to the second one. “Smelters.”
			

			
				The remaining orc paled to gray. Pointed. “L-left shaft, third ramp, past the slag bins!”
			

			
				Ren nodded and moved on. The orc pissed himself just a little in relief but by that time Gudrun and Nim caught up and the rat launched himself through the air to stab the orc’s eyes out.
			

			
				Leaving the yells of the maimed orcs behind, they took the left shaft, arrived at the third ramp and charged up towards the heat and light.
			

			
				They stood at the edge of a vast mined cavern, a hellscape of flame and shadow.
			

			
				The chamber stretched a hundred feet wide and long as a football field, shaped like the inside of a cathedral carved by lunatics. Below, winding mine-cart tracks twisted between roaring furnaces the size of buildings, their mouths glowing like the eyes of a dying god. The smelters were massive milk-bottle shapes of stone and firebrick, bellies glowing orange, with conveyor belts feeding ore and coal into their churning maws.
			

			
				Above, platforms and scaffolding crisscrossed the cathedral space like spiderwebs, leading to an overseer's catwalk high along the back wall. Like the dighead, there were a dozen tunnel opening in the walls, spilling golden light; their shimmering edges revealing them as doorways between this world and the pocket dimension where sylphium was being harvested—a realm of jellyfish groves and breathing soil, crawling with more mutant miners.
			

			
				And there, atop the upper catwalk, was Thistledown Jack.
			

			
				He stood over the conveyor controls, robes flapping in the updraft of hot air coming off the furnaces, flanked by a squad of slavering orcs and twitchy miners high on sylphium fumes. His face glistened with sweat but the calm cruelty on his face was stone cold. Staring right at Ren.
			

			
				Jack spread his arms like a preacher before the altar. “I've been expecting you, manakin. I thought you might scurry away like a rat, but no. Here you are, and you brought your rat with you. Did you really think you could crawl through my town spreading chaos and walk away unscathed? No. It ends here.”
			

			
				“Oh no... look,” Gudrun said in a small voice. 
			

			
				Ren's breath caught.
			

			
				Tied to the central conveyor belt, wrists bound and clothes charred, were Needy, Sweep, Plum, and Boots. The belt groaned under them, leading up to the open mouth of the nearest furnace. One flipped switch, and they'd be fed to the fire.
			

			
				At the same time Jack gestured to the conveyor belt. “Honestly I’m impressed; no one has ever escaped the forest witches before. But it’s over now; one step closer, and your little friends get deep-fried into the next batch of sylphium. I wonder what kind of purity rating a goblin direward gives? Maybe I’ll bottle it as a special batch… charge the stupid elves double.”
			

			
				Ren was desperately trying to think of a way out of this. Magic. Icebox his smirking punchable face into the void. 
			

			
				Jack’s smile widened. “Come now. Surrender. Grovel. Maybe I’ll be merciful and let you die quickly. But make no mistake—this place will be your tomb.”
			

			
				“What do we do?” Gudrun whispered. 
			

			
				“When it happens, take cover,” Ren whispered.
			

			
				Jack grin faded and spoke, his voice amplified by dark magic to echo through the cavern. “Manakin! I'm waiting.”
			

			
				Nim squeaked something furious.
			

			
				Ren didn't answer. He raised the voidwand and fired. Fuck this guy.
			

			
				The voidsphere launched like a black comet, shrieking as it carved through the air. It struck Jack square in the chest, and in an instant, the world around him bent and folded inward. With a sound like a hurricane, the air around Jack warped and screamed. Darkness flowered outward in a perfect sphere, swallowing him whole with a sucking roar. The catwalk beneath his feet buckled and groaned as the gravity of the void pulled inward, swallowing loose bolts, shards of stone, and two nearby orcs who screamed until the silence smothered them. The orb pulsed once, a single tremor of unnatural pressure, as if the world held its breath.
			

			
				For a heartbeat, Ren thought he'd won.
			

			
				Then the sphere cracked.
			

			
				A clawed hand punched through the surface, tearing it like wet silk. The void shrieked, high and unnatural, as the smooth, perfect sphere began to ripple and buckle under the strain. Lines of fire cracked across the surface, glowing with infernal light. Then the orb shattered like obsidian glass, fragments of pure darkness spinning out in every direction before evaporating into the air with a hiss. From the heart of that unraveling singularity, Thistledown Jack emerged—no longer humin, no longer sane—his body reborn in smoke and flame and hate.
			

			
				His necrovision helpfully popped up a stat card as Ren stood there, mouth open.
			

			
				Name: Thistledown Jack (True Form: J’khaal of the Smiling Maw)
Race: Lesser Archdemon (Disguised as Humin)
Class: Puppetmaster / Enchanter / Demon of Indulgence and Ruin
Level: 112
Disposition: 40% Charm / 60% Hellspawn
			

			
				SKILLS:
• Smile of Submission +9: Charms humanoids within 30 ft. unless they’re into boundaries and therapy.
• Veil Shred +5 : Drops his disguise and stuns enemies for 1d6 turns with raw nightmare fuel.
• Power Word: Compliance +8: Turns your free will into a polite suggestion. Usually followed by screaming.
 
			

			
				PASSIVE TRAITS:
• Immune to guilt, modesty, and most holy weapons.
• Charming voice; uses it exclusively for awful things.
• Can teleport short distances but prefers to saunter menacingly.
• Eyes always glowing. Even in flashbacks.
			

			
				 
			

			
				LIKES:
• Making you say “thank you” while he destroys your life
• Wagering souls for sport
• Dryads in aggressive mating cycles
• Fine silks and cheap regrets
• The look in their eyes when they know they can’t win
			

			
				DISLIKES:
• Fire-resistant paladins
• Paperwork
• Being ignored
• When Ren isn't afraid of him
• Losing control of the narrative
			

			
				SPECIAL ITEMS: 
			

			
				Wand of Breeding Control – Allows domination of feral dryads via dark fertility magic. Not okay. Extremely effective.
 
			

			
				He towered now, ten feet tall, his skin peeled back to reveal furnace-hot sinew and horned bone. Flames leaked from his eyes and mouth. Wings of ash and antlered shadow curled from his back. His voice came now as a growl through a broken music box: “Nice try.”
			

			
				The voidspell fizzled. The wand in Ren's hand felt suddenly very small.
			

			
				The demon turned to the conveyor controls and with one cloven foot slammed the lever forward. With a screech, the belt lurched into motion. Ren watched in horror as his friends began to slide toward the lip of the furnace.
			

			
				“Kill him!” the demon roared, and it carried the magical imperative that controlled the souls of lesser being..
			

			
				From the golden portals, miners and orcs and goblins began to pour into the cavern. They came in waves, eyes wild, weapons crude but effective. Dozens. Maybe more.
			

			
				Gudrun whimpered behind him, clinging to his back. Nim drew a dagger and a pistol.
			

			
				“Stay alive,” he said to Gudrun and Nim. “We got this.”
			

			
				Hurry the fuck up Cas!
			

			
				He had a hard time believing his own words. The rescue had gone to hell... too many enemies who wouldn't die, too many screaming lunatics coming his way, too many burns and bruises on his exhausted body. 
			

			
				And this asshole...
			

			
				The demon version of Jack gave a belly laugh as he saw Ren's face. Grinning through cracked teeth and scorched horns. “Tell me, how do you like me now?”
			

			
				And then, before Ren could think of some famous last words, a low rumble shook the stone beneath his boots. At first he thought it was his knees shaking. But the golden light from the pocket dimension tunnels flickered—then snapped.
			

			
				The dungeon groaned.
			

			
				Not like stone shifting—like something alive waking up pissed off. A deep, bone-rattling tremor rolled through the cavern walls, followed by a pressure drop that made Ren’s ears pop and his stomach lurch.
			

			
				Then it hit.
			

			
				A shockwave of raw magic exploded upward from the depths, screaming through the rock like a banshee on fire. The cavern lights flickered out. Smelter fires inverted—sucking inward like reality had hiccupped.
			

			
				Air shimmered, cracked, howled. Ren felt it in his teeth, behind his eyes—inside his bones.
			

			
				Jack staggered, his smile faltering as the walls of the chamber cracked.
			

			
				Something big just broke. Like a candle blown out.
			

			
				The portals imploded in a chain of collapsing light, and a shockwave of dimensional recoil slammed through the cavern. A hundred orcs, goblins, and miners were caught mid-step as the golden tunnels blinked out of existence, sealing them in the wrong realm.
			

			
				Gone. Just like that.
			

			
				Jack stood frozen on the catwalk above, his charred wings twitching, mouth agape. “No... no, that's not possible,” he muttered. The golden light reflecting in his eyes was already gone, replaced with a creeping shadow of panic.
			

			
				Gudrun glanced at Ren. “What the hell just happened?”
			

			
				Ren let out a laugh. It consumed him, unable to stop, and he felt a furious joy rising up inside him as he kept laughing. “You assholes are so fucked now...”
			

			
				The rumbling was getting louder. The ground under them shaking. Then came the water.
			

			
				A roar echoed from the upper tunnels. Ren turned just in time to see it: a white wall of churning sluice water gushing out of each of the mine tunnels like giant firehoses. The sabotage had worked. The waterwheel was broken. The flood gates were open, and here was the diverted flow of the river.
			

			
				The dozen mine tunnels that dotted the walls began to erupt one after another. Water exploded outward like god's firehose... 
			

			
				“Move!” Ren screamed, and shoved his two companions towards the nearest ramp.
			

			
				The blasts were foaming white, shot through with mud and debris. The impact slammed into the cavern, pillars of floodwater smashing together in midair, colliding into a single terrible sheet of water. It hit the ground with an earth-shaking roar, devouring scaffolds, carts, and corpses like the wrath of a drowned god.
			

			
				Ren, Gudrun, and Nim sprinted up the scaffold ramp like devils on their heels. Water churned behind them, surging higher with every second, slamming into the lower levels with deafening violence. The planks beneath their boots trembled and rattled, threatening to collapse under the pressure. Steam hissed up in sheets, blinding them. Ren grabbed Gudrun’s arm as she slipped, yanking her forward just as a geyser of white-hot vapor exploded behind them. Nim didn’t even look back—his knives drawn, teeth bared, little monkey-suit soaked and flapping as he vaulted broken railings. The flood roared beneath them, closer with every heartbeat. There was nowhere to go but up—and no time to hesitate.
			

			
				Then the flood hit the first furnace.
			

			
				Ren had never heard a sound so loud, in this life or the last one. The noise seemed to consume the world.
			

			
				Steam exploded like a bomb going off. The air filled with screeching metal, superheated vapor, and exploding firebrick. Then the next furnace and the next. The lower levels of the smelter cavern detonated in a chain of furnace eruptions, walls crumbling and scaffolds snapping under the pressure. The air full of raining molten debris.
			

			
				Ren bolted for the upper scaffolds, dodging burning lumps of smoking lava as a support beam slammed into the floor beside him.
			

			
				Above him, the conveyor belt still churned forward. His friends were only feet from the furnace mouth now.
			

			
				“HURRY THE FUCK UP!” Needy screamed from the rolling mechanism. Her face was red, her hair half-burned, and she still managed to glare like he was late picking her up from school.
			

			
				Crazed survivors of the collapsed dimensional gateway – a lucky few who'd managed to get out before they collapsed – stumbled in his way. Miners and orcs half-mad from dimensional bleed, their eyes leaking gold light. Ren reached inside the void rune in his palm and unleashed his necromancy.
			

			
				Spears of dark energy slammed into each one. Limbs locked. Spines arched. Their bodies hung in the air like puppets with severed strings. Paralyzed.
			

			
				Ren charged with his voidsword, a cold line of destruction. He didn’t spare anyone in his way. Didn’t blink. He ran through them, blade singing, cutting them down like sacks of meat. When the last one fell twitching, he climbed the last set of stairs to the upper catwalk. 
			

			
				And emerging from the scalding steam between him and his friends was the towering form of the demon Thistledown Jack.
			

			
				“Nim! The lever! Stop the belt...” he hissed, never taking his eyes off the demon.
			

			
				The rat squeaked and bolted off, climbing the scaffolding in the hellish clouds of steam.
			

			
				Barely standing, the demon clung to a support column. He’d been badly damaged caught in the explosion of a smelter. Black blood dripped from wounds that hissed and bubbled. One of his wings was torn. 
			

			
				“Goody... hide...” Ren pushed the harfoot behind him.
			

			
				The demon’s grinning mouth of teeth parted and a voice like cement blocks being dragged over concrete came out. “You think you win? You think this is enough?”
			

			
				Ren didn’t answer. The rune on his hand flared.
			

			
				Void energy poured out like a vortex, wrapping Ren in its coil. His necromancy surged, no longer controlled but hungry. The air rippled. The platform under them cracked. 
			

			
				Jack faltered. “What is this?” the demon’s voice sounded uncertain for the first time.
			

			
				The void rune blazed like a newborn star. Lines of black flame burst from Ren's arm, lacing through the air like cracks in reality. His boots lifted an inch from the metal grating as energy poured out of him in waves. The air screamed. The steel around him warped and groaned under the pressure of raw necromantic force. The rune opened wide—a wound in the world—and Ren reached into it, burning through every soul he'd harvested since entering the mine. Every death he'd dealt. Every ounce of borrowed life.
			

			
				It answered.
			

			
				A titan of darkness unfolded around him, not a creature but a silhouette shaped like wrath. Its arms stretched to the ceiling, its eyes empty pits devouring light. It reached for Jack like a god of endings come to collect.
			

			
				The demon’s pupils shrank. “No,” he breathed. “No, no, no—” 
			

			
				Then it reached for him.
			

			
				“You can’t—you shouldn’t be able to—” 
			

			
				The words ripped out of Ren’s throat, amplified by the void. “You know... asshole…. you try to do things the easy way,” Ren snarled. “But no. Every motherfucker wants to play hardball.”
			

			
				Jack tried to charge. Ren didn’t move. He raised his hand and released everything.
			

			
				A wave of void-force blasted into Jack like a cannon. The air between them cracked open as the energy twisted into a cyclone of entropy—a vortex of howling darkness that tore through the fabric of the mine. The demon screamed, defiant at first, but the sound turned shrill as the void took hold.
			

			
				The wind caught his wings, shredded them. His skin peeled back in ribbons. Armor plates melted from his body. His massive form was yanked forward, legs buckling, hooves flailing for purchase as the void storm swallowed him.
			

			
				Jack’s eyes burned with hatred. “You... we could’ve been partners… couldn’t run everything… now you’ve ruined it…”
			

			
				Ren exhaled and straightened watching in satisfaction as the last of the demon was stripped away. “I may just be a henxman… but I’ll never be your henxman.”
			

			
				Jack howled one final time, and then the titan of darkness seized him.
			

			
				The demon unraveled in midair—muscle, bone, flame, all stripped to shreds and devoured by the swirling hunger. His life force, golden and blazing, ripped free in a stream and spiraled straight into the core of the rune on Ren's hand.
			

			
				Ren arched back, roaring as the energy flooded into him, his veins lit like molten wire.
			

			
				When it ended, there was nothing left of Jack. Not even a scream.
			

			
				Ren staggered, his legs buckling as the last of the energy surged into him. The taste of Jack’s soul hit like molten iron and sour brimstone. The demon's essence was a choking flood of power, more than he’d ever absorbed before. It seared through his veins, clawing to burn its way back out. Ren gasped, clutching his chest as the raw energy refusing to go quietly. For a terrifying moment, he thought he might regurgitate the whole thing. That he’d consumed something too big to hold.
			

			
				But the void didn’t care. It wanted more. And Ren held it. Barely. Just long enough to force it down like a man swallowing fire.
			

			
				When he looked up Nim was waving from the conveyer belt controls. The belt was stopped.
			

			
				“You go, buddy,” Ren said weakly.
			

			
				Gudrun caught him before he fell off the platform into the boiling water below. He sank to the wooden floor, body depleted with the huge magical force he’d just used. For a moment he just rested his head on his knees. Until there was a tap on his shoulder. He looked up to see the harfoot holding out the rose-carved wand that had belonged to the demon. Ren studied the magic device and nodded thanks to the before jamming the wand into his boot top like a knife.
			

			
				Nim scampered up the machinery with unnatural speed, teeth bared and knives flying as he cut the bindings free. Needy was the first to climb down, leaping into Ren’s arms and shrieking in relief. Plum and Sweep followed, carrying a bundle of something.
			

			
				“Look what they did to him,” Needy said sadly as they placed a pile of bones covered in rotting flesh on the platform. The skull turned to look at Ren.
			

			
				Boots!
			

			
				Shit.
			

			
				Ren looked at the ruin and felt sick to his stomach. He’d been smashed. Just a crumbling pile of bone meal. What kind of sick bastard di this to a poor, helpless skeleton? The only thing Boots had ever done to anyone was trying to protect his friends, and they’d tortured him like this.
			

			
				He brushed the tears out of his eyes. Tried to sound cheerful.
			

			
				“Hey Boots, we need you, big guy. Can’t stay lazing around all night.”
			

			
				Ren knelt beside the shattered remains, the skeleton's limbs scattered like discarded tools, ribs cracked, skull tilted just enough to show he was still aware—still waiting.
			

			
				Ren closed his eyes, exhaled slow. The air around him grew cold, the smell of earth and old blood creeping in. He reached out both hands, fingers splayed, and summoned the necromantic current—the power he'd barely come to understand. Black tendrils of energy spiraled out, ghostly and cold, writhing around the broken bones. The air grew still.
			

			
				It took a good chunk of the life force he’d just swallowed from the demon, but when Ren opened his eyes, the bones glowed with a faint voidlight.
			

			
				The energy surged, and the body began snapping into place. Bones locked, joints twisted back together, and the void stitched Boots whole. In moments the shattered body had reformed.
			

			
				The skeleton flexed his fingers, then rose, silent and steady. He bowed low to Ren.
			

			
				Ren nodded once. “Welcome back, buddy.”
			

			
				On the far side of the chamber, in one of the upper tunnels, the small pale form of Cas appeared. She emerged from the tunnel mouth, hair wild, eyes wide. Noiraud, Jam, and Amanita were behind her, covered in ash and dripping wet.
			

			
				Cas took one look at the chaos below, the crumbling mine, the boiling flood.
			

			
				“What the hell did you do?” she shouted over the distance.
			

			
				Ren slumped against the platform railing lever, breathing hard.
			

			
				“My job,” he snapped back. “Do you think you used enough water?” he gestured to the boiling flood that was rising.”
			

			
				“Go big or go home, right?”
			

			
				Ren noticed the water was slowly dropping. That meant it had to be going somewhere. Probably the town. He tried to imagine the sudden biblical flood of boiling water washing all the trash away. He spotted the overhead crane—half-buried in falling debris, but intact. He clambered to the controls and swung the arm over towards Cas.
			

			
				“Get on!” he yelled over the gap.
			

			
				One by one, his friends piled on as the waters rose. Steam hissed around them. As the platform swung back and they reunited, the group stood staring at the destruction.
			

			
				“Time to get out of here.”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				


			
				 
			

			
				Chapter 24   : Over the Border
			

			
				 
			

			
				The tunnel exit yawned open, carved into the foundation of what had once been the old church crypt. Ren led the way, limping and filthy, steam still rising from his soaked clothes. Behind him came Gudrun, soot-streaked and clutching a oversized monk’s robe like she meant to marry it. Then Nim, twitchy and alert. Then the others—Cas, Noiraud, Jam, Amanita, Needy, Sweep, Plum, and Boots—each of them drenched, bloodied, and alive.
			

			
				They stepped out into chaos.
			

			
				The town of Sawmill was unrecognizable. Boiling water from the mine flood had burst up through sewer grates and basements, erupting onto the streets like geysers from hell. What hadn’t boiled had drowned. The cobblestones were caked with steaming mud, shattered glass, and blood. Fire licked the thatch rooftops. Black smoke and steam cast a shroud over the buildings, curling into the overcast sky.
			

			
				People were rioting.
			

			
				Some fled in droves, dragging carts of stolen goods behind them. Others looted what little hadn’t already destroyed by flood… smashing windows, tearing open doors, shoving gold and bread into sacks. Half-naked miners brawled in the town square, weapons clashing with the fury of lawless collapse.
			

			
				A pair of goblins raced past, shrieking with laughter as they set a wagon on fire. An old orc preacher stood on a broken barrel, screaming prophecies about the end of days before someone tackled him and tore his silver holy symbol off.
			

			
				Ren exhaled slowly, watching it all. “This must be that honor among thieves I’ve heard so much about.”
			

			
				“Well,” Cas said, eyes wide. “Somebody threw one hell of a going-away party.”
			

			
				Noiraud sniffed. “It smells like piss, charred meat, and wet dog.”
			

			
				Sweep took a deep breath, posing triumphantly on an overturned chest of drawers in the middle of the street. “Smells like victory.”
			

			
				“Eh… not bad for a day's work,” Ren muttered. He raised his hand, flexing his fingers. The void rune shimmered faintly.
			

			
				Then he looked down the ruined main street, toward the river.
			

			
				“Let's get to the boats. Before someone steals them all.”
			

			
				“Or realizes we’re the reason the mayor exploded,” Needy said.
			

			
				The crew started moving again, boots squelching through mud and ash, leaving the wreckage of Sawmill behind.
			

			
				“What’s that sound?” Needy’s ears twitched.
			

			
				Ren listened. A screeching. The howls were getting louder. Closer. And they weren’t just the town’s residents. 
			

			
				Dryads.
			

			
				Without the power of the rose wand in Jack’s possession the creatures were attacking the bandit settlement.
			

			
				“Short version? Humins suck, dryads are coming, and I don’t feel like dying tonight. Move.”
			

			
				No more questions. They ran. A block later they found the forest creatures had got over the walls. The streets of the village had become a bloodbath. The howls of feral dryads split the night as they pounced on the panicked townsfolk. Some men tried to fight, swords and axes flashing in the firelight, but for each one they cut down, two more took their place. Others ran, scrambling for shelter, but the dryads were faster, leaping, tackling, dragging their prey screaming into the mud. And then there were those who simply froze, too terrified to move, watching as their doom crawled toward them with claws outstretched and teeth bared. The air was thick with the wet sounds of rending flesh, desperate screams, and the eerie moans of the dryads having their way with me who might seed them with the next generation of dryads. 
			

			
				Ren barely spared it a glance. He had his own problems.
			

			
				He led the group through the smoke and shadows of the burning village, moving fast but deliberate. The townsfolk were either dead, fleeing, or too busy fighting for their lives to care about a small group slipping through the carnage.
			

			
				As they ran, they scavenged weapons from fallen humins and orcs—daggers, short swords, even a few firearms. Some clothes for the nakeder crewmembers, as well as sacks of supplies dropped by people who’d been fleeing with everything they could. The scent of blood and fire hung thick in the air, the ground slick with mud, blood and the occasional splatter of jizz.
			

			
				Twice, they turned a corner and came face to face with feral dryads, their claws dripping, their eyes alight with hunger. Both times, Ren lifted the rose wand, brandishing it like a vampire hunter holding the undead at bay. The dryads recoiled, hissing, their snarling expressions twisted in frustration as the unseen force compelled them to stay back. They clawed at the air but did not cross the invisible boundary the wand created.
			

			
				Then they were out the main gates of the fort, exiting the stone mouth of the statue and leaving flames and screams behind them.
			

			
				They ran down the path for the river, the last remnants of moonlight swallowed by the trees. The night was alive with the sounds of snapping branches and inhuman howls. The rest of the crew kept pace behind Ren.
			

			
				“The demon said he fed you to monsters,” Sweep panted. “How… d-did you get out?”
			

			
				Banged a bunch of dryads into next week, that’s how…
			

			
				“There's no time. Explain later,” Ren shot back.
			

			
				But then Cas announced loudly: “He fucked a whole cave of dryads into submission, it was so hot!” 
			

			
				Fucksakes…
			

			
				They burst through the trees, gasping for breath, the smell of damp reeds filling their lungs. The boats were there, right where he’d last seen them, rocking gently in the water. Relief surged through Ren—until Cas skidded to a stop beside him, eyes wide in horror.
			

			
				A guttural hiss cut through the air, low and hungry.
			

			
				Ren turned, and his stomach dropped. A dozen dryads stood between them and the boats, half-shrouded in the rising mist. Their glowing eyes locked onto the group, their breath coming in slow, animalistic puffs. Their claws twitched, flexing against the damp earth, their bodies shifting like wolves ready to lunge.
			

			
				Then, from the center of the pack, three familiar figures emerged. Ren’s recent acquaintances from the cave.
			

			
				Blue-feather tilted her head, her sharp grin stretching wide. “Mate returns.”
			

			
				“Mate?” Needy snarled, suddenly angry.
			

			
				Ren raised the rose wand of enchantment high, letting the dryads see it clearly. Their glowing eyes followed the motion, their snarls deepening, their claws flexing against the damp ground. But they didn’t advance. They hissed and paced, shifting uneasily, kept at bay by the very magic that had controlled them.
			

			
				“Get in the boats,” Ren murmured, keeping his tone steady but firm. “Get them in the water.”
			

			
				The rest of his crew hustled toward the boats, shoving at the biggest canoe and arguing over the basics of paddling like they weren’t about to be eaten by a horde of fey monsters.
			

			
				“Other end, Nim!” Cas snapped. “That’s the handle!”
			

			
				Needy hovered at the edge of the water, visibly trembling. “I—I can’t. I don’t do water. It’s too deep—too dark—” 
			

			
				Boots, without a word, picked her up like a sack of grain and unceremoniously tossed her into the canoe. She let out a shriek, landing in a sputtering heap between Cas and Sweep. Ren, watching from the corner of his eye, waited until he was sure they were ready to push off. Only then did he turn to face the dryads.
			

			
				Blue-feather snarled, sensing Ren was about to get away. Yellow-feather and Shelly paced nervously behind her, moaning slightly.
			

			
				Yellow-feather leaned in, sniffing the air like fruit she wasn’t sure was ripe. “You smell strong. And stupid. That’s good for breeding.”
			

			
				Shelly tilted her head, voice a dreamy hiss. “Come back to cave… Make more babies. Use you ‘til your bones squeak.”
			

			
				“Babies!” Needy yelped.
			

			
				“Hmmmm, tempting…” Ren shrugged. “Sorry girls… I have to go.”
			

			
				Blue-feather had the most dignity but even she eventually snapped something at him. “Want mate back… maybe we not eat you. Maybe.”
			

			
				Ren took a deep breath. “You know, I’d be lying if I didn’t find the idea of becoming kings of the dryads a tiny bit flattering… but I have to go. I have something else for you instead.”
			

			
				Then, with both hands, he snapped the rose wand in half.
			

			
				A pulse of magic exploded outward in a shower of green sparks, crackling through the air. The dryads recoiled, their howls turning from rage to confusion. The broken halves of the wand tumbled from Ren’s fingers into the river with a soft splash.
			

			
				For a long, frozen moment, the dryads simply stared at him.
			

			
				Ren stood over the shattered pieces of the wand, boots scorched, coat torn, hands still trembling from the effort. The dryads ringed the docks, silent now. Watching. Waiting.
			

			
				He looked up at them—wild, ancient things, born of root and rage—and raised his voice.
			

			
				“This was the thing that chained you,” he said, nodding to the broken wand. “That made you docile. Made you obey.”
			

			
				He spat the last word like a curse.
			

			
				“I could’ve used it. Could’ve made you mine. That’s what he did.” He jerked his chin toward the town where Jack had fallen. “But I’m not him. I don’t want servants. I want allies. And you don’t get allies by locking collars around their necks.”
			

			
				“But… what do we do now?” Blue-feather asked.
			

			
				Ren sighed. Good question. He stepped back. “I’m not offering you safety. I’m offering you freedom. Real freedom. It’s messy. It’s dangerous. But it’s yours. You’ll have to figure out what happens next on your own.”
			

			
				A wind stirred over the riverbank, rustling reeds, lifting hair.
			

			
				“Anyway, I’m off…” He turned. “Living free is worth the risk. Trust me—I’m the idiot who keeps doing it.”
			

			
				Then, understanding dawned.
			

			
				A slow, eerie grin spread across Blue-feather’s face. Then she threw her head back and let out a wild, joyous howl. The others joined in, howling, shrieking, their voices rising in an ecstatic chorus before they turned and bolted into the forest, disappearing between the trees.
			

			
				Ren let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.
			

			
				“Push off!” he barked, sprinting to the boats.
			

			
				He made the jump to the big canoe, landing among his friends. Boots and Sweep shoved the canoe into the water, and the crew scrambled to paddle, slapping at the surface more than propelling themselves forward. The dryads’ howls faded into the woods behind them, swallowed by the night.
			

			
				From the middle of the river, Ren could still hear the cries of the townsfolk, but they were distant now, insignificant. At least one of the buildings had caught fire and the flames were lighting up the night, the palisade silhouetted against the flames. The night swallowed their screams, leaving only the rhythmic babble of the river, the soft dip of paddles slicing through water. A bat skimmed the surface, silent and precise, snatching at bugs drawn to the reflection of the moon. The cool air carried the scent of damp reeds and earth, a stark contrast to the blood and fire left behind. Ren exhaled, a deep, steady breath, letting the weight of their escape settle in. For the first time in what felt like hours, maybe days, they weren’t running. 
			

			
				They reached the far shore, dragging the shallow hull onto the mud. For a long moment, they all just stood there, soaked, breathless, staring back at the burning village.
			

			
				Ren turned to the others. “Alright… from here on we’re in elf territory. We’ll need to be careful.”
			

			
				Ren stayed at the shore until everyone but Cas and Needy had moved on. They slipped into the trees, vanishing into the night. Looking at the opposite shore Ren gave a long sigh.
			

			
				“Hey,” Needy said. “What did that skinny bitch mean when she said 'babies'?”
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				The fire crackled low, sending up lazy sparks into the thick canopy overhead. The forest stretched around them, deep and dark, but for the first time in a long while, Ren didn’t feel like it was closing in. The moonlight filtered through the leaves, mixing with the flickering glow of a few magical fireflies that bobbed lazily through the air. The river murmured behind them, distant but steady.
			

			
				And for once, nobody was bleeding, running, or screaming.
			

			
				Ren leaned back against a fallen log, stretching out his sore legs, and let out a breath. The others had settled into a loose circle around the fire, still wired from the escape but, miraculously, not immediately expecting death to leap out of the trees.
			

			
				Cas flopped down beside him with a dramatic groan. “So, Captain Dryad-Tamer, tell us—was it weird? Or, like, really weird?”
			

			
				The crew chuckled. Sweep, perched on a stump, cleared his throat. “Do not besmirch the heroic act! Our fearless leader infiltrated the heart of enemy territory, faced down a horde of savage forest demons, and—with nothing but his wits and undeniable charm—tamed their savage hearts!” He spread his hands wide. “Like a legend from the old tales.”
			

			
				“You weren’t there, Sweep,” Gudrun muttered, blowing sacred smoke on him to heal the last of his wounds.
			

			
				“Yes, you feeble lizard,” Noiraud said from beside the fire.
			

			
				Plum jumped. “Fuck! Stupid cat! Where did you come from?”
			

			
				“I’ve been here the whole time,” she yawned. “Ask master.”
			

			
				Sweep picked up the conversation. “Not being there means I can give it the proper decorum without seedy details.”
			

			
				“Oh, there was seed alright,” Cas said. “Buckets of it.”
			

			
				Needy gave a ‘humph’, curled up with a blanket, but peeked over the top of it. “You really did it, though. Got us out, kept us alive.”
			

			
				The way she said it—matter-of-fact, no joke, no teasing—hit different.
			

			
				Ren scanned their faces. They weren’t just looking at him. They were waiting on him. Expecting him to have the next step, the next plan. For the first time, he realized they weren’t just following him because they had no other choice. They actually trusted him.
			

			
				Cas bumped her shoulder against his. “Hey, don’t get a big head about it, but... yeah. You did good, Ren.”
			

			
				The fire crackled, the air settling around them in an easy silence.
			

			
				Then Cas stretched, rolling her shoulders. “You know... this is the first time in a while we’re not running for our lives. Feels weird.”
			

			
				Gudrun shivered and pulled her blanket tighter. “Yeah. Like... too quiet.”
			

			
				Ren stared into the fire, the flickering embers throwing long shadows across the trees. He wasn’t superstitious, but something about the way the night watched them made the hair on his arms stand up.
			

			
				He didn’t say anything, though. No reason to ruin the moment.
			

			
				Yet.
			

			
				 
			

			
				***
			

			
				 
			

			
				End of BOOK 2
			

			
				 
			

			
				Ren and his monster wives are back for more in, The Henxman: Bound by the Elf Queen
			

			
				You thought it was bad so far? Wait until Ren gets kidnapped to Elfland. Its all wall-to-wall backstabbing, bitchy elf princesses, barebacking and butt-monkey tree huggers. And then there’s the lonely affections of the mother of all MILFs, the Elf Queen herself.
			

			
				As Ren and his companions level up with the help of the man-rune, there’s one real question that needs answering… is it cannibalism to eat an elf if they are technically not the same species?
			

			
				 
			

			
				Like this book? Want to see more? Please leave a review!
			

			
				If you enjoyed this title and want to see the story continue, please consider leaving a review and maybe a comment… I don’t farm reviews from China so feedback from real readers like you goes a long way to help me keep telling more stories like this. 
			

			
				Thank you all!
			

			
				Get notified when new books come out by signing up to the mailing list.
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