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For your mom.


Chapter 1

Jay had long given up on trying to sleep. The betrayals he'd committed would amount to nothing if he was only going to get betrayed as well. He needed reassurance. And for that, he needed privacy.

The one called Tony the Elf was on watch duty, huddling with his sheepdog next to the fire. The days were still warm, but the distinct chill of autumn was creeping a little later into every morning and earlier into every evening with each passing day.

They'd set up camp outside an abandoned farmhouse, which would have provided refuge from the chilly night air if anyone could have brought themselves to break in. But judging by the amount of weeds in the radish garden, the house hadn't been abandoned for more than a week. The former occupants had likely gotten swept up in the cult of Jordan Knight, which had recently devastated the nearby city of Hollin and the surrounding region. Mordred had really done a number on these people, and it felt too soon to start invading their homes.

Even as a fraudulent rogue, Jay would probably be able to sneak away unnoticed. But he needed a torch, and all the camp's torches were stacked near the fire so that they could be easily utilized as portable light sources in case they were attacked.

As he got within ten feet of Tony the Elf without being noticed, he was unimpressed with the security his watch duty was providing everyone. He cleared his throat.

“JESUS!” said Tony the Elf as he barely kept himself from falling off the rock he was sitting on. “Sorry, I didn't hear you approaching.”

Jay shrugged. “I'm a rogue.”

“Yeah, right.” Tony the Elf was still clearly a little shaken. “Is there something I can help you with?”

Jay's original plan was to offer to take over Tony the Elf's watch, then wait for him to fall asleep before swiping a torch and sneaking off into the woods. But just when he was about to make the offer, a simpler – if less dignified – solution occurred to him.

“I've got to take a dump.”

Tony the Elf nodded. “Sure. Do you, um... need someone to go with you?”

Jay wondered if perhaps he should have been clearer about his specific needs. “I just came to get a torch.”

“No, I get that,” said Tony the Elf. “But if you don't want to go wandering off in the middle of the night by yourself, I could –”

“I'll be fine.”

Tony the Elf let out a long, loud yawn. “Okay. Just make sure you stay within shouting distance.”

Jay picked up a torch, thrust it into the campfire, then trudged through the sand until it gave way to fertile soil. The leaves had begun to fall, and every crunch threatened to betray his lack of any special stealth. It was only a matter of time before they discovered him for what he really was.

When he was deep enough in so that he could no longer see the campfire, Jay hastily gathered a pile of sticks and dry leaves together. He didn't need a big fire. The torch itself would have worked just fine. But he wanted something he could extinguish if anyone came nosing around, and he didn't relish the idea of trying to make his way back to camp without a torch.

When the fire was burning sufficiently, he took out his packet of magic dust and sprinkled a pinch of it over the flames.

“Jay?” The fire flared as Mordred's voice spoke from within it. “Is that you?”

“Yeah, it's me.”

“Thank the gods! I need your help.”

This was precisely what Jay had been worried about.

“No way,” he said. “I'm done helping you. I'm out.”

“What do you mean, out?” shrieked Mordred, the flames burned hot and white, spitting frustrated sparks with every flare. “You don't get to walk away from this. We had a deal!”

“And I held up my end,” said Jay. “Even though it turned my stomach to do it, I put that die right in your hand.”

“Oh, sure! Right before a dragon cut my arm off.”

Jay shrugged. “I can't see how that's my fault. I did what I said I would do, and that's the end of it. I won't betray my friends again.”

“Friends?” The fire danced as Mordred chuckled bitterly. “They're no friends of yours. Did they restore your ability to walk again? Did they grant you the power to wield magic? Do you think any of them would give a black cripple in the service industry the time of day if it didn't suit their immediate self-serving goals?”

“Maybe some of them wouldn't, but I think some of them would. They're not as bad as you made them out to be. I mean sure, they're a little ignorant. Hell, they'd have to be to swallow that bullshit story you gave me to feed them.”

“That story was airtight,” insisted Mordred.

“Airtight my ass! That shit wasn't gravel tight. If I had run into anyone but those two hillbillies at the Whore's Head Inn, they would have asked questions that would have blown the whole story apart.”

“It was the best I could come up with on short notice,” said Mordred. “And I backed it up with a fake character sheet multiclassing you as two of the easiest-to-fake classes in the game. What more do you want from me?”

“I want you to honor our agreement and leave me the hell alone.” Wishing he had thought to prepare a bucket of water or pile of sand to put a quick end to this conversation, Jay started scooping up loose dirt to throw on the fire.

“Wait!” cried Mordred as the flames calmed to a dull orange.

Jay tossed a handful of dirt on the fire, weakening the flames a little, then continued scooping. “I'm listening.”

“You're right. You technically fulfilled your part of the bargain, and I'm powerless to break the terms of our pact. But I'm begging you on a personal level. As a fellow human being. As a friend.”

Don't say, 'As a brother.' Don't say, 'As a brother.' Don't say, 'As a brother.'

“As a homie.”

So much worse.

Jay threw more dirt on the fire, further weakening the flames.

“Oh, come on!” said Mordred.

“Let's get one thing clear,” said Jay, rising to his feet with a double handful of dirt that he hoped would be enough to completely extinguish the fire. “I'm not your homie. I'm not your brother. I'm not the jive-talking cat who's going to teach you to dance and be smooth with the ladies. I'm a warlock, and I'm done spying for you.” He held his hands over the fire, ready to release his payload of dirt. “If you don't like it, you can suck my Eldritch –”

“Tim has my mom!” cried Mordred.

Jay had been expecting some last, desperate plea, but it certainly wasn't that. He lowered his hands but held on to the dirt. “What do you mean, Tim has your mom?”

“He kidnapped her a week ago. He's holding her hostage until I give him the dice.”

“Well, how about that.” Jay dropped the dirt and sat on a nearby log. “You've got to admire the balls on that little guy.”

“Admire?” shrieked Mordred as what was left of the fire flared up. “He's holding my mother hostage, and you admire him for that?”

Jay shrugged. “Not for that, specifically. But for taking a stand and thinking outside the box, you're damn right I admire that. The way I understand it, you didn't leave him much choice. I heard about all the shit you've been pulling and what you plan to do if you ever got a hold of those dice.”

“I'm sure whatever you heard has been greatly exaggerated.”

“Maybe, but it fits what I know about you.”

Mordred scoffed. “You don't know jack shit about me.”

“I know you had the power to make me walk again, but you only agreed to do so if I agreed to fuck over a bunch of decent people for you. The way I see it, Tim holding your mom hostage ain't a whole lot different than you holding my legs hostage.”

“Decent people?” The fire roared back to life, reigniting some of the smothered wood. “You should have heard the things they said to me!”

Jay could hardly believe what he was hearing. It wasn't enough that Mordred completely ignored his point about holding his legs hostage, but...

“That's what all this is about? They teased you a little, and so you want to enslave them in a fantasy world forever?”

“They didn't just tease me. They left me in a freezer to die!”

Jay shook his head. “Nice try, man. But I heard the freezer story. You backed them into a corner and cried when they beat you at your own game.”

The flames flickered silently for a moment before Mordred spoke again.

“Please, Jay. My mom didn't ask for any of this. She didn't do anything wrong. And as bad as you might think I am, I guarantee you, Tim is a thousand times worse. If he manages to take control of this world, you'll wish you were back home in your wheelchair.”

That stung, and Jay had half a mind to stomp out the fire directly with his functional feet. But there was a sincerity in Mordred's tone that he couldn't ignore. He'd heard stories about Tim's downward spiral. Even his own sister conceded that he needed to be stopped. He'd assumed she just didn't want him to get himself killed, but Mordred's warning cast a grim new light on Katherine's concerns.

“What, exactly, would you like me to do?” Jay finally asked.

“Rescue her. He's keeping us in an abandoned warehouse just outside of Las Vegas.”

“Vegas? How the hell am I supposed to get to Vegas?”

“You'll have to teleport.”

Jay suddenly became a lot more interested in this mission. “You're going to grant me teleportation powers? You should have led with that.”

The fire flickered as Mordred chuckled.

“Oh no,” said Mordred. “You're nowhere near the level for anything like that. But I've learned that your little friends have been using a gnome called Professor Goosewaddle for all their teleportation needs. If he's willing to be so generous to those idiots, I can't imagine you'd have a problem convincing him to send you anywhere you like.”

“And where am I supposed to find this Professor Goosewaddle?”

“He owns a magic shop in Cardinia.”

“Cardinia?” said Jay. “I just came from there! That's all the way back across the sea. I don't even have any money.”

“And I don't have that kind of time.” The fire let out a little puff of smoke as Mordred sighed. “I shouldn't be telling you this, but there's a Teleportation Circle not far from Hollin.”

“Of course you should be telling me that! Why wouldn't you tell me that?”

“This is my sandbox you're playing in,” said Mordred. “I've spent years of my life creating it. I've hidden several such circles all around the world in case of emergencies just like this one. I would prefer if their locations were known by as few people as possible.”

“Just like this one?” said Jay. “You mean you anticipated one of your players returning to Earth to hold you and your mother hostage?”

“Of course not. I meant emergencies in general. My current situation is an example.”

“Do you think I don't know what the word emergency means?”

“Shut up and listen,” snapped Mordred. “East of here, there's a small town called Nibbit. From there, follow the stream north until you see a tree covered in red bark. When you get to the tree, go west until you find a cave. After you arrive at the cave, you may contact me again for further instructions.”

Jay found it presumptuous of Mordred to take his agreement for granted, but it placed him in a solid position to put forth some of his own demands.

“You mean if I arrive.”

The fire flickered silently for a moment, then Mordred spoke again.

“What are you saying?”

Jay shrugged. “Nothing. It's just that it's a dangerous world, and I'm all alone. I could get roasted by dragons or torn apart by werewolves.”

“Just stick to the road. You'll probably be fine.”

“Probably isn't good enough for me, and it shouldn't be good enough for you either, considering you and your mom's lives are on the line. What happened to the magic you promised me? I'm a warlock, right? Unless I have a gross misunderstanding of what that means, I'm supposed to be able to do magic. So why haven't you given me any yet?”

“That would have blown your cover,” said Mordred.

“Well, that's no longer an issue, is it?”

“Listen, Jay. As your patron, it's my responsibility to grant you more power after you've earned it.”

Jay opened his cloak and pulled his dick out. “It sounds like you're intentionally limiting my power because you view me as a potential threat.” He relaxed his bladder and enjoyed the sensation of relieving himself on the fire.

“No!” said Mordred. “Nothing could be further from the – What's that noise?”

“What noise?”

“Some kind of splattering and hissing. It almost sounds like – Are you pissing on the fire?”

“Oh, that noise,” said Jay. “Yes, I am. I think I may go back and rejoin the others.”

“All right!” said Mordred. “Stop!”

Jay halted his stream. “Whatever you've got to say, make it quick. I've been staying really hydrated, and this is getting uncomfortable.”

“You can do magic!”

“Cool. Lay it on me.”

“There's nothing to lay,” said Mordred.

“The magic has always been inside you, ever since you came into this world. You just didn't know how to use it.”

“No shit,” said Jay. “I still don't.”

“If I teach you a spell, will you promise to come rescue me and my mom?”

Jay finished relieving himself on the ground next to the fire. “I want something good. No 'Is this your card?' bullshit. I'm alone out here. I need something I can use to defend myself.”

“Oh, I think you'll be satisfied with this one,” said Mordred. “Place your thumb over the nails of all your other fingers, then flick them all out at once like you're trying to get a booger off your thumb.”

Jay stared blankly at the fire. “That's how magic works in this game?”

“It's the simplest way I can explain it without being there to demonstrate.”

“Fine.” Jay positioned his fingers as Mordred had instructed, then flicked his fingers out from under his thumb.

Nothing happened.

“It didn't work.”

“You didn't say the magic word.”

Jay rolled his eyes. “Please.”

“No,” said Mordred. “You need to say an actual magic word while you flick your fingers.”

“What's the magic word?” asked Jay.

“It's whatever you want it to be. Designate it in your mind, target a creature, then say the word as you flick your fingers toward it.”

Jay had seen his companions cast spells but remained skeptical that there wasn't more to it than Mordred was letting on. He scanned his immediate surroundings until he spotted a bluebird perched up on a tree branch.

“Have some!” he said as he flicked his fingers. A surge of energy rushed through his arm, then bluish-white lightning bolts flew out of his hand. The bird exploded into a cloud of falling blue feathers.

“Did it work?” asked Mordred, a note of smugness in his voice.

“Holy fucking shit!” cried Jay. “I can't believe I just did that!” He felt some remorse for the bird, but it was far outweighed by his excitement over being able to blast things with magic.

“That's called an Eldritch Blast.”

“It's incredible!”

“Do we have a deal?” asked Mordred.

Jay nodded at the fire. “I'll do what I can.”


Chapter 2

Dawn was just beginning to lighten the eastern sky when Katherine woke up to find Tony the Elf on watch duty. Everyone else was still asleep, and she didn't relish the idea of having to interact with him alone, so she pretended to be sleeping until Butterbean let out a sharp, loud bark.

“Shh!” Katherine whispered. “If I've got to hang out with him, you're going to have to hang out with Dave the Dog.”

After Butterbean barked again, she heard the faint sound of hooves on dirt approaching from the north.

She sat up. “They're back!”

“Who is it?” asked Tony the Elf as he quickly got to his feet and drew his twin machetes.

“Take it easy,” said Katherine. “It's just Julian and Chaz.” Still, she grabbed her scythe in case she was mistaken before going around to the front of the farmhouse to greet them.

As grateful as the people of Hollin were to be free from the mental slavery they'd endured under Jordan Knight's enchantment, many of them were also deeply ashamed about their behavior over the past few weeks.

While Katherine had no desire to exploit their shame for her own personal gain, she needed to hurry in order to catch up to Captain Logan and take back her ship. He wouldn't get far with a skeleton crew of brainwashed idiots. But once he took on a full crew of seasoned sailors, Seastalker would be almost impossible to find on the open ocean.

To that end, she had sent Julian and Chaz to talk the townspeople into giving them a few fast horses as a token of gratitude for freeing them.

She hadn't been sure whether to expect them back last night or this morning. The town was in chaos, after all. It might take a while to talk to the right people and round up all those horses. But she certainly didn't expect them at the crack of dawn, so she proceeded with caution.

Creeping to the edge of the farmhouse, Katherine crouched low to the ground and peeked around the side. She could make out two mounted men silhouetted against the pink morning sky, each leading an additional horse.

If they were Julian and Chaz, it would be an enormous disappointment. If they weren't, however, it could mean trouble. Katherine hated to wake all of her friends so early for a false alarm, but it was better to be safe than –

“Good morning!” squawked a voice like a car alarm in a morgue.

“FUCK!” said Katherine. Looking up, she spotted Ravenus perched on the edge of the roof directly above her head. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Katherine?” said Julian, one of the two disappointing horsemen as they came within range of her Low-Light Vision.

She stood up straight and stepped out from behind the farmhouse. “Tell me these aren't all the horses.”

“The best I could do was four,” said Julian. “I know that's less than you were hoping for, but they've got a lot of rebuilding to do. They need all the horses they can get.”

“Then what took you so long?”

“We got distracted,” said Chaz.

“He got distracted,” Julian corrected him. “Some of the women in town were more interested in fraternizing with the great RazzmaChaz than they were in helping their people rebuild.”

Katherine sighed. “Figures. Then what are you doing back so early?”

Chaz looked down at a freshly produced horse turd. “Some of those women turned out to have husbands.”

Katherine had been hoping to surprise Logan at a port with the whole Whore's Head crew behind her. Not only was the number of horses a crippling disappointment, but the horses themselves all looked like they had three hooves in the glue factory, and acquiring them had been a huge waste of time.

“We can't overtake a ship with a four-man army,” she said. “And even if we did, we won't get very far with a four-man crew.”

“I can summon enough magical horses for me and Chaz to keep up.”

Katherine shook her head. “A six-man army isn't any better . I'll have to figure out a way to take the ship without brute force. In the meantime, you two go back to Pargos and get your gig back. When I take Seastalker, I'll sail down there and pick you up. Then you can lead me to Akane.”

“Are you sure you don't want us to come with you?” asked Julian. “I'm actually getting pretty good at sorcery.”

Katherine had heard about how he'd helped to take the Maiden's Voyage from Logan's men. “Thanks,” she said. “But I'm trying to take back my ship, not turn it into a Viking funeral pyre. I need you to be where I know I can find you. So just stay safe and don't take any more loans from dragons.”

“That wasn't my –”

“We're happy to do our part,” said Chaz, then hopped down from his horse. “We shall eagerly await your arrival in Pargos.”

Julian shot him an annoyed glance, then scanned the crowd of their homeless friends. “Any idea who you're going to bring with you?”

Following his gaze, Katherine felt kind of relieved that she could only bring a few people. A full frontal assault against Logan would only lead to a pile of dead friends.

“Definitely Tanner,” she thought aloud. “He's not afraid to get his hands dirty, and he's really resourceful. And I'll probably ask Randy. He's loyal and can summon a celestial basilisk at will. That's always handy.”

Julian sucked air through his teeth. “But if you bring Randy...”

“I know, I know. I'll have to bring Denise, too. She's good for a distraction, though. And now that her little cockroach baby is big enough for her to ride, she won't take up one of the horses.”

“It's remarkable how fast that thing has grown,” Chaz observed. “Can you believe that just a few weeks ago, that came out of her –”

“Yes,” said Katherine. “I honestly can.”

“That's three horses accounted for,” said Julian. “What about the fourth?”

Katherine smiled at him. “That's two horses accounted for. I'm not riding a horse when I can fly. But I'm thinking Tony the Elf.”

“Really? You two seemed kind of...”

“Yeah, we've been at each other's throats a couple of times, and he can be such a pain in my ass. But I truly believe he wants what's best for our people and is willing to do what it takes to get those dice. Plus, his machetes will come in handy if things do come to close-quarters combat on the deck of a ship.”

“I hope it doesn't come to that,” said Julian. “But it's good to be prepared. Who's your last pick? Captain Righteous?”

Katherine sighed. “That's a tough call. He seems like the obvious choice. A good fighter with military experience. But he can be a little intense, and I heard that he and Randy got into it quite a bit on the way here. Tanner's a career criminal and Denise is... Well, Denise. If I can't count on him to get along with Randy, how could I expect him to keep his shit together with those two? Logan won't have to fire a shot. My little army will kill each other long before we get near him.”

Julian scanned the tired faces of the vagabond crew. “Who does that leave?”

“I guess Jay. I'm hoping to keep this as covert an operation as possible, so his rogue skills should prove to be –”

“Hang on a second,” said Chaz. “Who the hell is Jay?”

“I am,” said Jay, appearing from around the corner of the farmhouse.

Chaz's face went a shade paler. “Right, of course. I knew that. I just thought you were...” He was obviously scrambling to think of a way to finish that sentence without coming off as racist. “...taking a dump.”

Nice save, Chaz.

Jay ignored him, addressing Katherine instead. “I'd like to talk with you.” He glanced at Chaz, then back at Katherine. “Alone.”

Katherine nodded. “Yeah, sure.” She followed him to the corner of the building he'd emerged from, then looked back to make sure they were far away enough to keep Chaz from listening in. “This is perfect timing, actually. I was just about to ask you to –”

“I won't be coming with you,” he said abruptly, as if spitting the words out before he lost the nerve to say them.

“Oh,” said Katherine, a little taken aback by the unexpected rejection. He could have at least allowed her to finish the invitation. “That's fine. You can hang back here and –”

“I'm leaving.”

“What do you mean, you're leaving? Where are you going?”

Jay shrugged. “I've had my reasons for staying with you and your people as long as I have, but now it's time for me to part ways with you. All of you.”

“My people? Is this a race thing? Let's move past this. Obama!”

“Obama?”

The obvious issue suddenly occurred to Katherine. “It's Chaz, isn't it? I know he has a tendency to put his foot in his mouth sometimes, but you don't have to worry about him. I'm sending him back to –”

“It's not about any of you,” said Jay. “And it's certainly not a race thing.” He gave Katherine a sad smile. “I'm actually going to miss you. But this is just something I have to do.” He turned to leave.

Katherine didn't understand his sudden change of heart, but she was certain he hadn't thought this through. She grabbed a fistful of his cloak. “You'll be all alone in a strange world.”

“That's inevitable. The rest of you are trying to get back home. I have no intention of going back.” Jay gently removed her hand from his cloak and gave it a squeeze before letting go. “It's better to rip that Band-Aid off now. I need to find a place in this world and start building a life for myself. Thank you for everything.” He nodded over at the Whore's Head crew. “Please tell the others goodbye for me.”

Katherine followed his gaze. “You should tell them yourself.” But when she turned around again, it was just in time to catch the very edge of Jay's cloak disappear around the corner of the building he'd appeared from. In Katherine's opinion, it was a little over dramatic.

It was also a little too abrupt. You don't just spring that on someone and then disappear like Batman.

“Wait a minute!” she called out as she followed after him. “Let's at least talk about this. Are you still mad about the squid ink thing? I didn't mean to –” She stopped when she realized she was only talking to herself. Jay wasn't behind the building. He was nowhere, as if he'd simply vanished into thin air.

“Where the hell did Jay go?” asked Chaz, standing a little closer to Katherine than she was comfortable with.

Katherine shoved him away. “Now you remember his fucking name.”


Chapter 3

Tim set his gym bag down on the curb and sat on it to protect his ass from the scorching asphalt. He strapped on the ten-inch stilts he'd crafted out of a fence post and a leather belt, the latter of which he'd taken from a Mr. Harvey J. Gladstone, a tourist who was plowing an economy class hooker in an equally modest motel room while Tim was trying to take a peaceful dump in the adjacent bathroom. Unfortunately, he failed his Stealth check when attempting to sneak out of the bathroom to steal the John's wallet. If they hadn't completely lost their shit at him, he would have taken the time to remove the belt and wallet rather than immediately teleporting out of there with the man's pants.

Even more unfortunately, that wasn't the last surprise they were in for that night. As part of Tim's Stealth check, he'd neglected to flush.

Once his stilts were secure, Tim grabbed the side of a garbage can to pull himself up. Getting to his feet was always the trickiest part, especially since he hadn't yet had the chance to regenerate the one he'd accidentally chopped the front half off of with Cooper's bitch of an axe. But with a little practice and his extremely high Dexterity score, walking around on the stilts was only a mild inconvenience. Running would be impossible, but running was the last resort of suckers.

Checking the gold Versace watch he'd swiped off the wrist of a pawn shop owner while shaking hands to seal a deal in which Tim sold him some counterfeit rare coins, he discovered that he only had thirty minutes before his meeting.

These were not the sort of guys he wanted to keep waiting, and he wanted to check out the rendezvous spot before they got there. To that end, he walked as briskly as his stilted legs could take him, drawing attention from passersby as the sawed off pieces of fence post clopped on the sidewalk like horse hooves.

Fortunately, no one was curious enough to follow him down the dark narrow alley he used for a shortcut. As he went farther away from the strip, he ran into fewer pedestrians, and they seemed to share a mutual understanding that staring was a good way to get stabbed. It was the last place in the world a crippled midget with a bag full of cash had any business being, but Tim clopped onward.

According to the GPS on his phone, the meeting place was at the far end of a particularly quiet alley, darkened by the surrounding three-story warehouses. This was confirmed by the presence of a yellow rose lying conspicuously in front of a gate of thick iron bars, topped by spikes and a generous coil of razor wire. A dead end. Even for a rogue of his talent, quickly getting to the other side of that gate would be quite a challenge. It was exactly the sort of place he would have chosen for a meeting if he intended to rip off or murder the other party.

Just as Tim finished that thought, red light illuminated the alley. The taillights of a black Escalade rushed toward him at an impressive speed for only having about six inches of clearance on either side. Tim stood his ground but braced himself for a last-second jump in case they tried to flatten him.

Thankfully, he wasn't forced to find out the hard way how two chunks of wood strapped to his feet affected his Jump skill. The Escalade screeched to a sudden stop about twenty feet away at a spot where the alley was a little bit wider, allowing room for the doors to open. Clearly, this wasn't the first meeting these guys had hosted in this alley.

All four doors opened simultaneously, and four men exited the vehicle as if they'd been rehearsing it. Even the driver got out, which was a minor annoyance but a contingency Tim had prepared for. They wore identical dark suits that didn't fit any of them quite right. Tim suspected they had been hastily acquired from one of the casinos' uniform rooms. All this showmanship to impress little old Tim. He felt a little flattered.

As they stepped into the dim red light, Tim could only make out their vaguest features. There was a black guy, an Asian guy, a guy that might have been Arabic or Indian or something, and a white guy with so many face tattoos that Tim nearly mistook him for another black guy. At the very least, they had diversity going for them.

“What the fuck is this?” said the black guy, scowling at Tim. His voice echoed against the walls so Tim had no trouble hearing him over the idling car. “Some kind of fucking joke?” If it had been, this guy clearly failed to see the humor in it.

“No joke,” said Tim. “I'm the Shadow.”

“Shadow my ass,” said Face Tats. “You look like a fucking middle schooler.”

“That's just as well. Your face looks like my fucking homework.”

Face Tats took a step toward Tim, but Asian Guy put an arm out to block him.

“What's with the stilts?” asked Asian Guy.

“I've found that little people such as myself aren't always taken seriously,” Tim explained. “I wear them to get respect.”

Face Tats eased up, laughing and shaking his head as if to suggest Tim was too pathetic to bother with.

Satisfied that he'd deescalated the situation with Face Tats, Tim shifted his gaze to Black Guy, who he took to be the leader. “Did you come to deal or what?”

“Yeah, we came to deal. You got the money?”

“I got it.” Tim held up his gym bag and unzipped it just enough to let a Benjamins peek out. “You got the guns?”

“Shakes, open the back door.”

“I don't know, Bones,” said the Middle Eastern or Indian guy. His nickname, Shakes, gave Tim no further clue as to his actual ethnicity. “Something ain't right about this. A midget on stilts? This feels like a setup. Like twenty cops are gonna pour out of a clown car or something.”

“Relax,” said Bones, gesturing for Shakes to go through with the order. “We've got eyes in the sky. If this little bitch is setting us up, the only possible threat would be coming from the roof.” Without taking his eyes off Tim, he pulled a phone from the pocket of his black leather jacket and held it to his ear. “Yeah, how's the rooftop looking?” He looked up. “Good.”

Tim followed his gaze to see two men with big guns silhouetted against the evening sky. These guys had covered every angle. If Tim had intended to double cross them by putting shooters up on the roof, he'd be totally fucked right now.

Bones grinned at Tim. It was the first time he'd shown anything resembling mirth, but Tim didn't get the impression that their relationship had improved at all.

“You really came alone.”

“Of course I did,” said Tim, lowering his gaze again to see that the trunk of the Escalade was open, displaying all the weapons he'd ordered. “Do you think I'm stupid?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” Bones flicked a finger toward Shakes, who somehow interpreted that as a gesture to close the Escalade's rear door. “You show up here alone, unarmed, with a sack full of cash to meet with known criminals. Who does that? What's to keep us from taking that money and keeping all these guns?”

Tim waited the two seconds it took for the door to finish closing, then grinned at Bones. “I was really hoping you'd say that.” Closing his eyes to mitigate disorientation, he tapped the heels of his boots together.

When he opened his eyes again, he was in the driver's seat of the Escalade. He relished the muffled sound of startled assholes through the closed tinted windows wondering where he'd just disappeared to. It was too bad he wasn't able to hear their reactions as he shifted into gear, pressed his wooden foot extension down on the gas pedal, and pulled out of the alley like a champagne cork.

Tim also would have liked to put it in reverse first, maybe taking out or at least crippling one or two of those sons of bitches who'd tried to rip him off. But he didn't want to risk one of those guys on the rooftops catching him with a lucky shot through the roof of the car.

As soon as he sped around enough corners so that no one could have followed him on foot, he slowed down. The last thing he needed was for some cop to pull him over in a stolen vehicle packed to the gills with unlicensed and possibly stolen weapons.

He welcomed the next red light. It gave him a chance to catch his breath and slow his heartbeat. This all would have been so much easier if the damned driver had stayed in the car. Tim could have relaxed in the seat behind him with a gun at his back or loaded up his Bag of Holding, and he wouldn't have to wear these ridiculous stilts. While he waited for the light to turn green, Tim noticed one more way the driver had fucked him. There were no keys dangling from the ignition. This was one of those modern cars with the push-button starter. Without the key fob on him, this ride would only last until he cut off the engine. That was less than ideal, but the tank was more than three-quarters full.

Now that he thought about it, these newer cars were also really easy to track. It wasn't too much of a stretch to think that these guys could easily keep tabs on everywhere he drove. Not only couldn't he keep the Escalade, but he couldn't even use it to drop off the guns back at the warehouse where he had Mordred and his mom holed up.

It would have been fun to ram it into a fire hydrant near a police station, bag the guns, and teleport out of there, but Tim had unwisely spent the other two charges of his Boots of Teleportation earlier that day to steal a few cartons of cigarettes. As long as he was sitting at the longest goddamn red light in the world, he figured he might as well light one up.

Of course, the light turned green as soon as he put a cigarette in his mouth. His attention divided between driving and trying to light it, he narrowly missed being t-boned by a car speeding through the intersection.

“ASSHOLE!” he shouted, dropping the lit cigarette from his mouth onto the floor. The combination of cigarette smoke and burning upholstery wasn't likely to be a pleasant one, but Tim's arms were way too short to reach the floor without lying down on the seat. As high as his Dexterity score was, he didn't trust himself to be able to do that while driving. Instead, he attempted to stomp the cigarette out with his left foot's wood block while lighting up a fresh cigarette. Having no idea where the cigarette actually was on the floor, he soon gave up and opted to put the window down instead. Fuck it. This wasn't his car, after all.

After giving it two cigarette's worth of thought, Tim decided his best course of action would be to drive out as far as he could into the desert, then teleport himself and his bag of guns back to the warehouse. Even if he was tracked, there would be no way anyone could reach him as long as he kept driving.

Satisfied with his plan, he lit up a third cigarette. When he turned his full attention back to the road, he noticed he was quickly approaching another red light. Only this time, there was a cop car stopped in the left lane. He barely had enough time to brake in his own lane. If he tried to pull behind the police car, he risked ramming straight into it. Instead, he put the window up, hoping the tint was enough to prevent them from seeing him clearly.

It wasn't exactly a smooth stop, but Tim didn't think it was sudden enough to warrant getting pulled over. At worst, they'd probably just tail him for a few blocks to see if he showed any other signs of intoxication. If he didn't give them any further reason to suspect anything, they'd lose interest and go about their business. That is, of course, if they didn't already see what would appear to be a twelve-year-old sweaty child smoking a cigarette in an obviously stolen vehicle. He dared not turn his head in their direction. If they wanted his attention, they could tap on his window. Prepared for just such a scenario, he kept his foot ready to slam down on the gas pedal.

As the red light stubbornly refused to turn green, the car filled with more and more cigarette smoke, making Tim's eyes water. In a vehicle this big, it was more than his current cigarette should have accounted for. And some other kind of scorched chemical scent infused the smoke. That cigarette he'd dropped on the floor must have really done a number on the upholstery.

There was so much smoke in the car that Tim could barely make out the traffic light beyond its hazy red glow. He felt like he couldn't take much more before he passed out or threw up.

A noise came from the back seat.

“What the fuck?” Tim whispered to himself.

It sounded like... coughing? When he checked the rear view mirror, he was shocked to discover the shape of a woman silhouetted against the smoke in the headlights from the car behind him.

“FUCK!” he cried as he instinctively pushed the accelerator to the floor. He was half a block past the intersection by the time he realized what he'd done. In the side mirror, flashing blue lights accompanied the familiar wail of the police siren. “FUCK!”

There was no point in keeping the windows up anymore, so he put his down as well as the passenger's side. Smoke billowed out of both sides like the car was on fire, but at least Tim could breathe again. Now that he could see her more clearly, Tim discovered that the young black woman in the back seat was bound with ropes, gagged with a cloth, and had a small bleeding wound on her forehead.

Wonderful. In addition to a stolen vehicle and enough weapons to arm a guerrilla army, he now had a hostage to explain to the police who were hot on his ass.

Until a suitable explanation occurred to him, he drove, trying to speed through red lights in the hopes that someone would slam into the pursuing cop car. But of course, now all the lights suddenly decided to be accommodating.

The wind blowing in from the open windows made using his lighter impossible, so Tim looked for the car's cigarette lighter. There wasn't one.

Modern fucking cars. When did everyone become such diaper-soaking pussies?

He put his window up. As he repeatedly flicked his lighter, he noticed the woman in the back seat had changed positions. Instead of her upper body, her legs were now visible in the rear view mirror. They were nice legs, bare, slim, and smooth. She slid her bound wrists past her feet, sat back up, and pulled the gag out of her mouth.

“Who are you?”

“I'm Tim,” said Tim. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Nadia,” she responded, leaning forward to take the dagger from the sheath on Tim's belt.

Tim squirmed ineffectually to evade her while still trying to light his cigarette and maintain control of the vehicle. “Hey! That doesn't belong to you!”

“It does now,” she said before biting down on the grip and rubbing her wrist restraints back and forth along the blade. It was a +2 magic dagger, so it didn't take long. When her hands were free, she took the dagger out of her mouth and examined the faintly glowing runes on the blade. “Where the hell did you get this?” She eyed Tim up and down. “Are you on your way to a fucking renaissance fair?”

Tim ignored her, grateful that he was finally able to produce a flame. He lit his cigarette and took a nice long drag.

“Uh-uh,” said Nadia, snatching the cigarette from between his lips and throwing it out the passenger side window.

“Goddammit!” cried Tim. “What the fuck did you do that for?”

“This car stinks bad enough. If you want to smoke, you can pull over and let me out first.”

“Yeah, I don't think that's going to happen. In case you haven't noticed, I'm kind of in the middle of something right now.”

Nadia put the dagger's blade to his throat. “Where are you taking me?”

Tim tensed up as the dagger's magic burned hot against the skin on his neck. “To the desert.”

“That's what I figured. Bones was too chickenshit to do the deed himself, so he hired you to finish me off and dump my body in the desert.”

Despite the pain of his searing flesh, Tim couldn't help but laugh. “Are you out of your fucking mind? Do I look like one of Bones's goons? And who drives to a body dump while being chased by the goddamn cops? Likewise, passengers don't murder drivers while they're going 70 miles per hour, so you can take that fucking dagger away from my throat.”

Nadia removed the dagger and sat back. “So if you don't work for Bones, what are you doing here?”

Tim pulled onto a highway that didn't have a lot of lights in the distance and brought the Escalade up to 90. “Apparently, avoiding a similar fate as to what he had in mind for you. He tried to rip me off, so I ripped him off instead.”

“You must be joking.”

Tim shrugged. “Kind of. I was planning to rip him off regardless of whether or not he tried to rip me off first.”

“Do you have any idea who he works for?”

“No.”

“Roman Widmore.”

Nadia's tone suggested that Tim should be impressed.

“I'm not from around here,” said Tim. “I don't follow the local hierarchy of lowlife pieces of shit. I take it this guy is some major player in the Vegas crime scene?”

Nadia scoffed. “Yeah, you could say that.”

Tim checked the side mirror to find that he was now being pursued by three police cars. “So how did you get on his naughty list?”

“My brother owes him a lot of money, so they took me as collateral. Today was the last day to pay up.”

“And he didn't show?”

Nadia shook her head. “My brother is on the lowest rung of the hierarchy of lowlife pieces of shit.”

Tim sighed. “You should meet my sister. You two would have a lot to talk about.”

A few moments passed, during which Tim caught Nadia glancing back at the police several times.

“I couldn't help but notice,” she finally said. “You don't seem very concerned that you've got half the Vegas PD on your ass.”

“Don't worry about me,” Tim reassured her. “I'll be fine.”

“You'll be fine? What about me?”

“It might have been wiser to stay bound and gagged. As it stands, I wouldn't go waving that dagger around when they approach the vehicle.”

“So you do have some sort of escape plan.”

“I always have an escape plan,” said Tim. “It's a dangerous world out there.”

“Then take me with you.”

Tim glanced at her in the rear view mirror, instantly recognizing the hopelessness in her eyes. She was at rock bottom. He knew it well. He wished he had time to explain to her that it wouldn't be like this forever. Unlike Tim, who had dug himself into a hole so deep the only way out was to keep digging to the other side, Nadia was merely a victim of circumstance. She was probably a decent person, resourceful enough to swipe Tim's dagger, and she seemed cool under pressure. Also, she was pretty easy on the eyes. Whatever she was mixed up in right now, Tim had no doubt it was just a bump on the road toward a bright future. Following him would only lead her down a dark path from which she might never return.

Unfortunately, he didn't have that kind of time.

“You don't want to get mixed up with someone like me,” he said, wishing he had something better to offer than a line from Pee-Wee's Big Adventure. “You should just go home and forget you ever met me.”

“I can't go home,” said Nadia impatiently. “Even if I did make it out of here alive, Bones will come for me. He won't stop. And if any of these cops are in Widmore's pocket, which is extremely likely, I'm not getting out of here alive.”

Tim believed her. But while she had his sympathy, he couldn't bring her to the warehouse where he was keeping Mordred and his mom. Then he'd have no choice but to keep her prisoner there as well.

“I'll tell you what,” he finally said after trying to think up a solution that would leave her neither dead nor a huge pain in his ass. He pushed the accelerator to the floor, attempting to widen the gap between them and the cops. “If I can get enough of a lead so that they lose sight of us, I'll stop briefly to let you out. How does that sound?”

“Unlikely,” said Nadia. “Look.”

About six miles ahead, blue lights flashed on the desert horizon. They'd set up a roadblock.

“Shit,” said Tim.

“Does this fuck up your escape plan?”

“Not mine, but it certainly fucks up the one I had in mind for you.”

“I don't want to die out here,” Nadia pleaded. “If you can really get out of this, I'm begging you to take me with you.”

Tim had more pressing matters to consider. If he stopped the car now, the cops behind him would be on his ass before he could gather up his stolen guns, making this whole excursion a waste of time.

“Fine,” he finally said, pulling a rolled up Bag of Holding out from the inside pocket of his vest. He tossed it over his shoulder. “The guns in the back. Put them in there.”

Nadia unrolled the bag and held it up. It was about the size of a shopping bag. Then she looked over the seat at the massive pile of guns in the cargo area. “I don't think they're all going to fit.”

Tim smiled to himself. “Then just pack as many as you can.” While she started filling the bag with guns, Tim slowed the Escalade to give her more time and waited for her inevitable reaction.

“What the hell kind of bag is this?”

“Just hurry up,” said Tim. “We haven't got much time.” He was impressed with her silent obedience as she prioritized their current urgency over trying to come to terms with her first brush with actual magic. It's amazing what the human mind is capable of when facing imminent death.

He waited until they were about a half mile away from the road block before deciding to cut his losses.

“That's enough,” he said. “Get up here.”

“I'm almost done,” Nadia responded, still shoving guns into the bag.

“There's no more time! Either get your ass up here now or get left behind!”

“Last one!” Nadia climbed over the back seat, then up into the passenger's seat.

“You got them all?” said Tim.

Nadia smiled and nodded nervously, her eyes darting back and forth between Tim and the six police cars they were about to plow into.

“Great! Now get on my lap.”

Her smile disappeared. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“I'm not sure I did.”

Tim sighed. “Look, it's not what it sounds like.”

“Really? Because it sounds like you want me to –”

“I know what it sounds like!” snapped Tim. “And it's not that. You've seen the Bag of Holding. You know magic is real. If you want to get out of here, sit on my lap. If not, then give me the bag and prepare to do some explaining.”

Nadia shook her head. “I can't believe I'm going to die straddling a twelve-year-old.”

“I'm a grown ass man!”

Tim briefly lost focus when he suddenly had a woman's legs wrapped around him and a pair of nice tits in his face. It had been too long. He worried about getting an erection.

“TIM!” screamed Nadia, bringing his mind back into sharp focus. So sharp, in fact, that he suddenly remembered that he'd never teleported while traveling at sixty miles per hour before. If they maintained their inertia, hitting the ground would kill them more certainly than plowing into the police cars. At least here, Nadia had an airbag and Tim had Nadia's tits.

That ruled out the warehouse. With time rapidly running out, Tim scrambled to think of an alternative. He reached into the Bag of Holding. “Decanter of Endless Water!”

“What?” said Nadia.

As soon as Tim felt the cool silver neck of the decanter in his hand, he pulled it out, braced the base of it behind Nadia's back, and held it tightly in both hands.

“GEYSER!”

A torrent of water immediately obscured Tim's vision as it sprayed against the windshield, but that didn't last long.

Just as the first rounds of gunfire shattered the Escalade's windshield, he slammed as hard as he could on the brakes, concentrated his thoughts on his bedroom at the Royal Palace of Cardinia, then tapped his heels together.


Chapter 4

Aside from the piles of broken chairs, rusty armor, and other useless loot, the cellar was as empty as the rest of the Whore's Head Inn. No living. No dead. No tied up prisoners. The faintness of anyone else's BO suggested that the place had been abandoned for quite some time. Cooper trudged back up the stairs, unsure of what his next move should be.

Well, that wasn't entirely true. Nabi was free from her imprisonment and reunited with her sisters. As concerned as he was about the condition and whereabouts of his Earth friends, he owed his pixie companions a celebration.

But when he opened the door at the top of the stairs, he was crestfallen to find that the pixies had ditched him as well. The Whore's Head was empty. If he listened closely, he could probably hear cockroaches fucking in the walls. He was alone again. As he'd feared, his attempt at redemption was too little too late. Nabi and her sisters had probably spent the entire journey across town from the Temple of Life to the Whore's Head Inn eagerly awaiting the first opportunity to give him the slip and return home.

Cooper caught a glimpse of his distorted reflection in a helmet someone had left on a nearby table. Why shouldn't they ditch him? He was disgusting, from his filthy exterior to the rotten core of a heart that led him to abandon Nabi helpless in the desert.

He felt a tug in his gut that was either a manifestation of his guilt and despair or a sign that all those sausages he'd eaten were seconds away from making a reappearance. Bracing himself against the doorway, he winced as the tug turned into a sharp pain. It was definitely guilt and despair.

“Cooper?” said one of three tiny winged women who popped suddenly into existence on the table with the helmet.

“SHIT!” Cooper's bowels evacuated like someone had pulled a fire alarm. Perhaps it had been the sausages after all.

Unable to do anything but hold on to the door frame and wait it out, he could hear the splatter behind him getting some impressive distance the farther it shot out down the stairs. When it was finally over, he closed the door and hoped that Nabi and her sisters might not have noticed.

“Are you okay?” asked Nabi.

“Oh yeah, totally,” said Cooper. “I was just surprised. I'm still getting used to seeing you in your proper form. The whole invisibility thing is going to take some adjusting to.”

“I'm sorry. We're not used to this urban environment. Staying invisible puts our minds at ease.”

Cooper walked over to the bar. “I've got something better for that.” He grabbed a stein for himself and three shot glasses, which he guessed would make decent-sized pixie pint glasses, and filled them with beer.

The beer was warm and tasted like dog piss. That made Cooper think of Julian and how he used to chill their beer with magic so it tasted like cold dog piss. He missed Julian and hoped he was okay.

“What is that?” asked Hollywhirl, fluttering toward Cooper for a closer look as he filled one of the shot glasses.

“Beer,” he said, placing the glass in front of her. It occurred to him that if she didn't know what beer was, he should probably warn her about its intoxicating effects. “Careful. It might fuck you up.”

“Is it similar to fermented honeysuckle nectar?”

Cooper had never tried fermented honeysuckle nectar, but he knew that fermentation was involved in brewing beer.

“Yeah,” he said. “I mean, probably.”

As her sister's fluttered over to join her, Hollywhirl took a sip from her glass, then immediately disappeared as a spray of beer jetted out from her invisible lips.

“It's so bitter!” she cried as she turned visible again and stared up at Cooper with watery purple eyes. “How do you drink this?”

That seemed like an odd question to Cooper, but he did his best to answer. “You had it right up until the end there. Try it again, but this time swallow instead of spitting it out.” He set two more shot glasses down for Nabi and Dimplethorn, then began filling his stein in case they needed a demonstration.

“Let me try,” said Dimplethorn, lifting a glass off the bar with both hands and raising it to her lips. After giving it a little sniff, she took a cautious sip. She winced a little, but managed to swallow what was in her mouth. Her eyes got a little watery as well, but she smiled and sighed. “It reminds me of Chaz's seed.”

It was Cooper's turn to wince.

“Oh, for fuck's sake!” he said, staring at the beer in his stein. “Don't tell me that!”

Nabi laughed. It was a laugh Cooper had heard several times in his head, like wind chimes and songbirds. But hearing it aloud warmed his heart.

She picked up her glass and, without even pausing to sniff it, gulped down about a quarter of it. After setting her glass down, she let out what sounded to Cooper like a mouse fart. But judging by the expressions on her sisters' faces, he guessed that, for their kind, it was a long, loud belch.

“Delicious,” she said, then raised the glass to her lips for another gulp.

Cooper guessed that spending so much time trapped in an axe had opened her mind up to trying new things. As a show of solidarity with her, he made a conscious effort to disassociate beer with douche jizz and gulped down his full stein. As luck would have it, the inebriating effect made it easier to disassociate with every successive drink.

When everyone had a nice buzz going, Nabi's sisters asked her about her plans for the future of Glittersprinkle's Grove.

They spoke of rebuilding, and warding, and all sorts of magical infrastructure that went far over Cooper's head. To him, it seemed like more planning went into maintaining an unexceptional patch of forest than went into the city of Cardinia.

Nabi grew uneasy as they rattled on, and Cooper feared that she might have had too much to drink too fast. Then she spoke up.

“I can't go back with you.”

Hollywhirl and Dimplethorn flickered invisible for a moment.

“What do you mean?” asked Dimplethorn.

“Just what I said. At least, not yet.”

Hollywhirl laughed. “Obviously, we didn't mean tonight.” She stumbled perilously close to the edge of the bar, then hovered backwards to keep from falling off. “I don't think I'll be able to make it to the floor tonight, but tomorrow –”

“Tomorrow, you and Dimplethorn will head back to Glittersprinkles Grove. I have unfinished business to attend to here.”

“What unfinished business?” demanded Dimplethorn. “The Grove is withering as we speak! Your people need you. Would you betray them to continue fraternizing with this...” She shot Cooper a scowl before disappearing. But though he couldn't see her, he heard her whisper the word, “...orc?”

“He's a half-orc,” Nabi corrected her for what little it was worth. “If it was not for Cooper, I might have been trapped in that axe for centuries! I will not abandon him. Not until I have helped him reunite with his friends.”

“That should be easy enough,” said Hollywhirl, not bothering to mask her contempt by turning invisible. “We shall simply follow the screams to some burning village and seek out those who are feasting on the villagers' still beating hearts.”

Cooper felt like an unwelcome guest at another family's Thanksgiving dinner. Fortunately, he'd been in enough of these situations to form a strategy for getting through it. All he needed was a quiet place to stay out of everyone's way and enough beer to ride it out until it was time to leave.

While the pixie sisters continued arguing, he filled eight glasses with beer, then held four in each hand like one of those big-tittied German waitresses. As quietly as he could, he skulked away from the bar toward the cellar door. Hopefully in the morning, everyone would be sober, hungover, and awkwardly ashamed enough of their behavior the previous night to pretend none of it ever –

“SHIT!” he cried as his foot gave out from under him.

For a split second, Cooper was suspended in the air like an astronaut with amorphic blobs of beer floating all around him. The seconds that followed were much less pleasant, a cacophony of shattering glass, thunderous crashing, and immense pain. The smell didn't even register until after he came to a hard and sudden stop at the bottom of the staircase. The bottom of his right foot was slick with his own shit.

“Cooper!” cried Nabi as she flew down the stairway toward him like a comet trailed by dimly glowing pink dust. “Are you okay?”

“Never been better,” he lied. “I just need to get some rest. It's been a long day.”

“I am sorry about my sisters. I had no idea they were so...”

“Don't worry about it. That's the beer talking. Well, some of it is, anyway. They're right about one thing, though. You should go with them tomorrow. Your people need you.”

“You need me.”

“What the fuck do I need you for?” Cooper had been joking around, but judging by the expression on Nabi's face, he didn't have the Charisma to pull it off. Still, if they were going to part ways, maybe it was better to be a little hurtful now to avoid a more painful departure down the line. If she stuck around, she would inevitably start to resent him. “I can take care of myself.”

“Like fuck you can!” said Nabi, almost certainly the first time a pixie had ever uttered that sentence. “You can't even make it down a flight of stairs by yourself!”

“Bullshit,” said Cooper. “You're talking to me at the bottom of a flight of stairs!” He picked a shard of broken glass out of his chest and flicked it at the pile of junk on the other side of the cellar. “I was doing just fine on my own before I met you, and I'll do just fine on my own without –” He stopped when he realized he was talking to himself. Nabi had either disappeared or flown away. When the door slammed shut above him, he realized she'd done both.

Lonely, drunk, in pain, and engulfed in complete darkness, Cooper closed his eyes and decided to call it a night.


Chapter 5

“I don't see what you're so upset about,” said Julian as he and Chaz neared the northern gate of Pargos. “If anything, I feel guilty for living it up here while our friends are chasing down pirates, but I would think you'd be happy to return to this absurd rock-and-roll-star fantasy of yours.”

Chaz glanced nervously over his shoulder as if he expected someone to leap out at them suddenly from the mile of empty road behind them, but there was nothing to see but the reflection of the setting sun sparkling on the sea. “If we were chasing pirates, at least we'd be among a group of seasoned fighters. Out here, we're just two unarmored sacks of very few hit points with targets on our backs. We've got at least three different parties we know of who want to kill us. But instead of fleeing for our lives, we're walking straight toward one of them.”

“You can relax,” Julian reassured him. “We have eyes in the sky. Ravenus can see for miles all around us. Besides, nobody wants to kill us. Least of all, Argo. We're much more valuable to him alive than dead. We're two of the most charismatic people he's ever met. When we explain what happened, I'm sure we'll all have a big laugh about the misunderstanding.”

“What about Akane or the scary black people?” Before Julian could respond, Chaz cut him off. “And yes, I'm aware of how that sounded. But I forgot what they're actually called.”

“Drow.”

“Which is an actual race. So technically, it would have been more racist of me to have said, 'scary drow'.”

Julian sighed. “They weren't after us. They've got some beef with Katherine. And as far as Akane knows, she already took her pound of flesh.” He moved his left arm up and down, grateful that it was still attached. “I can't believe she was willing to cut my arm off over a few gold pieces.”

Chaz shrugged. “You know how kids are. Hormones running high with an underdeveloped sense of empathy and an extremely pliable sense of morality. The only thing keeping them in check is that they're little pussies. Imagine the shit you might have pulled if you could cast fireballs when you were twelve.”

Julian liked to think he wouldn't have been a sociopathic mass murderer. But remembering the Four Horsemen, he had to concede that Chaz may have had a point.

“It still kind of stings, though,” said Julian. “I thought we had a connection, a mutual respect. She didn't even give us a chance to explain.”

“Look at it from her perspective. Running made us look guilty as fuck. Besides, we witnessed firsthand the value she places on lesser non-dragon races such as ourselves. Merely cutting your arm off, to her, was a sign of significant restraint. She had too much respect for you to kill you.”

“I suppose that makes some kind of sense,” said Julian.

“That said, I wouldn't count on that same restraint if she spotted us now and realized you duped her into cutting off some other poor bastard's arm.”

“I didn't dupe her into anything!”

“Again,” said Chaz, “I'm speaking from Akane's perspective.”

Julian followed Chaz's skyward gaze. “I wouldn't worry about it. She was eager to get back home to her zombie swamp. I'm sure she's curled up comfortably on her big pile of gold by now.”

“That's not the only thing she's curled up on.”

Julian had been trying to take Chaz's mind off Akane so they could both focus on their more immediate concern, but Chaz wasn't wrong. Among the treasures in Akane's hoard was one of Mordred's six magic dice, which meant that they'd eventually need to face her one more time.

“There are ways to regrow an arm in this game,” Julian reassured him. “Surely, she won't have expected me to not make an effort to do so. But we'll worry about her when the time comes. Right now, we have to focus on what we're going to say to Argo to make him forgive us and give us back our gig. And I think we'll have a much better chance at that if we come to him voluntarily rather than be dragged in by his goons.”

“What are you going to tell him?”

“Me?” said Julian. “Why is this all on me?” He regretted arguing this point as soon as the words escaped his lips. The thought of their lives depending on Chaz's ability to navigate a sensitive conversation was positively chilling.

“Because you're the manager,” said Chaz.

“You're absolutely right,” Julian said quickly, relieved to have dodged that bullet. “I figure I'll just tell him the truth. Once he hears about what happened, I'm sure he'll understand how limited our options were. Plus, it's not a bad yarn. If I tell it well enough, it might endear us to him.”

“Or he might put a crossbow bolt in each of our heads just to make a point. You don't know these showbiz types.”

“Neither do you!” snapped Julian. “What are you basing this on? Movies you've seen?”

Chaz shrugged. “You have to assume the people who made those movies know a little something about the business.”

“You're an idiot.”

“Come on, man! I'm agreeing with you. Why should you bear the whole burden alone? If our goal is to endear ourselves to him with a yarn, I should probably be the one to do all the talking. I'm a bard, after all. Spinning yarns is what I do.”

Shit.

Julian sighed. “Listen, Chaz. I'm sorry I called you an idiot. I'm only sorry because it was mean, though. Not because you aren't one. This is a delicate matter, and I think the benefit of my ranks in the Diplomacy skill outweigh that of your yarn-spinning abilities. I hate to be a dick, but our lives are on the line.”

Chaz didn't respond for a moment, his stony expression trying to conceal either hurt, contempt, or some combination of both.

“Fine,” he finally said. “But if you insist on telling a story, you should keep it simple.”

“That sounds reasonable,” said Julian. “I'll just stick to the facts. No embellishments.”

“I'm talking way simpler than that. The truth, in this case, is pretty complicated. To tell it properly, you're going to have to go back to when we met Fazul, then everything about Akane. There's going to be some math involved. All the Knights of Jordan stuff. There are a lot of strands to keep track of.”

“So what?”

“I'll tell you so what,.” said Chaz. “Storytelling is an art. The more fantastic the tale, the more skilled the artist needs to be to sell it. If you screw up one small detail, and Argo catches on to it, he's going to think the whole story is bullshit and that we just up and tried to split with his money in the middle of the night. A simpler lie might serve you better than a complicated truth.”

This sounded like the beginning of a bad idea to Julian, but he would allow Chaz to elaborate on it.

“Such as?”

“Tell him it was Hanukkah weekend, and you foolishly assumed the club would be closed in observance.”

“Hanukkah weekend?” cried Julian. “Do you even know what Hanukkah is?”

“Of course,” said Chaz. “It's Jewish Christmas. I know it's in the winter, but Argo doesn't know that.” He smiled and winked at Julian as if he was letting him in on some big psychological secret.

Had Chaz hit a new low? Without a quantifiable system in place to measure every idiotic thing that came out of his mouth, it was difficult for Julian to tell.

“Not only is that the stupidest idea I've ever heard, but it's also pretty offensive.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” said Chaz, taking a step back and raising his hands palms out toward Julian. “Time out. Now, I could see how this might be offensive if I did it. But you're a Jew, right?”

Julian sighed. Even if the word 'Jew' wasn't necessarily being said from a place of malice, it was certainly coming from a place of extraordinary ignorance, and that resonated similarly.

“Yes,” he said with a Herculean effort in patience.

“Well, there you go. You're rock solid. If he gives you any grief, you can call him Andy Semite.”

That was a new one for Julian. He wasn't sure that he'd heard Chaz correctly.

“I'm sorry. Did you just say 'Andy Semite'?”

Chaz looked genuinely confused. “Yeah. That's what you call people who don't like Jews, right? Like when people call other people Hitler when they don't agree with them. I just figured he was, like, your people's Hitler.”

“Hitler was our people's Hitler!”

“Then who was Andy Semite?”

Julian continued walking toward the club. It was only about a block away now, and he wanted to make his position definitively clear. “This is exactly why you're going to shut the hell up and let me do all of the talking.”

Chaz followed quickly after him. But before he was able to plumb new depths of stupidity, his attention was directed elsewhere.

“RazzmaChaz!” called out a deep, gruff voice from behind them.

Julian and Chaz turned around. Two of Argo's bouncers loomed over them. Julian recognized them immediately, though he'd never caught their names. They weren't exactly hired for their charm, but rather for their landmass-like physiques. They glowered at Julian and Chaz, approaching slowly as if hoping they'd make a run for it.

“Hello, gentlemen,” said Julian before Chaz could open his mouth.

“Argo wants to see you,” said the one on the left.

Julian nodded toward the club. “As you can see, we were just on our way to –”

“Put these on.” The tank of a man tossed two filthy woolen sacks down at Julian and Chaz's feet.

Reluctantly, both Julian and Chaz picked up their sacks. They reeked of old sweat and dried vomit.

“Is this really necessary?” asked Julian. “The club is right over there. It's not like we –”

“NOW!” The giant man's breath hit Julian like a thunderous wave of ass.

Chaz pulled his sack over his head like it was full of heroin.

Julian hesitated but ultimately did the same.

“Walk,” said the only one of the two men who had yet spoken.

Julian was attempting to get his bearings when he heard the unmistakable sound of a hard punch to the gut.

“OOF!” said Chaz as Julian heard his body hit the dirt.

“Wrong way,” said a different burly voice. Finally, the mute had spoken.

Ten minutes later, they completed what should have been a one-minute walk. When the sacks were removed, Julian immediately recognized the enormous polished oak desk, the gold-framed portraits of large-breasted women adorning the walls, and the luxurious leather chairs. They were in Argo's office.

Argo sat across the desk, puffing on a cigar as he placed gold coins on one pan of a balance scale against a steel cube weighing down the pan on the other side. His expression was blank, showing neither any trace of anger at their supposed betrayal nor smugness for having captured them. When the gold coins and the steel cube were level with each other, he dipped a quill pen in a small jar of black ink, then jotted a note in his book. Only then did he bother to look up at them.

“Good work, gentlemen,” he finally said.

“Thank you,” said Chaz.

One of the bouncers smacked him in the side of the head. It was a light slap by his standard, but more than forceful enough to put Chaz on the floor.

“You may go now,” said Argo.

Julian shot Chaz a warning glare.

Chaz nodded. “I'm assuming you mean them,” he said, nodding to the two bouncers as they exited the office. “A little clarity wouldn't hurt.”

Argo waited for the door to close before speaking again.

“Please, sit.”

Julian immediately took a seat in one of the two leather chairs on their side of the desk. When Julian failed to suffer any consequences for doing so, Chaz followed his lead.

“You two have caused a lot of trouble for me,” said Argo.

“And we are deeply sorry about that,” Julian replied. “If you'll please allow us to explain, I think you'll find that we in no way meant to cause you any –”

“It was Ramada weekend,” Chaz blurted out. “As members of the Mormon faith, we were obliged to make a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.”

Argo looked understandably confused. “Ramada?”

“Oh yeah. We had to eat unleavened bread, bow to a big cube. It's a whole thing. I won't bore you with the details. Suffice it to say, maybe we just forgive and forget. After all, you never know what kind of explosives we might be packing underneath our clothes. I don't know about you, but Julian and I have got a planet full of virgins waiting for us on the other side, so don't think for a second we won't –”

A sharp knock at the door interrupted the torrent of idiocy gushing out of Chaz's mouth.

“Enter,” said Argo.

The more talkative of their two goon escorts opened the door. “Alustrum Stryxx has arrived.”

“Excellent.” Argo opened a desk drawer and pulled out a small, heavy, jingling silk pouch. He scowled at Julian and Chaz. “You two stay right here. I shall return shortly.”

Julian waited until the door was shut, then must have rolled a natural 20 on a Willpower saving throw to restrain himself from slapping the shit out of Chaz.

“What the hell was that?” he demanded.

Chaz shrugged. “Looked like a sack of money to me. Why? Do you think he's got any more in there?”

“Not that!” said Julian. “I'm talking about your sudden conversion to Mormonism at a Ramada Inn.”

“I knew that didn't sound right. But that's the beauty of it, right? He doesn't know about any of that, so who gives a shit?”

“Do you really think it's wise to threaten our powerful and dangerous boss with a suicide bombing while he still thinks we ran off with his money?”

“I was being really subtle about that. Everything I said was in hypotheticals. If that scared him, that says a lot more about his own prejudices than anything I –”

“Are you having a fucking stroke right now?” said Julian, gripping his chair's armrests to keep from launching himself at Chaz. “Listen to yourself!” He felt his chest tighten with frustration.

Chaz took a deep breath. “I'm sorry. I get nervous under pressure. I was afraid you were going to choke.”

“Choke? You didn't even let me finish one lousy sentence!”

“You don't think he bought the Ramada thing?”

“Ramadan!”

Chaz folded his hands and bowed his head to Julian. “Ramadan.”

“What the hell are you – Never mind. Just shut up and let me do the talking from now on, okay?”

“What if he asks me a question?”

Julian sighed. “Then just answer it as quickly and truthfully as possible.”

“Should I try to work in some religious details since I already planted those seeds? If I don't, he might catch on that I lied about being a Mormon.”

“No! As a matter of fact, don't say anything at all. If he asks you any questions about that, I'll just explain to him that you're drunk.”

“Do you have anything to drink on you?”

“Goddammit, Chaz!”

“We want to sell the story, don't we?”

“Just keep your mouth shut,” said Julian. “Please?”

Before Chaz could answer, Argo reentered the office. He held some kind of silvery fabric bundled in his hand. It glistened like polished steel in the flickering candlelight but appeared to fold as easily as a cotton t-shirt.

“I apologize for the interruption,” he said. “I just had a visit from an old wizard friend of mine.”

“That's nice,” said Julian. “And, like I said, it is we who owe you an apology. It was a bizarre set of circumstances that forced us to flee the city. We had, and still have, every intention of fulfilling our obligations to you. I can assure you that nothing like this will happen again until such time that we have done so.”

“That is much appreciated,” said Argo. “But ultimately unnecessary. You see, I have arranged for my own assurances.” His smile vanished as he turned his head quickly to glower at Chaz. “Take off your clothes.”

Chaz suddenly looked more alert than he'd been since they entered the office. “What?”

“Your clothes,” repeated Argo. “Take them off.” He reached into his desk drawer again, and Julian wondered if some kind of weird forced prostitution thing was about to go down. But instead of pulling out another sack of coins, Argo pulled out a shiny black pistol.

“Holy shit!” said Chaz, nearly knocking his chair over in his newfound urgency to comply. “Where the fuck did you get a piece?”

Argo smiled. “Impressive, is it not? Believe me, I paid handsomely for it. I have been itching to test its effects on a living target, so if I have to ask you a third time to –”

“Okay, okay!” Chaz quickly unbuttoned his shirt, then took it off, leaving his smooth bare chest exposed.

“That is enough,” said Argo when Chaz started unlacing his pants. “Put this on.” He placed the bundle of silvery fabric on the desk in front of Chaz.

Chaz picked up the fabric and unfolded it into a rectangle a little smaller than a bath towel.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “How am I supposed to –”

“Wrap it around your waist.”

Chaz did as he was told. The two edges of the fabric melded into one seamless tube, then began to constrict and turn invisible.

“Mmph!” he said as he was squeezed into the form of a Calvin Klein model. Now completely invisible, the strange garment revealed a well-defined set of abs Julian was unaware that Chaz had been packing.

Chaz's eyes seemed a little bluer as well, and his hair had all the bounce and shine of a shampoo commercial.

“What is that?” Julian asked, awed by the subtle yet unmistakable changes in Chaz's appearance.

Argo placed the gun gently back in the drawer, then walked around the desk to examine Chaz more closely. “It is called a Corset of Comeliness. I had this one custom made for you by a wizard friend of mine.”

“Oh yeah?” Chaz slapped his drum-tight abs a couple of times. “That was thoughtful of you. Thanks!”

Julian thought it seemed a little too thoughtful. On one hand, it made sense for Argo to invest in a magic item that would enhance Chaz's appeal to the audience. But on the other hand, it seemed a little suspect for him to make such an investment only after Chaz had proven himself to be a flight risk. Rather than state his suspicions outright, Julian decided to ease into it and see if he could coax any potential red flags out of Argo through natural conversation.

“So,” he said, trying to sound as casual as possible. “This increases the wearer's Charisma score?”

Argo stared at him for a moment like he was from another planet. “I suppose that is one way you might put it.”

Julian remembered that natives to this world didn't speak of such things in codified game terms. How embarrassing. Move past it. He scrambled for a change of subject.

“When you say you had it custom-made for Chaz, do you mean it's somehow different from other Corsets of Comeliness?”

“Indeed it is,” said Argo with an unnerving grin. “This one is impossible to remove without saying a magic word.”

Chaz tapped himself on the temple. “That's good thinking. I wouldn't want anyone to try to take this off me while I'm passed out on the floor of a bar or something. What's the magic word?”

“That I shall tell you when your obligations to me have been fulfilled.”

That was Julian's first red flag, albeit a small one. He could understand someone not wanting to have a foreign item permanently attached to their body, no matter how beneficial it may be. Such a person might be compelled to do what was required to have the option of being able to remove it.

Then again, other people might welcome a permanent boost to their Charisma and duck out early to avoid having to return it.

That begged the question, why would Argo give Chaz an unquestionably beneficial gift and deny him the access to remove it? Something didn't add up. Julian pressed on, trying to avoid coming off as suspicious.

“I've never heard of someone requesting a modification like that.”

Argo looked down at the floor and scratched his head thoughtfully. “Now that you mention it, that does sound like a bit of a peculiar request.”

Julian was confused. Was Argo losing it? Had he not been the one who'd made the request in the first place?

“I don't know about peculiar, but –”

“Or at least it would if one did not also consider the second modification I requested.”

Uh-oh.

“Second modification?” said Chaz, who seemed to have just picked up on the fact that something was amiss.

“Yes,” said Argo with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “You'll want to pay close heed to that one. If the wearer of this particular Corset of Comeliness should move beyond the boundaries of this establishment, it will explode.”

There was the flag Julian had been looking for, as big and red as the side of a barn.

“Explode?” cried Chaz. “With me inside it? But that would... I would...”

Argo grinned at him. “Happy Ramada.”


Chapter 6

“Is this deep enough?” Dave called out from the hole he'd been digging since the first rays of the morning sun illuminated the forest.

Stacy didn't bother to raise her eyes from her torn Cloak of Elvenkind that she'd finally recovered from the log she'd hid it in. “No. Keep digging.”

The more exhausted Dave was, the better for everyone, including him. Every helmetful of earth that flew out of that hole represented a little less chance that he'd have the energy to do something that would force Stacy to put him down once and for all.

She peered up into the tree above her, searching for the silhouettes of a little girl and a goblin. Lissa and Shorty, cowering in the highest branches, looked down at her.

“He's not going to hurt you,” she assured them. “I won't let him.”

“We very much appreciate that,” said Shorty. “But it is not Dave we are most worried about.”

“Oh, right.” Stacy's gaze fell to the leopard keeping vigil over Alroth's remains. Alroth looked surprisingly good for as long as he'd been dead. Lucia had obviously been keeping the scavengers away. Whether she hoped that he might still awaken or she just wasn't ready to say goodbye, her unwillingness to leave Alroth's body to hunt was taking its toll. She was thinner, and Stacy sensed she hadn't been sleeping.

Determined to fix at least one of those problems, Stacy donned her magic cloak. It felt good, like the embrace of an old friend. Looking down at it as she took a few steps, she admired how the patterns and colors changed to match the ground below her. It really was a remarkable piece of clothing.

“I'll be back,” she called up to Shorty and Lissa, loud enough for Dave to hear as well. “If you need anything, I'll stay within shouting distance. If Dave climbs out of that hole, pelt him with rocks until I get back.”

They nodded.

“I'm not going anywhere!” Dave shouted from the hole.

“Shut up and keep digging,” said Stacy, heading into deeper woods in search of prey.

Slinking nearly silently and nearly invisibly through the woods, she felt more like a spirit haunting the forest than a human being. About one hundred feet south of the clearing, she turned left and began a tight counter-clockwise outward spiral to make sure she covered as much ground as possible while remaining close enough to make it back to the others quickly if they needed her.

Rabbits were her ideal prey. A few of those would make enough of a meal for everyone and hopefully put some meat back on Lucia's bones.

As she was combing the ground with her eyes, she spotted some wild herbs Alroth had used in his cooking. The memory of how they enhanced the meat's flavor made her realize she was hungrier than she'd previously thought. She wasn't sure if she could work the same culinary magic that he had, but a token effort to include them would serve to honor his memory.

While she gathered the herbs, Stacy heard a slight, barely perceptible rustle about twenty yards away. Looking up, she spotted something a little larger than what she'd been searching for. A small doe nibbled on a branch, blissfully unaware of Stacy's presence.

Small as she was, though, she was still more meat than Stacy and the others could hope to consume in one sitting. Stacy didn't want to be wasteful, but neither did she want to leave Dave unsupervised any longer than she had to.

Swapping out her bow for her silver plated dagger, she made a silent pact with the deer. If Stacy could sneak up close enough to bring it down with a dagger, it was fair game. If she startled it, however, she wasn't worthy to eat it.

Slowly and carefully, Stacy stepped on the barest patches of ground she could find as she maneuvered her way to a position that would put her directly behind the deer and give her a clear line of sight.

When she met the first criterion, she found issues with the second. A gap in the tree canopy allowed enough sunlight to completely dry out all the dead leaves on the ground between Stacy's position and that of the deer. Every step had the potential to send her prey running before she had any chance of bringing it down.

On the other hand, she'd never had such an easy target for an arrow before. Not a single tree trunk or branch inhibited her line of sight. She could easily be feasting on venison in less than an hour. After all, it wasn't like she and the deer had signed a contract. Hell, it didn't even know it was part of this pact, and almost certainly wouldn't have agreed to the terms.

Stacy forced down the temptations presented by her stomach. Her pact, she realized, was between more than just her and one deer. It was between her and all of nature, and it existed long before she recognized it as such notwithstanding that nature never would. She wasn't sure how or when it happened, but she was a warden now. In return for her service, nature would provide her with sustenance.

Of course, it made no difference to nature whether she killed this deer with arrow or dagger, so long as she wasn't wasteful. Stacy's continued refusal to shoot it was a matter of personal honor. Having traveled so long and so far with Dave, she made a habit of considering every action she took against what she imagined he might do. Her desire to maintain or improve her station of dignity and decency above his was more powerful than any argument her stomach could make.

That is not to say, however, that her stomach couldn't still make a very compelling argument. Answering its call on her own terms, Stacy stalked toward the deer as swiftly as she could while taking care to step on the quietest patches of earth she could find.

She was stealthier than she gave herself credit for. It was as though her feet barely touched the ground, her movements more like a gliding dance than actual running. She was getting better.

Her improvement, however, was not to the point of complete silence. A single errant leaf betrayed her approach as she got within ten feet of the deer. A quick swivel of its head met its gaze with hers, and it bolted to the right.

Stacy wasn't about to give up the chase now, though. Her cover blown, she abandoned stealth for speed. The deer was faster than Stacy, but she was able to anticipate its route, gaining inches at a time by cutting corners in its path. When it hesitated at a steep bank along the side of a stream, she lunged at it, wrapping one arm around its neck and driving her dagger through the soft skin behind its left foreleg and into its heart as they both went into the water.

She maintained her hold on it until it stopped kicking. Only then did her heart stop pounding enough for her to appreciate the cool clean water running over her. While she caught her breath, she watched a faint line of pink flow away from the wound. Less blood meant less weight to carry back, so she enjoyed the cool stream water for a little longer than she otherwise would have.

“Thank you,” she whispered to the deer, then began dragging it back to the clearing.

Fortunately, she hadn't traveled very far. Despite her high Strength score, lugging an entire deer around proved to be a cumbersome task.

When she made it back to the clearing, Stacy found everything just as she'd left it. Shorty and Lissa were still up in the tree, Dave was still in the hole he was digging, and Lucia maintained her watch over Alroth's remains.

The only thing different was Lucia's temperament. She was still clearly mourning her master, but now she stared hungrily at Stacy's deer. It wasn't a threatening look, like she had any intention of taking it by force. It was more like the look in a child's eyes when her uncle shows up with a bag of Skittles. He knows she loves Skittles, and he's a diabetic. It would be all kinds of wrong for him to eat a whole bag of Skittles in front of her without giving her any, but she's not so presumptuous to ask him outright.

Stacy had every intention of sharing her hunt with Lucia, but she hadn't planned on doing so until she could dismember it and get a fire going. But now that she was staring into the starved leopard's pleading eyes, it felt cruel to make her wait any longer.

“Here you go,” she said, dragging the deer to leave it at Lucia's feet. “You've earned it.”

Lucia wasted no time burying her teeth into the deer's flesh like a fat man attacking a calzone.

“What about us?” Shorty called down from the tree. “We are hungry, too!”

“It's a deer,” said Stacy. “She's not going to eat the whole thing. If you get down here and help me gather some wood for a fire, we can get the rest of it cooked sooner.”

Shorty chuffed. “I don't want it cooked!”

“Well, the rest of us do, so –”

“I will help you,” said Lissa, starting to climb down the tree.

“Wait,” said Stacy, then glared at Shorty. “Really?”

Shorty glanced behind him, as if there might have been someone else there who Stacy was glaring at. “What?”

“Are you really going to let a little girl put her life in danger to avoid helping me?”

“I, um... yes?”

“I honestly can't believe you would do that.”

“I honestly can't believe you can't believe that. What have I said or done to mislead you?”

Stacy had to admit, if only to herself, that Shorty had a point. From the very beginning, he'd made it clear that he only acted in his own self interest. If so, Stacy would have to make helping her a matter of Shorty's self interest.

“If you don't help, you don't eat. I'll throw every leftover organ and scrap of viscera into the fire before you get so much as a taste of it.”

“Fine,” Shorty grumbled as he started climbing down the tree. “You don't have to be rude.”

“I'll help!” Dave called out from the hole.

“You keep digging!” demanded Stacy, perhaps a little too harshly. She was already tired, hungry, and annoyed with Shorty's attitude. She wasn't in the right frame of mind to handle Dave right now, no matter how sincere his desire to help.

Everyone's mood lightened once the fire was lit, the hot sun surrendered to the cool evening breeze, and everyone got some food in them. Stacy hadn't needed to worry about wasting any of the deer meat. Poor Lucia stripped nearly half the flesh from its bones all by herself, and Shorty took care of most of the organ meat. Stacy saved the heart to bury with Alroth. She didn't know why, exactly, but she thought he would appreciate it.

Dave had worked up quite an appetite from digging all day. So impatient for his meat to cook, he held his meat so close to the fire that his hands must have been searing. And when he ate, he did so with the boorishness and ferocity of a half-starved dog, his back teeth crunching through fragments of bone as he strived to strip every morsel of meat from it. Stacy almost felt bad for any part she might have played in driving him to this feral state, but she didn't have much choice.

The excessively large hole she was having him dig wasn't just to keep wild animals from digging up Alroth's corpse. It was for Dave as well. She needed him as exhausted as possible so that he wouldn't have much fight in him if he had any thoughts of betrayal during the night. And he'd be sleeping in there as well. The deeper the hole, the harder it would be for him to escape, giving Stacy and Shorty ample time to put him down if they needed to.

Shorty also seemed to have gotten over his grumblings at being forced to work for his food. Whether it was a genuine act of selflessness or a calculated effort to make Stacy think it was, he offered to take the first watch.

Stacy was both exhausted and touched by the offer, but she politely declined. She hadn't felt quite this content in a while, and she wanted to enjoy the sounds of the forest and the warmth of the campfire for a few more hours.

Shorty had not yet mastered the etiquette of “No, I insist.” Instead, he just shrugged and immediately went to sleep. Lissa had been out for hours at that point. Even Lucia succumbed to the sleepiness brought on by a full stomach. Stacy tried hard not to mind that her only company was Dave.

“That's a pretty big hole,” Dave said, breaking the tense silence between them.

“Sure is,” said Stacy without looking away from the fire.

An awkward moment passed before Dave spoke again.

“You could probably bury more than one person in there.”

Stacy nodded. “Probably.”

“Or maybe even one person and one dwarf.”

Stacy gazed over at the hole, just for Dave's sake. “Oh yeah, easily.”

Dave hung his head. “Will you at least make it quick?”

“Make what quick?”

“Come on, Stacy. Stop fucking with me. If you're going to kill me, can you at least do it quickly?”

Stacy shrugged. “I haven't decided yet. I might draw it out for a while.”

“I'm sorry!” he said. “I know I've been a piece of shit, and I haven't changed. Not really. If you want to kill me, I totally get that. But I want to change. That's got to count for something, right? And you don't want to be the type of person that enjoys torturing people to death. You can't turn back from something like that. Once you go down that path, there's no –”

“Dave,” said Stacy. This wasn't fun anymore.

“What?”

“I'm not going to kill you. Not unless you make me.” She explained the purpose behind the excessively large hole. When she was done, Dave let out a huge sigh of relief.

“Thank you, Stacy,” he said. “I won't let you down. To that end, I did a lot of thinking while I was digging, and I wanted to run something by you.”

For the first time since they'd been sitting there, Stacy gave Dave her undivided attention. She had no idea what he could possibly want to run by her, but the fact that he deliberately chose to wait until everyone else was asleep to do so made her stomach turn a little. She felt the handle of her silver-plated dagger just to make sure it was there.

“What is it, Dave?”

“I have an idea for how we can get Lissa safely back home and get my lycanthropy cured.”


Chapter 7

Jay trekked eastward through the woods to put a few miles between himself and the friends he'd recently betrayed before heading north to meet the road. He was eager to use his Eldritch Blast again, but he didn't want to blast any more innocent animals.

Much to his frustration, he found that he couldn't just randomly cast it into the air. He thought maybe Mordred had duped him with a single-use spell and was almost ready to abandon his mission when he decided sacrificing an ant was worth satisfying his curiosity.

PZZZZZTTTT!

There was no sign of the ant left on the scorched bark of the tree it had been climbing.

While it was easily the coolest thing he'd ever been able to do, Jay had no idea how powerful it actually was. Sure, it could blast the life out of birds and bugs, but could it kill a wolf? A bear? A dragon? He needed to know how useful the spell would be before he actually needed it to defend himself.

As he traveled eastward toward Nibbit, he hoped some wounded jackal would limp out of the woods to attack him. Rabbits and squirrels were plentiful enough, and he could justify killing them if he intended to eat them later. But they would be plentiful as long as he remained in a forested area, so there was no point in carrying around a bunch of dead squirrels.

He passed a few people along the way. Most wore the telltale brown wool tunic of the common laborer and were armed with tools of their trade such as hammers or hand axes. Those who could afford to wore simple leather armor and carried swords. A few wealthier merchants, identifiable as such from their more colorful clothing of finer materials, traveled in the company of more heavily armed escorts who carried their wares. Some were on foot, others on horseback, and there was even a wagon full of dirty, despondent children being led by two elves. Nobody gave him a reason to even consider blasting them. In fact, everyone he met seemed friendlier than people back home.

“Good evening!” said one of two men on horses headed in the opposite direction. They wore identical leather armor and had green bands of cloth around their right arms. They were armed with shortswords, but neither drew a weapon as they stopped to chat.

“Hello,” said Jay, feeling a little timid. It occurred to him that this was his life now. He was taking his first steps in a strange new world he'd decided was going to be his home. He would have to build a life for himself here, get a job, make friends, maybe even start a family.

“Going to Nibbit?” said the other man.

Jay nodded. “Can you tell me how far it is from here?”

“Mayhap another two hours on foot. You'd best hurry. It is dangerous to travel alone, and it would be wise to arrive before nightfall.”

“I'll do my best, thanks.” Being more concerned about establishing himself in his newly chosen home world than his personal safety, Jay tried to nudge the conversation along. “My name's Jay.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Jay,” said the first man. “I'm Adden, and this is Pitt.”

“Are you going to Hollin?”

“There and back. There and back,” said Pitt. “We patrol the road between the two towns.”

Jay smiled. “Then maybe I'll see you around.” Eager as he was to establish himself in this world and start making friends, he wondered if that might have been mistaken as flirting.

Pitt smiled back at him. “Maybe you will.” That was most definitely flirting.

“Awesome,” Jay responded immediately and without emotion or innuendo. “Well, take care!” He hurried past and started walking more briskly down the road.

By the time he arrived at Nibbit, it was so dark that he could smell greasy pub food cooking even before he spotted the wooden stockade that surrounded the little village. The gate had a latch, but no lock. And there were no guards posted to decide who was or wasn't allowed to enter. As far as Jay could tell, its only purpose was to keep out wild animals and not-too-bright monsters.

Having no money to pay for food or lodging, the town of Nibbit had nothing to offer him but to serve as the landmark at which he was supposed to turn left.

Adden and Pitt had warned him not to travel alone at night, but they were unaware of his Eldritch Blast. Any creature that could be kept at bay by the glorified fence that protected Nibbit would surely fall before the might of his warlock magic.

Also, he was getting tired and hungry. If it was only going to take him another hour or two to find and rescue Mordred and his mother in Las Vegas, he could probably convince Mordred to spring for a buffet and a nice room for a night.

Pressing on, Jay followed the stockade northward until he found the stream Mordred had referred to. Following it further northward, he started scanning the woods for a tree with red bark. He expected this would grow more difficult as evening faded into night, and he considered turning back more than once. But he was riding high on adrenaline at this point. Every rustle of leaves in the breeze or hoot of a distant owl made him hyper aware that he was wading deeper and deeper into the wild unknown full of magic and monsters. This is what he'd signed up for, and it was time for him to prove to himself that he belonged here.

When he eventually spotted the red tree, he realized that he hadn't needed to scrutinize every tree he passed so carefully. This tree was really red. Even in the faint moonlight, it stood out from the rest like a bleeding thumb.

Turning left, he headed perpendicularly away from the stream in search of a cave. He found it about thirty minutes later on the far side of a hill. A ten-foot-wide opening revealed total darkness inside. If ever there was a time to use one of the six torches he'd helped himself to when he abandoned his friends, it was now. With a few scrapes of his steel rod against his block of flint, he managed to shower sparks on the flammable torch head until it flared up. More than a little nervous about what he might find inside, he stepped into the cave.

The entrance tunnel went about twenty feet before opening up into a wider space. It smelled like a peculiar combination of wood fire smoke, damp earth, and BO. Jay crept through it as silently as he could, every step forward requiring more willpower than the last. When he finally reached the point where it widened into a larger cavern, though, he relaxed. It wasn't that scary at all. If he wasn't about to go rescue Mordred, this place was cozy enough to consider sleeping here for a night.

“Who are you?” demanded a voice from the shadows to Jay's right.

“FUCK!” cried Jay, realizing his relaxation may have come prematurely.

A lean, muscular man with an impressive bushy beard stepped out of the shadows and into the torchlight. He was naked but for a deerskin loincloth, and he wielded a crossbow that was aimed directly at Jay's heart. “What do you want?”

“Nothing!” said Jay. “Sorry! I – I was just looking for something.”

“Well, you won't find it here. This is my home. Go find your own cave.”

“Yes, sir,” said Jay, clumsily backing away toward the entrance. “Just take it easy. I'm leaving.”

The man kept his gaze and crossbow firmly fixed on Jay until he finally stumbled his way outside.

After exiting the cave, Jay ran for a quarter of a mile before he felt safe enough to stop and consult Mordred.


Chapter 8

Flying would have been more practical and safer than running, but Katherine felt she owed Butterbean some quality time together, and there wasn't much Butterbean liked more than running alongside another wolf. Katherine enjoyed it, too, though not nearly as much as she enjoyed taking in the scents of a new area with her heightened sense of smell. The briny fragrance of the sea was punctuated with more specific smells of beached seaweed and dead fish, while the forest contributed a heavy odor of pine with hints of herbs, wildflowers, and decaying leaves.

The two of them led the way north with Tony the Elf's sheepdog, Dave, trailing closely behind like a third wheel. Tanner, Tony the Elf, Randy, and Righteous followed on horseback, and Denise took up the rear atop Fatty, her giant black bug baby.

“Carbon Dioxide!” said Tanner, holding the Bag of Holding open as he rode, exchanging the stale air in the bag for fresh air to keep Mordred alive.

“Hold on!” shouted Denise. “Whoa!” Fatty slowed to a halt. Randy was the first to slow his horse down in response, but the others soon followed suit.

“What's wrong?” asked Randy, guiding his horse back toward her at a trot. “You got to take another pee already?”

Denise slid down Fatty's carapace. “I might as well, as long as we're stopping.” She hiked up her skirt, squatted in the middle of the road, and began spraying the ground directly beneath her. “But I just need to rest is all. My ass feels like I spent an afternoon in a Sodomite prison. No offense.”

They'd only been traveling a little over an hour, and Katherine hated to cut one of her daily uses of Wild Shape so soon, but she needed to be able to talk. She closed her eyes and imagined herself in half-elven form. When she opened them again, she found herself on her hands and knees. Butterbean was panting heavily next to her.

“What's the problem?” she demanded, glaring at Denise as she got to her feet. “I don't know if I've mentioned this or not, but there's an indeterminate time limit on this operation. The more time you spend pissing, the less chance I have of getting my ship back.”

“I'm sorry,” said Denise, a steady stream of urine still splattering on the ground between her feet. “And I don't mean to be insensitive, but why exactly is the rest of us supposed to give such a big steamy shit about your little rivalry with Captain Logan?”

“This has nothing to do with any rivalry. We've got a location for one of the dice, but we need a ship to get there.”

Denise shrugged. “Far as I can tell, that ain't the only goddamn ship in the world.” She stood up. “I ain't no psychoanal what have you, but this feels like it's got more to do with your pride than with us tracking down one of them dice.”

“She might have a point,” said Tony the Elf.

Katherine glared at him. “Oh, might she?” As if he wasn't already a big enough thorn up her ass, now he was siding with Denise over her? “Tell me, then. What do you propose we do instead?”

“Just like I said,” responded Denise. “We can take literally any other boat.”

“Are you proposing we steal a ship?” asked Righteous.

Denise glanced at Tanner, then Katherine, as if hoping for some clue as to how to answer that, but neither offered any guidance. “Yes?”

“Have you no honor? No decency?”

“Does that pique your pike?” said Denise, stepping out of her puddle of urine toward him. “Why don't you and I take a little walk in the forest, and I'll show you just how indecent I can be.”

“Not even if the realms of men depended on it.” Righteous turned to Katherine. “An injustice has been committed against you, and it must not go unanswered. You are honor-bound to take back that which was taken from you, and it would be my honor to help you.”

“Thank you,” said Katherine, grateful that someone was on her side. “I really appreciate that.”

“Stealing a ship is one option,” said Tony the Elf. “But I've been giving it some thought, and we might be going about this entirely the wrong way. What if, instead of going after the dice, we let Mordred out of the Bag of Holding?”

Katherine couldn't believe what she was hearing. “Are you insane? That won't do anything except serve as a beacon to let all the other Mordreds know exactly where we are at any given time.”

“Exactly! Let him come at us. We've taken him down before, we can take him down again. If we can take out all the other Mordred's, all we've got left is the one-armed bard, who we can easily keep under control. Then we can hunt down the dice without constantly worrying about Mordred getting to them first.”

With the possible exception of Stacy, Denise and Tony the Elf were the last two people in the world that Katherine wanted to lose an argument to, but maybe that only proved their point. Maybe she was putting her own pride over what was best for the group.

“No,” said Randy. “The only thing we know about the other Mordreds still out there is that one of them is a wizard. Ain't no telling how much more powerful his magic has gotten since we had him tied up in the cellar at the Whore's Head Inn. Letting him take the fight to us on his own terms, there ain't no way that's gonna end up well for us.”

“He is correct,” said Tanner. “At least, as far as I understand anything involving this Mordred. Furthermore, we cannot accomplish our goals with just any old boat. A motivated crew is as important as a sturdy hull. Logan may have had the clout to motivate a crew when he was at the top of his game, but he has little more to offer now than a tarnished reputation. How much more inspired will be the men sailing under a captain who has not once, not twice, but thrice bested this once legendary pirate aboard his own ship? I, for one, neither share nor completely understand your desire to go after these dice. My own motivation is simply to one day be able to tell my grandchildren that I once sailed under the fearsome Captain Kat.”

Katherine's heart fluttered. She hadn't had that much smoke blown up her ass since she accidentally started that grease fire at the Chicken Hut. Did Tanner really mean all that? Could he? About her? Everything he said was true. She had already bested a well-respected pirate captain several times. After a lifetime of being kind of a fuck-up, she couldn't imagine anyone genuinely looking up to her. But maybe she was more competent than she gave herself credit for.

Denise sighed. “Yeah, all right. I was just throwin' that out there.”


Chapter 9

Between Tim slamming on the brakes, the reverse-thrust force of the Decanter of Endless water, and the ridiculous amount of pillows adorning the bed in his room at the Cardinian Royal Palace, Tim was able to slow his and Nadia's speed enough so that they weren't instantly killed during the teleport.

Tim found himself sandwiched between the luxuriously soft mattress and Nadia's ample brown breasts. There were certainly worse places to be, but he had matters to attend to. The most immediate of these was the still gushing decanter soaking the bed, walls, and floor.

He turned his head and took a breath. The air was scented to his specifications with the costliest perfumes more to make himself expensive rather than because he gave a shit what the room smelled like. He found that people showed him more respect when he swung his dick around, and that went double for people who imagined themselves to be in a position of authority over him.

“Stop,” he said, causing the decanter to cease gushing water. That problem solved, he noticed that Nadia was still on top of him, no doubt shocked by the sudden change in her surroundings.

“It's okay, Nadia,” he said “I realize this all seems a little scary, and it's going to take some getting used to. But the important thing to remember is that you're safe here.” When she still didn't respond, he started to worry. “Nadia?”

Trying to jostle her out of her shock, Tim noticed that his right hand came away warm, wet, and sticky.

“Fuck!” he said, rolling Nadia off of him. A quick glance at his red right hand confirmed his fear. She'd been hit.

Her eyes were rolled back, and she was unresponsive to his snapping fingers. But when he placed his ear against her chest, he detected a faint heartbeat. She was still alive, if just barely. There was still time to save her.

After relieving her of his Bag of Holding and the dagger she'd taken from him, Tim jumped off the bed, hitting the floor a split-second too soon as he'd forgotten to account for his makeshift stilts. He tumbled forward and slammed his forehead against an oaken end table.

“Son of a bitch!” he cried, kicking his stilts away. Scrambling to his feet, he raced over to his desk and placed a ruby at the base of his crystal ball.

The ball emitted a faint white light as it appeared to fill with fog. When the fog cleared, it wasn't the king's face Tim saw, but rather Blorgork, the king's goblin assistant. He didn't look any more pleased to see Tim than Tim was to see him.

“Yes?” said Blorgork, his tone dripping with contempt.

“Where's Tibert?” demanded Tim.

“His Majesty is in a meeting with the High Council.”

His Majesty my ass.

That tubby piece of shit still didn't know his place. Tim had paved the way for Tibert to be king, and he could just as easily pave the way for his successor.

“You tell that fat brother-murdering fuck that if he wants to continue testing the structural integrity of that throne, he'll get his majestic ass up here right fucking now.”

Blorgork huffed as his beady little eyes darted left then right. Scampering into the shadows, he whispered into the magic hand mirror that Tibert was supposed to have on his person at all times in case Tim ever needed something.

“What do you want?” snapped Blorgork, barely managing to keep himself to a whisper. “A bottle of stonepiss?”

“No!” Tim responded too quickly. “Well, yes. But I also need a healer. There's a wounded girl in here who needs immediate medical attention.”

Blorgork's little eyes widened. “Damn you, Tim! Did you kill a chambermaid?”

“What? No! This isn't anyone you know.”

Blorgork sighed. “Thank the gods.”

“Just get someone up here. If this girl dies, His Majesty might be in the market for a new assistant.” Tim plucked the ruby out before Blorgork could respond, confident that his demand was urgent enough to make his threat credible and easy enough to carry out so that it wouldn't be worth refusing. There were at least two dozen people capable of casting a Cure Wounds spell in the palace, not to mention stockpiles of healing potions. This was just another case of Blorgork trying to undermine Tim's influence, which is why Tim much preferred to communicate with the king directly. One of these days, Blorgork was going to be too big a pain in Tim's ass. Whether or not today was that day would depend greatly on how soon –

Knock knock knock knock.

Not bad, Blorgork. You might yet live to kiss the king's ass another day.

Tim opened the door to reveal Blorgork, resplendent in a red silk shirt, purple satin sash, and perfectly manicured claws. He strode into the room like he was leading a parade. No one had gained more from usurping the throne than Blorgork had. Sure, Tibert got to be king. But he was already coming from a position of royal wealth and privilege. Blorgork, on the other hand, was just some goblin gutter rogue who'd been sentenced to hang until Tibert presented him with an alternative.

Accompanying him was a gaunt dullard of a man who looked like he'd graduated last in his class at cleric school. He shuffled in awkwardly like a tourist in a foreign market holding a bottle of stonepiss out in front of him, unsure where to put it.

“I'll take that,” said Tim, snatching the bottle out of his hand. “Who the hell is this guy? Where's Fairhope?”

Blorgork scoffed. “Brother Fairhope is a member of His Majesty's High Council. I assure you that Barton here has adequate healing skills to meet your needs.”

Tim pulled out the cork and threw it at Blorgork while he climbed onto the sopping wet bed. Blorgork glared back at Tim when the cork bounced off his head, but Tim was ready with a middle finger pointed back at him as he took a swig of stonepiss.

“Who is this girl?” asked Blorgork, making a show of scowling at her as he sniffed with disgust. “Some peasant from your world?”

“As far as I know,” said Tim. “But that makes her about a thousand times more important than anyone in your shitty world. So patch her up.”

“What do you think, Barton? Can she be saved?”

The cleric examined Nadia, lifting her eyelids, placing his palm on her throat, and holding a small mirror below her nose.

“She straddles the border of this life and the next,” said Barton. “A Cure Minor Wounds spell should stabilize her.”

“Fuck that,” said Tim. “There's no war going on. Fill her the fuck up.” He turned to Blorgork, knowing the wretched little goblin might let Nadia suffer just to spite him. “Come on, man. She took a bullet for me.”

Apparently satisfied with Tim's display of humility, Blorgork nodded to the cleric. “Restore the girl to full health.”

Barton placed a hand on Nadia's sweaty forehead and mumbled an incantation. Nadia took a deep breath as her fingers spread wide. When she opened her eyes, her gaze immediately locked with Blorgork's.

“AAAAAAUUUUUUUGGGGGGGHHHHH!!” said Nadia.

“AAAAAAUUUUUUUGGGGGGGHHHHH!!” Blorgork responded.

In a literal knee-jerk reaction, she kicked Blorgork clear off the bed, then noticed Barton's hand still on her forehead. Screaming again, she grabbed his arm with both hands and bit down hard on his wrist.

“AAAAAAUUUUUUUGGGGGGGHHHHH!!” said Barton.

“Nadia!” cried Tim. “Take it easy! Everything's okay!”

She let go of Barton, who suddenly had no reservations about using one of his precious healing spells to fix his bleeding wrist.

“Tim?” she said. “What happened? How did we get here?” She grimaced with fear and disgust as Blorgork got to his feet. “What is that?”

“This is Blorgork,” said Tim. “He's the king's personal assistant.”

“King? What king? Where the hell are we?”

“I know this is a lot to take in right now,” said Tim. “But you've been shot, and you need to rest. The important thing to remember is that you're safe.”

“What do you mean I've been shot?” Nadia patted herself down and probably mentally replayed the last ten minutes. “I haven't been...” When her gaze fell to the bloody duvet she was sitting on, she gasped. “Oh my god, I've been shot!”

“Relax!” said Tim. “Barton healed you.”

Nadia frowned at Barton. “That guy? He's not even wearing gloves. This is not a sterile environment. What if there's an infection? Am I on painkillers?”

Tim took a long deep swig from his stonepiss bottle, grateful that Blorgork had inadvertently suggested it. “Barton, show her your arm.”

Only after Blorgork nodded his approval did Barton raise his bare right arm, revealing a bit of smeared blood but not even the slightest trace of teeth marks.

Nadia took a moment to process what she saw, then said, “I don't understand. I can still taste his blood in my mouth.”

“Magic,” Tim explained. “This will all make a lot more sense after you take some time to –”

DONG!

For fuck's sake. The goddamn bells.

“Take some time to –”

Tim strongly suspected that Blorgork had assigned him to this specific room solely because of its close proximity to the bell tower.

DONG!

“... time to get used to –”

DONG!

“Goddammit.”

He waited impatiently through twenty-one more dongs to continue, then realized that he'd forgotten what he was saying.

“Apparently, it's midnight,” he said instead. “My boots should be recharged now, and I've got to check on something. Don't go anywhere until I get back. Blorgork will take care of whatever you need.”

“What?” said Nadia and Blorgork simultaneously.

Nadia shivered at the sound of his voice resonating with hers. “Where are you going?”

“I told you, I've got something I need to check on.”

“When are you coming back?”

Tim shrugged. “I shouldn't be long, but I'm pretty sure this world runs on game time, so who knows?”

“Game time?”

“Yeah. A one-minute fight could last hours in the real world. Or a week-long trek across the desert might only take seconds, depending on whether or not you have a bathroom break or beer run.”

“What are you talking about?”

“It's just a working theory,” Tim admitted. “But don't worry. I shouldn't be long. Get some rest.” Before Nadia could object further, Tim took a swig from his bottle as he tapped his heels together.

When he materialized in the warehouse, he choked on his stonepiss. But the two faceless assassins lurking in the darkness turned out to be a couple of the many mannequins left behind by the warehouse's previous occupant. This wasn't the first time they'd scared the shit out of him, and he meant to throw a tarp over them or something.

Grateful he hadn't pissed himself in fear, he went to the bathroom to ensure that didn't happen. The warehouse didn't have running water, but there was a drain in the floor that worked well enough to piss in. He lit a cigarette and let the stress of the day flow out through his tiny dick. Maybe he'd even take this brief moment of peace and privacy to rub one out before checking in on Mordred and Margaret.

Picturing Mordred and his mother didn't exactly facilitate an erection, so he tried to replay the memory of having his face between Nadia's beautiful brown tits again... before he realized she might be dead.

Shit. This isn't working.

Not wanting to waste too much time, he went to a reliable Stacy fantasy and immediately started getting hard. He closed his eyes and sucked in a lungful of smoke as he jerked himself to a full-on –

CRASH!

“FUCK!” said Tim, tucking his nearly full erection into his pants. That was no mannequin. Someone else was in here.

He crept out of the bathroom, confident that he wouldn't be seen if he didn't make any noise. The only light in the warehouse came in through the windows from the neon signs of some lesbian bar across the street. It was just enough to be able to see where he was going while being able to hide virtually anywhere if he needed to.

He peeked around a corner, not sure who he was expecting to find. If it was just some homeless junkies or something, he'd shoot them. If it was the cops, he'd have to teleport out of here and bail on this whole plan.

Fortunately, it was neither. Two silhouettes were bathed in soft red neon light. An older, heavyset woman with curly hair sitting upright, and a halfling lying on the floor. Dumbass Mordred had knocked over his chair. Tim shook his head and decided to go back to the bathroom and finish himself off. But just as he was about to turn around, he noticed that Mordred was moving more than he should have been able to.

He'd broken the chair. One of his hands was already free, and he was desperately trying to saw away the duct tape from his other wrist with the sharp end of a broken chair leg.

“Mordred!” shouted Tim, stomping angrily toward him.

Mordred's eyes widened, and he began sawing even faster. When he realized he wouldn't free his hand in time, much less his feet and his mother, he brandished the chair leg at Tim.

“Stay back!” he warned. “Don't make me hurt you!”

Tim was equipped with a magic dagger and a bag full of automatic weapons. He had no reason to fear a mostly incapacitated midget wielding a chair leg. But he and Mordred both knew that Mordred was too valuable for him to kill.

Tim had no interest in getting stabbed, but Mordred had every reason in the world to stab him if he got the chance. So instead of threatening him with a dagger or gun, Tim grabbed the hand of the nearest mannequin and tore the arm off at the shoulder. Attacking Mordred from behind, he'd have plenty of range to hit him without fear of being stabbed.

“Ow!” cried Mordred as Tim whaled on him with the mannequin's shoulder. “Cut it out!”

“Stop it!” demanded Mordred's mother. “You're hurting him!”

“Good,” said Tim as he continued to beat Mordred. “I'll stop when you throw the chair leg away.”

“Okay, okay!”

When Tim heard the clatter of wood against the floor, he stopped beating Mordred. After visually confirming that the chair leg was safely twenty feet away, he sighed and helped himself to a swig of stonepiss.

“What the hell do you think you're doing?”

“I'm sorry,” whimpered Mordred. “Please don't hit me anymore.”

“Did you really think I'd leave you here unguarded if I didn't have contingencies in place?” Tim made a mental note to either find a guard or put some contingencies in place.


Chapter 10

Stacy had done things in her past that she wasn't proud of. At times she'd been petty, spiteful, and vindictive. Even slaughtering all those ettins felt more like satisfying bloodlust than her stated purpose of protecting the Cedar Wilds from their destructive presence. But she wasn't going to lose any sleep over it. The world was better off without those horrible creatures. Today, however, was the first time she was participating in something truly evil.

She never would have agreed to it without some justifications. The Balrens had the money to spare. The little girl would be returned home unharmed... at least physically. And they would have the money they needed to get Dave's lycanthropy sorted out. Since Dave first proposed the idea, she'd done the moral accounting and determined that, morally speaking, it was marginally better than turning Dave over to the Balrens to be murdered, or straight up murdering him herself and returning the girl to her family.

But what made Stacy's skin crawl even more than ransoming a child to her family was that it was Dave's idea. Not only to kidnap and ransom her in the first place. That was a Dave she could have happily murdered, then sat back and watched Shorty eat his kidneys. But the current Dave, the Dave who had surrendered to her, begged her for help, and genuinely seemed like he wanted to reform, that was the Dave who had proposed going through with the ransom so they could use the money to cure the curse that made him such a lowlife piece of shit. His words, but Stacy agreed with him on that point.

But there was no point in second-guessing the plan now as she stood there in the clearing Dave had designated as the site for the exchange. Stacy, Dave, and their hostage, who was covered in a burlap sack like the world's worst Halloween ghost costume.

“I really appreciate you doing this,” Dave said nervously.

He was right to be nervous. He had no idea how badly Stacy wanted to ditch him right then and there. With so little time and so few resources to devise a plan to get the ransom unscathed, Stacy didn't like their odds for success. After all the shit he'd put her through, all her time he'd wasted that could have been better spent helping their friends and getting back home, why should she keep sticking her neck out for him?

She shot him a glare that she hoped would convey he'd be better off keeping his hairy face shut. Judging by the startled look he gave her in response, she'd conveyed her message successfully.

It wasn't until she heard approaching hoofbeats in the distance that she paid him the courtesy of actual speech.

“They're coming. Don't say a fucking word.” Dropping to one knee, she closed her eyes and pressed her palm flat to the ground. “Five horses, maybe six.”

“I thought you were a rogue,” said Dave. “How can you –”

“Not a fucking word.”

A minute later, the first horse emerged from the dense forest. It was white, and its rider wore the green and yellow cloak of the Balren House. Four more Balren riders on white horses appeared shortly after. They slowed their approach and spread apart, moving to surround Stacy's group as they readied their crossbows.

This, of course, was precisely what Stacy had anticipated they'd do. If the hostage takers were dumb enough to just turn up with the hostage, it only made sense to kill them, rescue the hostage, and return the ransom.

Stacy stepped behind their burlap-clad hostage and did the classic dagger-to-the-throat threatening posture. “Lower your weapons and dismount your horses.”

Four of the Balren men turned to the one in the middle, a stern and meaty older man who looked as though he'd seen his fair share of conflicts.

He nodded. “Do as she says.” He led by example and climbed down from his horse, then set his crossbow on the ground. And why wouldn't he? Once the exchange was made, Stacy and Dave had nowhere to run to.

When the rest of the men followed suit, Stacy nodded. “Good. Now, the money.”

The leader removed a sack from one of his horse's saddlebags. It was about the size and heft of a bowling ball. Stepping forward cautiously, he approached until he was able to toss the bag within three yards of Stacy's feet.

“We have done as you ask. Now, release the girl.”

Stacy laughed. “What girl?” She pulled the burlap sack up, revealing Shorty, who was holding a terrified looking dove in both hands.

Understandably upset about seeing a goblin where his master's captured daughter was supposed to be, the leader drew his sword while his men picked up their crossbows.

“I wouldn't do that,” said Stacy. “If you kill me, you'll never find Lissa Balren.” When the leader raised his left hand, signaling his men to hold their fire, she took the frightened dove from Shorty's hands and soothed it with her Animal Handling skill. “Do you know what this is?”

“It is a bird,” snarled the leader. “Have I passed the test? Will you now lead us to the girl?”

“This is no ordinary bird. I am a wizard, and this is my familiar.”

“You think I'm afraid of a little magic?”

“Not at all,” said Stacy. “But I think you prioritize finding the girl over killing us, if only a little. Do you know that if a wizard dies, her familiar also dies?”

“Everybody knows that. What of it?”

“I just wanted to make sure you didn't do anything stupid. Annette here knows where we've hidden the girl, and I've instructed her to lead you there. That is, of course, if you can keep up.” Stacy took a moment to savor the frustration on the leader's face as he weighed his options.

“That wasn't the arrangement,” he demanded. “You were supposed to – WAIT!”

The dove shot off as soon as Stacy released it. The Balren leader commanded his men to give chase. Two of them even left their crossbows behind.

“Do either of you want to tell me what the hell just happened?” asked Shorty as soon as the sound of pounding hooves faded into the distance. He'd stolen a bottle of liquor while they were in the village the day before and apparently had no recollection of what little of Stacy's planning session he hadn't slept through. Fortunately, his part in the ruse hadn't been very demanding. Despite his intoxication, Stacy had had every confidence that he would be able to follow her simple instructions as she thrust a live bird into his hands and threw a burlap sack over his head. Don't move, don't say anything, and don't eat the bird.

“I just bought us a little time,” said Stacy. “Hopefully it will be enough to get Dave's curse removed before those guys find out we sent them on a wild goose chase.”

“I am no bird expert, but I think –”

“It's a figure of speech. Come on. Let's get back to the temple.” Stacy picked up the sack of coins and one of the discarded crossbows.

Shorty looked a little confused as he scanned their surroundings, as though something was amiss. “What happened to the little human girl?”

“How early did you start drinking yesterday? We sent her back home with some of the clerics' assistants from the temple. She should be safely in her mother's arms again in a matter of –” She noticed Dave walking toward the other crossbow and raised hers at him. “I don't think so.”

Dave raised his hands and backed away from the weapon. “I just thought –”

“I don't give a shit what you thought. Shorty, grab the bow.”

Unfortunately, the Balren men who'd left their bows on the ground didn't leave a supply of bolts behind with them. Each crossbow had only the single bolt it was loaded with. But two bolts were enough to keep Dave in line as Stacy forced him to take the lead back to the temple.


Chapter 11

“How am I supposed to perform with this hanging over my head?” said Chaz, nervously plucking at his lute strings as he leaned back in one of the overstuffed chairs that furnished his dressing room. “I've got a literal bomb strapped to my chest!”

Julian wasn't as upset about the situation. In truth, it was kind of a blessing in disguise. Julian, after all, could still come and go as he pleased while having some assurance that Chaz couldn't get himself into too much trouble. Of course, he couldn't say any of this to Chaz. Instead, he did his best to reassure him.

“It's not like you've got twenty-year-old bricks of C4 strapped to you that could go off at any time. This is a magically-triggered device that I'm sure is perfectly safe as long as you don't do the one thing that will trigger it. In the meantime, you should just enjoy yourself. You've got this sweet dressing room, all the booze you can drink, and an adoring audience every night of the week. You're living the rock star lifestyle.”

Julian, meanwhile, had been offered what seemed like a cleared-out broom closet. It gave him and Ravenus enough privacy, but not so much that it soothed his nerves while listening to Chaz constantly complain about how hard he had it.

Chaz plucked a green grape from one of several silver bowls of fresh fruit and popped it in his mouth. “I feel so confined.”

“I'm sure a lot of real rock stars feel the same way.”

Chaz shot him an annoyed glare.

“Sorry,” said Julian. “I meant other rock stars. It's not like I'm doing anything fun out there. Tracking down former Knights of Jordan is tedious work. And a lot of unpleasant conversations. And I've found no leads on any of the other dice. To be honest, it would probably be a lot easier if you were with me. People would rather talk to the great RazzmaChaz who saved them from indentured servitude than some random elf poking around asking uncomfortable questions.”

In truth, the Knights of Jordan Julian had talked to so far had been very cooperative and forthcoming, willing to answer any questions he asked. Unfortunately, none of them had any helpful information.

“What did you think of the show tonight?” asked Chaz.

“You were fantastic.” It wasn't exactly a lie, but more of an assumption. The crowd adored Chaz with every performance, but Julian had grown weary of hearing the same playlist every single night. He'd spent most of tonight's show wandering the streets of Pargos, wondering how Stacy was getting on.

“Any notes?”

Notes? Was he really asking for notes? Julian wanted to grab Chaz by the shoulders and shake some sense into him. Half of their friends were missing, and the other half were chasing down pirates. They were all racing against at least four manifestations of Mordred for dice that could either set them free or keep them trapped here for all eternity. Tim had gone completely Lord of the Flies. And Chaz wanted notes on how he'd performed tonight.

Then again, Chaz was trapped in this club. His most meaningful contribution would be to perform as well as he could until his obligations were fulfilled.

Julian shrugged. “Nothing comes to mind. Like I said, you were fantastic.”

“Thanks, manager.” Chaz's response was dripping with sarcasm. “You're doing a hell of a job.”

“What do you want from me? You've got a magic lute and a magic corset to enhance your performance. You're singing hit songs from back home that these people have never heard. You're putting more asses in seats with every performance. So no, I don't have any notes. You just keep doing what you're doing, and everything will be –”

A knock at the door interrupted Julian's most important managerial duty, stroking Chaz's ego.

Chaz leaned back in his chair, placed his feet up on the ottoman, then unbuttoned the top two buttons of his silver sequined shirt to show off his glistening pecs. “Would you mind?”

Julian sighed, then opened the door.

A strikingly beautiful half-elven woman smiled at him from the hallway outside. Fiery red hair on jasper brown, with eyes like emeralds.

“Hello,” she said, jolting Julian from the awe of standing in her presence. “I'm looking for RazzmaChaz.”

“Of course you are,” said Julian. “I'm his manager, Julian.”

In his mind, the natural next step in the conversation would be for her to introduce herself. But instead, they both just stood there awkwardly.

“So,” she finally said. “Is he here?”

“That depends,” said Chaz from behind him. “Who wants to know?”

When Julian turned around, Chaz was smiling like he was auditioning for the part of a stepfather in a porn video. He'd undone two more shirt buttons, leaving his entire chest exposed.

The girl somehow moved past Julian like he was standing in the Ethereal plane. “You were wonderful tonight!”

Chaz laughed. “Baby, we haven't even started yet.”

Julian's stomach turned at the sleaze flowing out of Chaz's mouth and every pore, then turned even more to see this beautiful girl who could have any man she wanted at her mercy lapping up Chaz's faux charm like a starved dog.

Julian wasn't jealous, he insisted to himself. He was merely perplexed as to how anyone could possibly fail to see through someone as transparently stupid as Chaz.

“Thank you, Jules,” said Chaz, wiggling his fingers at Julian. “That will be all for now.”

In that moment, Julian wanted to say a dozen things that would undermine the front Chaz was putting forth, but he reminded himself that they all had a part to play. And to Chaz's credit, he was playing the hell out of his.

Frustrated and deeply annoyed at being dismissed like a part-time butler, Julian left Chaz's dressing room. His elf ears were plenty sensitive enough to pick up the giggling that broke out between Chaz and his new friend as soon as the door closed behind him.

“I think you are wonderful,” said Ravenus, perched atop a bookshelf a little ways down the hall, startling Julian.

Julian was a little thrown off by the comment. “What?”

“Truly, sir,” Ravenus continued. “A bird could not ask for a greater master.”

The unprovoked barrage of flattery made Julian a little suspicious.

“Have you done something, Ravenus?”

Ravenus raised his wings in a shrug. “Nothing much. I caught some rats in the kitchen.”

That didn't sound all that bad to Julian, except for the part about rats in the kitchen. But that wasn't Ravenus's fault. He pressed his familiar for more.

“And...?”

Ravenus stared blankly at him for a moment before speaking again. “And I ate their eyes.”

That was gross, but not confession-worthy. Julian wasn't in the mood for these kinds of mind games right now.

“What's with all the flattery?” he asked directly. “Why are you hanging around outside Chaz's dressing room?”

“I thought you needed to be cheered up,” Ravenus explained. “Reassured of your worth. I sensed a sudden spike of feelings of inadequacy from you.”

Of course. Julian shared an Empathic Link with Ravenus, and his encounter with Chaz just now must have caused him some alarm.

“Thank you,” he said. “But it's nothing. I've just had a long day.” Eager to get far away from the sucking and groaning noises coming from Chaz's room, Julian strode quickly across the club toward his own. A nice four hours of meditation was just what he needed right now to set his mind back on track.

When he opened the door to his room, however, he discovered that it was not as conducive to achieving a meditative state as he'd hoped. Five dead rats were piled in the corner of the room, staring up at him through gaping holes where their eyes once were.

“Ravenus?” he said as calmly as he could.

“Yes, sir?”

“What are these rats doing in my room?”

“Festering, sir.”

“And why are there five dead rats festering in my room?”

“I caught them in the kitchen,” said Ravenus. “I thought I'd mentioned that.”

“You did. But why would you bring them in here?”

“To fester.”

Through the Empathic Link they shared, Julian sensed that Ravenus wasn't only not being deliberately obtuse, but he was starting to worry about Julian's mental faculties.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “Perhaps I'm not being clear. I can't live in a room with a bunch of dead rats. It's disgusting.”

“I couldn't agree with you more, sir,” said Ravenus. “But after they ripen in a few days, I think you'll find that –”

“Ravenus,” said Julian, rubbing the bridge of his nose in frustration. “I'm going to go for a walk outside. By myself. When I return, I don't want to see any dead rats in the room. Do you understand?”

Ravenus hung his head low for a moment, then nodded. “Of course, sir. You can count on me. You won't even know they were ever here.”

“Thank you.”

He was getting short with Ravenus now. That was surely a sign that he needed to clear his head. Or maybe the opposite was true. Maybe a clear head was the opposite of what he needed right now. He'd been so busy trying to stay one step ahead of so many things trying to kill him that he never had time to think about Stacy.

Now that he was tethered to Chaz, who was more literally tethered to the club, the relative safety of his situation left him with little to occupy his mind. That void was filled mostly with thoughts of Stacy. Thoughts soon turned to worry, and then worry to frustration. What if she needed him right now? Or even worse, what if she didn't?

“Please,” said a man half a block down the street. With so little else going on at this hour of the night, Julian heard him as clearly as if they were right next to each other. “This is everything we have.”

Looking ahead, he spotted a group of six ruffians gathered around a middle-aged human couple.

“I don't believe you,” said their leader. His ears were long and pointed, but not nearly so much as Julian's. Probably a half-elf. He nodded at the woman's purse. “What's in the bag?”

“Nothing,” said the man, putting his arm in front of his wife. “You have our money. Now let us go!”

Julian started walking discreetly that way, wondering how he should intervene. Stacy would have been over there by now, kicking all their asses. But that wasn't really Julian's style. He had a Fireball ready if he needed it, but that would likely kill the innocent couple as well as the muggers. If he could help it, he would prefer not to kill anyone. This was probably just a gang of young punks who'd made a string of bad decisions, after all. They didn't deserve to die for that.

The half-elf held up a long-bladed dagger. “Hand over the bag, lady, or we'll take it off your dead body.”

That was an escalation Julian had been hoping to avoid.

“HORSE!” he cried as he jogged toward them, hoping to diffuse the situation.

A white horse popped into existence, filling the small space between the muggers and their victims.

“My word!” said the man. “What is this – OOF!”

The startled horse drove a hoof into his gut, sending him flying back five feet to land hard on his back.

“MILTON!” cried his wife as she ran to him.

The muggers all turned to face Julian, who slowed his jog to a cautious walk.

“Hi there,” he said, hoping he could settle things with his Diplomacy skill.

The muggers, including two full orcs, one half-orc, a human, a goblin, and their half-elf leader, stared back at him with small, easily concealable weapons at the ready. Julian wondered if he may have gotten in over his head.

Without taking his eyes off Julian, the half-elf drove his dagger into the horse's throat and up into its head. It vanished instantly, revealing the middle-aged couple as they fled down the street.

“Hey!” said Julian, more angry now than scared. “Why would you kill an innocent horse like that?”

“I didn't like it,” said the half-elf. “It came out of nowhere and interrupted our transaction. Sudden random occurrences during such transactions tend to make me nervous.”

Julian could see the logic in that.

“That actually makes sense, now that you mention it,” he said. “I was hoping for more of a complete system reboot. You know, everyone sees a horse appear out of nowhere and they're all like, 'Hey, look at that. Why are we fighting?' It never actually works out that way. I'll have to try a different tactic in the future.”

As he nervously rambled, he was keenly aware that the muggers were slowly surrounding him.

“This didn't concern you, elf,” said the half-elf. “You should have stayed out of it.”

“And maybe you should have stayed in school.” As soon as the words escaped his lips, Julian knew he'd made a bad Diplomacy roll.

The half-elf raised his dagger. “What the fuck did you say to me?”

“He said you was stupid,” said one of the two orcs behind Julian, not helping the situation at all.

“That is not what I said,” said Julian. “Nor was it even what I meant to imply. I only meant that the decisions you've made leading up to this point don't appear to be working out very well for you.”

The goblin snickered. “They appear to be working out better for us than yours are for you.”

Julian had enough Hit Points to survive a Fireball centered on himself, but he really hoped, for all their sakes, that it wouldn't come to that.

“Listen, guys,” he said. “I don't want to have to hurt you. Let's just talk this out, and I'm sure we can –”

A searing pain tore through his upper back. He'd been stabbed. Whoever had done it must have rolled a critical hit. The biggest blade he'd seen other than the half-elf's was only a couple inches long, but Julian felt like he'd been run through with a flagpole. He dropped to his knees.

The rest of the gang took that as a signal to start kicking the shit out of him, and he was no longer certain that he'd be able to survive his own Fireball spell.

Despite his stab wound and the beating he was currently suffering, Julian still didn't want to kill them. They were all young, and they could still turn their lives around if given enough time to reflect on their mistakes. However, he had no intention of taking this beating any longer than he had to. He quickly considered his available spells.

A new one came to mind. Another summoning spell, but what it summoned would hopefully be more effective than a horse.

“RATS!” he shouted.

The kicks suddenly halted.

“What was that?” asked the half-elf.

“I think he said 'Rats',” said one of the half-orcs.

“That's what I heard,” said the other. “But why would he say that?”

“Maybe he saw some rats.”

“Sure, but you would think he had more immediate concerns. Are we not kicking his ass hard enough?”

“Never mind,” said the half-elf. “This guy is freaking me out. Just take whatever he has on him and let's get out of –”

“RATS!” cried the human.

The squeaking grew louder as every rat in every surrounding alley poured out into the street and swarmed on their position.

As the gang fled screaming down the street, Julian felt a wave of fur and tiny feet wash over him in hot pursuit. The tactile sensation was more than enough to paralyze Julian with heebie-jeebies, but the stench of fecal matter, rotten food, and other miscellaneous filth made him want to vomit. Thankfully, it was short lived.

When the rats had chased his assailants around a corner and out of sight, Julian picked himself up and brushed himself off. He was in bad shape and desperately needed his four-hour restorative meditation, but he didn't want to worry Ravenus. That would only lead to endless questions, a stern talking-to for going out alone at this hour, and an insistence that he be allowed to seek out these ruffians and claw their eyes out. Sometimes, having a familiar was a lot like having his mom around all the time, and that was the opposite of what he needed right now.

After a quick four hours of restful meditation, he would be good as new. He just needed to find somewhere he wouldn't be interrupted for that long. Fortunately, he had it on pretty good authority that the alley right next to him was free of rats.


Chapter 12

Jay ran until he was out of breath. The light from his torch caused the shadows in the forest to jump and weave, which was incredibly disorienting. When he finally stopped, he looked back to make sure he wasn't followed. He couldn't see anyone, but the forest offered an abundance of places to hide. Exhausted from walking all day, he decided here was as safe a place to contact Mordred as anywhere.

He didn't bother to build a campfire because he didn't expect the conversation to last long. The fire from his torch should suffice.

He pulled out the packet of dust Mordred had given him upon his arrival in this world and sprinkled a pinch of it onto the torch fire.

“Did you find the cave?” asked Mordred eagerly as the flame flared up.

Jay sighed. “Yeah, I found it. You might have mentioned someone is living in it.”

“What? Who's in there?”

“Hell if I know,” said Jay. “He wasn't much for small talk. He just pointed a crossbow at me and told me to get the fuck out.”

“So, what did you do?” asked Mordred.

“I got the fuck out!”

The fire calmed to a gentle flicker. “You need to get back in there.”

“What about the guy?”

“Kill him,” said Mordred. “What do you think the Eldritch Blast is for?”

Jay had heard stories about how bad Mordred was, but he'd always seemed more pathetic than evil. Now Jay's opinion shifted when he heard how casually Mordred suggested murdering an innocent person.

“I'm not breaking into a man's home and then killing him for trying to defend it.”

“That is not his cave,” Mordred insisted. “I made it. It's mine. And I can't risk him finding one of my Teleportation Circles.”

“How has he not found it already? It's not exactly a maze of tunnels in there. If we're talking about the same cave, I only saw the one room.”

“At the back of the cave, there's a ledge about nine feet off the ground. You won't be able to see it because I covered it with an illusory wall that goes up to the ceiling. Beyond that wall is a smaller cavern where the Teleportation Circle is located.”

“So it's hidden in a place where no one would bother looking unless they already knew there was something to find and exactly where it was.”

“Exactly,” said Mordred. “Pretty clever, wouldn't you say?”

Jay had a different take on it.

“So you're saying there's no reason for me to kill this guy.”

“No! That's not what I'm saying at all. How else are you going to get past him?”

“I'm sure I can come up with something besides murder. The dude lives alone in a cave. I don't think he got to this point in life by way of his sharp wits.”

“Time is a factor here,” said Mordred. “We don't have time for this!”

“Just keep your pants on.” Jay thought for a moment. “I didn't see a toilet in there. That means he's got to do his business outside. And he must have to hunt or forage for food. He probably spends more time out of the cave than in it. I'll stake out the entrance and wait for him to leave.”

“That could take hours! And you still have –”

Jay doused the torch with two handfuls of earth, then made his way as quietly as he could back to the cave. He found some bushes to hide behind, where he had a decent view of the entrance, then waited.

Waiting proved both tedious and mentally exhausting. The rhythm of dozens of croaking frogs threatened to lull him to sleep as the sky grew steadily darker. One by one, the frogs called it a night. By the time the last of them stopped croaking, Jay started to wish he'd never left sight of the entrance. For all he knew, the man had already left to take care of his needs.

The longer he waited, the more likely it seemed that the cave-dweller had probably left. It was dark out, but it wasn't late enough to go to sleep. Without TV or internet, what else did he have to do in there?

Jay wavered back and forth as to whether he should wait a little longer or just go for it. Unable to stand the boredom anymore, he decided to go for it. But how should he approach? If the guy was sleeping in there, Jay could sneak right by him. But if he wasn't sleeping, this would be the second time tonight that Jay broke into his home, which would probably get him shot. He finally decided to announce his arrival. If the guy was decent enough to let him go with a warning the first time, he should be at least open to dialogue.

Despite his intent to announce his presence, Jay found himself creeping silently to the cave's entrance. It was a pointless gesture, especially since he'd re-lit the torch.

“Hello?” he called inside when he reached the cave mouth. “It's me again, the guy who came in before.”

He waited for a response that never came.

“I'm really sorry to bother you again, but I need to get in there. I promise not to take up much of your time. I'll be gone before you know it.”

Still, nothing but silence.

“I feel it's only fair to warn you,” he said. “I'm actually a pretty powerful warlock. I know Eldritch Blast.”

That probably wasn't the right direction to take. To anyone who actually understood how powerful the spell was, he probably came off as either laughably lame or overly threatening.

“That wasn't meant to be a threat,” he explained. “Just be cool, and nobody has to get hurt.”

His heart pounding against his chest, Jay entered the cave.

“I'm coming in.”

No answer.

He crept forward along the tunnel until he once again saw where it opened into a wider cavern.

“Hello?”

Nothing.

Now for the moment of truth. Either nobody was home, or this guy was waiting to fire his crossbow as soon as Jay stepped into his line of fire.

Jay tossed the torch ahead, hoping to spook the man into firing prematurely. The torch flame flickered silently on the cavern floor. No shots were fired.

Inching as close as he could without exposing himself, Jay thrust a hand out, then pulled it back immediately. Still no reaction.

He practiced his Eldritch Blast flicks a few times and found that his fingers were unusually sweaty.

Come on, Jay. You've got this. If you can't keep your shit together against one dude with a crossbow, you've got no business being in this world. You gave him every chance to cooperate. Whatever happens next is on him.

Without letting himself think, Jay jumped into the cavern and flicked his fingers toward where he expected to find a man waiting to ambush him. “Have some!”

No magical energy discharged from his fingertips. Aside from the resident's meager belongings, the cave was empty.

Jay noticed a small wooden bowl of nuts and berries and a few strips of dried meat among the guy's junk. His growling stomach argued that, as long as he was already breaking and entering, eating this guy's food was the lesser of his crimes. He gobbled down a handful of nuts and berries as quickly as he could, and shoved some of the meat in his pocket for later.

He lifted his torch to get a better view of the wall at the rearmost part of the cave, which was where Mordred had said some sort of ledge should be. The smooth stone wall rose about twenty feet up before curving into a ceiling. There was no hint of a ledge nine feet up, but Jay supposed that was the point of illusory magic.

He scanned the ground for a small rock to throw but came up empty. Whoever that cave guy was, he certainly kept a tidy home.

Instead, Jay decided to throw the torch. He would need his hands free anyway if he needed to pull himself up onto a nine-foot-high ledge. Making his best guess as to where this ledge should be, Jay tossed the torch up against the wall.

The torch thunked against the wall, then clattered on the floor.

“Dammit, Mordred,” Jay whispered as he picked up the torch for a second try. Lack of food and sleep were starting to get to him. “If this is some kind of wild goose chase you've got me going on, you'd better pray that Tim gets to you before I –”

His train of thought derailed when the torch failed to bounce off the wall a second time. Instead, it went right through, disappearing into what appeared to be solid rock.

Jay had to hand it to Mordred. If Jay had lived in this cave for a thousand years, he might never discover there was anything up there.

Though he could no longer see the torch, Jay was surprised that he could see at all. Something he hadn't considered before tossing his only source of light through a wall was that the wall might block the light, rendering him completely blind. Fortunately, that wasn't the case. As Jay stared up at the section of wall the torch had passed through, his eyes recalibrated as if he was staring at one of those Magic Eye posters they used to have in the mall. Suddenly, he could see the illusion for what it was. It was still there, but so too was a clearly defined ledge and a narrow tunnel leading out of there.

After backing up to the front of the cavern, he took a running jump at the ledge, catching the edge of it with his fingers. His recently acquired abilities to both run and jump still felt almost as magical as illusory walls or Eldritch Blasts and were well worth the bridges he'd burned to get here.

With a little help from slight footholds in the rough stone, Jay managed to pull himself fully up onto the ledge and behind the illusory wall.

The tunnel beyond the ledge was only about three feet in diameter and continued farther back than his torchlight could reveal. It wouldn't be hard to wiggle himself through, but it would be cramped. If, for whatever reason, it led to a dead end, it would be a nightmare to back out of.

But Mordred's instructions had gotten Jay this far, and he had no reason to doubt that there was indeed an end to this tunnel where he would find a Teleportation Circle that would magically bring him to Las Vegas.

As ridiculous as that sounded in a single stream of thought, he believed it enough to override his natural instinct to avoid cramming himself into tight holes underground.

Even with the torch in front of him, Jay had difficulty seeing very far ahead due to his inability to lift his head. He also couldn't look back to see how much progress he'd made so far. Without knowing how much tunnel there was ahead or behind, every inch he squirmed deeper into the passage grew more and more terrifying.

But he might as well have been dancing in open meadows compared to how he felt when his torch finally burned out. Now in complete darkness, it suddenly occurred to him how cold it was down here. The walls scraping against him felt more moist, but that might have been his own sweat. Was he going to die down here? Was this the price he had to pay for selling out his friends? Maybe he deserved it, but he wouldn't take it lying down.

Using the burnt out torch like a cane now, he tapped the walls ahead as he continued squirming farther down the tunnel. Even unlit, it was his primary source of sensory input. He thought of how little he'd accomplished in life and the cruel irony of all he might achieve now that he had functional legs and magic at his disposal, if not for the fact that he was going to die in this shitty hole. Archaeologists would discover his bones a thousand years from now and think he was just some stupid asshole who helped civilization advance by crawling to his death before he could pollute the gene pool with his idiot DNA.

Then he felt something with the end of his spent torch. Or rather, his torch struck nothing as he flailed it in empty space. No walls. Squirming a few inches further, the air smelled different. It was still dank and musty, but a different dank and musty. Another six inches and he could feel the edge of the tunnel with his fingers.

After he pulled himself completely out, he spent a few minutes lying on the hard stone floor moving his arms and legs out as far as he could stretch them. Still unable to see, he realized he might be surrounded by vampires or cockroaches the size of wolves. But none of that was as frightening to him as the thought of having to spend one more minute crammed in that tunnel.

Once his psyche had a moment to relax, however, he remembered how tired and hungry he still was. The exertion he'd made in the tunnel only exacerbated his exhaustion. This wasn't exactly the kind of place he wanted to fall asleep in, but at least he could eat.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a strip of dried meat he'd stolen from the cave-dweller. So eager was he to eat something, he lost his grip on it.

“Fuck,” he said, prompting a faint echo.

He could have easily grabbed a second piece, but he was determined not to waste any of the precious little food he had. Instead, he got down on his knees and felt around for it.

Disoriented from blindness and frustrated by hunger, he began crawling around the hard stone floor more and more frantically.

“Come on,” he said. “Where the hell could it have –”

The hard stone floor became soft and moist beneath him. Instead of a strip of dried meat, he found himself grasping a handful of dead leaves. But what surprised Jay more than anything was that he could suddenly see again.


Chapter 13

Although it was far more of a donation than the temple required to remove Dave's lycanthropy, Stacy didn't want any part of the money they'd made by ransoming a little girl.

“I believe this should be more than adequate for your services,” she said to Sister Winna, the cleric she'd spoken to the day before, as she dumped the sack of platinum coins on the altar.

Sister Winna's eyes went nearly as wide and round as the coins. “Yes, of course, but –”

“I trust you to make good use of whatever is left.” After considering their situation for half a second, she took one of the coins off the pile. “We should probably buy some more ammunition for our crossbows.”

Shorty cleared his throat. “I believe I was promised payment for this little excursion.”

Stacy smiled apologetically at Sister Winna. “That's true. I did promise him.” She took another coin from the pile and offered it to Shorty.

Shorty scoffed at the coin, pulled himself up onto the altar, and helped himself to a heaping handful of coins. “I believe this should cover my expenses.”

“We'll need to eat at some point,” said Dave. As soon as he reached toward the coins, Stacy aimed her crossbow at his face.

“If you want some of that money to go toward a Cure Critical Wounds, by all means keep reaching.”

Dave lowered his hand.

Stacy smiled again at the cleric. “He's right, though.” She took one more coin.

Whether Sister Winna trusted Stacy's assurance that they would return the following day with sufficient funds for the ceremony, or there was a werewolf problem in the area, or it was just temple policy to have lycanthropy-curing supplies always at the ready, Stacy was pleased with how quickly Sister Winna and her assistants had all their ointments, potions, silver-plated restraints, and other miscellaneous holy doodads ready to go.

For Dave's part, he didn't look like a man excited to have his sins washed away in baptism, but rather like a condemned man being led to the gallows. It was the first time since he'd openly wept before her in an alley full of garbage that she felt a little twinge of sympathy for him. Part of him was about to die, after all, and it was clearly the dominant part. Even if he had been forced here at crossbow point, the bolts weren't silver-tipped. At any moment, he could have tried to escape. And yet here he stood, holding his hands out to be manacled despite the steam and sizzle where the silver touched his wrists. He didn't make a peep, though his face reddened with pain. She'd never admit it to him in a million years, but she admired his courage.

She didn't stay by his side throughout the ceremony, though. They were still on the run, after all, and Dave's screams from inside the temple weren't doing them any favors with regard to keeping a low profile. The Balren gang had no doubt gotten wise to her ruse by now, and they would have no way of knowing that Lissa had been returned home safely. Even if they knew, Stacy very much doubted that Lord Balren would take a water-under-the-bridge attitude to his kidnapped daughter. Much like the Waffle House on Highway 90, for reasons Stacy remained embarrassed about to this day, this was a small part of the world where she would forever be a fugitive. She and Shorty waited outside the temple, watching for any signs of the Balren men approaching and doing their best to look casual as passersby turned their alarmed attention toward the screams from inside.

About an hour later, the screaming finally subsided. Dave trudged out in a stupor like he'd just had all of Al Qaeda's secrets beaten out of him. Stacy took his lack of manacles as a promising sign, though.

“Is he okay?” Stacy asked Sister Winna, who followed Dave out of the temple. Glancing at Dave again, she corrected herself. “I mean, is he going to be okay?”

Sister Winna sighed. “Seldom have I seen the curse of lycanthropy so deeply rooted in its host. Were he bitten by a werewolf or weretiger, this would have been much easier. But your friend's soul was predisposed to the rat, almost as if it was a missing piece of him.”

“Did you get it all out? I mean, could he go into, like, remission?”

“I have done what I can,” Sister Winna assured her. “Your friend's fate is in the hands of the gods now.”

“What the hell does that mean? Did you fix him or not? I didn't pay that much money for a maybe.”

The old woman raised a scrap of cloth, already limp with moisture, to wipe the sweat from her brow. Clearly, this ordeal had been as trying for her as it had been for Dave.

“I am sorry, but I have done all I can. Removing a curse requires more than the simple casting of a spell. The magic only provides a means for the host to eject the evil within him. It is up to the host to exert the inner strength to eject it.”

Stacy glared at Dave. “Did you do that?”

Dave stared up at her like a startled deer. “I – I think so. I don't know.” He looked about ready to eject his breakfast.

“Damn it.” She turned her glare back to Winna. “How will we know whether or not it worked?”

Winna shrugged. “If he turns into a rat, it did not work.”

While she was aware that she was in a place of worship, Stacy couldn't help but feel that she was being bamboozled.

“I'm afraid that's not good enough,” she said as firmly but politely as she could muster. “With all due respect, I came here for a cure, not a handful of scratch-off tickets. What am I supposed to do if your spell didn't take? Do I get a refund?”

The patient but exhausted expression on Winna's face turned suddenly into a piercing, formidable scowl. “I have done my part. If the spell didn't take, no one is to blame but the weak-willed dwarf. Now, I have other matters to attend to. You may be on your way.”

Though she hated to back down, Stacy realized she had no choice. It was like paying for skydiving lessons and then refusing to jump out of the plane. If Dave didn't do his part, Winna couldn't be blamed.

On the other hand, she had paid significantly more than the required donation. If she played her cards right, she might be able to get one more bite at the apple if she needed it. She only wished she had thought of that before she snapped at Winna.

Consciously attempting a Diplomacy check, she smiled. “You are absolutely correct, and I apologize. I truly appreciate all you've done, and I hope that if we –”

“Stacy,” Shorty whispered urgently at her.

Forcing her smile to remain, she looked down at him. “I'm in the middle of something.”

“If we don't get out of here now, we're all going to be neck deep in something else.”

Stacy followed his gaze to members of the Balren house interrogating people on the street about fifty yards away.

“Shit.”

Shorty nodded. “That is what I was referring to, yes.”

Stacy turned back to Winna. “We've already taken up too much of your time. Thank you for everything.” Knowing Dave was in no shape to run, she grabbed him by the arm and led him down the temple stairs as inconspicuously as she could. She pulled him toward a crumbling section of ancient stone wall overgrown with moss and vines, hoping it would provide them enough cover to give her time to come up with an escape plan.

Dave's loud panting didn't help. She thought he was rubbing one out again, but one glance made it clear that the walk down the stairs had worn him out.

“Keep it down,” she snapped at him. “I'm trying to think.”

“I'm... s-sorry,” said Dave. “I think... I'm going to... throw up.”

“Just keep your shit together for a few more minutes.” Stacy went through her inventory, looking for anything useful. It didn't take long, but she did come up with her Cloak of Elvenkind. Unfortunately, it was only big enough to hide one of them. Even more unfortunately, Dave would have to be the one to benefit from its protection. Even at his best, he was by far the slowest and least stealthy of all of them. Currently, Dave was a long way from his best.

Stacy and Shorty might be able to hide before Balren's men spotted them, but Dave's only chance was to be magically hidden. She wrapped the cloak around him, and he huddled inside it as if embracing its warmth even more than the protection it provided.

“Stay here,” she said as he faded to near-invisibility. “Don't move, and don't make any noise.” Trusting that he had enough motivation to follow these simple instructions, she didn't wait for a response before leading Shorty slowly and stealthily toward a nearby wooded area.

When she and Shorty found two thick trees to hide behind, Stacy started to relax. Even if some of the villagers had reported seeing the conspicuous trio they described, they had no reason to think that Stacy, Shorty, and Dave would be dumb enough to hang around anywhere longer than it took to rest and resupply.

As the Balren men approached the temple, Stacy's heartbeat quickened only slightly. Winna wouldn't dare give her up, not if it might lead to the Balrens seizing that big donation she'd just given the temple.

Stacy watched with confidence as they addressed Winna until, about ten seconds into their interrogation, Winna pointed almost directly at her.

“Shit!” she whispered, ducking behind the tree as the Balren men turned her way.

It's okay. We're fine. She was just pointing in the general direction she saw us go. As long as we remain hidden, they'll pass right by us, and we can go in a different direction.

Carefully, she crouched down and peeked around the tree. The two Balren men who had been interrogating Winna were peering in her general direction but clearly couldn't see her.

Then, just when she thought the imminent danger of immediate discovery had passed, Dave blew his position with loud and explosive vomiting.

The Cloak of Elvenkind made him look like a blurry patch of forest that one wouldn't notice without careful investigation or an extremely keen eye. In contrast, the puke gushing out of his mouth, beyond the cloak's area of effectiveness, was in high def. And the cloak did nothing to mask his labored heaving.

That was it. Dave was done for. Stacy crouched down to consider her options. The way she saw it, she had three.

She could let them have Dave and continue on her way. The downside to that, of course, was that they'd almost certainly kill him. After what he'd done to Lord Balren's wife and child, not to mention his inability to return the ransom money, there wouldn't be any reason to keep him alive.

On the other hand, the upside would be that Dave wouldn't continue to slow her down, and she could get back to the task of trying to help all her friends get back home to Earth. And let's face it, she was probably their only chance. She was the only one with the brains, the brawn, and the will to get them all back to their home world. Putting the needs of the many before the needs of one disgusting little prick. It was almost a moral obligation for her to leave him there to be killed.

Option two: confront these men here and now. Dave was effectively useless, putting Stacy and Shorty outnumbered more than two to one. She could probably even the odds by sniping two of them with ranged Sneak Attacks, then take out the rest in a straight fight. But these were innocent men doing their job. They probably had families, and it made sense that they'd want to take out some deranged dwarf who's kidnapping children. No. Killing them for Dave's sake was out of the question.

The only other option was to let them capture Dave, hope they didn't execute him immediately, come up with some plan that involved rescuing Dave without killing any of the men, and try to ambush them before they made it back to the Balren estate. That was barely worth thinking about. They were on horseback, she was on foot, and it wasn't that long a journey.

What she settled on was a hybrid of options two and three. She needed to devise a plan to rescue Dave and not kill any of the men, but she had to do it right now.

“Stay here,” she said to Shorty. “Stand up with a crossbow when I give the signal, but don't shoot anyone unless you absolutely have to. I'm going to try to end this bloodlessly.”

“How are you going to do that?” asked Shorty.

“I don't know yet.” She offered him a reassuring wink. “Don't worry about it. I'll figure something out. Wish me luck.”

“Wait!” said Shorty a little too loudly as Stacy started to move away.

She stopped and gestured for him to lower his voice. Hoping to lead by example, she whispered. “What?”

Shorty shook his big goblin head. “I'm sorry. I can't do this anymore.”

“What are you talking about? I'm barely asking you to do anything.”

“I'm talking about you leaping headfirst time and time again into suicidal situations with no regard for your own safety, let alone mine. I have done my job, I have been paid. Now, I am going home.”

Stacy nodded. “You can do whatever you want, of course. But I'll remind you that these woods can be an awfully dangerous place to travel alone.”

“I have taken that into consideration,” said Shorty. “And I still believe that it's safer than traveling with you. Goodbye, Stacy. And good luck.”

And just like that, he turned his back on her and scurried away through the forest.

Stacy was floored. It felt like being dumped in a fancy restaurant so she couldn't make a scene. She couldn't call out after him or give chase without revealing herself to Balren's men. She couldn't waste her one crossbow bolt shooting Shorty. Not that she would do that, but she wondered if that factored into his decision to abandon her right then and there. How premeditated was this?

“That's him,” said the leader of the Balren men. “Bind his hands and put him on my horse.”

They'd gotten to Dave.

Stacy clenched her fists in frustration. That little prick Shorty had really screwed her over. Now they outnumbered her five to one. She had to hand it to him, though; he'd timed that brilliantly.

As was no doubt integral to his evacuation plan, she couldn't dwell on him for now. Peeking out from behind her tree, she assessed the current situation. Everyone had dismounted their horses to help secure Dave and lift him up onto the leader's horse. That gave her a brilliant idea. She could potentially solve this whole problem with a single shot.

Crouching back down, Stacy unloaded the bolt from her recently acquired crossbow and looked around for a large flat rock she could use to dull its head. She came up short on suitable rocks but spotted a green nut on the ground next to a nearby tree.

Not only did Stacy recognize the nut as coming from a wyvernwood tree, which she was sure she'd never heard of before, but she knew that it was high in protein, served as a great thickening agent for stews and broths, and the round, hard shell of the nut would fit perfectly over the point of a crossbow bolt.

After using a dagger blade to pry the cap off the nut and scoop some of the meat out, she licked the meat. It tasted exactly how she had no business knowing it would. Delicious. As she expected, it also fit nicely over the bolt, which she reloaded into her crossbow.

If her estimations were correct, this should dull the point of the bolt without sacrificing too much accuracy, hopefully allowing her to spook the horse Dave was being loaded onto without accidentally killing it.

The next challenge, of course, would be tracking the spooked horse on foot before the Balren gang could find it on horseback. Much like with her sudden encyclopedic knowledge of the wyvernwood nut, she had no reason to think she had the skill set necessary to track a horse through the wilderness. But for whatever reason, she was pretty confident that she could easily do so if she had to. That was a bridge she would cross when she came to it. For now, she had to get Dave out of immediate danger.

The men had bound Dave's hands together tightly, and the same for his feet. That appeared to be the last thing on Dave's mind, though. When they hoisted his chunky dwarf body onto the back of that big white horse, Dave's body made another attempt at puking his guts out. Unfortunately, he had very little left to give, and all that came out was a bunch of dry heaves and small tendrils of viscous spit.

“This one don't look so good,” one of the men observed.

“Aye,” said another. “We'll be lucky if he lives long enough to hang.”

Stacy got the sense that this wasn't the first bounty these men had hunted for Lord Balren.

When they finished loading Dave up onto the horse, Stacy leveled her crossbow and took careful aim at the horse's ass. She had plenty of time to line up her shot but didn't want to give the men time to get up on their horses. Confident that her aim was true, she pulled the trigger.

It was a direct hit. The leader's horse whinnied, reared up, dumped Dave on the ground behind it, then bolted into the woods.

“Dammit,” she whispered to herself. She'd been so close.

“STOP!” shouted the leader. Stacy's heart skipped a beat for fear that she'd been spotted. But when she peeked up, he wasn't even looking her way.

“But sir, your horse!” objected one of the men who had quickly mounted his own horse.

The leader held up Stacy's altered bolt and squinted vaguely in her direction. “It is the girl and the goblin. They mean to divide us. A horse can be replaced, but we must remain together.”

Dividing them hadn't actually been part of Stacy's plan, but it would have been a nice alternative. Too bad they were one step ahead of her there.

“We have been tasked with capturing the dwarf,” the leader called out loudly enough so that it was obviously meant for Stacy's ears. “You are not yet worth the trouble of bringing in with him, but your persistent annoyances are quickly increasing your value.”

He was inviting a dialogue. That was good. If nothing else, Stacy stall for time until another brilliant idea came to her.

After quickly assessing her cover, hiding, and moving options, she located a chain of places she could move to and from without being seen.

“I'm sorry,” she called back to him. “But I can't let you take him.” Having demonstrated her willingness to engage in the parlay, she quickly and quietly darted to a different tree under the cover of some tall grass.

“To whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?” asked the leader. What the hell kind of question was that? Stacy couldn't see him from her current vantage point, but she could hear his men spreading out slowly on foot. He was also stalling for time while he tried to pinpoint her location. “My name is Garron.”

“I'm Stacy,” she responded, more than happy to join him in the stalling game. “It's a pleasure to meet you too.” For what it was worth, she used this opportunity to try to humanize Dave as well. “My friend's name is Dave. He wasn't in control of himself.” She marine-crawled to a tree a little further away.

“I have spoken to the Wuhan Priestesses,” said Garron. “I know of the lycanthropy, and I know you used the money to rid him of it.”

“Then you also know the girl was safely returned to her family,” said Stacy, then backed away from heavy footsteps coming uncomfortably close and ducked behind a thick fallen tree trunk.

“Yes, we are aware. But that does not absolve the dwarf of his actions. He must face the punishment for his crimes.”

Just as she'd hoped, another brilliant idea occurred to Stacy. Maybe the perfect situation had just fallen into her lap. Even Dave at his best was a liability. He was slow, noisy, quick to complain, and slow to contribute in any meaningful way. If he was imprisoned somewhere, that would essentially serve as a free babysitter while Stacy figured out how to get everyone home. And when the time came, she could come back, spring him from prison, and send him back home too. Of course, that all relied on one important condition.

“Can you promise me he won't be killed?”

Garron hesitated before answering and sighed before he finally spoke. “I am afraid that decision is not mine to make.”

“Dammit, Garron!” Stacy shouted at him. “Couldn't you have just lied to me?”

“Would you really have preferred that?”

“I would prefer to end this peacefully.” Stacy was running out of hiding places. Avoiding the sound of leaves crunching underfoot to her left, she quickly crawled to her right. “I really don't want to have to kill you all.”

Movement to her left, where she'd heard the crunching leaves, caught her attention. She spotted a pair of slender white legs. It was Garron's horse. He'd set a trap, and she'd fallen right into it.

Sure enough, when she looked up in the direction she'd crawled instead, he was right there smiling down at her.

“Trust me,” he said. “We don't want that either.” Before Stacy could react, he kicked her hard in the face.

She wished a simple boot to the face would have been enough to knock her unconscious like it would in a movie, but she endured a crossbow bolt in the chest, one more in the gut, and a second kick in the face before finally succumbing to the numbing darkness.


Chapter 14

Cooper woke up just as he'd passed out, in pain and engulfed in darkness, but perhaps a little more damp. He felt well rested, however, and more sober than he would have liked, which suggested that a significant amount of time had passed since... What the hell happened last night?

Pulling a few shards of broken glass out of his skin, he remembered slipping and falling down the stairs. He also had a faint recollection of some angry but somehow adorable shouting. Nabi and her sisters arguing about something.

It all came flooding back. They'd been arguing about him. And then, in a disastrous effort to take the high road, Cooper had essentially told Nabi to fuck off.

Shit!

Crawling up the stairs in the dark through his own shit, piss, and vomit felt like the end of Shawshank, except that Cooper had neither a change of clothes nor much hope for redemption. Why must he always drive away the people he cared about most? This wasn't a Charisma issue. His history of self-sabotage far predated his turning into a half-orc.

Finally, he reached the top of the stairs and opened the door. Brilliant white light nearly blinded him.

“Nabi!” he called out, slipping in day-old shit remoistened with beer as he scrambled to get to his feet. “Na–” He lurched forward and slammed his head onto a table.

When he came to, Nabi was staring down at him, surrounded by warm white glow.

“Nabi,” he said with a sigh of relief. Then, a quick reassessment of his situation made him question his relief. “Am I dead? Shit, are you dead?”

“Cooper!” she said sternly, slapping his face. “Snap out of it!”

Cooper took a deep breath, then calmly reevaluated his situation. Sitting up, he discovered that he and Nabi were still very much alive and still in the Whore's Head Inn. The light was nothing more than sunlight pouring in through a cracked window. It had to be at least two in the afternoon.

Motes of dust swirled and danced in air that smelled like a locker room hours after gym class. Among the empty tables, vacant chairs, and scattered rat droppings, Cooper saw no sign of Dimplethorn or Hollywhirl. But knowing they could turn invisible at will, he didn't want to assume anything.

“Where are your sisters?”

“They went home.”

“But –”

“They managed the Grove without me for this long.”

“Yeah, and that's when it became overrun with Shadows.”

Nabi sighed. “Hopefully, they've learned from their mistakes and won't let that happen again. In my absence, they've grown stronger and more capable of defending themselves. They might benefit from more of that growth until I help you find your friends.”

Cooper finished off the warm remains of a beer from last night to clear his head. He appreciated her choice to stick around and was happy to have more time with her, but he didn't want to keep her from her home and her own people.

“I have no idea where any of them could be,” he said honestly. “Do you have any suggestions for where we should start looking?”

Nabi flew to a window and gazed out toward where they had slaughtered a bunch of wererats. “I was thinking the sewers. One of those wererats might know where Tim is.”

Cooper may not have been very intelligent, but he could smell bullshit when it was shoved in his face.

“Do you really think they'll be able to tell us anything? Or are you just looking for another bloodbath?”

“Can it not be both?”

“Before we do that, why don't we swing by a few places they're known to frequent?”

“Like where?”

Now that Cooper thought about it, all the places that came to mind were bars they'd been banned from. His odds of finding Tim in one of them would still be reasonable, but he'd be in disguise.

Tim was also the friend Cooper was least interested in reconnecting with, especially after Tim had ditched him and left him for dead in Meb'Garshur. Cooper would have to track him down eventually, but not without the help of their more intelligent friends who would have a better idea of what to do with him.

The only other place, outside of the Whore's Head Inn, where Cooper thought he might be able to track down one of his friends was Arby's. Sure, they'd all been banned from there as well. But Nabi might be able to shake down Professor Goosewaddle for a lead. She might also be able to score some roast beef sandwiches and curly fries.

Cooper wondered if he, like Nabi, had ulterior motives for proposing this course of action. Then again, as ulterior motives go, eating was better than mass murder. Hell, they were going to have to eat eventually anyway. Arby's was as good an option as any.

“I think I know where we can start,” he finally said.

Nabi flew invisibly above Cooper's head as he pounded the streets between the Collapsed Sewer District and the Magic District. Other pedestrians stepped aside even more quickly than usual to let him pass. His offensive presence and giant axe were enough to allow him to cut through most crowds with ease. But just because Nabi had turned invisible didn't mean she stopped talking to him. His brisk pace and the fact that he appeared to be engaged in a conversation with himself made the streets clear before him like grease in a dishwashing detergent commercial.

That all ended when they got within half a block of Arby's. Such was the demand for this exotic new fast food that the hungry patrons standing in line were willing to risk the immediate presence of a filthy and apparently insane half-orc.

The eager customers hushed and froze, standing at attention like they were in Boot Camp when a small human woman holding a clipboard emerged from the restaurant. Recognizing her as Jennifer, Professor Goosewaddle's human assistant, Cooper tried to do likewise. As she got closer, scrutinizing the line for potential troublemakers, he remembered that he wasn't welcome there. Of course, he'd known that from the beginning, but he was hoping that he might be able to convince Goosewaddle to grant him an audience. The worst he could do was set Cooper on fire and exile him to the Astral Plane or something. But this Jennifer woman was a zero-tolerance hardass who Cooper wasn't at all prepared to deal with.

Hoping to avoid being recognized, he held his axe blades in front of his face and tried to look casual. But the tension grew palpable as Jennifer got closer. Cooper imagined he could probably bounce silver pieces off the clenched ass cheeks of the dwarf standing in line ahead of him.

Tightly clenched as they were, however, Cooper's own ass cheeks couldn't resist letting out a nervous squeal of a fart as Jennifer's shadow loomed in front of him.

“You,” she snarled.

Playing on one last desperate hope that she might be talking to someone else, Cooper nudged the dwarf with his elbow. “Dude, answer her.”

Jennifer grabbed the shaft of Cooper's axe and pulled down. “What did we tell you and your friends about showing your faces around –” She stopped speaking suddenly as Nabi materialized from behind her, holding a small dagger to her throat.

“That is my friend,” she said. “Let go of his axe.”

Jennifer raised her hands slowly as she grinned at Cooper. It wasn't even remotely close to a friendly grin. Nabi removed the blade from her throat and hovered a foot behind her.

“You've done it this time,” said Jennifer. “When the professor hears about this, you and your little bug friend are going to finally get what's coming to you.”

With little to lose, Cooper once again rolled the dice with unrealistic optimism. “Does that mean you're ready to take our order?”

“I'm going inside to get him. I strongly advise you not to be here when we return.” Jennifer shot Nabi a disdainful smirk, then marched back toward the Arby's entrance.

Cooper began to question the wisdom of sticking around. It was one thing for Goosewaddle to have a beef with him being there. But now that Nabi had threatened Jennifer, he didn't want the professor's wrath coming down on her.

“Maybe this wasn't such a good idea,” he suggested, keeping an eye on the entrance.

“I very much agree,” said a gnoll standing in line behind him. “You should definitely go.” The other two gnolls with him nodded in agreement. Audible grumbling from their stomachs suggested their advice might have to do with something other than his well being.

“Do not listen to them, Cooper,” said Nabi. “As long as we stick together, nothing can –”

“What is the meaning of this?” demanded Professor Goosewaddle as he stomped out of the restaurant.

Nabi vanished as suddenly as if she were a pornographic figment of Cooper's imagination when his mom walked into his bedroom.

“Ummm, hey,” said Cooper, struggling to think of something to follow that up with. Goosewaddle's purple satin robes didn't flow as loosely as they had the last time Cooper had seen him. He'd put on weight. Probably best not to open with that.

While Goosewaddle scowled at him, daring him to continue, Cooper decided his best course of action was to play to his strengths and feign ignorance. “Long time no see.”

“Not nearly long enough!” snapped Goosewaddle. “You know very well you and your friends are not welcome here. And now you not only dare to show your face, but you also threaten my assistant? Give me one good reason why I shouldn't immolate you where you stand.”

Cooper wasn't sure what that word meant, so he made an educated guess. “Because I don't have an erection?”

“What in the Nine Hells are you...” Goosewaddle's distracted gaze darted to the line of hungry customers who were staring at them, then back to Cooper. His expression betrayed an unveiled disgust that Cooper had grown all too familiar with. “Let us discuss this in my office. Your mere presence is enough to ruin appetites.”

The fact that he was willing to entertain a discussion was a good sign, but Cooper wondered if the professor just wanted to disintegrate him in private. He followed Goosewaddle and Jennifer into the restaurant. The interior was nearly unrecognizable as the magic shop this place used to be. Gone were the shelves stocked with potions and powders and other assorted magical shit. They'd been replaced with booths, free-standing tables, and a soda fountain. Only when they reached the curved staircase leading up to Goosewaddle's office did it start to look familiar again.

Aside from some stacks of napkins, paper cups, and plastic lids in the corner, Goosewaddle's office was just as Cooper remembered it. When everyone was inside, the door slammed shut, seemingly of its own accord, behind them.

“I am an exceptionally busy man,” said Goosewaddle, having taken a seat behind his massive polished wooden desk. “I have no time to engage with fools.” His stern gaze shifted from Cooper to an empty space to Cooper's side and slightly above him. “Or their friends.” He sneered at the empty space. “Yes, pixie. I can see you. And you would do well to put that dagger away before I put it away for you.”

Nabi appeared suddenly with an embarrassed expression on her face as she fluttered to the floor and sheathed her dagger.

“I meant no disrespect,” she said, avoiding Goosewaddle's stare. “I am unfamiliar with city customs.”

Goosewaddle sipped some water from a coffee mug featuring a picture of Snoopy and Woodstock which Cooper suspected was not purchased locally. “What is it that I can do for you today?”

Cooper scratched under his left tit for a moment to collect his thoughts. “I was hoping you could do us a favor. I'm trying to find my –” His train of thought once again jumped off track when Goosewaddle's mug bounced off his forehead, then shattered on the floor.

“I am a businessman!” demanded Goosewaddle. “I conduct matters of business! Get this through your thick porcine head.”

Jennifer, having swept up the jagged mug shards into a plastic dustpan, dumped them back onto Goosewaddle's desk. That seemed like an odd place to deposit them until Goosewaddle casually flicked a finger at the pile and caused the mug to instantly reform itself.

Cooper was impressed. Sensing the professor's patience was running on fumes, he attempted to get straight to the point.

“Yeah, I know. But I thought you might –” The mug hit him right between the eyes this time, shattering on impact with the bridge of his nose. Cooper sincerely wished he would stop doing that.

“We are not friends,” Goosewaddle insisted. “We do not do each other favors. Any engagements we have shall always be transactional. If you would like me to provide a service, you must offer something in return!”

Cooper reached into his bag and pulled out a fistful of gold pieces. “I have money.”

Goosewaddle's demeanor changed instantly. He leaned back in his chair and smiled as he casually waved a finger at the shattered mug pieces that Jennifer once again dumped on his desk, instantly re-forming it. “Well, why did you not say so?”

“I was getting to that, but you kept throwing a coffee cup at my face.”

“You've given these people ample enough warnings,” said Jennifer. “And yet they continue to disregard your wishes. I think you should make an example of these two. His idiot friends will think twice about barging in here with their demands.”

Goosewaddle sighed. “What did I just tell him, Jennifer? I am a man of business. This gentleman is offering us money.”

“He clearly has more in that bag. If you kill him, we could take it all. The pixie's dagger looks like it would fetch a nice price as well. I thought I felt a tingle of magic while it was pressed against my throat.”

Jennifer and Nabi exchanged glares. Nabi put her hand on the grip of her dagger, but didn't draw it.

“The pixie was given no such warning,” said Goosewaddle. “And so she is committing no offense.”

“But she –”

“And the orc, unlike his presumptuous friends, came here with the intention of offering gold for services rendered.” He smiled at Cooper. “Did you not?”

Cooper had been hoping the professor might offer some services rendered out of the kindness of his heart, but he didn't want another coffee cup to the face. “Yeah, totally.” He placed his handful of gold coins on the desk next to the mug. “What can I get for that?”

Goosewaddle began sorting the coins into small stacks. “This will get you anything you want on the menu. Have you tried our Buffalo Chicken Wraps?”

Cooper's stomach growled. A Buffalo Chicken Wrap sounded really good. He wondered if it would be pushing his luck to try to negotiate for a combo.

“Cooper has become separated from his friends,” Nabi explained. “We're trying to locate them.”

“Oh yeah,” said Cooper, remembering again why they were there. “That's right.”

Goosewaddle nodded. “This is ample payment for a simple Scrying spell. We could uncover some clues about one of your friend's whereabouts if we take a peek at their surroundings. And if we are very lucky, we might even be able to communicate with them.”

Cooper shrugged. “You're the wizard. If you think that will work, sure.”

“Do you have something that belongs to who you are looking for? The more intimate the possession, the higher the likelihood of the spell's success.”

“Intimate?” said Cooper. “You mean, like, panties?”

“That would certainly suffice. Have you a pair of the subject's undergarments on your person?”

He couldn't be sure, but Cooper started to suspect that Goosewaddle was setting him up as the butt of some big joke.

“No, I'm not wearing anyone's fucking panties! You want proof?” He reached for his loincloth.

“Wait!” cried Jennifer. “I might have something!” She leaned over and whispered into Goosewaddle's ear.

The old gnome giggled. “Oh yes, of course! How could I have forgotten?” He opened a drawer and pulled out a stoppered glass flask. Floating in the clear liquid inside it was a short, fat finger. “Your dwarf friend left this here after an altercation with the halfling.”

Cooper remembered the fight well. It was just before Tim teleported them into the Fertile Desert. It seemed like ages ago. It also seemed weird that Goosewaddle would keep Dave's finger as some sort of trophy or –

“Wait a minute,” said Cooper when the implication suddenly hit him. “Dave? I don't want to find fucking Dave! Do you have anyone else's fingers back there?”

Goosewaddle shrugged and shook his head. “I wish I did. But alas, I do not.”

“But Dave sucks!”

“He may not be alone,” offered Nabi. “The rest of your group may have managed to stay together. If you find one, there's a good chance you could find them all.”

Cooper sighed and let out a small defeated fart. “That's true, I guess. All right, Scry on Dave then.”

“Very well.” Goosewaddle opened another desk drawer. For a brief flickering moment, Cooper hoped that he was going to pull out the severed appendage of one of his cooler friends. But instead, he pulled out a small key.

Hopping down from the chair behind his desk, Goosewaddle took the key across the room and pointed at a blank section of wall next to the window. A wooden door materialized on the wall. From Cooper's point of view through the window, the door should have led to a sudden drop and painful impact on the sidewalk. This was a world of magic, however, and Cooper suspected that it would instead lead to some secret laboratory in a pocket dimension.

But when Gooswaddle inserted the key and the lock clicked, all the open door revealed on the other side was a large mirror. The metal frame surrounding it was shaped like intertwined serpents and shimmered like an oil slick.

“Did you want to freshen up before we go to wherever you're going to cast this spell?” asked Cooper, confused as to why Professor Goosewaddle was taking such a sudden interest in his own appearance. “Are there going to be chicks there?”

Goosewaddle slipped the key into a pocket in the inner lining of his jacket. “This will take some time. Stay out of my way and do not disturb me.”

Cooper and Nabi backed away to give him space, and Goosewaddle began waving his arms in front of the mirror and chanting.

Over time, Cooper noticed patches of fog spreading across the mirror. He wasn't sure if that was part of the spell or from Goosewaddle's breath, but the patches spread until they came together to form bigger areas, like time-lapse video of mold growing on a piece of fruit. This went on for an hour until the entire mirror was completely fogged over.

Finally, Goosewaddle stopped chanting as he wiped the fog away with his sleeve. The image in the mirror was no longer a reflection of Goosewaddle's office, but rather the inside of a quaint old church or something. The image was hard to make out from where Cooper was standing, but the sounds came through loud and clear.

“NOOOO!” cried Dave. “STOP! PLEASE! IT HURTS!”

Cooper snorted. “He's finally losing his virginity. Good for him.”

Nabi scowled at him. “Your friend is in pain, and you make jokes?”

“He's been through worse. Look, Goosewaddle's got his fucking finger in a jar.”

“He appears to be on some kind of altar,” said Goosewaddle, who clearly had more experience making out spherical images. “He is being held down by Priests of Wuhan.”

“Shit,” said Cooper. That sounded pretty bad. If Dave was being ritually sacrificed, he was really going to feel like a dick for that virginity joke.

“No shit,” said Goosewaddle, his optimistic tone contrasting with Dave's continued screams. “The Wuhan Priests are good people. It is my guess your friend is being exorcised.”

“I guess that's good. I mean, he's always been a little on the pudgy side. But this sounds pretty fucking intense.”

Nabi shuddered. “You made the same sound while having your lycanthropy removed. Your friend may be undergoing a similar procedure.”

That lycanthropy treatment was no fucking joke. Cooper was glad now that he'd done it, but wouldn't have wished it on Hitler. If it came so close to killing him, how much of a chance did a pussy like Dave have?

All sound cut off as the image disappeared from the mirror.

“My heavens,” said Goosewaddle. “The dwarf has quite a set of lungs in him.”

“What the fuck?” said Cooper. “That's it? We don't even get to see if he pulls through?”

“I have rendered the services you paid for. Our transaction is complete.”

“You didn't render shit! We don't even know where the fuck he is!”

“Wuhan Priests are small in number. I know of only one temple large enough to accommodate such a procedure. It is west of the Cedar Wilds. That is where you will find your friend.” Goosewaddle shrugged. “Or what remains of him.”

Nabi fluttered her wings rapidly, rising off the floor. “I know where that is!” she said. “It is on the way to Glittersprinkles Grove!”

“Great,” said Cooper, but his heart wasn't in it. Goosewaddle hadn't mentioned seeing any of his other friends there. Just a bunch of priests. There was a reasonable chance that they were going to travel all that way just to find Dave. Dead Dave would be bad, but alive Dave was still Dave. And then he'd be that much closer to losing Nabi forever.


Chapter 15

It was late in the evening by the time Katherine spotted two masts silhouetted on the horizon against the orange sky.

“They're still there!” said Katherine, relieved that something was finally going her way.

“Who's still where?” asked Denise, squinting to follow her gaze. “All I see is two little boats.”

“That's exactly what I was looking for.”

Denise stopped Fatty and scowled at her. “Are you shitting me? That's the boat your dick has been so hard over this whole time?”

“Of course not. Don't be an idiot.” Something about that felt cruel, as if Katherine was demanding too much of her. “I mean, do your best.” And to make sure everyone else understood, she explained herself as she led the others toward the boats. “These aren't made for long sea voyages. But as long as we're sticking near the coast, we'll be able to travel faster by sea than over land. Then, when we do find Seastalker, we'll have a way to board it.”

“How'd you know these boats would be here?” asked Randy.

“Lady Vivia and her drow friends were hunting me down in Hollin.” Katherine wished she had been there to see their faces when they attacked Akane instead. “I figured they must have come by boat. I'm just relieved that we got here before they did.”

“Hang on a second,” said Randy. “Are you talking about stealing?”

Katherine wasn't sure what Randy was having trouble understanding. “Yes.”

“You can't go around taking things that don't belong to you.”

“Sure you can,” said Katherine. “That's what stealing is.”

“But it ain't right!”

Now she understood. It was a moral thing. For a second there, she thought he was having a stroke.

“Randy, that woman tried to murder me. Several times now.”

“That don't make it right.”

“Randy is correct,” said Righteous. “The crimes of another do not justify your own.”

“Well tough shit. You two can walk if you want to, but I'm taking those –”

“Katherine,” said Tanner. “Look!”

About a hundred yards ahead, one of the boats headed toward the water. Four people struggled to push and pull it over the rocky beach.

“My boat!” cried Katherine. She ran toward them, shouting. “Hey! Stop! That doesn't belong to you!”

The boat stopped moving as the people looked her way.

Relieved, Katherine slowed to a walk. Almost immediately, she felt the whiff of a crossbow bolt flying right past her head.

“What the fuck?” she said, then realized that maybe the boats actually belonged to these people after all. “Shit.”

“Ow!” said Randy, who had run up behind her and now had the back end of a bolt sticking out of his chest. “They shot me.”

“We are under attack!” Righteous declared. He unsheathed his sword and raised it high over his head. “Let us ride forth and fight!”

Tanner and Tony the Elf also drew their weapons. Butterbean bristled, growled, and poised to attack at Katherine's command. Dave the Dog, apparently not fully appreciating the gravity of the situation, barked and wagged his tail.

“Wait!” demanded Katherine. “I've got this one.” She easily dodged another bolt now that she knew to expect them.

“What are you doing?” asked Righteous. “Do you mean to stand there and let them deplete their ammunition?”

“If by ammunition, you mean shit from their buttholes, then yes.”

Righteous frowned. “That is not what I meant at all.”

“It's Lady Vivia,” said Katherine.

“So what?” said Tony the Elf. “Are you two besties now? She and her companions are firing on us.”

“Thank you, Tony the Elf. I can see that.”

“Are you planning to do something about it?”

“You bet your ass I am. I'm putting an end to this bullshit right now.” She raised her arms skyward and spoke the incantation of a spell she'd been itching to try out. “Wrath of Nature, clouds amass. Blast this motherfucker's ass!”

The wind picked up behind her as she spoke. The tall grass leaned away. Nearby waves crashed harder upon the shore. A dark cloud coalesced about two hundred feet above the drow. It crackled and flashed with pent-up electricity desperately wanting release.

In the sudden dimness, Katherine couldn't make out Lady Vivia among the four drow, so she pointed at random.

“Fuck you!” she said, causing a single bolt of lightning to shoot down from the cloud and blast the shit out of her target. Whoever it was sizzled and screamed, then fell over like a sack of potatoes.

“Goddamn,” said Denise. “I reckon you just killed that guy.”

Katherine wasn't necessarily proud of that fact, but she wouldn't lose any sleep over it either.

“Hopefully now she understands I'm not someone to fuck with.”

“It ain't had to be that way,” said Randy. “You ain't got to kill everyone you disagree with.”

“They started shooting at us,” said Katherine. “What the hell was I supposed to do?”

Randy shrugged. “Did you try talking first?”

Katherine didn't want to kill anyone she didn't have to. But she had a lot going on right now and couldn't afford to be constantly distracted by some crazy dark elf lady stalking her.

“I don't want to kill you,” she shouted as she continued cautiously toward them. “But if you don't stop attacking me, you'll leave me no –”

A voice Katherine recognized as Lady Vivia shouted something Katherine didn't understand. A massive bolt of lightning, far bigger than the one Katherine had just released from her cloud, shot out in a straight line from Lady Vivia to Katherine. Electricity racked her body for what felt like an eternity. When it was done, her clothes were smoking, and some of her muscles continued to twitch. It was a testament to how much stronger she'd grown. Somehow she knew intuitively that blast would have killed normal Earth Katherine several times over.

“Katherine!” cried Randy. “Are you okay?”

“I'm fine,” she said. “No thanks to you!”  She was annoyed to see that the cloud above the drow had dissipated. She'd been so focused on trying not to piss herself while being magically electrocuted that she lost her concentration on her Call Lightning spell. Now that Katherine knew who to aim for, she would have liked to deal some payback.

“What did I do?” asked Randy.

“You didn't do shit!”

“You told us not to!”

She supposed he had a point there. “That's true this time, but this is a violent world we're stuck in. Your Give Peace a Chance hippie bullshit is going to get someone you care about killed someday.”

“Hippie bullshit?” said Denise. “Bitch, have you taken a look in a fuckin' mirror lately? You look like you just sucked off half of Woodstock.”

“Denise!” cried Randy.

“I know not what that meant,” said Righteous. “But I demand you apologize at once!”

Katherine wished they would both shut up so she could swing back with an observation on Denise's looks. But while she was trying to think up something about a pack of stray dogs behind a Walmart, Lady Vivia once again broke her concentration.

“These are our boats!” she called out. “You have no right to take them!”

“Don't give me that shit!” said Katherine. “You've been up my ass since I first met you, always trying to murder me. I'll take whatever the fuck I want from you!”

“You killed two of my familiars!”

“Those were accidents!”

“So is this!” Three darts of sparkling light shot out from Lady Vivia's hands and sped straight toward Katherine. She instinctively tried to duck out of the way but knew it was pointless. She'd seen Julian cast Magic Missile enough times to know that they never miss.

“Fuck!” she said as the first one hit her. “Fuck! Fuck!” They weren't as painful as the Lightning Bolt had been, but they felt like having cigarettes put out on her skin.

“Goddammit!” Katherine shouted. But before she could fire back with another spell, Randy intervened.

“Hold on, you two,” he said, hands raised as he stepped out in front of Katherine. “How about we call a truce?”

“What?” said Katherine. “That wasn't an accident. She was totally lying.”

“Why would we have any interest in a truce?” asked Lady Vivia. “What is to stop me from ridding the world of your filth once and for all right now?”

“Because you just blew your load, bitch!” said Katherine. “Nobody goes from Lightning Bolt to Magic Missile unless they've used up all their good spells.”

“Maybe I am saving them for a more worthy opponent.”

“Maybe you can suck my dick!”

“Katherine,” said Randy in a condescending Kindergarten teacher tone. “That kind of language is both unbecoming and unhelpful to a peaceful resolution.”

“Good,” said Katherine. “Because I'm about to go over there and kick her skinny black ass.” She turned to Tanner. “No offense.”

He raised his hands defensively. “None taken.”

Katherine scowled at Randy again. “She's out of spells. She's got two pussy companions who are too chickenshit to fire their weapons. We've got double their number, a wolf, a dog, a giant cockroach, and a celestial basilisk if we need it.”

“Exactly,” said Randy. “With that kind of leverage, we don't need to resort to violence. Now, why don't you try telling them what you just told me?”

“They're elves,” said Katherine. “I'm pretty sure they can hear us just fine from this distance.”

“Fortune smiles upon you, mongrel,” Lady Vivia called out to her. “I have decided to grant you and your friends a temporary reprieve from death on the condition that you leave here immediately.”

Katherine shook her head and laughed. “Seriously, who does this bitch think she is?”

“She's offering an olive branch,” Randy whispered. “I think you should accept it.”

“I'm not accepting shit without a boat.” For the sake of speeding up the negotiations, Katherine purposely spoke loud enough for Lady Vivia to hear her.

Randy sighed, then called out to the drow.

“Y'all ain't got but three people left. One boat should be plenty enough to get you back home.”

Katherine wasn't thrilled with the idea of surrendering one of the boats, especially since her group had more members than a single boat could accommodate. But she did like how uncomfortable Randy seemed as he used the fact that most of Lady Vivia's hit squad had been wiped out as a negotiating tool. She also took some satisfaction in knowing how that must have also infuriated Lady Vivia.

“Very well,” Lady Vivia finally said. “We shall agree to lease you a boat for a price to be determined next time we meet.”

It was a Herculean effort to save face in front of her men. Katherine almost felt sorry for her. Almost.

“I'll tell you the price right now,” said Katherine. “One metric ton of celestial basilisk shit. You'll find it waiting for you in the boat when you pick it up.”

“Yet to be determined!” said Lady Vivia. “End of negotiation! I am no longer listening to you!” She immediately began barking orders at her subordinates, who picked up their fallen comrade and tossed him in the boat before shoving it out to sea.

With grim satisfaction, Katherine watched them push it out until it was deep enough that they could start rowing.

“What the fuck is we supposed to do now?” asked Denise, staring at the remaining boat on the shore. “Ain't all of us gonna fit in that little piece of shit.”

“I'll take one person on the boat with me,” said Katherine. “The others can ride up the coast, and we'll meet at the next port town we come to.”

“You want I should go with you?” asked Randy.

He was the clear front runner for who she should bring along. He was strong and loyal, and his high Charisma score would come in handy if they arrived first and needed to gather information on Logan's possible whereabouts.

“Fuck no,” she said. “It's your fault we've only got one boat and I've still got a murderous drow bitch up my ass.”

Tony the Elf sighed. “Fine, I'll go with you.”

As if he was doing her any favors.

“Thanks, but no,” said Katherine. After his little temper tantrum, the last thing she wanted was to be alone on a boat with him.

A native of this world would be most ideal for navigating the social ins and outs of gathering information. Righteous would be better suited to going through official channels, but Tanner would do better with seedier underground sources.

Of the two of them, Tanner would be less likely to get on her nerves. But Righteous would be far more likely to get on everyone else's nerves if she left him unsupervised.

“Righteous,” she finally said. “You're with me.”

He bowed slightly. “Yes, m'lady.”

Katherine gave Tanner an apologetic smile. He returned it with an understanding nod.

“Everyone else, stick as close as you can to the coast.”


Chapter 16

With his Boots of Teleportation, Tim found it easy to steal most of what he needed. Tools, small electronics, liquor. Anything he could physically carry, he could teleport right out with. He even did the same with goods that he could easily afford, like cereal and laundry detergent, because it was preferable to waiting around in a checkout line.

One exception was food. Tim was particular about his food. So rather than swipe whatever he could get his hands on at the Doordash station, he was willing to spend the time and money it took to have the food he wanted prepared to his specifications.

The other exception was stuff he couldn't physically carry, like furniture, appliances, and large reams of thick translucent plastic. For things like that, he needed money. Fortunately, Mordred's mother kept up with her credit card payments, and older-model pickup trucks were pretty easy to hotwire.

Tim backed his recently-acquired and soon-to-be-abandoned 1994 Ford F-150 to the warehouse's garage door. After unstrapping the blocks of wood from his feet, he got out of the truck and let himself into the building.

“Where have you been?” demanded Mordred's mother. Her gray hair was a mess, and her glasses had fallen off. “I'm hungry, and I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Jesus, Margaret,” said Tim. “Can't you just piss yourself like a normal old lady? Why am I buying you Depends if you're not going to use them?”

“I'll do my business in a toilet, and I don't appreciate that language.”

“I don't see what the issue is. Your son doesn't seem to have a problem with it.”

“He doesn't use that kind of language around me.”

“No,” said Tim. “I meant pissing in a diaper.”

Mordred's head was lolled back, and his eyes were closed. That meant he was in one of his other bodies doing God only knows what. Tim grabbed a plastic shopping bag from a pile that had collected on the table, then circled around behind Mordred.

“What are you doing?” asked Margaret. “You leave my boy alone! Don't you put that bag over his head again!”

“I wouldn't have to if he'd fucking listen to me.” Tim put the bag over Mordred's head and pulled it tight around his face.

Mordred woke up almost immediately, but Tim held the bag in place for a few extra seconds as a warning.

“That's enough!” shouted Margaret. “Take it off!”

Tim yanked the bag off Mordred's head.

“What the hell?” said Mordred between pants. “I was just sleeping!”

“Bullshit,” said Tim. “You and I both know you were off in one of your other bodies trying to get your fat little hands on one of those dice. I thought I made myself clear. You stay in this body at all times, or there are going to be consequences. For example, you just cost your mother her bathroom privileges.”

He ignored their protests as he made his way to the garage door and opened it just enough to pull the ream of plastic he'd bought into the warehouse.

Upon seeing what he was dragging, Mordred and Margaret quieted down.

“What is that?” asked Mordred, a note of concern in his voice.

“Plastic.” Tim began unrolling it right in front of them.

“What are you planning to do with it?”

“I'm not sure yet,” Tim lied. “I guess it depends on how much of a pain in my ass you and your mom continue to be.”

“We get it,” said Mordred. “You don't need to be so dramatic. I'll do whatever you want. Just don't hurt my mom.”

“I'll wet myself,” added Margaret. “You can watch.”

Tim shuddered and came close to gagging. “Stop! Just... stop. This isn't for you. I need to cover some things while I work on a little project.” He grimaced at Margaret. “Give me a second, and I'll take you to the bathroom.”

“What project?” insisted Mordred.

Tim supposed it wasn't out of line for Mordred to continue being suspicious after Tim had deliberately made it appear as though he was preparing an easy-to-clean area in which to murder them. All that had been strictly for Tim's own amusement, but Margaret's offer to debase herself for him sucked all the fun right out of it. Now he just felt disgusted with himself, almost enough to tell them what he was up to in order to put their minds at ease.

Then he remembered who he was talking to. Mordred would kill him and all his friends without hesitation and delight in doing so. If he still harbored suspicions that Tim was planning to gut him and his mother like fish on a pier, so be it. He deserved to live with that anxiety hanging over his head. Maybe it was unfair to Margaret, but that was on Mordred. He was forcing Tim to do all this.

And there was the practical aspect to consider. If Margaret was willing to piss herself for Tim's pleasure to save her son's life, then Tim could be confident that a nebulous, unspoken threat would keep her from trying anything stupid.

Having considered it from every angle, Tim decided to let his little project remain a secret as he got to work.

Taping plastic over all the windows took longer than Tim had anticipated, especially when he had to take Mordred to the bathroom twice, and Margaret four times. He also formed a temporary plastic partition to hide everything in the warehouse that might look suspicious to someone from another world.

As for Mordred and his mother, Tim would have to settle for gags to keep them quiet, blankets to cover them, and threats to keep them from shifting around too much.

On the bright side, all that extra time had given his Boots of Teleportation a chance to replenish all their charges.

“Sit tight,” he said to the blanket-covered lump in the middle of the warehouse. “I've got some errands to run, but I'll be back soon. When I get back, I need both of you to be as still and quiet as possible. Do you understand?”

Mordred and Margaret both grunted.

Satisfied for now, Tim locked up the warehouse, then drove the truck a little ways out into the desert. After looking back to make sure there was no one else around, he tapped his heels together and was instantly transported to the comfort of his large, soft bed in the Cardinian Royal Palace.


Chapter 17

Stacy came to with a splash of warm water on her face. The crossbow bolts had been removed from her chest and abdomen, and the wounds had been cleaned and dressed. But they both hurt like a son of a bitch, as did her face. The taste of blood was still fresh in her mouth. She couldn't have been out too long, but it was enough time for them to bind her feet together, her hands behind her back, and prop her sitting up against a tree trunk.

“I apologize for the rough treatment,” said Garron, crouching in front of her with an empty wooden cup. Streaks of gray in his otherwise dark hair hinted that he was a little older than Stacy would have guessed. His soft brown eyes and friendly smile were either meant to charm her or convey that he didn’t think her too much of a threat. “You have proven yourself to be quite a slippery eel, though, and I could not risk letting you escape again.” He poured water from a canteen into the cup and offered it to her.

Stacy ignored the cup. “Why didn't you just kill me? Why bother dressing my wounds if you're only going to execute me when we get back to your boss?”

“It is just as you say. He is the boss. I am merely an employee. It is not my place to determine your fate.” Again, he offered her the cup along with that friendly smile.

Charming as his smile was, Stacy felt compelled to remind him she wasn't some tavern wench that would immediately fall under its spell. She took aim at his face and fired what little ammunition she had  left: a gob of bloody spit. It hit him in the left eye, then dripped down off his nose.

“You should have killed me when you had the chance,” she said hoarsely.

The friendly smile melted away as Garron removed one of his gloves and used it to wipe her spit off his face, then he drank the water in the cup. “I still do. You would do well to remember that.” He walked away to talk to his men.

Stacy took advantage of Garron’s attention focused elsewhere and tested her restraints. They had bound her legs together with a coil of rope from her ankles halfway up to her knees, not so tightly it restricted blood flow, but it wouldn’t budge a millimeter. The knots on her wrists felt just as secure. She could get herself loose eventually, but not soon enough to save her.

Dave, likewise tied to a tree about ten feet away from her, blissfully slept off the toll his lycanthropy exorcism had taken on him. As useful as ever.

As much as Stacy hated to admit it, Shorty had been right. It was stupid of her to charge in here without a plan. If he'd listened to her, he'd either be tied up right next to her or, more likely, dead. He had done what was right for him. Still, wouldn't it be nice if he'd had a change of heart and come back to rescue her? She scanned the trees, hoping to catch a glimpse of the little goblin about to enact some brilliant plan. But she found no sign of him. All she had was Dave. Ugh.

Trying to wake Dave up would probably serve no purpose but to draw the attention of Garron and his three – Wait, why were there only four of them? And only three horses? Had one of them gone after Shorty?

She also noted that they hadn’t set up tents nor cleared an area for a fire. Whatever they were doing, they weren't planning to stick around for long. They could even be back at Balren Manor by morning. Dave would probably be executed, and Stacy would be lucky if she didn't get the same treatment. She needed to stall for more time, and she needed to do it quickly.

She reasoned that they were less than a day's journey to Balren Manor if traveling on horseback. If she could get rid of one more horse, they wouldn't have enough to ride two per horse.

Great idea in theory, but impossible without being able to move. Even more troublesome, the remaining horses were all tethered to a tree about ten yards away. Even if Stacy could successfully pull off any of the first-round brainstorming ideas that were currently flooding into her head, whether it be kicking a rock to spook one of them or making alluring horse noises to try to seduce one, the horses couldn't get far.

There were no two ways about it. To get rid of one of the horses, Stacy would have to free herself. But if she could free herself, she'd have many better options than messing around with horses. None of that really mattered, though, because they had tied her up good. As hard as she struggled, Stacy couldn't win any slack from her bindings.

It was time to fall back on a cliché.

“HEY!” she shouted, hoping it would be enough to wake Dave up.

Garron and his men stopped talking. Garron broke from the group and approached her, stopping short of spitting distance.

“Yes?” he said, offering neither water nor a friendly smile. “What is it?”

“I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Are you sure?”

What the hell kind of question was that? Stacy nodded. “Um... I think I know whether or not I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Of course,” said Garron. “What I mean is, are you sure you want to go right now? It will be an unpleasant experience. You will be afforded no privacy. We shall all be watching with crossbows pointed at you the entire time.”

That would severely hamper her efforts once she got her hands free. It was a long shot, but she made a token attempt to shame him into relaxing this particular security measure.

“You like to watch girls piss in the woods? Is that how you and your men get your jollies?”

Garron was unmoved. “I assure you, miss, we take no pleasure in it. Shall I have my men untie you?”

Stacy sighed. “No. I'll hold it a little while longer.”

“As you wish.” Garron bowed curtly, then rejoined his men. Stacy couldn't make out what they were saying, but they sounded somehow less casual and more concerned as they repeatedly peered into the forest in every direction.

While she didn't get as much as she'd hoped from her bathroom ruse, at least she'd succeeded in waking Dave. He blinked groggily and still looked like shit, but the little nap seemed to have done him a bit of good. Hopefully, he would be just the springboard she needed to bounce ideas off.

“Dave,” she said, trying to stay quiet enough to not draw their captors' attention. “Wake up.”

Dave's heavy eyes widened just a bit, then his gaze turned toward her. “Stacy?”

She nodded. “Yeah. It's me.”

A flicker of hope shone in Dave's eyes, then went out as he reassessed their situation. “Shit.”

“That's right, Dave. We're in it deep. So I need you to wake your ass up and help me think of a way out of this.”

Dave squinted into the forest. “Where's Shorty?”

Stacy shook her head. “He's gone. Took his money and ditched us. We've just got each other right now.”

“Shit.”

“That's no picnic for me either. But we're running out of time. Do you have any healing spells prepared?”

“I need to touch you.”

Stacy couldn't believe what she was hearing. Of all the times to pull this shit.

“I swear to fucking God, Dave. If you don't quit thinking about your dick for one goddamn second, I'm going to –”

“For the spell to work!” Dave snapped back at her. “Cure Wounds requires me to touch the target.”

“Oh,” said Stacy. “Sorry. Can you get your ropes loose at all?”

Dave struggled for a moment, then gave up. “Not even a little. What about you? You're the slippery rogue. Can't you get out of some ropes?”

“I've been trying since I woke up,” said Stacy. “They're just too damn tight.”

“Maybe you shouldn't have taken that level dip into ranger.”

Stacy supposed there were some words in there that could have been construed as sexual, but most of them sounded like nonsense.

“What?”

“The game. Last time you leveled up, you took a level of ranger instead of sticking with rogue. You multiclassed.”

“No I didn't. What the hell are you talking about?”

“Your recently acquired tracking and foraging skills, your sudden and consuming hatred of ettins, the way you –”

“Wait a second. Those ettins killed my friend. Besides, who likes ettins? They're disgusting.”

Dave shrugged. “Trolls are pretty gross.”

“I don't like trolls either. I mean, I guess I don't. I haven't actually met one yet.”

“You wouldn't like them. They're horrible. But does the mere mention of them burn your blood with a compulsive desire to kill them?”

“Well... no.”

“What about if I say ettin?”

Stacy had to admit, her blood burned in her veins at the very mention of the word.

“That's a ranger feature?” she asked. “They hate ettins?”

“They get to choose a favored enemy,” Dave explained. “Evidently, you chose ettins.”

“I didn't choose shit. I have no recollection of being presented with these options.”

“Remember when you were following Alroth, learning from him about nature and whatever?”

“Yeah, so?”

“So the game probably figured that you wanted to train as a ranger.”

“Fantastic,” said Stacy, then remembered that time was of the essence. “None of that matters right now. We're less than a day's ride from Balren Manor, where I have a strong hunch they mean to hang both of us. So we need to think of a way to either get out of this or stall for time. If we don't –”

“Dillon!” one of Balren's men called out.

Following their gaze, Stacy saw the one who'd been missing staggering out from the trees. His horse was gone, and he looked to be in pretty rough shape.

Garron and his men ran over to meet him.

“What happened to you?” demanded Garron. “I send you to retrieve a runaway horse, and you return having lost another horse?”

“I apologize, sir,” said Dillon as two of his comrades helped him sit down. “It was the goblin. He mounted Renwald's horse and began to ride away. When I gave chase, he shot my horse in the face with my very own crossbow. I hit the ground hard, but survived. My horse was not so lucky.”

Garron drank from his cup, then threw it hard at a nearby tree.

“Mercy of the gods!” he shouted. “You mean to tell me we are down to three horses? There are five of us, plus two prisoners. How are we supposed to get them back to Balren Manor by morning? And what am I to tell Lord Balren? 'Good day, sir. We have lost your ransom money and two of your prized horses.' He will surely hang us alongside these two!”

“At least Lissa Balren was safely returned,” said one of the other men.

“No thanks to us!” snapped Garron. “We have bungled this mission in every possible way.”

“We have the prisoners. Surely that counts for something. Lord Balren will be more than satisfied having his daughter back and those responsible for her abduction. Surely, he will show lenience over a couple lost horses.”

Garron scratched the stubble on his chin thoughtfully. “Perhaps, if we are somehow able to impress upon him how difficult it was capturing these two. I shall need time to think about how to present this, and we plan how to get back with only three horses. Set up the bedrolls and gather wood for a fire. We shall camp here tonight.

Stacy closed her eyes, allowing herself some much-needed rest. She and Dave were by no means out of the woods, but they now had a chance to recuperate and think. Shorty had saved her asses, after all.


Chapter 18

When Garron declared to his men that they would be camping here in the woods tonight, Stacy smiled at Dave, which hit him like a fist to the gut. It was the first time since as far back as he could remember that she'd looked at him with something other than contempt or disgust. In their current situation, he supposed they had to celebrate what small wins they could get.

The longer they sat there, the smaller this win felt. Garron and his men were busy discussing the logistics of getting back to Balren Manor as quickly as possible without splitting up, so Dave and Stacy were left on their own to speak freely without much fear of being overheard. But the more they brainstormed, the more hopeless their situation seemed. As it turned out, most of their best plans involved not being tied to trees.

“Don't you have any spells you can cast?” she asked. It was like fishing for a line to go fishing with.

Dave shook his head. “Most of the spells I've got available have somatic components. That means I have to use my hands to cast them.”

“I speak English, Dave. I know what somatic means.” She had that tone in her voice again, as well as that look in her eyes. The cheerful optimism from buying more time had passed.

“I'm sorry,” said Dave. “I didn't mean –”

“You think I'm just some dumb bitch who needs basic words explained to her by a man. I get it.”

“No! I don't think any of my friends know what that word means outside the context of –”

“Shut up, Dave. You don't have any friends.”

A smoldering little ember in the deep, dark recesses of Dave's mind chose that moment to ignite.

“Fuck you, Stacy!” he snapped, horrified by the words coming out of his mouth. But this wasn't the rat. This was coming from somewhere deep inside him. A place that existed before his time in this game. A dark conflagration sped through him, making his face and chest feel hot. It burned through his self-control, and he couldn't stop himself from letting it out. “I know you don't like me. I get that. You probably never will, and that's just something I'm going to have to live with, just like I'll have to live with all the horrible shit I've said and done to you. But right now, you're just being a big ol' bitch. And that serves no purpose whatsoever but to waste the precious little time we have to come up with a plan to not die. So if you want to keep laying into me with insults and petty bullshit, be my guest. Just understand that you're killing us both, and fuck you.”

In the stunned silence that followed, Dave was extremely grateful that Stacy was tied so securely to that tree. He braced himself for a tongue-lashing that would leave him traumatized for life.

“You're right,” Stacy finally said. “I'm sorry.”

Dave had trouble processing what he was hearing. “I'm what? You're what?”

“I'm tired and frustrated and in a lot of pain, and I was taking that out on you. But you're right. That's absolutely not how I should be using this time. So, I'm sorry.”

Dave wasn't sure how to respond to that. He didn't dare say anything like I accept your  apology. Instead, he settled for, “Cool.”

“Do you have any spells at all that don't require somatic components?”

“A few,” said Dave. “But nothing useful.”

“Maybe they're more useful than you think. What have you got?”

Closing his eyes, Dave sorted through his mental catalog of cleric spells from cantrips to level 3. “I've got Command.”

“Okay,” said Stacy. “That sounds promising. What does that do?”

“I can tell someone to do something, and they have to make a saving throw or be forced to do what I say.”

Stacy's jaw dropped. “Dave! Can you truly not understand how useful that has the potential to be in our current situation?”

Dave knew while he was describing the spell to her that she would react like this, but he let her finish before revealing the spell's big “but.”

“It has some limitations.”

“Such as?”

“I can only issue one-word commands.”

“That's not too bad. We'll just have to get creative.”

“My options are limited to Approach, Drop, Fall, Flee, and Halt.”

Stacy sighed. “That's pretty limiting. But if you chose Flee, maybe we could –”

“It only lasts for six seconds.”

“Okay. We'll come back to that one. What else have you got?”

Dave continued mentally scrolling through his catalog of available spells. It seemed like every single one of them had somatic components. He made it all the way to his level three spells before finally finding one that didn't. Not exactly a powerhouse spell, especially for its level, but it might have potential.

“Blindness or Deafness,” he said. “It's pretty self-explanatory. I can make someone blind or deaf.”

Stacy licked her lips thoughtfully. “That could be useful.” She suddenly eyed Dave warily. “How long does it last?”

Dave nodded. “That's the rub, isn't it?” He closed his eyes and consulted his knowledge of the spell. “Huh. Well, I'll be damned.”

“What?” said Stacy.

Dave opened his eyes. “It's permanent.”

Stacy's eyes widened. “Are you shitting me? Tell me you're not shitting me.”

“I am not shitting you.”

“So you just say a magic word, and one of those guys straight up goes blind forever?”

“They get to make a saving throw, and there are spells that can reverse the effect. But otherwise, yeah.”

Stacy lowered her head in thought for a moment, then looked up again at Dave. “How many times can you cast this?”

“It's a Level 3 spell. I can cast four of those per day.”

“Hmm... So even if we got really lucky and all of them failed their saving throws, we couldn't make all of them blind.”

“We couldn't do that anyway,” said Dave. “As soon as I start casting spells at them, they're going to shoot me.”

Stacy frowned. “Yeah, you're probably right. It's just as well. This won't do us any good if we can't blind all of them anyway. As long as one of them can see, they'll be able to lead the others back to the temple to get their vision restored. It might buy us another hour or two, but it won't completely debilitate them like blinding them all would. What else do you have?”

“Not much,” Dave admitted. “I'm getting pretty close to the end of my list.” He closed his eyes again and continued sorting through his remaining spell options. He was almost at the end, having found no other options, when Stacy interrupted him.

“Wait!” she said. “I've got it!”

“Awesome,” said Dave, cautiously optimistic but in dire need of some good news. “What have you got?”

“You get four uses of that spell per day, right?”

“Yeah, so?”

“How does that work? Does it just reset at midnight?”

“Not exactly. I get them back at dawn.” Dave knew that wasn't enough of an explanation, but he hoped she wouldn't push him for more.

Stacy bit her lower lip thoughtfully for a moment. “That's more time than I wanted to sit around doing nothing. If this fails, we'll have a lot less time to carry out Plan B.”

That piqued Dave's interest. He was very warm to any alternative to attacking his captors while unable to move. “What's Plan B?”

“I don't have one yet, so I guess this will have to do.”

Dave sighed. “There's something else I didn't tell you.”

Stacy's look of disgust returned, as if she was expecting him to confess some horrible atrocity he'd committed that she didn't already know about. “What is it?”

“It's nothing like that,” said Dave. “It's just that I don't get my spells immediately at dawn. I have to pray for them.” He mumbled that last part, because discussing it made him uncomfortable.

“I'm sorry,” said Stacy. “I didn't quite catch that.”

Resigned to the fact that discussion was inevitable, Dave spoke more clearly. “I have to pray for them.”

She actually laughed. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“Pray to who?”

Dave shrugged. “I don't know... the gods.”

“What do you say when you're praying?”

“Forget it,” Dave snapped. “I just pray, okay? It's part of how the game works. I only brought it up because it takes an hour.”

“So you're telling me we'll have at least an hour gap between when you cast your first round of spells and when your next ones become available?”

“Yeah.”

“That sucks.”

“Sorry,” said Dave. “Why? What did you have in mind?”

“I was thinking you could blind some of them while they were sleeping right before you got your spells refreshed.”

“What difference would that –” Dave recognized the cleverness of her plan. “If they're sleeping, they wouldn't know they were blind until they woke up. Then I save the last one for whoever's on watch duty.”

“Exactly.”

“It was a good idea,” Dave admitted. “I just don't have enough –”

“I know,” Stacy curtly interrupted him, her mind already trying to piece together a new plan.

They sat in silence for a few minutes. Dave assumed Stacy was trying to think up a Plan B, so he tried to do the same. What he came up with wasn't something he relished sharing with Stacy.

“There's still a chance that this can still work,” Stacy finally said.

“What? No, it can't!” Dave struggled to keep his voice low enough to avoid unwanted attention. He didn't know what Stacy had in mind, but she was obviously desperate. He blurted out the alternative plan he'd come up with. “You could seduce the guy keeping watch and then snap his neck with your legs.”

Stacy closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I get you're scared, so I'm going to pretend for now that you didn't just say that.”

Just in case there was some crucial misunderstanding, Dave laid out the issue he had with Stacy's logic as plainly as he could. “I've only got four Blind spells, and there's five of them. Even if I managed to get all of them to work, that still leaves one guy not blind. And that guy is absolutely going to murder me before I get to replenish my spells.”

Stacy shot him an unnerving grin. “So you don't cast it on four of them. You only cast it on three of them.”

“Oh, of course,” said Dave. “That solves everything.”

“Really?” Stacy cocked an eyebrow. “I'm impressed. I didn't think you'd see where I was going with that.”

“I don't. I was being sarcastic.”

“Just hear me out, will you?”

Having little other choice, Dave reluctantly nodded. “Fine. What do you have in mind?”

“Let's assume that they're going to split up watch duty during the night.”

“Okay,” said Dave. “So?”

“So we keep track of who has the first three watches, then we act on fourth watch.”

Dave didn't know where she was going with this, but he appreciated that she'd put more thought into it than he'd initially given her credit for. “Why fourth watch?”

“During fourth watch, you'll cast your Blind spells on the three guys who already did their shift. It should be pretty close to dawn by then, so you can pray for your spells during the fifth watch. When you're ready, you can blind the guy who took fourth watch, then wrap it up with the one who's awake.”

The more Dave thought about it, the better it seemed, except for one thing.

“There's one small problem.”

“What's that?” asked Stacy.

“It doesn't just automatically work,” Dave explained. “They get to make a saving throw. If they succeed, they resist the spell. I'll have one spare spell in my first round, but they'll be sleeping. I won't know who it worked on and who it didn't.”

Stacy shrugged. “Pick one and cast it twice on him. Might as well take whatever advantages we can get. For your second round, cast it once on the last sleeping guy, then once on the one who's awake. You'll know immediately whether or not it works on him. If it does, you've got two spares to use when he starts freaking out and waking everyone else up. Hopefully that will be enough.”

It wasn't a foolproof plan by any stretch, but Dave thought it was pretty damn good for the situation they were in. He resolved to stay optimistic.

“You know, this just might work. Of course, we'll still be tied to these trees. At best, we're just buying more time.”

“Look what we've come up with in just a couple of hours,” said Stacy. “Imagine what we'll come up with given a few extra days.”


Chapter 19

The sky was dark purple. Whatever world Jay was in, the sun was either about to rise or had recently set. Jay found himself once again alone in a forest with nothing but a bunch of questions. He neither anticipated nor desired a long conversation with Mordred, but he only had two torches left. After crawling through that tunnel, that was one resource he didn't want to be without when he really needed it.

Instead, he gathered enough dry leaves and twigs to get a small fire going. He pressed a handful of leaves against the head of one of his torches to soak in some of whatever flammable substance they were treated with, then stuffed those under the pyramid of kindling he'd constructed.

A few strikes from his flint and tinder ignited the flame. He waited until he knew it would stay lit, then sprinkled a pinch of magic powder over the fire.

“It's about time!” whispered Mordred. “Where the hell are you?”

“How the fuck should I know?” said Jay. “It sure as shit doesn't look like Vegas.”

“Of course it doesn't. I told you, you need to talk to Professor Goosewaddle.”

“Well, where the hell is he?”

“Did you find my Teleportaion Circle?”

Jay shrugged. “I guess. I mean, I crawled through this tiny-ass tunnel that must have been at least half a mile long. Thanks for the heads-up about that, by the way.”

The flame dimmed a little.

“Sorry,” said Mordred. “I need to prevent people from accidentally discovering my circles.”

“So if I'm not in Vegas, where the hell am I?”

“If memory serves, you should be on the private hunting grounds of Brynnwick Manor.”

That meant very little to Jay.

“Are the Brynnwicks close friends of Professor Goosewaddle?” he asked, not at all optimistic about the answer.

“No,” said Mordred. “But there is another Teleportation Circle in the house.”

“Where in the house? I'm telling you right now, if it's down at the bottom of their septic tank or whatever, then you can just forget it.”

“No, no. It's nothing like that. It's under the carpet in the library.”

“That doesn't seem very well hidden.”

“They're not big readers.”

Jay started feeling a little more optimistic. “That doesn't sound too hard.”

“The hard part will be getting in there,” said Mordred. “If they catch you trespassing on their property, they'll most likely shoot you on sight.”

“Dammit, Mordred!” said Jay. “You son of a –”

The sound of crunching leaves behind him startled Jay. He turned around to find a tall, muscular, long-haired figure emerging from the shadows. When it stepped into the light, Jay recognized him as the man from the cave.

“Shit,” was all he could think to say.

“What's wrong?” asked Mordred.

Jay ignored him, stomped out the tiny fire, then turned back to the cave man. “What are you doing here?”

“I followed you.”

“What? Why?”

“You were acting suspicious.”

“How was I supposed to know anyone was living in that cave? When you told me to leave, I apologized and left. What's suspicious about that?”

“You did not leave. You lurked nearby, consorting with devils in the fire.”

“I wasn't consorting with devils!” Jay insisted. “That was just... Hang on. You mean to tell me you were following me that whole time?”

“Yes.”

“So when I was hiding behind the bushes staking out the cave, you were –”

“Behind you. Yes.”

“Well, that's just...” Jay lowered his head. “Actually, it's a little embarrassing. I'm sorry.”

“Where are we?” the man asked, looking around. “The sun rises too early. We have traveled far from my home.”

“No shit. I don't know where we are, except that we're in some rich family's private hunting grounds, and if they catch us here, they'll – GYEEEOOOOOW!”

A sudden searing pain in Jay's left ass cheek suggested they'd  already been caught.

“Stay where you are and put your hands in the air,” demanded the voice of an older man used to having his way.

Jay did as he was told while trying to tune out the throbbing pain in his ass.

“Turn around.”

“My name is Jay Paisley,” he said as he slowly turned around. “I live at 3-4-7 Oakwood Terrace in Charlotte, North Car–”

It wasn't the sight of his attacker that distracted Jay from what he was saying. He looked just like any older man with a short white beard wearing a forest green cotton tunic and wielding a crossbow. Rather, it was the two men accompanying him who threw Jay off. Each were dressed in identical purple suits with long overcoats. They wore powdered white wigs, and their faces were painted whiter than Klan sperm. In their white-gloved hands, they gripped several dead rabbits by the ears.

“You'd do well to stop gawking at my servants, son,” said the old man. “And tell me how it is you got on my property.”

“I'm sorry,” said Jay. “We didn't mean to trespass, honestly.”

“We? Who else is with you?”

Jay only now noticed that his cave-dwelling companion had disappeared.

“Nobody,” he said nervously, not sure if lying was the right play or not. “I was speaking French. Oui, oui! Parlez vous!” He was stalling for time while he tried to think of his next move. Having used up half of what he remembered from high school French, his time was quickly running out.

The old man eyed him suspiciously while keeping his crossbow trained on him. “You got demons in you, boy?”

“Tout suite! Je m'appelle... Jay?”

Old Man Brynnwick leveled his crossbow. “You'd better start talking sense before I put another hole in your –”

Both servants gasped and backed away as the cave-dweller suddenly appeared behind the old man and held a large knife to his throat.

“No need for that,” said the old man, dropping his crossbow and raising his hands. He glowered at Jay. “Just take the rabbits and go.”

“Rabbits?” said Jay. “We don't want your fucking rabbits.” He realized he was probably being unfairly curt with this man who justifiably suspected he was being mugged on his own property, but his mood was tainted by the bolt still sticking out of his ass. “We just need access to your library for a minute.”

“Out of the question.”

Jay met the cave man's gaze for a moment, hoping he might have something to offer. He appeared to be hoping the same from Jay.

Plan B.

Jay winced as he plucked the bolt out of his ass, then picked up the old man's crossbow and pointed it at him. “We don't want to hurt you, but we need to get in that library.”

“Do you have a family?” the old man asked him, frustratingly calm for having two deadly weapons directly threatening to end his life.

“No, sir,” said Jay. “I don't.”

“Well, if you did, then you'd understand why I'd allow you to pump me with every bolt in my quiver and slice my throat from ear to ear before I'd let a couple of trespassing thugs step foot in my house.”

Jay briefly considered threatening the man's family but realized that would only reinforce what he already thought of him. Also, he wasn't sure how his cave friend would react to that. Threatening to hurt children, whether one means it or not, is a strategy best discussed beforehand to make sure everyone is on board.

“We have no intention of harming your family,” Jay assured him. “But we're getting in that library one way or another.” He pointed the crossbow at one of the servants, then at the other. “You and you, put down the rabbits and take off your clothes.” When they began removing their overcoats, Jay stopped them. “Uh-uh. Shoes and stockings first.”

The servant on the right nodded. “Just like master. Do you wish us to make harp noises while you strum our toes with your member?”

Jay stared expectantly at the old man, who looked sheepishly at the ground.

“I have no idea what he's talking about.”

“Is this what you had in mind?” demanded the cave man. “I will be no part of it!”

“No!” said Jay. “I just want to use their stockings to tie everyone up so that we can dress in their clothes to move freely about the property.”

The cave man nodded. “I have less of a problem with that.”

Just as Jay had hoped, the servants wore stockings up past their knees, which made them plenty long enough to bind all of their wrists and ankles.

Unfortunately for everyone involved, underwear was apparently not a standard-issue part of the servants' uniforms. Jay felt bad about leaving them bound to their master with their dongs hanging out, especially now that there was some hint of unprofessional proclivities on his part, but they would need every part of the uniform to pass even the most cursory observation.

“I'm so glad Katherine isn't here to see this,” said Jay as he adjusted the cave man's powdered wig.

“Who is Katherine?”

“Someone who would lose her shit if she saw what we're about to do.”

Jay licked the tips of his middle and index fingers, then rubbed one of the servant's faces until his white makeup started to transfer, then rubbed it onto his own face.”

“You don't have to do this,” said the other servant.

Another line taken straight out of a movie where the desperate villain is about to start killing hostages. Jay felt even worse about putting them through this.

“Listen,” he said. “I know you don't believe me, but we're honestly not here to hurt anyone. You'll see.”

“No,” said the servant. “I mean you don't have to do what you are doing with your fingers. Look in our inner breast pocket. We carry extra makeup.”

Jay reached into his pocket and pulled out a shiny cylindrical case. Opening it, he found it to be full of white makeup.

“Perfect,” he said. “Thanks a lot.”

“You will not get away with this!” insisted Old Man Brynnwick as Jay and the cave man applied makeup to each other's faces.

“Maybe not,” said Jay. “But it's a risk we have to take.”

“Why must we take this risk?” asked the cave man. “What is in this library?”

Jay remembered that Mordred didn't want too many people to know about the Teleportation Circles he'd hidden throughout the world. But even more importantly, he didn't want to risk having the old man or his naked servants following them.

“You'll have to trust me on that.”

“I do not even know you.”

“My name's Jay.”

“I am Fariq.”

“It's a pleasure to meet you. How do I look?”

Fariq took a step back to take him fully in. “Ridiculous.”

“So do you,” said Jay. “I guess that means we're ready.”


Chapter 20

Cooper wasn't in any hurry to find Dave, either dead or alive. And he wasn't in any hurry to say goodbye to Nabi, which he would have to do once he found his friends. But anticipating the loss was almost as bad as the loss itself, so he decided to rip the Band-Aid off and begin their journey to the Wuhan Temple as soon as they left Arby's.

The sun was setting, and they would only be a few miles outside the city by the time they'd have to set up camp for the night. But for their last few nights together, Cooper liked the idea of spending them out under the stars rather than in that abandoned fart box.

Maybe Nabi felt something similar. He liked to think she'd miss him, at least for a little while. And she might think back fondly on their time together now and then. But those thoughts would grow fewer and further between as more time passed. She'd settle down, get married, and have little bug children. Pretty soon, her memory of Cooper would just be some vague image occasionally triggered by someone's fart. And eventually, there wouldn't even be that. She'd just –

“It doesn't have to be forever, you know,” Nabi blurted out, breaking Cooper out of his self-pity daze as they crossed a short wooden bridge over a stream.

Feeling suddenly vulnerable, Cooper eyed her warily. “You can't still read my mind, can you?”

“Why? What were you thinking about?”

He decided to test her. “Tits.”

Nabi laughed. “No, Cooper. I can't read your mind. I was just feeling a little gloomy about us having to go our separate ways. But then I thought, it doesn't have to be forever. Who knows where life will take us? And it's not like we live that far away from each other. It's a few days' journey at most.”

Cooper knew firsthand how difficult it was to maintain a close friendship over a great distance.

“I used to work with this guy, Scott Dietz. We called him “Dietz on the streets.” We hung out all the time. He was always good for a laugh, funny as shit. Whenever I felt down about being in my thirties delivering pizza, with absolutely nothing to look forward to in my future, Dietz was there to make me forget all about it.”

“That sounds wonderful.”

“Sure,” said Cooper. “It was great while it lasted. Then he moved. It was only a few miles away, but I never spoke to him again after that.”

Nabi furrowed her brow in confusion. “Why not?”

“Well, when I say he moved, I mean he was sent to prison for selling meth to middle school kids. Turns out Dietz was a real piece of shit. My point is...”

While Cooper tried to remember what they'd been talking about when he brought up Scott Dietz, Nabi frowned and glanced toward the woods.

“Cooper, shut up,” she whispered.

That was fine with Cooper. He'd really lost the thread of that conversation.

“What's wrong?” he asked.

“I don't know. Maybe nothing. Just keep walking like everything is normal. I will be right back.”

Nabi disappeared, and Cooper felt a slight breeze across his face as she dashed away.

Now that he thought about it, he'd been ambushed enough times on this very road to know better than to travel on it alone at night. Sure, he had Nabi, but he wasn't sure how much that would deter a gang of ambushers. And traveling at night in a world full of bandits and monsters was just begging to get attacked.

Cooper hoped it wasn't more wererats. Since his curse had been lifted, he'd spent some time thinking of all the wererats he and Nabi had killed. The fact that they reverted back into their humanoid forms after death was a constant reminder that every one of them, much like himself, had once been a normal person just trying to get by. They might have had wives and kids and shit. He would then attempt to mitigate the guilt by reasoning that they probably slaughtered their wives and kids, but that was purely speculation. Even if it were true, it was all a real downer.

“Bugbears,” said Nabi from somewhere within ten feet of Cooper, though she remained invisible.

Assuming that this was some sort of word association game, Cooper said the first word that came to mind. “Tits.”

“Cooper! There are four bugbears in the woods getting in position to shoot you with arrows. Most likely a scouting party, which means a fifth one is probably on its way to get reinforcements.”

“Shit,” said Cooper. “What should we do?”

“We should take down these four before the reinforcements show up.”

Cooper was afraid she was going to say something like that. Bugbears were few and far between in Cardinia. He'd occasionally see the odd one in a bar or on the street, but they didn't get along well with other races or society in general. The idea of a preemptive attack on the four in the woods didn't sit well with him.

“How do you know they're going to attack me?” he asked. “Maybe they're just out hunting for food.”

Nabi turned visible, hovering right in front of Cooper's face, to give him as stern a look as she could muster. “There is a fine line between naïveté and willful stupidity, and you are deep on the wrong side of it. I know what I saw, and these moth fuckers are hunting you.”

Cooper snorted. “Moth fuckers? Did you mean motherfuckers?”

Nabi's stern glare turned into a grimace. “Ew, no! That is disgusting. Why would I mean that?”

“I don't know. Why would you mean moth fuckers?”

“It is a pixie expression.”

Cooper considered her pink butterfly wings shimmering in the moonlight. If he had pretty wings like that, he wouldn't want to fuck moths either. “Nice.”

“If we do not act now, we will be severely disadvantaged when the rest of them arrive. Bugbears do not take prisoners.”

“I just don't feel right about attacking someone unprovoked. Writing them off as evil isn't enough for me.”

Nabi balled her little fists in frustration, then relaxed. “Okay, how about this? I will cast a Dancing Lights spell directly over them. As soon as you see it, you start heading that way. If they mean you no ill will, so be it. But if they start shooting at you, will you consider fighting back?”

Cooper didn't care much for Nabi's tone. He wasn't great at picking up subtlety, but there seemed to be the implication that he was being a big pussy. Maybe she was right.

“Yeah, let's do it.”

She smiled. “Very good.” Then she turned invisible again and zipped away.

Moments later, as advertised, Cooper spotted a glowing white light over the trees. It reminded him of the Star of Bethlehem, but with a few key differences. Instead of finding baby Jesus, he was going to find a bunch of filthy, sweaty bugbears. Also, he wouldn't be bringing gifts of gold and Frankenstein, but a swift and brutal death. Finally, Cooper had been called many things during his life, but never a wise man.

As he approached with a casual non-threatening stroll to give them every benefit of the doubt, he heard the bugbears before he could see them. They growled and grumbled in their own language, obviously confused by the mysterious light above their heads as well as Cooper's direct approach. Given the circumstances, it seemed silly for either side to pretend they hadn't been made.

“Hey guys,” Cooper called out when he got within thirty feet of the treeline. “You don't have to die tonight. You can still run away.”

“Entangle!” said Nabi from somewhere nearby. It didn't sound like she was talking to him, which was good because he didn't know how to respond to that.

The bugbears' growling and snarling grew louder and more agitated. They had given up any pretense of hiding and were clearly upset about something. It seemed strange to Cooper that they hadn't yet fired a single –

Four arrows flew out from the trees. Two sailed right past Cooper. The others hit him in the upper leg and tit.

“Ow,” he said. It was almost incomprehensible to him that they would continue down this path of self-destructive behavior after he'd given them so many chances to make a better decision. Almost, because now he had some insight into how all of his high school teachers must have felt.

With a wince, he yanked the arrow out of his leg, then jogged into the trees. “I'm really angry.”

Four terrified bugbears met his rage-fueled gaze. They were struggling to free themselves from the nearby flora. It seemed like every vine, tree branch, and blade of grass in the vicinity was grabbing at them, trying to keep them from escaping.

Two of the bugbears managed to fire one more arrow before Cooper closed the gap between them. One hit him in the belly, but he barely felt it.

His first target tried to jump out of the way of Cooper's axe, but the plants restrained his leg, leaving it exposed when Cooper swung downward, severing it just below the bugbear's furry ass.

The howl of the critically injured bugbear and the warm spray of its blood on Cooper's face only increased the adrenaline pumping through him. The plants were now grabbing at his legs too, but they were all torn apart or uprooted as Cooper closed in on the next bugbear.

It dropped its bow and reached for its sword when Cooper swung his axe in a circle above his head and drove the blade hard through the bugbear's arm and deep into its chest cavity. It might have been able to eek out a scream before it died if not for the axe blade in its lung.

The remaining two bugbears grabbed one of Cooper's arms, keeping him from being able to wield his axe. That only served to prolong the pleasure he felt rage-pounding them with his free fist like a hydraulic punch driver. Five or six blows to the side of the head was all the first bugbear could take before going limp.

The last one wasn't strong enough to maintain his grip on Cooper's arm, and Cooper could have ended him quickly and easily with his axe, but he was enjoying the sensation of cracking skull on his bare knuckles. Instead, he straddled the bugbear and whaled on its face until it was nothing but a bloody crater.

“Cooper!” said Nabi. “The others are coming!”

Barely able to comprehend her words through his rage, Cooper looked up to find three more bugbears with long spears approaching from about thirty feet away. When their eyes met his, however, and they beheld the mutilated corpses of their companions, they turned tail and fled.

Normal Cooper would have let them go, but Rage Cooper's bloodlust was far from sated. Knowing he would lose his rage if he failed to attack for a round, he grabbed one of the bugbear's bows and a fistful of arrows, then fired one at them as he gave chase. With Nabi's dancing light giving him a clear target, he plugged one of the fleeing bugbears in the back at sixty feet. It didn't quite scratch his rage itch like beating someone to death with his bare hands did, but it was a different kind of satisfying.

He was faster than they were, but they continued to outpace him every time he stopped to fire an arrow.

With Nabi's guiding light, he was able to bring down one bugbear before he ran out of arrows. Out of breath and a little uncomfortable with how much pleasure he'd been deriving from brutally killing people, he was still pretty impressed with himself for the shot he'd managed to land on the dead bugbear at his feet. The arrow had gone all the way through the bugbear's substantial chest. The fletching was still sticking out of the back, and the arrowhead was almost poking through the front. If he was alive and wearing a shirt, you'd barely be able to tell he had an arrow in him at all.

“Cooper!” Nabi shouted. “Hurry!”

She didn't sound distressed, but rather annoyed that he was taking so long.

Exhausted and out of breath from coming down from his rage, he trudged toward her.

“Hey bugbears,” he called out. “I've got a...” Words failed him as even less blood than usual was getting to his brain. “...prostitution for you.”

No, that's definitely not it.

“What?” one of the bugbears called back, understandably confused.

“Cooper!” said Nabi, nearer than she had been. “What are you doing?”

Cooper suddenly remembered the word he was trying to think of. “I mean, a preposition.”

“What?” the bugbear repeated.

“It's proposition,” Nabi snapped. “Why aren't you finishing them off?”

“Because I'm fucking tired,” said Cooper, a little more harshly than he'd intended. “Besides, I think they learned their – OW!” Another arrow hit Cooper just below his collarbone. “Goddammit!”

Nabi turned visible again to make her annoyance known. “You see? They are not going to stop.”

“Look, Nabi,” said Cooper. “I'm dealing with some psychological shit right now. I feel like I'm starting to lose my humanity.”

Nabi shrugged. “What is so great about being human?”

“Will you just let me try to do this my way?” Cooper called out to the bugbears again. “I mean proposition. I've got a proposition for you. If you leave us alone, I'll stop killing you and your friends. How does that –”

Nabi's green eyes went wide and her face turned pale as an arrowhead sprouted out of her gut. She fell to the ground.

“NABI!” cried Cooper.

She was completely unresponsive, her eyes glazed over and half closed. Cooper stared at her chest to see if she was breathing. It was too difficult to tell, especially with another arrow hitting him in the back.

As gently as he could, he snapped the tail end of Nabi's arrow, then pulled the shaft out through her front. That only made the blood flow faster.

“Shit,” he muttered as he scanned his immediate surroundings for something to plug the wound. All he had was his loincloth, which certainly wouldn't do Nabi any favors. The dead bugbear had a small leather coin pouch hanging from its belt. It looked clean enough for frontier medicine. He ripped the pouch from the bugbear's belt, dumped out the coins, then tore it in half.

Another arrow in the back started to cause Cooper some concern. He'd be no good to her dead. These remaining two bugbears would have to be dealt with.

He quickly removed the dead bugbear's belt, applied the two halves of the coin pouch to the wounds in Nabi's front and back, then wrapped the belt around her to secure them. She let out a soft groan as he pulled the belt tight. That was good. She was still alive, if just barely.

“I'm really sorry, Nabi,” he said. “You hang in there. I'm going to get you all fixed up.”

Stupid Cooper. What the fuck were you thinking? Why the fuck were you thinking? You're a goddamn moron. Nabi's the smart one. When she says, 'Kill the bugbears', you kill the fucking bugbears.

Cooper didn't need a tired catchphrase to trigger his rage this time. It was completely instinctive. Turning around, he discovered a thick tangle of vines and shrubs behind him. The partial cover it provided him while he was tending Nabi's wounds was probably the only reason he was still alive. Beyond it, he spotted the two remaining bugbears creeping toward him, no doubt trying to get a clearer line of sight on him.

But when Cooper stood up, giving them as clear a line of sight on him as they could possibly hope for, they had a change of heart.

He savored the smell of their fear as they tried to run away. The effort was pathetic, like trying to outpace a hurricane in a canoe. Cooper was near enough to swing his axe at the slower one when he realized he'd forgotten to bring it with him. It didn't matter. He reached over his shoulder and yanked out one of the arrows that was still lodged in his back.

The bugbear was easily as big as Cooper, even in his rage-induced muscle growth, but it went down like a sack of turds when Cooper leaped onto its back at full speed.

Pinning it on its back, Cooper gripped the bloodied arrow by the shaft and brought the arrowhead down repeatedly into the bugbear's face, chest, and forearms as it made a futile attempt to defend itself.

After about half a dozen stabs, the arrow broke.

Unfortunately for the bugbear, the dagger it wore on its side proved a more efficient stabbing weapon when Cooper unsheathed it and used it against him.

Cooper got in a few more stabs even after the bugbear stopped trying to defend itself, just in case it was bluffing. He felt like he could have kept stabbing it all day if not for the facts that Nabi was in dire need of medical attention and one more bugbear was still getting away.

Looking up, he spotted the last of the bugbear gang forty feet away, trembling as it took aim at him with its longbow. A Hail Mary attempt to take Cooper down before it shared its companions' grisly fate. The arrow went wide, missing Cooper by more than two feet. Cooper wasn't sure exactly how close to 0 hit points he was, but he knew he felt pretty shitty. The poor son of a bitch might have actually finished the job if it hadn't rolled so poorly.

It was barely able to drop its bow and fall to its knees in surrender by the time Cooper closed the gap between them, his new dagger dripping with the blood of its former owner.

“Please!” cried the bugbear as Cooper raised the dagger to strike.

In his brief moment of hesitation, Cooper's rage farted away. But rage or no rage, he was far beyond feeling any guilt about ridding the world of these murderous pieces of shit. However, his sudden clarity of mind did give him pause to wonder if postponing this bugbear's death might make the difference in Nabi's life or death.

Cooper picked up the pleading bugbear, pressed it against a tree, and held the dagger to its throat. “Are you a cleric?”

The bugbear hesitated for a moment, looking both confused and terrified at the same time. “Yes?”

It was either telling the truth or had seen Ghostbusters. Cooper needed to know which.

“Cast a Cure Light Wounds spell on me.” He wanted to save the bulk of the bugbear's healing magic for Nabi, but he needed proof before bringing them together.

“W-what?”

“If you're a cleric, then heal my fucking wounds.” Cooper pressed the dagger harder against the bugbear's throat.

“Okay, I am not really a cleric. I only said that so you would spare my life.” Before Cooper could slit its throat, it continued in a hurried panicky voice. “But I can still help you!”

Cooper had no idea what this asshole could possibly offer in exchange for its life, but he figured another six seconds wasn't too much to risk to hear it out.

“Help me with what?”

“I know this forest like I know the songs of my ancestors.”

That didn't mean much to Cooper, who knew exactly zero songs of his own ancestors.

“Why the fuck should I care about that?”

“Wherever you are going, I can get you there in half the time it would take you to travel by road.”

If that was true, it could indeed be very helpful. He was on his way to find Dave, after all. And Dave was a cleric.

“I'm looking for a temple,” said Cooper. “Something like the Clan of Wu-Tang?” He was pretty sure that was wrong.

The bugbear thought for a moment while Cooper continued to hold his dagger to its throat. “The Priests of Wuhan?”

That sounded right. Cooper lessened the pressure on the bugbear's throat.

“How fast can you get me there?”

“It is only a day's journey if we cut through the Blood Marshes. My camp is near here. We can leave in the morning.”

“We leave now.”

The bugbear laughed nervously. “Trust me. You do not want to cross the Blood Marshes at night.”

“Trust me,” said Cooper, increasing the blade's pressure on its throat again. “I really do.”

“Blood Marshes it is.”


Chapter 21

Randy didn't like how he and Katherine had parted ways. He'd only been trying to help her, after all. But she'd looked at him like he was Judas asking for a refill on his wine at the Last Supper.

“Y'all think I was out of line to interfere with Katherine and that black lady?” he asked as he led Denise, Tanner, and Tony the Elf up the beach. Dave the Dog circled the group because he kept pausing to sniff every decaying sea creature carcass in their path, lagged behind, then bounded back to the front to rejoin his master. “I only meant to avoid unnecessary bloodshed.”

“Do you want my honest opinion?” asked Tanner.

“Of course.”

“From a tactical perspective, it was unquestionably a bad decision. With two boats, we might have all been able to stay together.”

“Ain't no boat in the world worth killin' nobody over.”

“Yes, the moral perspective,” said Tanner. “That is admittedly more of a gray area, but not by much. Where I come from, when two people are engaged in a duel over personal matters, it is not anyone else's place to interfere.”

“You come from a world of bloodthirsty savages,” said Tony the Elf. “Where we come from, friends don't just stand by and watch their friends murder people while a peaceful resolution is still on the table. Katherine's not some vicious, cold-blooded killer. If Randy had let them continue fighting to the death, she might have lost some of her humanity.”

Tanner stared at him a moment before responding. “Meaning she would lean more toward her elven nature. I cannot, for the life of me, understand how you would come to that conclusion or why that would bother you. You are an elf, are you not? Do you not even go so far as to refer to yourself as Tony the Elf?”

“I'm not getting into this again. Denise, why don't you try explaining it to him?”

“Yeah, all right.” Denise slid down from Fatty's back and walked alongside Tanner. “You see, in our world, what you think of as elves is what we call Chinamen. They ain't got your freaky long ears, but they do have Dragon Magic, karate, and communism. If you compare them to the Jews, you'll find –”

“That's enough explaining,” said Tony the Elf. “Forget I said anything about humanity. Think of it more like her innocence.”

Tanner scoffed. “As if one of those was an adequate substitute for the other. In my experience, humans are among the most savage and bloodthirsty races to scar and poison the world.”

Tony the Elf sighed. “Jesus, this is like being back in college. Can we at least agree that when a person, no matter what their race, kills another person for the first few times, it can have long-lasting effects on their psyche?”

“I suppose.”

“Then to preserve the current psychological state of those you care about, would it not make sense to try to prevent them from unnecessarily killing people?”

“To keep them from growing?”

“To keep them from turning into a monster!”

Tanner laughed. “Defending yourself against a crazy woman hellbent on your destruction hardly makes you a monster. I have killed many men. If I hadn't, I would not be here today. Does that make me a monster?”

“I ain't said nothing about nobody being a monster,” said Randy. “I ain't even saying there's not times when killing someone is the only option you got. But when you got other options, it just don't make sense to take another person's life. Did you see the way she looked at me?”

Denise shrugged. “I wouldn't worry about it. She was probably on her period or something. Lord knows I ain't no picnic to be around during Shark Week.”

Tanner looked curiously at her. “Shark Week?”

“Please,” said Tony the Elf. “Don't ask her to explain.” He stared out beyond the tiny drow boat Katherine and Righteous were on, at the dark clouds gathering on the horizon. “I don't like the look of that weather. We might have been better off letting the drow take both boats.”

“Hey, y'all hold up a minute, would you?” said Denise. “I gotta take a shit, and Fatty needs to eat.”

Tony the Elf grimaced. “Please tell me you're not going to do those simultaneously.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“You're seriously asking why I'd prefer you not let your giant bug baby suck on your tits while you're taking a shit?”

“Ain't nobody said you got to watch. And not that it's any of your goddamn business, but Fatty ain't sucked on my titties in more than a week. There's a walrus carcass or something up ahead that's more in line with what he's been eatin' these days.”

Randy scanned the waterline and spotted Dave the Dog sniffing his way toward some sort of bloated pale body washed up on the beach. “You sure that's a walrus?”

“I don't give a good goddamn what it is. In about thirty minutes, it's gonna be scorpionfolk shit.” Denise squeezed her breasts together and smiled at Tony the Elf. “I reckon I still got some milk left if you're feelin' thirsty, long ears.”

Tony the Elf shuddered. “I've never had less of an appetite than I do right now.”

“Suit yourself.” Denise squatted on the sand and began grunting.

“And what do you know,” said Tony the Elf. “Another new record set already.”

Fatty ran ahead to feed on the dead walrus, and Randy jogged after him, uneasy about something he couldn't quite put his finger on. Fatty passed Dave the Dog, who had slowed his approach and now danced nervously in place, whining and waiting for Tony the Elf.

When Fatty reached the bloated corpse, he plunged his tail stinger into it before hacking at it with his claws and teeth. As Randy got closer to the carnage, his vague suspicions evolved into more concrete concerns.

“Hey!” he cried, bursting into a run. “No, Fatty! Get away from that!”

Fatty ignored him, blissfully devouring the innards of what Randy now identified as a dead human being.

“Stop it,” he said to Fatty, grabbing him by the shoulder and trying to pull him off the body. But Fatty swiped back with one of his claws, knocking Randy back on his ass.

“Leave him to it,” said Tanner, having caught up to them. “This man's time has passed. If the scorpionfolk child doesn't eat him, other creatures will. It is the way of nature.”

Randy knew this to be true, but it was still hard to stomach. And it was also a decision he felt should be made by the child's mother.

“Denise!” he shouted down the beach to where she was still squatting.

“I'm a little busy right now!” she called back.

“This ain't no walrus!”

“Thanks for lettin' me know,” said Denise. “I'm trying to concentrate.”

“It's a man!”

“Goddammit, Randy! I just need, like, five minutes. Is that too much to ask?”

“This isn't just any man,” said Tony the Elf as his dog sniffed curiously at the body.

Randy looked down at the face of the bloated corpse again. It was pale and swollen and lacked any distinguishing marks or scars that might provide a clue as to his identity.

“You know him?”

“Not personally, but I've seen that robe before.”

The robe was brown with filth, but now that Randy imagined it to be clean and white, he recognized it as identical to what all those cult people around here were wearing.

“You reckon he was a Knight of Jordan?”

“Not just that. He's been in the water for at least a day. I think there's a good chance he was on Katherine's ship when Logan took it.”

“I suppose that could be the case.”

“Can you speak to the dead?”

Randy shrugged. “Sure. But I don't reckon he'll have much to say, on account of he's dead.”

Tony the Elf shook his head. “Jesus, Randy. The spell. Do you know the spell Speak with Dead?”

Randy thought through the small list of spells he was able to cast. “That don't ring any bells.”

“Why would it?” asked Tanner. “If you wish to converse with the deceased, you need to seek out a cleric.”

Tony the Elf sighed. “I was afraid of that. The question we have to ask ourselves now is, do we want to haul this disgusting corpse to the nearest temple?”

“Hell, I can answer that,” said Denise as she finally approached. “Fuck no.”

Fatty had eaten his way through most of the corpse's guts and was working his way up into its chest cavity. If they needed to talk to this guy, Randy figured they should probably preserve as much of the upper body as possible.

“Would you mind asking Fatty to focus more on his lower half?” he asked Denise.

Denise eyed him warily. “Is this some kind of queer fetish thing?”

“What? No! I just –”

“That's my baby, Randy. I can put up with a lot of your liberal bullshit, but there's some lines you just don't –”

“We might need the body to talk to later,” said Tony the Elf.

Denise's confused gaze darted back and forth between Tony the Elf and Randy.

“Y'all are startin' to freak me the fuck out.”

Tony the Elf rolled his eyes. “I think there's a strong chance this guy might have been on Katherine's ship when Logan sailed off with it. If that's true, he might be able to give us a clue as to where we can find Logan.”

Denise frowned down at the body. “I hate to break it to you fellas, but I reckon this man has shuffled off his motor oil, as they say.”

“If we take him to a temple, we might be able to get a cleric to cast a Speak with Dead spell on him. Then we can ask him questions about what happened before he died.”

“Well, ain't that somethin'.” Denise slapped Fatty on his chitinous rear. “Hey, why don't you chow down on some nice juicy ass?”

Fatty swallowed a chunk of the kidney he'd been eating and stared at Denise. “Ass.”

Denise beamed at him. “That's right, baby! Now, you stand back, and Mama's gonna sever this spine for you.”

When she raised her axe, Randy couldn't bear to watch. Listening wasn't much better, though. It took five or six squelching whacks before Denise invited Fatty to continue eating.

When Randy deemed it safe to look again, he found the body successfully severed, but severely mangled at the bottom of the torso. He hadn't expected surgical precision, but this looked like the work of a blind lumberjack.

The wind picked up, and Randy felt the first few drops of rain on his face. He looked out at the water but could no longer see Katherine and Righteous in their little boat.

“You reckon they're okay out there?”

“They'll be fine,” Denise reassured him as the rain started falling harder. “Besides, there ain't nothing we can do for them if they ain't. In the meantime, help me clean this big boy up so we can load him up on Fatty's back. I'm keen to hear what he has to say when he wakes up and sees he ain't got a pecker no more.”

Using torn strips from the dead man's robe, they tied his body to Fatty's back, then covered what they could with what remained of the robe. It wouldn't pass a close inspection, or even one from a considerable distance, but Randy figured they wouldn't encounter many people until they got near the next town. He only hoped they made it there before it decomposed enough for all the organs to start falling out.

As they continued northward along the beach, Randy peered through the rain, hoping to spot Katherine's boat again. But the rain came down harder, pelting his face like icy needles. And the wind grew stronger, bending the inland trees nearly to the point of snapping their trunks and making Randy work for every step forward he took.

It was still going strong when they decided to call it a night. With no shelter, no point in even thinking about starting a fire, and nothing to eat. Randy convinced them to press on until a flash of lightning revealed a rocky outcrop ahead of them. It was no Motel 6, but it provided enough protection against the elements for them all to catch a few hours of much-needed sleep.


Chapter 22

Righteous decided that it would be wise to remove his armor before embarking on a sea voyage, and Katherine couldn't fault him for that. The last thing she needed was him sinking like a stone to the bottom of the sea, forcing her to blow one of her Wildshape uses to turn into a shark and drag him back up to the surface.

It was a time-consuming process, however, even with assistance from Randy and Tony the Elf, and she felt like pulling her hair out by the time they were ready to push the boat into the water.

Once they were far out enough so that the boat was no longer dragging on the sand, they were far past the point where they could see anyone on the shore. So much for maintaining visual contact.

That was just as well. The whole point of taking the boat was that it would be faster than walking. Everyone knew to meet at the next town they came to, so losing sight of each other shouldn't be an issue.

Righteous hoisted himself into the boat first, then lowered a hand to help Katherine in. Butterbean, relieved that she was safely inside, licked salt water off her face.

“Okay, okay,” she said. “Take it easy. We've still got work to do.”

It wasn't much work, at least not compared to the big ships she'd gotten used to. Once they raised the one small sail and Righteous volunteered to man the rudder, Katherine allowed herself to relax. Just a little.

Even the winds seemed to be cooperating. A little gusty for the thin mast perhaps, but at least it blew northward. Katherine made a mental note to keep an eye on the mast. If it showed signs of succumbing to the wind, she had her Mending cantrip ready to keep it together.

Soon, the silence grew awkward. Righteous had confessed having feelings for her, and she was all but certain that those feelings heavily influenced his current presence in this part of the world. That wasn't where the awkwardness was coming from, though. He was nothing if not a gentleman. He manned the rudder as dutifully as a soldier, comfortably waiting to speak until he was first spoken to. Part of that, no doubt, came from his many years of service as a soldier. But Katherine suspected he was making an effort, in his own way, to make sure she felt comfortable.

The awkwardness, she decided, all came from her. She felt the need to fill the silence with... Well, with anything really. She didn't necessarily reciprocate his feelings toward her, but she didn't necessarily not. She barely knew anything about him, and it surprised her that she actually wanted to know more. But what the hell could they talk about? On the surface, it didn't seem like they had much in common. He wouldn’t understand most of what she said about the world she’d left. And would stories about his childhood be his stories, or stories that were part of the game’s “soldier package.”

Sneaking a quick glance here and there, Katherine was surprised at how different Righteous looked out of his armor. His white linen blouse was unlaced at the neck, revealing just a glimpse of his bare chest. The wind, however, pressed the loose fabric against him, showcasing every contour of his muscular torso. In a pair of jeans and a normal shirt, he'd fit in well enough in a bar back home. At least until he opened his mouth.

With his forceful presence and overblown sense of honor, Katherine gave him about ten minutes before some unfortunate Mississippi redneck decided he just didn't like the look of him. The thought of some poor bastard picking a fight with Righteous in a bar made her laugh to herself.

“My appearance amuses you,” he said, lowering his eyes and scratching at the overgrown stubble on his chin. “I have not been myself of late. Questioning my sense of purpose has led me to let myself go, I'm afraid. My armor hid it well enough, but now my shame is on display.”

Was he joking? Probably not. Katherine had witnessed many of his virtues, and his sense of humor did not score high on that list. But it baffled her to imagine him thinking that anyone could mock him for his physique. He had a chest like a pair of school buses parked side by side and abs you could bounce bullets off of.

“I wasn't laughing at you,” she said. “I was thinking about something else.”

He gave a slight nod. “Yes, of course.”

Fuck. He thinks I'm bullshitting him.

“Honestly,” she said. “I was thinking about something from my past, where I come from.”

“The other world.”

He still thinks I'm bullshitting him! Come on, dude. Meet me halfway.

“It's called Earth.” Katherine was a little annoyed that he didn't believe her, but she really didn't like him thinking she was mocking his physique right to his face. But she also felt weird about admitting that she had laughed at the thought of him beating the shit out of some random guy in a bar. To convince him she was being honest, she lied about what she'd been laughing at, replacing it with a different amusing memory from her past.

“I was eighteen at the time, which was three years under the legal drinking age, and I was in a bar.”

Righteous raised an eyebrow. “You were breaking the law?”

“It's okay. I had a fake ID. So the bar was closing early because we were about to get hit by a big storm. I was going to spend the night at a friend's house because her parents were out of town, but she didn't have any booze. Her parents are really religious. So when the bartender turned his back, I swiped a bottle from the bar and shoved it into my bag really quick.”

“You mean, you stole it.”

“Well, yeah. But really, when you think about it, it was kind of their fault. I was underage. They shouldn't have been serving me. Anyway, when we got to my friend's house and pulled out the bottle, it was Sprite!”

Righteous furrowed his brow, more confused than amused by her story. “How large was this bottle?”

Katherine shrugged. “I don't know. Standard Sprite bottle size. I guess two liters.”

“And this bartender kept a sprite in it?”

“I feel like you're getting hung up on an unimportant part of the story. The point is, I was expecting it to be liquor, but it was only Sprite.”

“Even a grig, the smallest of the sprites, stands a full foot-and-a-half tall. Were you not more concerned for the cruelty being imposed upon this creature than for your selfish desire to remain intoxicated?”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Katherine was fine with her story having bombed like Hiroshima, but she didn't like his tone at all.

The anger that had been welling up in Righteous's tone and expression faded back into confusion.

“This sprite you speak of. Was it not a small fey creature?”

“No, it's a drink.”

Even in the near darkness, Katherine could see Righteous's face turn a shade redder.

“I apologize,” he said. “I did not know.”

Katherine sighed. “That was my fault. Of course you wouldn't have known that.”

“I take it the sprite is a non-alcoholic beverage?”

“Yeah. That's why it –”

“Yes, I understand,” said Righteous. “A very amusing story.”

So it wasn't the funniest story in the world. But thanks to him, it would have lost a comedy award to Schindler's List.

“Anyway, that's what I was thinking of when I laughed before.”

“What made you think of that?” asked Righteous.

“I don't know. Maybe now, like then, I could just really use a drink.”

The wind picked up as the first few drops of rain splashed down on Katherine's face. Then it started raining harder. It was as if the angels themselves were weeping at how brutally Righteous had butchered Katherine's story.

This wasn't the drink that Katherine had been referring to, but a nice heavy rain might at least wipe the slate clean and allow Katherine and Righteous to put that terrible conversation behind them and start over again.

“We should lower the sail,” said Righteous. “The wind is too strong.”

“Don't worry!” Katherine shouted over the now howling wind and the first small cracks in the mast. “I've got it!” She grabbed the mast with both hands. “Mend!”

Righteous nodded. “Impressive!”

Katherine looked ahead. The darkness made it hard enough to tell which way they were going, but the heavy rain now limited her vision to about five feet. All she knew for sure, by the water rushing past the small boat's hull, is that they were moving like sons of bitches.

She smiled back at Righteous. “We're really moving!”

“Indeed,” he replied. “But toward what, I cannot tell.”

Katherine kept her hand on the mast. “Mend!” She hadn't heard any additional cracking yet, but Mending was a cantrip. She could use it over and over again as many times as she pleased, so there was no harm in keeping the mast in tip-top condition.

The waves grew choppier, lifting the boat higher and higher, with jolting crashes in between. It was fun and exciting the first couple of times, but it got a little nauseating after that. Judging by the expression on Righteous's pale face, he was doing everything he could to avoid puking all over the boat. Butterbean didn't seem to be faring much better, huddled at Righteous's feet.

“Hang in there!” said Katherine, squinting into the rain on their starboard side, hoping to see faint lights from a coastal town. All she saw was rain.

It felt foolish to continue blindly at this pace. What if they passed right by a town without even seeing it? But it felt equally foolish to squander this opportunity to quickly cover so much sea. Towns weren't that close together, after all. They'd only been traveling a couple of hours.

The decision was made for her with a sudden, thunderous, and painful crash.

Righteous was thrown from the back of the boat, obliterating the mast as he smashed through the sail. Katherine merely slammed down hard against the front of the hull. It hurt like a bastard, especially with the weight of Butterbean slamming down on top of her.

Water gushed upward from a gaping hole in the bottom of the boat where a jagged rock had punched through. Both the hull and mast were beyond what Mending spells could repair. This boat was fucked.

Her more immediate concern, however, was Righteous. She squinted into the rain, spotting him almost immediately. Fortunately, he hadn't flown far.

Unfortunately, however, he was in bad shape. Despite being tangled in ropes, he made no effort to free himself. He wasn't moving at all. He just rose and fell with the waves as the torn sail kept him tethered to surrounding rocks.

“Righteous!” she cried out to him, fearing the worst. This was her fault. What the hell was she thinking, going so fast with no visibility? She could beat herself up about that later. Now, she had to do what she could to save Righteous.

Pieces of the boat splintered off and floated away with every passing second. She had no idea where to go, but she couldn't leave Butterbean here alone. While there was still enough boat left to keep her steady, she Wildshaped into her wolf form and dropped the Bag of Holding from her mouth.

Thankfully, Butterbean understood when she lifted the lip and crawled in. As soon as he was in, she took the bag in her mouth and turned back into a half-elf.

She might have been able to navigate the water among the rocks better as a shark, but any interactions with an unconscious Righteous in that form would likely do more harm than good. She needed arms to untangle the ropes around him, and she needed spells to actually save his life. For that, she needed to risk swimming to him in her half-elven form.

It wasn't as bad as she feared. She pulled herself toward him using the same ropes that kept him and the sail tethered to what remained of the boat.

When she got to him, she feared the worst. Blood poured out from several wounds, immediately washing away in the rough water. He had a nasty gash on the back of his head, which was probably the one that knocked him out.

“Come on, Righteous!” she shouted, slapping him lightly on the cheek. “Stay with me! Wake the fuck up! That's an order!”

The blustery winds and turbulent waves made it impossible to tell if he was breathing. But when she felt his neck, she was relieved to find a strong pulse. Righteous was a tough son of a bitch. It would take more than the fury of the sea to keep him down.

Katherine untangled the ropes around his arms, then wrapped her own arms around him before Wildshaping into a raven. As she'd counted on, he morphed together with her.

Not being a sea bird, she had a hard time floating high on the water to get enough air under her wings to take flight. She crashed into another rock, however, and managed to clamber on top of it in time to launch herself into the air before the next wave hit.

Hoping that the presence of all these rocks hinted at solid land nearby, she flew eastward. Since they were sailing north along the coast, that was where the land should be.

The rocks gave way to open sea, and the waves calmed down. That wouldn't do.

Turning around, she quickly found the rough water and rocks again. Flying beyond them, she found a beach.

Beyond the waves and sand, there were trees. Katherine flew into the trees and landed on a soft patch of forest floor.

When she turned back into her half-elf form, she found herself once again on top of Righteous with her arms wrapped around him. Not wanting to waste a single second, she whispered her Cure Wounds incantation in his ear.

“Heal.”

Righteous's eyes opened suddenly as he took in a huge breath of air. Katherine could feel his arousal growing against her. Her heart pounded as they stared at each other for a moment. The combination of him, the earthy forest smell, the rain, and the adrenaline pumping through her veins from having almost killed him had her at peak arousal as well.

After what seemed like an eternity, Righteous pulled her close and kissed her.

Katherine immediately began unfastening his belt buckle.


Chapter 23

Garron and his men drank and talked well into the night. Stacy couldn't make out what they were saying, but they sounded serious, even frustrated. She got the sense that she and Dave were bigger pains in their ass than they had anticipated. On the bright side, this ruled out Stacy's looming concern that they planned to set out at the crack of dawn. That would have given Dave no time to pray for his second round of spells before Garron's men woke up wondering why they were blind.

Unfortunately, however, this also meant that Stacy had to go even longer without sleep. If she'd known how late they were going to stay up, she would have let herself nod off and be awake in plenty of time to put their plan into action. As it stood, she was exhausted, uncomfortable, cold, hungry, and genuinely had to pee.

Hoping to keep herself distracted and maybe glean some useful information, she strained to make sense of the conversation around the crackling campfire.

From what she could make out, Garron seemed to be repeatedly rehearsing what he planned to say to Lord Balren, refining his delivery a little every time after getting feedback from his men. Despite the cool demeanor he put forward, he was obviously terrified of the man.

All the while, his men tried to reassure him that he was worrying over nothing. More likely, they told him, he would be rewarded for bringing Lord Balren's daughter's kidnappers to justice.

That and the alcohol soothed him enough to finally go to sleep. Probably as punishment for losing two of their horses, he assigned Dillon first watch.

During what promised to be a long night, Stacy spent the first two watch shifts glaring at Dave in an attempt to keep him from falling asleep. This worked for a while, but Dave's exhaustion finally got the better of him.

She spent the third watch trying to figure out how to wake him up without alerting their captors.

First, she tried mimicking a cricket chirp. While she was surprised at how well she was able to do that, it failed to wake up Dave.

Next, she tried shaking her tree, hoping that its branches would connect with the branches of Dave's tree and maybe an acorn or pine cone would fall on his head. Even with her great Strength, she barely got the slightest rustle of leaves.

She briefly considered Dave's idea of trying to seduce the guy on watch duty and snapping his neck with her legs when a marginally less desperate idea occurred to her.

Craning her neck back as far as she could, Stacy was able to bite off some bark and sap from the tree trunk she was tied to. She chewed, salivated, and worked the concoction with her teeth and tongue until she had formed a marble-sized pellet in her mouth. When she judged it optimal for the farthest spitting distance, she took aim at Dave's face and spat.

“Ow,” said Dave, furrowing his brow around the wet mark it left on his forehead. “What the –” He stopped when he saw her tight-lipped glare, then jerked his head toward the camp.

“Get ready,” Stacy whispered. “It's almost time.”

They both waited anxiously until the third watchman woke up the fourth. From what Stacy could piece together from the evening's conversation, his name was Varnos.

When Varnos settled by the campfire, Dave looked at Stacy.

She shook her head, then listened carefully. After a few minutes, she picked up on a faint but unique snoring pattern. She turned to Dave. “Now.”

Dave nodded and licked his lips nervously. Turning toward the men sleeping around the campfire, he spoke his first incantation. “I blind thee!”

As far as Stacy could tell, none of the sleeping men stirred.

Varnos stood up and stomped toward Dave and Stacy.

Stacy feigned sleeping.

“Did you say something?” Varnos demanded.

“N-n-no sir,” stammered Dave. “I was just having a bad dream. I'm sorry.”

“Shut up and go back to sleep.”

“Yes, sir.”

When Varnos's heavy footsteps were far enough away, Stacy opened her eyes. “Good cover.”

“Thanks,” said Dave. “But I've got to do that three more times.”

“Do you have to do it quite so loud?”

“Yes. It has to be audible for the spell to work.”

Stacy glared at him. “That would have been nice to know a few hours ago. We could have planned for it.”

“It didn't even occur to me until I actually cast it,” said Dave. “Maybe next time you could jump in with a little support rather than pulling a Toy Story when the guard comes back.”

“That's fair. I'll try to think of something. But we can't stop now. You've got to cast your other three spells.”

Dave took a deep breath, then reluctantly turned his head toward the campfire. “I blind thee!”

As expected, Varnos immediately stood up and stomped over to them.

“What did I tell you, dwarf?”

“Sorry,” Dave said again. “Sometimes I talk in my sleep.”

“It's true,” said Stacy. “He can be a real pain in the ass that way.”

Varnos shook his head. “I don't think so. Something else is going on here. You two are up to something.”

Stacy wiggled her bound legs. “Look at us. What could we possibly be up to?”

Varnos ignored her, scratching his neck underneath his beard as he stared at Dave. “What is that you keep saying? Unbind me? Who is it you're talking to?”

“Is that what I was saying?” said Dave. “I told you, I was sleeping.”

“Are you trying to call for help?” Varnos grinned. “No one is coming for you, dwarf. There's not a soul within miles of here.” He turned to face the woods beyond, then shouted, “Someone, help me!”

“Yes,” Dave whispered nervously. “I get it. You're absolutely right.”

“Please!” Varnos continued, laughing as he shouted into the woods. “I'm a fat, ugly dwarf with a tiny member. Will no one come rescue me?”

“You've made your point,” said Stacy, worried that Varnos was going to wake up the whole camp. “We'll be quiet. Just go back to –”

“What is all that noise?” demanded Garron from over by the campfire. “We're trying to –”

“I can't see!” cried another one of the men as he struggled to orient himself and sit up. “I'm blind!”

Shit.

“Blind?” said Varnos, then scowled down at Dave as he drew his sword. “Why you –”

“Hit him!” said Stacy. “Now!”

“Drop!” he cried. Stacy had meant for him to use another Blindness spell, but Dave's Command spell bought him a few precious seconds.

Varnos lost his grip on the sword as he was pulling it out of its scabbard. It flew through the air and landed five feet away from him.

“He's casting spells!” said Garron. “Stop him!”

“I blind thee!”

Varnos, having bent over to retrieve his sword, stumbled away from it as he rubbed his eyes. “Damn you, dwarf!”

One of the other men scrambling to collect themselves loaded a crossbow and aimed it at Dave.

His eyes wide with panic, Dave shouted the last of his Blindness incantations.

The bolt from the crossbow thudded into Dave's tree about half a foot above his head. The shooter dropped his weapon to rub his eyes.

“What are you doing?” Garron demanded of Varnos as he stumbled that way. “Stop him already!”

Varnos pawed uselessly at an empty patch of ground. “I can't find my sword!”

“Then shove your hand in his mouth!”

Varnos crawled, turning to follow the sound of Dave's frightened breathing.

Not knowing how else to help, Stacy gnawed some more bark and sap off her tree trunk and began forming another pellet in her mouth.

“Flee!” shouted Dave.

Varnos immediately got to his feet and sprinted away until he slammed face first into a nearby tree.

Dave tried to shout again, but Garron made it there in time to slam the pommel of his sword down hard on Dave's head. Two more savage blows put an end to Dave's resistance.

“Dillon!” shouted Garron.

“Yes, sir!” responded Dillon, having only just gotten to his feet. He limped toward Garron.

“Remove your undergarments.”

“I beg your pardon, sir?”

“Do not worry. Half of us can't see you, and the rest would surely prefer not to. Remove them now.”

Stacy counted herself among those who didn't want to see Dillon remove his underwear, especially since she had a pretty good idea what Garron had in mind.

When she deemed it safe to look, her suspicions were confirmed when she saw Dave gagged. Garron had ripped off one of his own shirtsleeves to wrap around Dave's face to secure the gag, but she was pretty sure Dillon's filthy underwear was in his mouth.

On the bright side, that probably meant he was still alive. But when he woke up, he was in for some nasty surprises.

Dillon limped toward Stacy, sneering at her. Fortunately, his shirt hung below his junk. “I may not have any undergarments, but I still have something to stuff in a pretty lady's mouth.” He crouched down in front of her. “What do you say?”

Having no better use for it, she spat the gob of tree bark, sap, and spit in Dillon's face. It was a lot wetter and viscous than the pellet she'd formed to spit at Dave. In her distracted state, she must have over-salivated it.

“Bitch!” cried Dillon as he wiped the sticky brown goo from his face. He grabbed her by the throat and raised his goo-covered hand to slap her.

“Enough!” shouted Garron. “If she were a spellcaster, she would have cast spells. No further harm is to come to the prisoners. They shall be delivered to Lord Balren alive and unmolested. Am I clear?”

Dillon released her throat and lowered his hand.

“Have no fear, men,” Garron said to his blind companions as he helped them to their bedrolls. “This is an unfortunate setback, but it shows how dangerous these criminals are. Once we return to Balren Manor, Lord Balren will surely recognize our valor, and your vision will be restored. Rest up. I shall take the remainder of the watch, and we will depart at dawn.”

He sounded a lot more confident now than he had the night before. Stacy wondered if he truly meant what he was saying, or if he was just telling his men what they needed to hear. She also wondered if she could manipulate any lingering seeds of self-doubt.

It was a long shot, and a failed attempt at trying to Hannibal Lecter him would probably earn her a pair of sweaty undies in her mouth. For now, she held her tongue and committed the few remaining hours to coming up with another plan.


Chapter 24

“Tim!” cried Nadia, standing by the window in a pale green silk dress. She looked healthy and well-rested.

“Wow,” said Tim. “You look amazing.”

“Where have you been? I've been stuck in here for hours. I wasn't sure if you were ever coming back.”

“Of course I was coming back. I told you I would, didn't I? Are you hungry? I could show you around the city.”

Nadia furtively glanced out the window and shook her head. “I'm not going out there. The streets are crawling with all kinds of horrible monsters.”

“Holy shit! Seriously?” Tim joined her at the window, hopped up onto the stool in front of it, and peered down at the Cardinian streets below. He spotted no signs of monster infestation. “What are you –” Then it clicked. “I take it you're referring to the citizens. They won't bother you. Have you ever had grick?”

“What?” asked Nadia, looking confused. “You mean, like, a gyro?”

“No, not Greek. Grick. It's a giant monster with tentacles all over its face. What am I talking about? Of course you haven't. Believe me, it's a lot better than it sounds, and I know a place that serves it ten different ways. You'd never guess you were eating the same –”

“I don't want to eat giant tentacle monsters,” snapped Nadia. “And I don't want to be held prisoner in this room by a bunch of blorgorks.”

“They're goblins,” Tim corrected her. “Blorgork is that one guy's name, but don't worry about –”

“I want to go home.”

How's that for gratitude. He saves her life and presents her with a life of luxury in a world she never knew existed, and she sends it right back like a bowl of soup with a pube in it.

“Home?” he said. “You mean back to your shitty apartment in Vegas where a bunch of thugs are waiting around to kill you?”

Nadia frowned. “No, not necessarily there. But...” She shrugged helplessly and looked out the window again. “America? Earth? I don't know. I need something familiar.”

Tim thought about it, then came up with an idea that might work for both of them.

“I've got a little house in Mississippi,” he said. “Maybe you could lie low there for a few days until we figure out what to do with you.”

“I guess that sounds okay.”

“Okay, great. And in exchange for a place to stay, you can help me with some errands I need to run.”

Nadia crossed her arms. “What kind of errands? I'm not helping you rip off another bunch of gun-trafficking gangsters.”

Tim laughed. “It's nothing like that. I just need you to drive me around to a few places.”

“What kind of places?”

“Normal places, out in the suburbs.”

Nadia nodded. “Yeah, all right. I'll do it. But if you drag me into any of your gangster shit, I'm gone.”

“I understand.” Tim hopped up onto the bed and sat on the edge. “Come sit on my lap.”

“Excuse me? That's not part of the arrangement we agreed on.”

“Don't flatter yourself,” said Tim. “It's just like in the car. My Boots of Teleportation only work with what I'm carrying. You're too tall for me to lift, so the only way you can teleport with me is if you sit on my lap.”

“Are you sure?” asked Nadia. “I mean, have you at least tried seeing if it works by holding hands or something?”

Tim sighed. “Of course I have. If I was doing this for some creepy sexual gratification, I'd be teleporting desperate Mexican women across the border.”

“That's disgusting.”

Tim was surprised to hear her say that. “Because they're Mexican?”

“No!” said Nadia. “Because you're taking advantage of those poor women, forcing them to –”

“I'm not forcing anyone to do anything!” snapped Tim. “I've never even been to fucking Mexico! I explicitly said that was an example of something I'm not doing! Now, you can either sit on my lap and go back to Earth, or we can go eat some grick. What's it going to be?”

Nadia sat sideways across Tim's legs rather than straddling him like she'd done in the car. She refused to look at him but grudgingly put her arm around his neck to help her balance. “Is this okay?”

“It's perfect.”

Tim wrapped his arms around her waist more quickly than she was probably comfortable with, but time was a factor. Whether it was from her ass on his lap, her tit next to his face, or his thoughts about escorting saucy young Mexican women over the border, Tim felt an erection coming on.

He tapped his heels together, then immediately released her after they'd successfully teleported from the bed in his room at the Cardinian royal palace to the bed in Mordred's mom's bedroom.

A creepy portrait of Jesus stared down at them from the faux-wood-paneled wall they were facing, illuminated only by the small lamp on the bedside table.

Nadia slid off Tim's lap and landed on her ass on the green-carpeted floor.

“See?” said Tim. “Nothing to it.”

Nadia shook her head. “Damn, that's disorienting. You should have told me to close my eyes or something.”

“I'm sure you would have taken that well.”

Nadia stood up and looked around. “This is your house? It looks kind of...”

“Old-fashioned?” suggested Tim. “When I said it was my house, that might have been a slight exaggeration.”

“You mean lie?”

“If you prefer that term.”

“Whose house is it?”

Tim really wished he'd thought this through ahead of time as he tried to think up an explanation for the big old-lady undies in the laundry basket next to the dresser. He briefly considered telling her the old woman who used to live here had died, and that he buried her in the backyard and was paying her utility bills so no one would notice. As long as he hadn't actually killed the old woman, it felt like a victimless crime. But to someone like Nadia, it was probably as much of a red flag as telling her the truth. Instead, he opted for a sprinkle of lie over a base of truth.

“An old lady named Margaret. I'm house-sitting for her while she and her son are away in Las Vegas.”

Nadia walked out of the bedroom and looked at grade school pictures of Mordred on the wall in the hallway. “Are they part of your gun-running operation?”

Tim wished she would stop asking so many questions. He passed her on his way to the kitchen.

“No,” he said. “That's completely separate. They're just old family friends on vacation.” He opened the refrigerator and took out one of the many bottles of vodka he'd stocked it with.

“Jesus,” said Nadia. “Margaret sure does like her vodka.”

Tim sighed. “Yeah, she might have a problem.” He unscrewed the cap and took a swig from the bottle. “Want some?”

Nadia shrugged. “Sure.”


Chapter 25

The sky had lightened since Jay and Fariq had teleported into the private hunting grounds of Brynnwick Manor. Wherever they were in the world, it was currently morning. That made it easier to find their way to the actual house.

“Fuck me,” whispered Jay as he took in the magnificence of the mansion and the manicured grounds surrounding it. A dozen servants identically dressed in purple suits and powdered wigs busily maintained the lawn, gardens, and hedges surrounding the massive residence. “Who is this guy? A fucking sultan?”

“You do not know this man?” asked Fariq. “And yet you are familiar with the specific treasures contained within his library?”

“I've got no idea what he's got in his library. It could be full of mime porn, for all I know. But I have it on good authority that there's another Teleportation Circle hidden under the rug.”

“Who's authority? The devils in the fire?”

Jay sighed. “Yeah.”

“Where will this next circle take us?”

“The devils weren't too clear on that,” admitted Jay. “But I'll be satisfied enough to get the hell out of here.”

They both scanned the grounds for some time before Fariq finally spoke.

“The servants all have specific tasks. No one enters the house without purpose. We cannot simply walk across the grounds and through the front door without arousing suspicion.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” said Jay. “So how do we get in?”

“We could wait until nightfall and climb in through a window under the cover of darkness.”

“I don't know if we have that kind of time. And besides, we're already dressed like servants. I feel like we should lean more into that. We just need to figure out how to – There!” He pointed at a large orange tree near the edge of where the lawn gave way to forest. Two servants worked together, one up in the tree plucking the fruit while the other collected it in two wicker baskets. One basket was already full, and the other was getting close.

“You wish to steal the oranges?”

“Sure. What else could they possibly do with two big baskets of oranges but bring them inside?”

Fariq shrugged. “Perhaps. But how will we get the baskets without being seen?”

“We'll have to lure them into the woods and incapacitate them.”

“And how do you propose we do that?”

“By appealing to their instinct to have each others' backs. I'll explain on the way.”

Jay led Fariq through the woods along the perimeter of the lawn, far enough back to avoid being spotted, until they were closer to the big orange tree.

“Just do what you did last time,” said Jay. “I'm the bait, and you're the spring.”

“I do not feel good about this,” said Fariq as he ducked behind a thick tree trunk.

“Don't worry,” Jay assured him. Then he began moaning loudly as he limped toward the orange tree. He used the soreness in his ass to enhance his performance.

“Who's there?” called out the servant on the ground as he stepped cautiously toward the treeline. “Identify yourself!”

“He shot me!” said Jay as he limped forward. He tried to sound more angry and annoyed than in dire need of immediate medical care. “I can't believe he shot me!”

The approaching servant laughed as he entered the forest. “Master Brynnwick's been drinking and hunting again, has he? Could be worse. Just be grateful he didn't hit you in the –”

Fariq was behind him in an instant with his knife to the unsuspecting servant's throat.

“I'm really sorry about this,” said Jay. “But I'm going to need your stockings.”

“Jindal?” the other servant called down from the tree while Jay and Fariq were still securing their prisoner. “What's going on down there?”

“Stall him!” whispered Fariq. “I will finish up here.”

Having no idea what else to do, Jay ran to the orange baskets and made his best attempt at impersonating Jindal's voice.

“Nothing,” he said in an overly gruff tone. “Just gathering oranges.” When he saw the other servant climbing down from the tree, he turned away and started grabbing oranges.

“I thought I heard some commotion down here.” He came closer, heading toward Jay. “Are you sure you're – Hey! You're not Jindal!”

Shit!

Jay had been made. If this guy called for help, their cover would be completely blown. There was only one thing he could do.

“HEL–”

Jay stuffed an orange into the servant's mouth, then punched him square in the face.

The servant went down like a plucked orange, and Jay dragged the nearest basket to block the line of sight between him and the nearest servant that might look their way. Fortunately, no one did.

While Fariq dragged the servant into the woods and secured him with his own stockings, Jay gathered up as many oranges as he could to fill the second basket.

“We must hurry,” said Fariq when he emerged from the woods to join Jay. “We have already tied up five people, and those stockings will not hold forever.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Jay picked up one of the baskets. “Just grab that basket and try to look casual.”

Leaving the vicinity of the orange tree felt like stepping out into a minefield. Any misstep or seemingly insignificant breach of etiquette could out them instantly. But as they continued heading toward the house, nobody even glanced their way.

“It's working,” Jay whispered. “Just stay cool. Once we're inside, the hard part will be behind us.” He didn't know that for a fact, but he figured they could both benefit from a little false confidence.

They made it all the way to the porch and were about to open the door when a voice called out,

“You there!”

Fuck.

Jay and Fariq looked to their right to find a pretty young human girl in a yellow sun dress lounging on a white wicker couch. She couldn't have been older than fifteen.

This was no servant. This was a Brynnwick. If a servant had been able to spot him as a fraud from behind, surely the family that employed them would recognize what they paid for. And Jay had little confidence that stuffing an orange into this girl's mouth and punching her in the face wouldn't attract unwanted attention.

They were fucked.


Chapter 26

Randy felt like he'd been puked up by a whale when he woke up on the beach. The weather had cleared, but his clothes were soaked, and he was cold, hungry, and covered in sand.

Suddenly remembering where he was, he sat up to look for Katherine's boat. The western horizon was flat and clear.

“I have been awake for over an hour,” said Tanner, also staring out at the horizon. “I have seen no sign of them.”

“That don't mean nothing,” Randy reassured him, as well as himself. “We was traveling at different paces. Even if the weather was perfect, I don't reckon we'd be able to spot them now. I'll bet they already made it to the next town.”

“I will feel better when I know that for certain. Let us waste no more time.” Tanner nudged Denise with his foot. “Wake up. We must depart at once.”

“Oh, come on!” Denise groaned as she sat up and rubbed her eyes. “That ain't no way to wake a man up after he...” She let out a long, loud yawn. “I was just having the weirdest fucking dream about –”

“A man?” interrupted Tanner.

Denise looked groggily down at her breasts as she fondled them. “Well, I'll be a son of a bitch.” She looked up at Tanner. “Cut me some fuckin' slack, would you? I said I was dreaming.”

Randy took a step toward Tony the Elf, who opened his eyes in response.

“I'm awake,” he said with a sigh, ruffling Dave the Dog’s belly fur. “I was just hoping the rest of you might strap the half-corpse to the bug monster before I got up.”

The night had not been kind to the former Knight of Jordan. Crabs had eaten his eyes and burrowed up into his torso, loosening some of his internal organs. Lifting him onto Fatty's back felt like lifting a wet paper bag full of sausages and overripe fruit that were perpetually threatening to spill out from the bottom.

Fortunately, he held together well enough until they finally made it to a coastal village late in the afternoon.

A few small fishing boats floated in a harbor not capable of accommodating any larger vessels. Katherine's ship would not have stopped here, but Randy hoped that she had.

Beyond the harbor, the first few buildings were small and quaint, which concerned Randy.

“This place ain't exactly what you'd call a bustling metropolis,” he said. “You reckon they even got a temple here?”

“This is an older part of the world,” said Tanner. “A land tamed in a time when the old gods were more revered. We will find a temple here.”

There were no walls, or even a palisade, separating the village from the surrounding farmland, and Randy couldn't tell for sure if there was even a guard where the road passed between the first two buildings. The old man with a spear, sitting on the stone slab on the side of the road, might have been a guard, and might as easily have been just an old man taking a load off after an unsuccessful boar hunt. He didn't even bother to stand up as they approached.

“Hello,” said Randy, unsure if he was allowed to continue into town despite no effort being made to stop them.

“Evening,” the old man responded. “What brings you folks to our humble village?”

“We was just passing through for the most part, but we hoped that we might run into some of our friends here. You ain't seen anyone around here lately that look a bit out of place, have you?”

The old man scratched his stubble. “Well, I see a human in the company of an elf, a half-drow, a big-tittied dwarf woman, and some unholy combination of man and insect with half a mangled corpse on its back.”

“Yes, sir,” said Randy. “I meant besides us.”

The old man leaned forward. “I'll ask you again, since you don't seem too bright. What is your business here?”

“We seek the services of a cleric,” said Tanner. “Is there a temple in this village?”

“Only the finest temple to Yannos in all of Estar. Father Tibble is not one to suffer nonsense from outsiders, though. I would watch my step if I were you.”

“Your advice is acknowledged and appreciated. Where may we find this temple?”

The old man pointed his spear casually toward Fatty. “Who's the dead feller?”

“Forgive my bluntness,” said Tanner. “But that is none of your concern.”

“When you bring a mangled corpse into my village, son, I make it my concern.”

“I assure you, we mean you or your village no –”

“We ain't sure exactly who he is,” said Randy. “We found him on the beach yesterday.”

The old man frowned. “I see. You find a dead body on the beach, and your first instinct is to bring him to a temple. You know what that sounds like to me?”

“I don't –”

“Sounds like you want to have it turned into a zombie so's you can fuck it.”

“That's ridiculous!” said Tony the Elf. “How could that possibly be your first conclusion?”

Denise shrugged. “Sounds reasonable to me.”

Tony the Elf gawked at her. “Are you being serious right now? How much lower can you possibly sink?”

“I ain't saying that's what we wanted, just that it weren't an unreasonable conclusion to come to from his point of view.”

“In what universe is that reasonable? Even if you want to fuck a dead body, what's the appeal of doing so while it's trying to claw and bite you?” Tony the Elf grimaced. “Oh, my god. Is that the appeal?”

“Maybe for some,” said Denise. “I was thinking more to preserve it so that you could use it again later. Or I suppose in the case of there being three of you, just to make sure everyone gets a turn before it starts falling apart.”

“Three of us? When did this become about us? You are the only one who has shown any interest in this!” He laid his hand on Dave the Dog’s head, who, sensing his master’s growing annoyance, had started to whine and chuff at Denise.

“The fuck am I gonna do with it? He ain't got a dick no more since Fatty ate it. And I sure ain't gonna let no zombie eat my pussy.” Denise put her hands on her hips. “Besides, I don't fuck dead people.”

“Do you want a medal for that brave stance? You're not supposed to want to fuck dead people. So why are we having this conversation?”

“The point I was trying to make is that, given the information we shared with this man, it was a reasonable conclusion. What kind of folks pick up the half eaten body of a total stranger they find on a beach and carry him to a temple. Some twisted motherfuckers, that's who.”

“The dwarf may have a point,” said Tanner. “Perhaps we owe this gentleman a bit more context.” He smiled at the old man still sitting on his stone slab. “We have no carnal intentions with the departed, nor do we wish to make any attempt to reanimate his corpse with unholy magic. We believe he may have information regarding a friend of ours, and we merely wish to speak with him.”

The old man nodded grimly. “You might have said that from the start.” He pointed his spear up a winding dirt road. “You'll find the temple that way. I'd recommend you mind your manners around Father Tibble more than you done me.”

“Thank you,” said Randy. “We'll be sure to keep that in mind.”

The few people they passed on the mostly unoccupied road leading inland kept their distance, but they didn't seem quite as freaked out by Fatty or the dead body as Randy feared they might. They seemed tired more than anything, no doubt having suffered physically and emotionally from their proximity to the epicenter of Jordan Knight's recent reign of terror.

They had done an admirable job rebuilding in the wake of the chaos. Randy spotted fresh, unpainted wooden beams in several farmhouses they passed, standing out in contrast to the ancient salvageable remains. The repairs appeared to have come at a cost to the farms' productivity. As far as Randy could see, wilted crops were being overtaken by weeds.

The only structure in town seemingly unaffected by the presence of the Knights of Jordan stood ahead of them. The Temple to Yannos was modest by Cardinian standards. But what it lacked in size, it made up for in sturdy old-world construction and spiritual energy. The closer they came to its heavy wooden doors, the stronger Randy could feel the presence not only of older and more established members of this world's pantheon, but also of the spirits of those buried in the nearby cemetery going back countless generations.

“You reckon we should knock?” asked Denise. “Or you want I should kick the door in and we'll take them by surprise?”

“We ain't attacking them, Denise,” said Randy. “What do we need surprise for?”

Denise shrugged. “I'm just offering up what services I have available. I can also tittyfuck one of the clerics if they're on the fence about helping us.”

“I appreciate that, but maybe don't offer that right out of the gate.” Randy knocked on the door, but the mass of the wood seemed to absorb all the sound. He could barely hear it himself. There was no way anyone inside could have possibly heard it.

Tanner grabbed one of the large wrought iron door handles and pulled. The big door creaked open.

“It is a temple,” he said. “They are made to be visited.”

The inside of the temple looked more like the sort of church Randy was used to back in the real world. Cavernous, eerie, and dark despite the multitude of candles along the walls that illuminated images of saints, holy iconography, and even Yannos Himself. If Randy's hunch was correct, Yannos was a muscular, white-bearded man whose lower half was a serpent that ended with a fishlike tail. He wielded a trident that called forth furious storms that could capsize large ships.

Aside from them, the temple was empty, or so Randy thought.

CRACK!

The muffled crack of a whip was followed by a sharp cry of pain.

“The fuck was that?” asked Denise.

Randy shushed her. “This is a place of worship,” he whispered. “No cussin'.”

“Place of worship, my ass. Tell that shit to the motherfucker who's crackin' a goddamn whip on some poor son of a bitch.”

“Denise!”

Denise sighed. “Sorry.”

Another whip crack was followed immediately by another cry of pain.

“It's coming from below us,” Tony the Elf observed aloud. “There must be a staircase or something leading down.” He gestured at Dave the Dog, whose ears perked up like little satellite dishes.

“Spread out,” said Tanner. “See if you can find it, but do not leave anyone's line of sight.”

“Hang on a second,” said Denise. “Are we sure we want to go down there? That old man said this Father Tibble character is one tough hombre. What if he's down there training altar boys or some shit? Do we really want to walk in on that?”

Tanner frowned at the dead body strapped to Fatty's back. “This corpse is falling apart as we speak. We need to get whatever information we can out of it as quickly as possible. Then we can look for Katherine.”

“Besides,” said Randy. “If someone's gettin' tortured, we got a moral obligation to intervene.”

Denise scoffed. “Maybe you do. I ain't obligated to intervene in shit.”

Tony the Elf snapped his fingers repeatedly from the front right corner of the temple. When he had everyone's attention, he pointed toward his dog, whose fluffy tail wagged like a signal flag as his wet nose and breath left a trail of condensation against a section of wall.

Randy, Denise, Fatty, and Tanner quickly convened next to him.

“We found it,” Tony the Elf whispered, gesturing at what appeared to be a mundane section of wall.

Randy stared for a moment at the illuminated portrait hanging above where Tony the Elf gestured. It featured a heavyset woman with a soft white corona of light. She was crying out in agony from the dagger that was sticking out of her heart. He read the name engraved below the portrait.

“Saint Tabitha of Thornwood?” Randy wasn't sure why he was whispering. He was just following Tony the Elf's lead. “That don't ring a bell.”

“She ain't much of a looker, neither,” said Denise. “I saw a nicer one over on that wall over there, and she even had a titty hanging out.”

“I'm not talking about the painting,” said Tony the Elf. He pointed at the floor. “See how this stone here is smoother than this over here? That's centuries' worth of foot traffic.”

Denise shrugged. “Folks was more into fat chicks back in the day. Shine a blacklight on that wall, and I reckon you'll go blind with all the dry spunk.”

“You reckon wrong.” Tony the Elf took one of his machetes off his back.

“What the fuck, man?” said Denise, taking a step back. “I take it back. That wall's clean as a whistle.”

“Wrong again.” Tony the Elf stabbed the wall, and his sword went straight through it like it wasn't even there. “There is no wall.” When he waved his weapon around a little, Randy's eyes adjusted so that he could see the section of wall for the illusion that it actually was.

“Well done,” said Tanner.

CRACK!

AAAAUUUUUGGHHH!

It was much louder and clearer now than it had been when they first entered the temple. They were definitely headed in the right direction.

Tanner maneuvered between the rest of them. “Everyone stay here. I will go down and survey the scene, then report back here.”

Neither Denise nor Tony the Elf seemed to have a problem with that, but Randy didn't feel right sending a friend alone into the unknown.

“I'll go with you.”

Tanner smiled. “Thank you, friend. But you are the last person I would have accompany me. Being a human, you lack Darkvision. And you move with the stealth of a runaway carriage full of screaming bards. Stay here. I shall not be long.

True to his word, Tanner emerged from the illusory wall only two minutes after disappearing into it. His expression was grim.

“The town guard was not exaggerating,” he said. “Father Tibble is not someone to be trifled with.”

“What did you see down there?” asked Randy.

“He is torturing some poor elderly man, whipping his naked flesh while keeping him in manacles against the wall.”

“How old are we talkin'?” asked Denise. “Did you get a look at his jimmy?”

“Shut up,” said Tony the Elf. “You know, if we catch him in an evil act, he might be less inclined to help us. He might even view us as a threat that will expose him as a fraud to the people of this community.”

“What are you suggesting?” asked Randy. “We pretend we ain't heard or seen nothing? We just come back later and hope he ain't torturing nobody?”

“I'm not suggesting anything. I'm just laying out our options. Sometimes you've got to make some hard choices, weigh the potential long-term outcomes of your actions as opposed to what seems like the more obvious right decision in the moment. Is the information that dead guy can give us worth more than sparing the guy down there one or two more lashes?”

“No,” said Randy. He was disappointed with Tony the Elf for even considering such a thought. “We don't stand idly by while folks suffer needlessly. If we can do something about it, we do it. After we rescue the prisoner, then I'll beat the cooperation out of Father Tibble myself if I have to.” He turned to Tanner. “What strategy do you recommend for engaging Father Tibble?”

Tanner shrugged. “It's one guy with a whip. You three run up and tackle him, and I'll release the prisoner.”

“Sounds good to me. Let's go!”

On his way down the stairs, Randy understood why Tanner hadn't wanted to bring him along on a stealth mission. Now that he was paying attention, he sounded like a herd of buffalo trampling down the stairs. But as long as his approach wasn't going to be a secret, he figured he might as well double down in the opposite direction.

“In the name of the LORD, I command you to STOP!”

When he got to the bottom of the stairs, he saw the scene just as Tanner had described it. A young, muscular man with a whip in his hand stared back at Randy. He wore freshly oiled studded-leather armor and had long curly hair and a curly brown beard, like a youthful all-human version of Yannos himself.

Ten feet in front of him, a thin old man hung from manacles on the wall, his weakened legs no longer able to support his weight. Crimson blood trickled down his back from his most recent lash.

A trail of red specks on the floor formed a dotted line between them.

While Tanner ran over to help the prisoner, Denise seized the opportunity to get violent. She waddled swiftly toward the alarmed cleric, then leaped like a massive flea at him, launching herself into his gut and knocking him back on his ass.

Dave the Dog had a brief tug-of-war with the man but ultimately relieved him of his whip, which Tony the Elf used to bind his wrists behind his back.

“What is this?” demanded the prisoner now that Tanner had released him from his manacles. His grizzled white beard was almost identical to the mass of pubes that didn't quite completely conceal his flaccid member. “Who are you people?”

“Have no fear, sir,” said Randy. “I am Randy of Gulfport, Paladin of Jesus, and we have come to rescue you!” It felt good to do something actually heroic for once, so he put a little more effort into introducing himself.

The old man massaged the soreness from his wrists. “Rescue me from what? My own temple?”

Randy frowned, now second-guessing one of his biggest heroic moments. “You mean to say that you're Father Tibble?”

“Then who's that?” Randy gestured to the gladiator-like man struggling to keep his face away from Denise's hairy breasts.

“That is my assistant, Terry.”

“Shit,” said Tony the Elf, loosening his hold on the whip. “Sorry about that.”

Randy still wasn't satisfied. There was a lot he had to wrap his head around.

“Why was he beating on you with that whip?” he asked. “Why was you chained to the wall?”

“Purification by pain,” Father Tibble explained as he donned a purple satin robe that had been hanging on a hook. “It is a daily exercise I undertake to stay right with Yannos. I am sure you must undertake some similar ritual to maintain your relationship to the New God.”

Randy shook his head. “No, I just pray and try to do the right thing.”

“I see.” Father Tibble frowned. “That sounds... undemanding.”

“It ain't always as easy as you'd think.”

“So, what joint will of the gods brings you to my temple today?”

“We had a favor to ask you.” Randy looked at Denise.

“Oh, right,” said Denise, then crawled off Terry. “Fatty! Get your ass down here!”

A few seconds later, the clatter of arachnid legs against stone stairs echoed in the temple basement.

“Mercy of the gods,” said Father Tibble when Fatty reached the bottom of the stairs. “What mockery of life is this?”

“Hey now!” said Denise. “That's my baby you're talking about.”

“Were not mortal means enough to rid the world of this abomination?”

“Fatty is a scorpionfolk,” Randy explained. “And he ain't why we're here.” He loosened the knot keeping the half-corpse strapped onto Fatty's back, and it fell to the floor with a loud, squelching thud.

Father Tibble scowled at Randy. “How much further do you mean to profane this hallowed ground?”

“We don't mean to profane it at all. I'll clean it all up after, I swear.”

“After what? Do you wish me to bring this lifeless husk back from the dead?” He squinted at Randy. “Or do you simply wish for me to animate it so that you and your degenerate friends may perform unspeakable acts with it? Is this the sort of debauchery that pleases your New God?”

“No!” said Randy. “I don't understand why people keep asking me that. All we want is to ask him some questions. We was hoping you could cast a Speak with Dead spell on him.”

Father Tibble rubbed a strand of his beard between his thumb and index finger as he considered it.

“I could do that, but Yannos demands an offering for such a service.”

Randy expected as much. He didn't have much money, but he was hoping to perform some kind of service instead. Then again, he didn't know how much this sort of service typically cost. If they all pooled their money, they might be able to scrape together fifty gold pieces. It was worth asking for a quote at least.

“How much of an offering are we talking about?”

“Seven hundred gold pieces.”

That was more or less in line with what Randy had been expecting.

“I ain't got that much,” he admitted. “But I'll give you everything I do have. My money, my sword, my boots, all of it.”

“I have no need of your foul-smelling boots. If you left them here, I would take them outside and burn them.”

“Then is there some sort of quest you could send us on?”

“Indeed there is. Take your bug and your dead friend, and be gone from my temple!”

A few minutes ago, Randy had been ready to beat this cleric into submission. But that was when he thought Father Tibble was whipping an old man for sadistic pleasure. While the actual Father Tibble may not be a particularly nice person, he wasn't bad enough to justify beating a spell out of. Randy would have to come up with some other way to appease him, or some honest way to earn seven hundred gold pieces quickly. In the meantime –

“Is this worth seven hundred gold pieces?” asked Tanner, who had quietly made his way to the foot of the stairs while everyone else had been talking. He held up a silver ring that glimmered more than it should have in the dim candlelight.

Father Tibble's contemptuous expression turned to panic as he looked down at his left hand. His fingers were bare but for a thin band of pale skin around his ring finger.

“My ring!” he cried, then glowered at Tanner. “Thief!”

Randy shot Tanner a similar glare. “Tanner, is that true?”

Tanner grinned. “I recognized him as Father Tibble as soon as I saw him. Did you not notice the blood on his back? Gashes of that size should have left blood pooling at his feet. That is, of course, unless he had some way of quickly regenerating his torn flesh. A magic ring, perhaps?”

Denise laughed. “That's why you went on rescue duty while you had the rest of us jump the big guy. You're one sneaky son of a bitch, I'll give you that.”

“You know not of what you speak, half-breed,” said Father Tibble. “That ring is merely an heirloom. It has little value but to me alone.”

Tanner shook his head. “You would lie in a house of Yannos?”

“It don't matter,” said Randy. “Whether he's telling the truth or not, that ring don't belong to you, and we don't steal.”

“You don't steal,” Tanner corrected him. “I do.”

“I appreciate what you're trying to do, but it just ain't right. If you don't give back that ring, I ain't got no choice but to take it from you. Be reasonable. That's five of us against one of you.”

“Are you quite certain of that?”

Randy turned to Denise and Tony the Elf, who had both reasserted their restraint on Terry. “What are y'all doing?”

“Sorry, Randy,” said Tony the Elf. “This is our only leverage.”

“But it ain't right!”

“Fuck right,” said Denise. “We got shit to do.”

Frustrated and disheartened, Randy turned back to Tanner and put his hand on the hilt of his sword. “I got no beef with you, Tanner, and I know you mean well. But if I got to take that ring from you myself, I'll do it.”

“I know you would if you could,” said Tanner. “Just like you know I will be a ghost in the wind by the time you make it up the stairs.”

Randy knew he was right. Tanner was faster than he was and far, far stealthier.

“Enough!” snapped Father Tibble. “I shall cast the damned spell!” He glared at Denise and Tony the Elf. “I require my assistant.”

Tony the Elf released Terry but kept his whip.

“Don't you try nothin' funny,” Denise warned him as she removed her arm from around his throat.

Tanner led the way back upstairs and took a position by the front door, presumably to maintain his threat in case Father Tibble had a sudden change of heart.

“I'm really sorry about all this, Father,” said Randy as the sullen old cleric gathered together oils and ointments from a small cabinet behind the altar. “These are usually decent folks. I don't know what's got into them today.”

“Cease your tongue wagging and stay out of my way,” Father Tibble responded.

Terry laid the half-corpse on the altar, and they both rubbed it down with oil.

“Just to be clear,” said Denise. “We still just want to talk to it.”

Father Tibble ignored her and began chanting, which went on for what seemed like an excessively long time. Randy wondered if the body was too far gone for the spell to work, and maybe Father Tibble was stalling for time, hoping that some visitor might come in and steal his ring back from Tanner.

Finally, he stopped chanting. Randy frowned down at the corpse, which didn't look any different apart from being shinier.

“You tried your best, Father, and I appreciate the effort. I'm sure Tanner will be happy to –”

“You may ask up to three questions.”

Randy looked down at the bloated dead body again. “What, seriously?”

“You have five minutes.”

It was only now that Randy considered that it might have been a good idea to have some questions prepared.

He turned to Denise and Tony the Elf. “What should I ask him?”

“Ask him if they got whores up in Heaven,” Denise suggested.

“Shut up,” said Tony the Elf. “Ask him if he was aboard Seastalker when he died.”

Randy nodded excitedly, then looked back down at the corpse. “Was you aboard Seastalker when you died?”

Chills ran up and down his body as the remains on the altar began to twitch. The body's mouth opened slightly, and it let out a soft, raspy groan.

“No.”

“Oh,” said Randy.

Denise sighed. “Well, shit.”

It seemed this had all been for nothing. But since they'd gone to all this effort, Randy tried to think of any other question he could ask the body that might prove useful. Fearful of running out of time, he considered asking Denise's suggested question. But the corpse wasn't finished.

“Captain Logan's men threw me overboard. I drowned at sea.”

“Yes!” said Tony the Elf. “Keep going!”

Randy could feel his heart pounding harder in his chest. They were actually getting somewhere.

“Why did he throw you overboard?”

“Who gives a shit about that?” asked Denise.

“Denise!” snapped Randy. “Show some respect.”

Tony the Elf shrugged. “She's right. We've only got three chances, and we're trying to find out where Logan is headed.”

“I was a Knight of Jordan, but I was freed by the song of a greater bard,” the corpse recalled fondly. If crabs hadn't eaten its eyes, it might have shed a tear. “When I demanded to be sent back home to my wife and children, Logan told me I could swim to them.”

Denise shook her head. “That's some cold-blooded shit.”

“You have one more question,” murmured Tony the Elf. “Make it count.”

Randy nodded, then took a moment to think before addressing the corpse one last time. “That ship don't belong to him. We need to find Logan and take my friend's ship back.” He figured it couldn't hurt to give some context that might appeal to the deceased's desire for revenge. He took a deep breath and spoke slowly. “Do you know where he was headed?”

Tony the Elf gave him an encouraging nod and a thumbs up.

“Yes,” rasped the corpse.

Randy's initial excitement turned to panic after a few seconds passed with no elaboration. Tony the Elf gaped as Denise shook her head.

After a moment, the corpse opened its mouth again. “He needed a more seasoned crew. He would seek it at Isla de Huesos.”

“The Island of Bones,” said Tanner, who had abandoned his post at the entrance to join Denise and Tony the Elf. “It's a small island full of pirates, cutthroats, and criminals. That is where I would go to find a pirate crew.”

Randy looked down at the corpse again. “Thank you.” He started to walk away when he felt a cold, slimy hand grasp tightly around his wrist. Chills once again raced up and down his body. Apparently, the corpse still had more to say.

“My wife, Lyra Norwynn, lives in Hollin. Find her and tell her I am sorry. Tell her and my children I love them.”

Randy nodded. “I will.”

“Fuckin' great,” said Denise. “That's all we needed. Some goddamn homework.”


Chapter 27

Julian came out of his trance feeling not only refreshed and mostly recovered from the shitkicking he'd received the night before, but also with renewed senses of hope and purpose. He must have leveled up recently, because he had a new Level 4 spell slot available to him, and he knew exactly what spell he wanted to learn.

Scrying would allow him to instantly check in on Stacy and the rest of his friends to see how they were doing. Knowing they were all okay would give him tremendous peace of mind, even if it was a gross invasion of privacy. Under the circumstances, that was a price he was more than willing to pay.

But that wasn't the only price associated with the Scrying spell. According to the spell description that had manifested in his mind during his trance, sorcerers and wizards needed a four-foot-tall silver mirror worth at least a thousand gold pieces to look through while casting the spell. That didn't seem fair, considering that clerics only needed a font of holy water worth a hundred gold pieces to cast the same spell, and druids only needed was a natural pool of water.

Even if he had a thousand gold pieces to spare, which he didn't, it wasn't wise to spend so much on something so cumbersome and fragile given the vagabond lifestyle he'd been leading so far during his time in this world. Any adornment besides dead rats would be a welcome addition to his current living space, but what the hell was he going to do with a big-ass mirror after he and Chaz finished their term of service at Argo's club? Maybe Katherine would have room for it on her ship if she was successful in retrieving it. None of that really mattered, though, because Julian didn't have anywhere close to enough money to even think about making that kind of purchase.

Unsettlingly nearby squeaks alerted Julian that some of the rats had returned to the alley, so he decided to continue thinking about his spellcasting issues out on the street. He found puddles here and there from when it had rained a couple of nights ago, so Julian decided to rule out the cheaper option first. If a natural pool of water was good enough for a druid to get the spell's full effect, maybe a murky puddle on the street would be enough to give Julian a watered-down version.

It was still pretty dark out, so he only gave his surroundings a cursory glance before standing over the nearest puddle. Satisfied that he could see his reflection, albeit faintly, he decided that should be enough to get at least a little juice out of the spell.

“Show me Stacy,” he said. The familiar surge of magical energy flowed from his torso, down his arms, and through his fingertips, where it fizzled out in a sad fartlike crackle. The spell had failed. It annoyed him how magic always had to be such a stickler for the rules, no matter how little they sometimes made sense.

The first rosy fingers of dawn reached up in the eastern sky, so Julian decided to check out the local markets to see if he could find a mirror merchant. The five gold pieces he had on his person wouldn't be enough to afford the type of hardware he needed, but maybe he could cast a quick Scry on the sly while the merchant was distracted. Or he might land a gig delivering fancy mirrors to rich people's houses. It was worth checking out, at least.

The sky had lightened significantly by the time he found someone to ask for directions and made his way there. Groggy townsfolk shuffled out of their houses and onward to daily tasks. Some merchants had already opened for business. This was a good time to get some good deals.

Julian roamed past stalls of vegetables, clothing, weaponry, and assorted junk, hoping to spot something obvious, like a sign reading “Big Ed's Luxury Mirror Emporium,” but it wasn't going to be quite that easy.

When he'd made his way through the open carts and stalls in the middle of the market area, he discovered that the market perimeter was made up of brick and mortar shops dealing in goods that required the extra security that a building afforded them. Now he was getting somewhere.

He found shops selling custom armor, weapons that didn't appear to have been looted off corpses, ornamental rugs, and high-end spell components. That last one almost certainly had a mirror available to the exact specifications of the Scrying spell, but Julian would have to sell both kidneys and his liver to afford a mirror specifically marketed as a spell focus. If he searched hard enough, he could probably find a mirror that would do. In truth, the thought of walking into a high-end magic shop intimidated him. What if other wizards and sorcerers asked him questions about arcane matters? These weren't conversations he felt confident taking part in. They'd immediately see him for the amateur he was and try to push some kind of expensive magical goblet or amulet on him, and he'd blow his five gold pieces on a bag of newt eyes just to get out of there. He made a mental note of this shop's location and decided he'd come back if nothing else panned out.

About half a mile up the road, he spotted a promising sign.

LINDON'S FINE FURNITURE

Julian was much less intimidated by the thought of entering a furniture store. People browse furniture stores all the time without buying anything. If he got hassled by a pushy salesman, he could always feign interest in something large, like an armoire that he had no means of carrying out of the store. He'd lie about returning later to pick it up. With that plan in mind, he confidently entered the shop.

It was one of the most brightly-lit shops Julian had ever walked into, thanks to the assortment of decorative lamps featuring permanently enchanted Light stones. The heavy scent of  pine resin was a welcome change from the faint urine smell outside. Furniture of all shapes and sizes filled the modest-sized shop, everything from chairs to bed frames to complete dining sets. All a little antiquated for Julian's taste, but a far cry nicer than anything he'd seen so far in this world. Most importantly, toward the rear of the store, he spotted several mirrors that would probably do.

A small bell on the door had alerted the shopkeeper to his presence. A thin, wiry man with a thin, wiry mustache approached him. His puffy, white shirt could have held three more torsos, but his shiny brown leather pants appeared to have been painted on.

“Good morning,” he said in a tone that suggested it was anything but. Not the warmest reception Julian had ever received, but it was early. Anyone would be a little grouchy at this hour.

“Good morning!” Julian responded more jovially. “I just moved into town, and I need to furnish my home.”

“You have a home, do you?”

What kind of question was that? Was it not normal for people to have homes in this world? A less understanding person might have taken that as an insult, but Julian was willing to chalk it up to morning grogginess.

“Yes sir, I do.”

The man frowned. “Perhaps you would care to pick through some of the crates behind the store.”

“Pick through the... What?” Only then did Julian become acutely aware of the fact that his clothes were covered in muddy boot prints, dried blood, and rat feces. He was being Pretty Womaned.

“I am afraid I shall have to ask you to leave, sir,” said the man testily. “Actual customers will be arriving soon, and I cannot have you here harassing them for copper pieces.”

“You don't have to ask me!” said Julian. “Wild horses couldn't drag me back to this dump! But mark my words. You will rue the day you kicked this elf out of your store.” He backed out of the doorway without breaking eye contact with the shopkeeper. “Big mistake. Huge.”

Of course, he had absolutely no means to back any of that up. But he hoped his Charisma was high enough to have at least planted a seed of doubt in the man's mind so that he would think twice before treating anyone that way again.

Julian felt vindicated for his decision to not go into the high-end magic component store. If a furniture salesman had treated him this badly, he didn't want to consider how he would've been treated somewhere that sold top-tier magic gear. He'd probably be lucky to make it out of there without being turned into a frog or something.

He walked down the street contemplating his options. From the looks of his surroundings, finding another comparable furniture store seemed unlikely. He could go back to the club, clean himself up, and return to this one, but that brought up a host of new problems.

By the time he did all that, the marketplace would be bustling, which would make it more difficult for him to... Well, whatever it is he would wind up doing. And then there was Ravenus, who would no doubt demand to know where he'd been all night and what had happened to him. Explaining all that would delay him even more. That left one option. The Disguise Self spell.

That furniture peddler obviously cared quite a bit about the image of the clientele who browsed his wares. A simple first-level spell could make Julian look like whoever he wanted. He could take on the appearance of a nobleman or wealthy merchant, or even a sultan. That shopkeeper would probably throw rose petals at his feet and eat dog turds out of his hands if he thought it meant moving a coffee table.

In his mind, he conjured up the image of the best person he knew who could sell his story. Fazul, the wizard who had duped him and Chaz out of twenty percent of all their future earnings.

He ducked behind a stall that hadn't opened for business yet, glanced around to make sure no one was looking his way, then whispered the incantation.

“Fazul!”

His filthy shirt and torn serape instantly turned into shimmering purple silk robes, ballooning out to about three times Julian's actual volume. Rings boasting large gaudy gemstones adorned his aged and pudgier fingers. If he had a mirror to look in, he was sure that he would have a bushy black beard. It was a little unnerving how light on his feet he felt for as big as he currently appeared, and that he wasn't able to confirm his beard by touch. Tactile sensations were not part of the spell, which meant he would have to be extra careful to avoid making direct physical contact with anyone he hoped to deceive.

The spell was only good for ninety minutes, during which Julian had to confront the shopkeeper, check out the selection of mirrors available, then figure out what to do from there. That should be plenty of time, but he didn't want to waste any of it.

He went back to the shop, then took a deep breath before pushing the door open and gliding gracefully inside. As the bell announced his presence, he caught his illusory girth passing through the door frame. His heart skipped a beat as he scooted to the side and hurried the rest of the way into the store, hoping the shopkeeper hadn't noticed his first blunder.

“Good morning!” the shopkeeper greeted him for the second time, but this time he sounded like he genuinely meant it. “My name is Lindon. How may I be of service to you on this fine day?”

The vast majority of the time, Julian tried to leverage his high Charisma score to endear himself to people who might otherwise be indifferent or hostile toward him and his friends. But likability was only one side of it. Charisma was total forcefulness of one's personality, be it for carrot or stick purposes. This situation, Julian decided then and there, called for the stick.

“What's good about it?” he demanded. “I have traveled from distant shores, driven by rumors of this store's fine reputation, to acquire a piece worthy of adorning my palace's grand ballroom. My quest has led me to this disgusting nest of fleas and vermin.” Fearing that he might be laying it on too thick, he added one further detail to throw Lindon off his scent. “Would you believe I was just accosted by a filthy elf pestering me for copper pieces?”

“I do believe you, sir!” said the shopkeeper. “I have said for the longest time that the governor should have them all hanged and fed to pigs.”

“Jesus,” Julian muttered, slipping out of character. “I mean, please us!”

“Us?” Lindon looked past him to the vacant doorway.

“The royal us, you illiterate fool! We demand to be pleased!”

“I beg your pardon, sir. What, exactly, are you looking for?”

“I seek...” Julian said, pausing for dramatic effect. “a mirror.”

Lindon smiled. “Well, that is no problem at all. We have plenty of –”

“Not just any mirror will do, you pus-brained troglodyte. I require a mirror worthy of reflecting the grandeur you see before you.”

“I am confident you will find something here that will exceed your expectations.” Lindon raised his arm to put around Julian's illusory shoulder. “If you'll please come this –”

“STOP!” cried Julian, stepping away perhaps a little too quickly. “Sully me not with your peasant hands! These robes are not the teats of the goat that mothered your children!”

“Of course, sir!” The shopkeeper backed away and bowed low. “I beg your forgiveness.”

Julian was really starting to enjoy this.

“Cease your pathetic groveling and lead me to the mirrors at once!”

“Yes, sir. Right this way.”

Though he was following Lindon, Julian remained keenly aware of his position, trying to keep his illusory girth from making contact with any of the furniture he passed. It was surprisingly challenging.

“What do you think of this one?” asked Lindon, stopping next to a small round mirror hanging on the wall. It was framed by a silver wreath, and Julian thought it looked quite nice. The mirror itself, however, was only about two feet in diameter. And there was no way it was worth a thousand gold pieces. It wouldn't work for a Scrying spell.

Julian put his pudgy hands on his wide hips. “Do I look like I roll around in dog shit for a living?”

The shopkeeper stared at him like a deer in headlights for a moment before answering. “No, sir. You do not.”

“Then why do you waste my time with this worthless junk? Have you nothing grander?”

“Certainly.” Lindon squeezed through a narrow gap between a large oak dresser and the wall, then looked nervously back at Julian. There was no way someone as rotund as he appeared to be would fit through there without the use of a tow rope, a team of horses, and a tub of butter.

Moving the dresser was a two-man job, which left Lindon with two unfortunate choices. He could ask Julian to help him move it, but that risked both insulting his prospective customer's weight and asking him to perform physical labor, both of which would certainly earn him a harsh rebuke. The other option was to stand there in awkward silence hoping that Julian would suggest helping him move it. Any physical interaction with the dresser would give away the illusion, so Julian went with a riskier third option.

“Well?” he said, waving the shopkeeper on his way. “Go on!”

“Yes, sir.”

As soon as Lindon turned his back to him, Julian darted nimbly through the narrow gap as quickly as he could. When Lindon looked back at him again, he would simply fail to acknowledge that anything was amiss.

It worked. Lindon couldn't help but glance back at him. But while the confusion was clear as day on his face, he didn't dare question Julian as to how he was able to squeeze through so effortlessly.

Instead, he turned his attention to a large, rectangular mirror on the wall. While probably big enough to use for the spell, it wasn't as pretty as the first mirror. It had a thin, simple gold frame. Julian had always thought gold on silver looked tacky, but that probably added significantly to its value.

“Interesting,” he said. “And how much might a mirror such as this one set me back?”

Lindon's demeanor changed instantly. He was clearly in his element now, with a nice big fish on the hook.

“I can see you are a man of exquisite taste,” he said with a salesman's grin. “I really shouldn't do this, but you caught me at an awkward time. There just isn't enough space in here, and I have to make way for new inventory. I would be willing to let you walk out of here with this gorgeous piece for... Mercy of the gods, I cannot believe I am about to say this. But alas, I must. I will part with this amazing mirror for a mere three hundred gold pieces.”

Julian had to admit the man put on a good show, but they weren't even close to the right ballpark.

“Dare you jest with me?” demanded Julian.

“Two hundred?”

“I would not wipe a gorgon's ass with this hunk of garbage!”

Lindon looked both confused and terrified. “I would not expect you to.”

Julian sighed. “Perhaps I have not made myself clear. I didn't come in here looking for bargain basement junk. I'm here to spend real money on something worthy of my –” An idea occurred to Julian. It was an idea as stupid as the cost requirement of the spell component itself, so it just might work. “Demand one thousand gold pieces for this mirror.”

Lindon looked understandably even more confused. “I beg your pardon?”

“I want you to ask me for one thousand gold pieces in exchange for this mirror.”

“The mirror that you refuse to wipe a gorgon's ass with?”

Julian nodded. “That is correct.”

Lindon's eyes darted back and forth between Julian and the mirror a few times before he finally spoke.

“Would you be willing to pay one thousand gold pieces for this mirror?” The confidence in his voice was underwhelming.

“I don't know,” said Julian. “Is that what it costs?”

“No.”

“YES!”

“I'm sorry!”

Julian took a deep breath. “That's okay. Let's try this again. This time, don't ask me. Tell me that's how much it costs.”

Lindon nodded. “This fine mirror can be yours for one thousand gold pieces.”

That was a little better. But to make sure the game acknowledged it, Julian decided to press him a little.

“I'll give you five hundred for it.”

“Deal!” Lindon grinned wide and offered his hand to Julian.

“Fuck, no!”

The shopkeeper's grin and hand wilted like a bouquet of dying flowers. “I – I do not understand...”

“Listen,” said Julian, his patience growing thinner, wary that every passing moment of this exchange ate up the duration of his Disguise Self spell. “I want to give you one thousand gold pieces for this mirror, but I need you to demand it. The question you have to ask yourself is, 'Am I man enough to take this guy's money?' So, what do you say? Are you man enough?”

“I – I think so.”

“I don't need you to think so,” said Julian. “I need you to know so.”

Lindon nodded. “I am.”

“Say it.”

“I am man enough to take your money.”

“That's right. Say it again!”

“I am man enough to take your money!”

“Fuck yeah!”

Lindon hesitated for a moment, then repeated, “Fuck yeah!”

“Now, let's try this again.”

Lindon took a deep breath. “You can have this mirror for one thousand gold pieces, not a copper piece less.”

Julian nodded, then made a counteroffer. “I'll give you six hundred gold pieces for it.”

“I am sorry, sir. But I am afraid that will not do.”

“Seven hundred.”

Lindon's lower lip quivered. “I am afraid not.”

“I'll give you nine hundred ninety-nine gold pieces.”

The poor shopkeeper was trembling at this point as he fought every instinct to accept the offer.

Julian shook his head.

“No?” Lindon reluctantly squeaked out.

“Very well,” said Julian. “You drive a hard bargain, sir. One thousand gold pieces it is.”

Tears began to well up in Lindon's eyes. “I – I don't know what to say. I – Thank –”

“That is, of course,” Julian interrupted him. “If it passes the final test.”

Something changed instantly in the shopkeeper's eyes, as if he had been lost in a daydream about relaxing on some sunny beach far away from here, then got suddenly yanked back into the reality of his grim and dusty store.

“Final test?”

“Oh, yes.” Julian resisted the urge to wipe away a smudge on the surface, fearing half his hand would go straight through it. “I never purchase a mirror without knowing how it flatters me.”

Lindon stepped back from the mirror so that he could see Julian's reflection, but he maintained a respectful distance from Julian himself.

“I must say, sir, that you look very fetching.”

“I need the mirror to flatter me,” said Julian. “Not the greedy little imp who's trying to sell it to me.”

“Of course, sir. But you can see for yourself. You will not find a clearer or more accurate reflection in any other mirror in the world. As a matter of fact, I keep having to remind myself that there is only one of you here.” He forced out a hollow laugh, but Julian let the joke fall flat.

“Be that as it may,” he said, nervous himself about the bridge he was about to cross. “I must verify firsthand that it will adequately titillate me. For that, I require complete isolation so that I may disrobe.”

“Disrobe, sir?”

“Have you got wax in your ears? Or are your brains leaking out?”

“No, sir. I just –”

“Are you the sort of man who would buy a mirror without first carefully observing the reflection of his own member?” Julian widened his eyes to feign shock at the mere suggestion that anyone would commit such a crime against mirror shopping.

“I, um... No, sir. Perish the thought.”

“Then would you have me strip down to my nethers out here in the open? Do you force such acts of self-degradation on all your customers?”

“No, sir! Of course not!”

“Then cease your yammering this instant and haul this mirror to the observation lounge!”

“Yes, sir! Right away!” Lindon lifted the mirror from the hook on the wall, then paused. “There is only one small problem.”

Julian let out an exaggerated sigh. “For the love of the gods, please don't tell me you don't have an observation lounge.”

“Not as such,” Lindon admitted. “But you are free to use my office.”

“Your office?” Julian spat out the word like it was a mouse turd on his tongue.

“I can assure you it will meet all of your needs. Complete privacy.”

Julian shook his head. “I shall have to have a word with my friend who recommended this hovel of a store.”

“And who was that, exactly?”

Oops! Julian had opened himself up to a question he wasn't prepared to answer. That was a fire that needed to be stomped out immediately and entirely.

“Mind your own affairs, you futon-peddling piece of shit!”

“A thousand pardons, sir! I meant no offense.” Lindon bowed as low as was possible while carrying a full-length mirror.

“Enough!” said Julian. “Now lead me to this office of yours.”

The shopkeeper hobbled back to the front of the store, then awkwardly opened a door near the corner.

“Right through here, sir.” He led the way into a dark room barely big enough to contain the modest desk and chair that occupied it, then leaned the mirror against the far wall before lighting a half-spent candle on the desk. The dim, flickering candlelight revealed stacks of disorganized papers. Probably orders, receipts, and inventory lists. “I have no hook on which to hang the mirror, but I could gladly install one if you like.”

“That will not be necessary,” said Julian, concerned that he was wasting too much time tormenting this man. He had actual goals to accomplish here, after all, and his time was limited. “I shall need at least an hour of complete privacy.”

“An hour?” Lindon's mouth shut like a mouse trap, as if the words had escaped his lips involuntarily.

“At least,” Julian repeated with a warning glare. “Perhaps as much as two. Will that be a problem?”

Lindon shook his head. His mouth remained shut tighter than a pickle jar, like he was afraid to open it.

“Good,” said Julian. “Now leave me be.”

When the door closed, Julian was a little annoyed that there didn't appear to be any locking mechanism. Nor were there any windows. Until now, he'd been entertaining the idea of trying to escape with the stolen mirror and cast the Scrying spell from the comfort of his room at Argo's club. Now that the option was off the table, he felt a little relieved. Trying to escape inconspicuously while hauling a full-length mirror wasn't something he'd been looking forward to.

The downside to this, however, was that he now only had one chance to cast the spell. Doing it again would either mean coming up with a different ruse or actually coughing up a thousand gold pieces for a mirror. And, of course, there was still the matter of what to do afterwards. Would he simply say he changed his mind? Would he pretend to have found some flaw in the mirror? As poorly as the pompous shopkeeper had treated him, Julian had paid him back more than tenfold. The thought of pulling the rug out from under him with this lucrative sale made Julian a little queasy. Then again, he was asking a thousand gold pieces for a mirror probably only worth 50.

And that begged the question. Julian's ruse against Lindon had worked perfectly, but would he be as successful with his ruse against this game's interpretation of reality. Time to find out.

As he started reciting the incantation, which he would need to repeat for a solid hour, he placed his palms flat on the mirror's surface. This time, when he felt the magical energy flow down his arms and through his hands, it didn't peter out in a series of dead sparks. Instead, it went into the mirror, turning the reflective surface instantly black. It was working!

Little wisps of vapor appeared between Julian and the mirror, like steam rising from hot asphalt after a heavy summer rain. They coalesced into tiny droplets of moisture on the mirror's surface, slowly forming patches of obscurity. As they continued to grow, they further coalesced into larger patches. It was mesmerizing to watch for the first ten minutes or so, but after that, the rest of the hour really dragged on.

Finally, when the entire mirror was fogged over with droplets, Julian whispered Stacy's name and wiped the moisture away with his sleeve. What it revealed was neither blackness nor his own reflection. Instead, like a portal to another world, it revealed a forest so real and vivid that Julian felt like he could walk right through it. Extending a single finger demonstrated its limitations, though, when it met a solid, impenetrable surface.

At first, Julian thought there must have been some sort of glitch in the spell. Perhaps he'd mispronounced one of the words in the incantation or something. It was clearly functioning on some level, as evidenced by the image of a forest where there should be an image of him looking confused. But where was Stacy? He got closer and squinted, trying to see if maybe he could spot her hiding behind a tree or something. When he stepped back again, he caught an almost imperceptible movement directly in the center of the mirror. His eyes refocused like he was staring at one of those Magic Eye posters in the mall, and there she was. Or somebody at least. It was difficult to make out details, but it looked like somebody sitting down.

“Stacy?”


Chapter 28

With all but two of Garron's party blinded, Stacy's captors took longer than they otherwise would have to break down their campsite and pack up what horses they had left. Hungover, exhausted, disheartened, they were as ripe as they would ever be for Stacy to enact the brilliant plan she'd spent all night concocting.

Unfortunately, all the plans she'd thought up involved her wrists and ankles not being bound, or at least Dave being awake.

She'd tried waking him up with a few sharp whispers and even spat some sap wads at his face, but he remained completely unresponsive. His twitching and incoherent mumbling made her fear he might have suffered brain damage from those severe blows he'd taken to the head. But even if he was awake and not suffering any debilitating brain trauma, he was still gagged and wouldn't be of much use. Their escape depended entirely on Stacy.

Unfortunately, she'd stayed up all night fruitlessly trying to come up with some way to save their asses. She was so exhausted she couldn't think straight for more than a few seconds at a time. Her head was pounding, her throat felt raw, and her eyelids felt like sandpaper every time she blinked. She suspected she was severely dehydrated because water privileges had been suspended as punishment for Dave's blinding spells.

When he was done breaking camp, Garron finally approached Stacy. His eyes heavy and red, skin pallid, and his face covered in stubble, he looked like he'd aged ten years overnight.

“It is time to go,” he said without a trace of arrogance or mirth, a far cry from the cocky and ambitious mercenary leader who had captured her and Dave.

Even if she was willing to consider Dave's seduction plan, Stacy assessed that the sell-by date for that was long gone. This guy wanted nothing more than to be rid of her forever.

She shot him the cockiest grin she could muster. “Ready when you are.”

The way she saw it, this was the last card she had to play. In order to get her on a horse, they would first need to untie her from the tree, at which point her arms would be free. If she could somehow overpower and disarm Garron, that would buy her enough time to cut herself free. From there, she would have a lot more options. If they wanted a fight, she could probably take out Garron, Dillon, and a handful of blind guys. If they agreed to let her and Dave go, she would take their horses and spare their lives.

“I want you to know,” said Garron. “I take no pleasure in this.”

That didn't sound good.

“No pleasure in what?” asked Stacy, immediately regretting having opened her mouth. She was literally asking for it.

Her answer came swiftly with Garron's boot to her face.

*

It didn't feel like any time had passed when Stacy came to, her face throbbing and her mouth full of blood. But clearly that wasn't the case. She was no longer tied to the tree, but her hands were bound tightly behind her back. She was being carried, face down, with one man's hands gripping her feet and another's on her shoulders.

She had difficulty breathing and couldn't see though her eyes were open. The air was musty and reeked heavily of sweat. They must have put their laundry sack over her head to keep her from trying to bite whoever held her shoulders.

Their odds of survival diminished with every step closer to Balren Manor, but Stacy wasn't going to give up until the hangman's noose squeezed every ounce of life out of her.

“On three,” said Garron's muffled voice as they began to swing her back and forth. They were going to toss her onto the back of a horse. She braced herself for impact. “One... two...”

“I blind thee!” shouted another muffled voice from farther away.

The hands gripping her shoulders suddenly let go. Her already tender face smacked hard against the ground. She hadn't braced herself for that.

“NO!” cried Dillon. “My eyes! I cannot see!”

“Shit!” said Garron, letting go of Stacy's feet. “The dwarf!”

When Stacy heard a sword slide out of its sheath, she inchwormed her way in front of him, anticipating Dave's next move.

“I blind thee!” He did not disappoint.

Stacy arched her back, making herself as big an obstacle as possible as Garron cried out. Being blind herself due to the sack on her head, she miscalculated his exact position. She was successful in tripping him, but it involved another boot to the face.

“Be quiet, Dave!” she called out. “If they find you, they'll kill you.” Knowing the same was true for her, she rolled away from where she'd been shouting.

“Find them!” demanded Garron, about ten feet away. “Kill them both!”

As his men scrambled around the camp, Stacy tried to keep track of their movements. Doing so would've been much easier if she could get the sack off her head.

With a little effort and a lot of pain, she dragged her face along the ground until the sack slid off. The scene around her gave her chills. Five grown men crawling around the campsite in complete silence, listening for some clue to help them home in on her and Dave. It might have been hilarious if it wasn't so disturbing.

As Stacy squirmed stealthily away from Dillon, who came closer and closer, she realized that Dave's incoherent mumbling before must have been the prayers he needed to get his spells back. He'd only been faking sleep. She felt bad about pelting him in the face with so many sap wads. That must have been terribly distracting.

Garron still had his sword and a vague idea of where they'd left Dave. Though the direction he crawled in wouldn't put Dave directly in his path, he would be close enough that an untimely fart or sneeze would allow him to easily zero in.

Stacy needed to distract him, but she wanted to get as much mileage out of that distraction as possible, so she looked for other opportunities.

She noticed that Dillon was near the campfire. If she could position herself directly on the other side of it and reveal her position with a loud noise, would he be impulsive enough to lunge straight at her? That was probably a little much to hope for. Instead, she squirmed her way to a position that placed her and Dillon on a tangential line on the perimeter of the fire.

“Marco!” she shouted, then rolled away from the fire and tucked her legs up against her chest.

Everyone raised their heads like alarmed dogs. Then they all began crawling toward her position. That is, all except for Garron. He stopped, facing her way and listening intently, but he didn't advance. It was a smart move on his part. Dave was a stationary target, after all. If he kept at it, he'd find him sooner or later.

“Did you get her?” Garron shouted.

“I will soon enough,” said Dillon, grinning as he sniffed the air. “I can smell her cunt.”

Rude.

He pounced like a cat onto the spot she'd shouted from, which was exactly what Stacy was waiting for.

“POLO!” Stacy shouted as she kicked Dillon's side, knocking him on his back directly into the fire. Using his screams as cover, she rolled away as quickly as she could.

Dillon rolled himself out of the fire, then kept rolling until his clothes stopped burning. It hadn't been enough to kill him, but Stacy hoped it was enough to teach him some manners.

“Who is that?” demanded Garron. “What is happening?” He still hadn't moved from his position, hesitant to let go of his one bird in the hand.

“That was Dillon,” said Stacy, still hoping to lure Garron away from Dave. She rolled a little closer to him. “He's going to have trouble smelling anything over the stench of his own burnt flesh until he gets some proper medical assistance.”

Garron tightened his grip on his sword and crawled a foot toward her before stopping. He knew the bait was on a hook, but he so desperately wanted to bite. He just needed a little more prodding.

“Marcoooooo,” she sang softly.

Garron's head jerked slightly from side to side as he tried to pinpoint the direction her voice was coming from. “Why do you keep saying that? Who is Marco?”

“Marco!” Stacy repeated, enjoying the increased frustration it caused him.

He sprang toward her, swinging his sword wildly in front of him.

Stacy rolled out of the way, just barely avoiding getting her throat sliced open. That was closer than she had anticipated.

Her dodge had been anything but stealthy, and Garron now had a lock on her location. He stabbed at her again, failing to penetrate Stacy but absolutely penetrating her comfort zone.

She tried to kick the sword out of his hand. Her bound feet connected with his hand, but he held on to his sword. That had been the wrong move. He was right on top of her now, and he could crawl much faster than she could roll. Her only hope was that she might kick him unconscious before he could stab her to death, and the odds weren't in her favor.

“MARCO!” shouted Dave. It was a thoughtful gesture, but too little too late. Stacy was the easier target now.

“Stupid bitch!” spat Garron as his groping hand found her left upper arm. He latched onto it like a vice, lifting his sword with his free hand. “I should have let Dillon have his way with you.”

Stacy swung her whole body around. Taking advantage of Garron's blindness and refusal to let go of her arm, she successfully wrapped the back of her knee around his neck.

Garron let go of his sword and her arm, using both hands to try to pry her leg away, but Stacy only squeezed harder.

A sudden twist of her hips produced a satisfying crunch, and Garron's body went limp.

“You see?” said Dave. “I told you that would work.” He was unaware of or unconcerned about the four armed and angry blind men still crawling toward them.

Dillon was about fifty feet away, following the sound of Stacy's struggle. What was left of his clothes was still smoking. The others were still on the other side of the fire and seemed reluctant to move any closer.

Stacy rolled away from Dave and tried to keep Dillon's attention. “I think I liked it better when you were gagged.” That reminded her of something she'd been wondering about. “How did you get rid of your gag, anyway?”

Dave shrugged. “I ate it.”

“Ew,” said Stacy, trying not to imagine swallowing a whole pair of dirty men's underwear. “How could you possibly –”

“I'm a dwarf,” said Dave. “I can chew through just about anything.”

That gave Stacy an idea.

“Shut up, Dave,” she said. “Don't say another word.” Then she shouted, “MARCO!”

Dillon laughed as he crawled faster toward her. “Marco can't save you, deary. But your dwarf friend can watch.”

Now that she had Dillon crawling her way, Stacy squirmed as quietly as she could in a wide arc toward Dave.

“Where are you, deary?” said Dillon. “Why don't you call out for Marco again? I'm quite sure he will answer this time.”

Stacy looked back to make sure Dillon was a safe distance away. As she did so, she rolled over a particularly crunchy pile of dead leaves.

Dillon's head jerked up, his grinning face turning suddenly toward her as if he had perfect vision.

“There you are,” he said, then started crawling her way.

“Shit,” said Stacy. There was no point in trying to be stealthy now. Prioritizing speed, she rolled noisily over the forest floor toward Dave.

“What are you doing?” Dave whispered, as if that mattered now. “Don't bring him here!”

“I need you to chew through my ropes,” said Stacy, sitting up against him. But no matter how she twisted or turned, she couldn't quite get the angle she needed to stand up and put her wrist bindings close enough to his mouth. “Fuck it. We'll have to go feet first.” She turned over to lie on her back, then raised her legs so that her ankle restraints were level with Dave's mouth. “Start chewing. Time's a factor.”

As Dave chewed noisily on her ropes, Dillon crawled quickly toward them, sword in hand and hate in his pale eyes.

“Hurry up, Dave!” said Stacy.

“I'm going as fast as I can,” said Dave through a mouthful of rope.

“MARCO!” Dillon mocked her as he closed in. “MARCO! MAR– AAUUUUGHH!!”

A blur of black fur and white fang came out of nowhere, tackling Dillon in a fit of growls and snarls.

“Lucia?” said Stacy, hoping she'd identified the leopard correctly. Otherwise, she and Dave might be next in line to get eaten.

“No, Marco!” cried Dillon as the great black cat tore fiercely at his burnt flesh. “Bad Marco! Sit! SIT!”

As feline snarls drowned out his screams, the other three blind men decided that they weren't getting paid enough for this and began sprint-crawling away from the campsite as fast as their hands and knees would take them. If a man wasn't being torn apart and devoured right in front of her, it would have been hilarious to watch as they repeatedly bumped into trees.

In all the excitement, Dave had ceased chewing on Stacy's ropes. But when the leopard had its fill of Dillon and turned its blood-slathered face toward them, he snapped out of his trance and started chewing again like the ropes were made of bacon and crack.

Stacy, meanwhile, maintained eye contact with the big cat. She was pretty sure it was Lucia, but she was ready to rip the rope out from between Dave's teeth and kick it in the face if it wasn't.

The big black cat approached slowly, eyes never leaving Stacy’s face, until it came close enough for her to feel its warm, moist breath metallic with the scent of fresh blood. Then it abruptly lowered its head and slid its warm wet muzzle against Stacy’s cheek in feline greeting. It circled around to lay near Stacy, one paw stretched toward her.

“Lucia,” Stacy murmured as she carefully reached her bound wrists toward the paw. When it made no move to attack her, she positioned the rope against the bottom of one of its claws.

Lucia pressed down slightly, slicing through the rope and freeing Stacy's hands.

“Dave,” she said over his continued ferocious gnawing. “You can stop now.”

Dave released the rope. “Oh, thank God. Untie me.” After a second, he remembered his manners. “Please.”

“Not just yet,” said Stacy, scurrying away.

“Wait!” cried Dave. “Where are you going?”

“I have to pee. I've been holding it in all night.”

“Then you can hold it for the five seconds it will take you to untie me!”

“Sorry, Dave. I don't need you following me so you can watch.”

“I wouldn't do that! I'm telling you, I've changed!”

“Watch over him while I'm gone,” Stacy called back to Lucia. “I'll be right back.”

“Oh, come on!” cried Dave. “Don't leave me alone with a bloodthirsty leopard!”

Stacy decided that one hundred feet was enough distance for privacy but still close enough to hear screaming and be able to get back in time.

She found a suitable place, wrapped her Cloak of Elvenkind around her for extra privacy, unlaced her pants, then squatted down to enjoy one of the most relieving pees of her life. Her enjoyment would be short-lived.

“Stacy?”

Goddammit. Her flow stopped as her body tensed.

“Dave, I swear to God I'm going to kick your ass so hard you'll be able to taste my boot.”

“Stacy, listen to me. I'm not Dave.”

She turned around, assuming the voice was coming from behind her only because she couldn't see its source anywhere else. But now that she considered it, it wasn't exactly coming from behind her, but rather from all around her... or inside her head. Further considering it, it didn't sound like Dave. It sounded more like...

“Julian?”

“YES!” He sounded overwhelmed with joy. She would have been overjoyed as well if not for the fact that she wasn't really in an ideal circumstance to be having a conversation.

“Can you see me right now?”

“Just barely,” said Julian. “You're blending into the background quite a bit. And... Are you sitting? It might have something to do with this mirror.”

“However you're doing this, do you think you could do it again in, like, five minutes? I'm trying to pee.”

“I can't,” said Julian. “After I break contact, I don't know when I'll be able to cast this spell again. It really took some doing to get it to work this time.”

“Then could you close your eyes or turn around or something?”

“Sure. I'm turning around. I can't see you at all now.”

“Can you whistle?”

“Um... I think so. I mean, I could in my old body.” Julian let out a loud, sharp whistle. “Wow. I don't think I could go quite that loud before. I'm pretty sure I can also play the violin, but that's just since I've been here. I haven't had a chance to try it out yet.”

Stacy sighed. “I meant, can you –” She corrected herself. “Would you mind whistling a little tune or something until I'm finished, just so I know you're not listening?”

“Oh, um... sure.” While he whistled a jolly little tune, Stacy finished relieving herself. Because of the interruption, it wasn't quite as satisfying as it might have been. But she was grateful to have it out of her.

“Okay,” she said after lacing up her pants and removing her cloak. “I'm done now. You can turn around.”

Julian stopped whistling. “There you are! Oh god, it's so good to see you!”

“It's nice to hear your voice,” said Stacy. “Where are you?”

“That's what I called to tell you. I'm in a city called Pargos. It's east of Cardinia, across the sea. Where are you?”

“I'm in the woods.”

“I can see that much.”

Stacy was a little frustrated that the video on this conference call only worked one way. “Some place called the Cedar Wilds. It's southwest of Cardinia. A few days' journey on foot.”

“Listen,” said Julian, lowering his voice. “I don't have a lot of time to talk, but I was hoping we could get back together. Chaz is singing at a club here, and I'm acting as his manager.”

“Wait, what?” said Stacy. “You got jobs?”

“It's just something that happened. The guy who owns the club thinks we ripped him off, so we're stuck here for a couple more weeks. It's a long story. But after we're done, I can come meet you at the –”

“Just stay where you are,” said Stacy. She had no intention of being with Dave for weeks, and she could really use a change of scenery. “I've got some stuff to deal with, but it shouldn't take me more than another day or two. After that, I'll come find you in... What was the name of that city again?”

“Pargos,” said Julian. “We're at a club called the Howling Owlbear.”

“Pargos,” Stacy repeated. “Howling Owlbear. Got it.”

A loud, repeated banging noise startled her. Not seeing anything in her surroundings that would be causing that, she assumed it was on Julian's end.

“What is going on in there?” demanded a muffled voice. “Who are you talking to?”

“Shit,” said Julian. “Don't come in here! I'm still naked!”

That put the entire conversation they'd been having in a strange new light.

“Why are you naked?” asked Stacy. “Where are you?”

“I'm in a furniture store. I've got to go.”

The banging noise got louder.

“You have five seconds to get dressed!” said the muffled voice. “Then I am coming in!”

“Why are you naked in a furniture store?” asked Stacy.

“It's a long story,” said Julian. “I'll tell you all about it when you get here, but right now I'm in the middle of something. Love you!” After a short pause, he added, “HORSE!”

Then his end went silent. The only sounds around Stacy were the chirping of birds and the rustling of leaves in the breeze.

Did he just say he loves me?


Chapter 29

“Shit,” Julian whispered to himself. “Did I just tell her I loved her?”

That was some pretty heavy shit to lay on someone who thought he was currently running around naked in a furniture store.

“Five!” Lindon's voice boomed from the other side of the door, reminding Julian that he had more pressing concerns right now. One of which was stealing this mirror. Its usefulness as a reliable way to reach his friends wherever they were in the world far outweighed any moral objections. He could return later and pay Lindon when he had the money.

“Are you ready, Dallas?” he asked the nervous horse he'd just summoned.

“Four!”

As soon as Lindon opened the door, Julian would charge past him with the mirror under his arm. As soon as he glanced that way, however, the horse followed his gaze. Startled by its own reflection, it whinnied and kicked directly backward.

“NO!” cried Julian as the mirror exploded into a billion glittering shards.

The door swung open. Lindon gaped in horror, first at the horse, then at the silvery shards littering his entire office, and finally at Julian.

“YOU!” he snarled.

Julian looked down at his clothes. The Disguise Self spell had ended.

“Shit,” said Julian. He put his left foot in the stirrup, grabbed the saddlehorn, and pulled himself up. “I'm really sorry about all this.”

“Get down from there, vagrant!” demanded Lindon. “You are not going anywhere until the authorities arrive!”

“That's where you're wrong. Be sure to give them my best.” Julian clicked his tongue, and Dallas bolted forward. It was more eager to get out of there than Julian expected, and he narrowly avoided slamming his head against the door frame on the way out.

Unfortunately, their path to the exit was obstructed by the large oak dresser he'd had to squeeze past to get here. The horse came to a sudden halt, unable to pass through such a narrow gap.

“Dammit!” said Julian as he climbed off the horse and onto the dresser. He hopped down in front of the horse and braced himself to push the heavy piece of furniture as hard as he could.

A familiar click and twang was immediately followed by an even more familiar equine scream. Had Lindon just shot Dallas in the ass?

“Get back here this instant, you vandal!” shouted Lindon.

The few customers who had been browsing his wares now quickly exited at the sound of crossbow fire.

“Dude!” Julian shouted back at him as he struggled to move the dresser. “Leave the horse out of this!”

The dresser wouldn't budge. Julian was going to have to flee on foot. But he wasn't going to leave Dallas here to get slaughtered. Instead, he would just dismiss the spell.

“Sorry, buddy,” he said. “Thank you for –”

CLICK!

TWANG!

The scream that followed cut off a fraction of a second later as the horse vanished. Two crossbow bolts dropped from where its ass had just been and clattered on the floor. Beyond them, Lindon was loading a third bolt into a crossbow he must have kept in his office.

“SHIT!” Julian said for the third time in as many minutes. He dashed for the exit, nearly running into an elderly human woman who was also trying to flee.

“Come back here, you louse-ridden vagrant!” cried Lindon.

Julian wasn't purposely using an old woman as a human shield, but he hoped that Lindon’s already low opinion of him would make him perceive it as just that.

CLICK!
TWANG!
THUD!

The next bolt lodged in the door frame inches away from Julian's head. The old woman yelped, then pushed Julian out of the way to hasten her exit. Clearly, Lindon's rage outweighed his concern for the customers fleeing his store.

Julian kept his head down as he followed her out, then sprinted down the street in the opposite direction. If Lindon was willing to risk shooting one of his own customers, he wouldn't give up the pursuit.

The marketplace was busier now. More shops were open, and customers milled around to browse wares and haggle prices.

“Thief!” cried Lindon as he continued to give chase. “Stop him!”

The marketplace wasn't busy enough for Julian to lose Lindon in a crowd. And Lindon's shouting made people back away from Julian rather than try to apprehend him. It was only a matter of time before Lindon either had a clear enough shot to fire or some would-be hero would try and tackle Julian.

Disguise Self had worked well enough for him to fool Lindon while interacting with him. It should work at least as well toward the opposite goal. He made a sharp left turn into the next alleyway so that he could make his transformation unseen.

Garbage, old tarps, and pieces of stalls presumably left behind by failed entrepreneurs crowded the length of the alley. Julian climbed, shimmied, and crawled a path from there toward the next street over. Along the way, he knocked over a few larger piles of refuse to slow down Lindon's pursuit. He'd made it about three-quarters of the way through the alley when Lindon's form darkened the way he'd entered through. As soon as he heard the click of a crossbow, he ducked behind an old crate and waited for Lindon to fire.

But Lindon held his fire. Now that Julian was sitting still, Lindon had no reason not to wait for a clean shot. As Julian squatted with his back against the wall, he could hear Lindon stomping through the trash, getting closer with every step.

Disguise Self wouldn't do him any good while Lindon was locked in on his position. Instead, Julian used another first-level illusion spell, Silent Image.

“Me!” he whispered, instantly creating a perfect illusory copy of himself crouched behind the crate. It was a little unnerving. The spell couldn't create sound, but Julian had that part covered.

“Hey!” he shouted as he willed his illusory form to stand up. “There's no need for violence. Let's talk about this like rational –”

CLICK!

TWANG!

CRASH!

The bolt went straight through the illusion and obliterated a rotted chunk of wood behind it. That was as much as Julian could hope for. He made a break for the other side of the alley while Lindon loaded his next bolt.

“Damn you,” Lindon called out after him. “You son of a thousand fathers!”

There was one last pile of trash big enough to hide behind before the alley led out to the street. That was Julian's last chance to cast Disguise Self without being seen.

A couple Magic Missiles would probably do the trick, but Julian didn't want to murder a guy in an alley for being rude. Sure, it would have clearly been a case of self-defense at this point, but Julian had been a willing participant in the series of escalations that led to this. He would make his best effort at a non-violent means of escape.

Fearing Lindon might guess what he was up to and be suspicious of anyone in the immediate area, Julian chose a disguise he hoped would make Lindon think twice before scrutinizing too closely. A beautiful human woman being harassed by a crossbow-wielding madman would surely attract unwanted attention. Even in his enraged state, Lindon wouldn't dare try to grab some random woman's boob just to see whether or not it was part of an illusion.

“Stacy,” he whispered after completely obscuring himself behind the trash pile near the end of the alley. When his hands turned a few shades darker, his chest expanded outward, and his robes turned into the forest green tunic and tight brown pants he last remembered seeing Stacy in, he crawled out of the alley and around the corner.

As soon as he'd cleared Lindon's line of sight, he got to his feet and darted across the street.

A quick glance at his surroundings made Julian feel even more self-conscious. The area outside the marketplace was a lot seedier than he'd anticipated. The buildings were all dingy and in various states of disrepair. The people shuffling up and down the street looked a lot like the sort of people Lindon would instantly throw out of his shop. Being disguised as Stacy probably made him stand out more than if he hadn't disguised himself at all.

It was too late to change his mind now, though. Lindon emerged from the alley, crossbow in hand, looking up and down the street for him.

Julian kept his head down and tried to look as inconspicuous as he could. Another problem he noticed was that almost everyone else out on the street was interacting with other people. That made them instantly less suspicious than some woman standing alone with no clear purpose for doing so.

“Hello,” said a half-elven boy, not older than thirteen, as he nervously approached her.

Julian didn't know what this kid wanted, but he wasn't about to look this gift horse in the mouth. It was perfect. From a distance, they would look like just a normal mother and son.

Raising the pitch of his voice a couple of octaves, he responded. “Hello, little boy. What's your name?”

The boy smiled, still clearly nervous. “Tilbert. What's yours?”

“Stacy,” said Julian. There was no reason to invent a whole new persona. Hopefully, he would be able to ditch this disguise before too long. “Are you lost?”

Tilbert shook his head. “I live in East Valley. I have five silver pieces.”

Kids are adorable. He sounded so pleased with himself.

Julian smiled warmly at him. “Well, good for you. And what do you intend to do with it?” Looking around, Julian didn't see anything that looked like a candy store. He did, however, see Lindon tugging on some old man's beard before shoving him away. Just as he'd suspected, Lindon was testing people for illusions.

“I want to fuck you rotten.”

Julian's attention was suddenly yanked back to the foul-mouthed little boy looking up at him.

“I beg your pardon!” he said, straining to keep his composure.

“This is my first time with a whore,” said Tilbert. “Am I supposed to pay you upfront or after we're done? Do you have a room we can go to? Or do we do it here on the street?”

“We don't do it at all!” whispered Julian, barely able to maintain his faux female voice. “Little boy, what gave you the impression that I was a...” He didn't want to repeat the word 'whore' in front of a child, even if he was actually repeating what that child himself had said. Even 'prostitute' made him uncomfortable. “Woman of ill-repute?”

Tilbert gestured at something behind Julian. “Why else would you be standing here?”

Julian turned around and spotted a sign leaning against the side of the building that appeared to have been scrawled in feces on an old scrap of wood.

BIG DADDY DONG'S

DISCOUNT WHORES

“Listen, kid. You've got me all wrong.” Julian spoke now in his normal voice, hoping to rid the boy of any inappropriate desires. “I'm not working here. I just happened to be standing in front of –”

“Who in the Seven Hells are you?” demanded a chunky gnomish woman in a shiny dress made of either sequins or fish scales that was easily three sizes too small for her.

She stomped toward Julian. “Who told you to work my corner?”

“Nobody told me,” said Julian. “I –”

“So you thought you could just move your skinny human ass in on my territory and squeeze the milk out of my titties?”

“I wasn't squeezing milk out of your titties! I never touched your titties!”

“This corner is my titty,” said the gnome. She grabbed Tilbert by the face and squeeze his cheeks together. “This is my milk. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Julian lied, hoping that would end the conversation and allow him to leave. He felt a sudden panic that went beyond what he was feeling a second ago and desperately wanted to get out of there. “I'm really sorry.” He glanced up the street to check in on Lindon. Everyone within two hundred feet of them was staring at all the commotion the gnome lady was making. Unfortunately, that included Lindon. However, he didn't seem particularly suspicious as he shook his head disapprovingly at what he must have perceived as two hookers engaged in a turf dispute over who gets to boink the underage John.

“You don't know what sorry is, bitch,” said the gnome. “Just wait until Big Daddy Dong hears about this.”

“Big Daddy who?” Julian looked back at the hastily made sign leaning against the building. “Wait, we don't have to get Big Daddy Dong involved. I was just about to –”

“DADDY!” the gnome shouted as she looked up at the windows on the second floor.

“What is it?” boomed an angry voice that Julian could only think of as... bovine? He suddenly understood how he recognized it as such when he looked up and saw an enraged minotaur glowering down at the gnome. Bits of spittle and wet crumbs rained down on Julian. “I am trying to eat my lunch!”

“This human slag is trying to squeeze the milk from my titties!”

“Squeeze the milk from your titties? On my corner?”

“Hold on a second,” said Julian. “Is this a universally understood metaphor? Because I want to make it perfectly clear that I never once came close to –” A firm grasp of his crotch derailed his train of thought.

“This whore has a cock!” declared Tilbert loud enough for the entire neighborhood to hear.

“A cock?” said the gnome.

“A cock?” echoed Lindon from two blocks down the street.

“A COCK?” shouted Big Daddy Dong, who apparently took quality control on his corner very seriously. He pulled out a big black Desert Eagle the size of a small dog and pointed it down at Julian.

“JESUS!” cried Julian, jumping out of the way as three deafening shots blasted out, putting small craters in the ground where he'd just been standing. He pressed his back against the wall, taking cover under the ratty awning above the building's entrance. It wouldn't stop a heavy rain, much less that kind of firepower, but it was enough to obscure the line of sight between Julian and the furious minotaur. “When did everyone in this world suddenly get fucking guns?”

The false sense of security afforded him by the awning would be short lived. Thunderous hoofsteps from above threatened to crash through the floor while Lindon approached angrily as he raised his crossbow to aim at Julian.

“Vagrant!” he shouted as he stopped to steady his aim.

Julian instinctively shut his eyes and raised his arms to cover his face as he heard the familiar CLICK and TWANG of  Lindon's crossbow. But he didn't feel a bolt hit him, nor did he hear it clatter against anything else.

Cautiously lowering his arms and opening his eyes, Julian beheld the biggest, meanest, most pissed-off-looking minotaur he had ever had the displeasure of laying eyes upon. Eight feet tall if he was an inch, his curved black horns rose to points still a further six inches above the top of his bovine head. In one hand, he held the massive gun. In the other, the half-devoured leg of what Julian could only assume to have once belonged to a dire turkey. Between his massive furry legs hung a dong truly befitting his name. It looked like the arm of a sunburned Irishman. He stared furiously down at Julian through his bulging red cow eyes.

“Oh, shit!” said Lindon from somewhere behind the angry beast.

Big Daddy Dong turned around slowly, revealing the crossbow bolt lodged in his back.

“Julian?” called out a familiar avian voice from the sky.

Julian looked up and was briefly overcome with joy at the sight of someone who didn't want to kill him.

“Ravenus!” he shouted, then clapped his hands over his mouth. The last thing he wanted right now was to distract Big Daddy Dong from the new target he'd locked in on.

As it turned out, that was not an issue. Big Daddy Dong huffed, snorted, and dragged one hoof along the ground, his furious gaze laser-focused on Lindon, who was running for his life. Julian doubted a nuclear blast could have distracted him.

While he was certainly relieved to have avoided being shot, trampled, or gored to death by a cow pimp, Julian felt bad for dragging Lindon into what would very likely be his grisly and untimely demise. Then again, crossbows are not toys. One can't expect to keep firing them into public areas without eventually suffering some repercussions.

“Julian?” Ravenus called out again, much louder than was necessary.

Julian found him perched on a rooftop across the street, scanning left and right, failing to spot Julian even as his gaze swept right over him.

“Oh, right,” Julian said to himself, then dispelled his disguise.

The gnome woman gasped.

“I knew it!” cried Tilbert. “It felt like Uncle Dobbin's!”

Julian shuddered, then decided that was a can of worms he didn't want to open.

“Ravenus!” he called out. “Down here!”

“There you are, sir!” said Ravenus, flapping down to meet him. “Where have you been? I have been searching all over the city for you.”

Julian realized that the spike in panic he'd felt earlier must have been Ravenus entering the mile-wide range of their Empathic Link, sensing Julian's fear, and reflecting his own fear for Julian's life back on Julian.

“I'll tell you on the way back to the club. We should really get out of here.”


Chapter 30

“My name is Stogbart,” said Cooper's bugbear captive as he led the way through the Blood Marshes.

“Shut up and keep moving.” Cooper had enough on his mind without having to learn this bugbear's life story.

Their first stop had been to a skiff hidden in reeds which Stogbart had intended for them to all ride in together while he guided it through the marsh with a pole. That was too close for Cooper’s comfort. He much preferred Stogbart leading from twenty feet ahead with an arrow pointed at his back. To that end, Cooper had armed himself with one of the bugbear's longbows and kept an arrow nocked and ready to fire.

A length of rope connected one of Cooper's legs to the skiff, where Nabi lay alone, barely clinging to life. In order for Stogbart to get to her, he would have to first survive a half-orc that was done fucking around.

Still, Cooper conceded that Stogbart was probably the least of his worries in a place called the Blood Marshes, especially when Stogbart himself had warned him that they shouldn't travel through there at night. The water was as black and impenetrable to light as used motor oil. Anything could be lurking down there.

“What kind of shit is out here?” asked Cooper, inviting Stogbart to resume talking.

“I – I am not sure what you mean,” Stogbart replied nervously. “There is all manner of shit in the marshes. Fish shit, bird shit, crocodile shit, frog –”

“Jesus Christ, dude. Enough already.” At least the crocodile shit indicated one predator he should be looking out for. “I meant creatures and monsters. What are the biggest threats? Why did you say we shouldn't go through here at night? Is it the crocodiles?”

“Crocodiles are certainly a concern, but they are by no means the biggest. There is enough smaller prey to keep them well fed, so they tend to steer clear of larger prey such as ourselves unless we venture into their territory or too close to their nests. As long as we continue talking, they tend to shy away.”

Cooper wasn't much of a conversationalist at the best of times. This was a burden he didn't want to deal with, so he put the full responsibility on Stogbart's shoulders.

“Then keep talking. What are the bigger ones?”

“Bigger what?”

“Threats, asshole,” said Cooper. “You said there were bigger threats than crocodiles out here. What are they?”

“Artemise LeRouge,” Stogbart replied in a quavering whisper.

Cooper couldn't recall any such creature from the Caverns & Creatures Monster Manual.

“What the fuck is that?” he asked. “It sounds like some kind of fancy cheese.”

“She is a green hag.”

That sounded somehow even less threatening than cheese, and also a little racist.

“So there's some old lady who lives out here in the swamp? What's so scary about that? And what difference does it make what color she is?”

If anything, that made Cooper even less concerned. After all, if some geriatric green bitch could survive on her own out here, then how hard could it be for him to pass through?

“Artemise LeRouge is no mere crone,” insisted Stogbart. “She roams the marsh at night in search of foolish travelers to feast upon. She delights in deception and discord, offering bargains designed to force travelers to quarrel and turn against one another.”

Cooper tried to imagine what kind of bargain an old swamp lady could offer that would make him turn on his friends. “You mean, like, they have to fight to the death for a toothless blowjob?”

Stogbart glanced back at Cooper, confused, then faced forward again when he saw the arrow pointed at his face. “No. That is not what I mean at all. She uses illusory magic to tempt people into her – AAAAUUUUUGGGHHHH!”

A sudden thrashing in the water pulled Stogbart under. It happened so suddenly that, if Cooper hadn't been looking right at him when it happened, he would have thought he'd just vanished like one of Julian's dead horses. He dropped his bow and arrow and pounced on the still-thrashing water. As he expected, Cooper felt the rough scaly top and smooth underbelly of a crocodile. It was also a lot bigger and seemed stronger than Cooper could deal with in a normal emotional state.

“I'm really angry!” The words bubbled out of his mouth as the balance of strength shifted between him and the big reptilian beast. He felt his way up to the mouth, which was clamped down on Stogbart's leg, then mustered all of his enhanced Strength score to pry it open. As soon as Stogbart pulled his leg free, Cooper let the croc's jaws snap shut, then wrapped his arms around its mouth to keep them that way.

Holding the crocodile's mouth closed was easier than prying it open, but by no means actually easy. The crocodile naturally objected to this and thrashed as hard as it could to get free.

Needing to breathe, Cooper planted both feet on the squishy ground and forced both himself and the crocodile above the surface. He spotted Stogbart hobbling toward the skiff where Nabi lay defenseless.

If Cooper let go of the crocodile, he would lose his Barbarian Rage and likely be killed almost instantly. There was a small chance he could reach Stogbart before that happened, and maybe even kill him before he reached Nabi. But in the end, the croc would finish them all off. His only choice, then, was to hope that Stogbart wasn't going to try to use this as an opportunity to kill Nabi and escape as Cooper succumbed to the crocodile.

While Cooper struggled to maintain his grapple on the crocodile's head and neck, Stogbart retrieved his dagger from the skiff, then limped back toward Cooper.

The contest of opposed Strength checks had turned them around, leaving Cooper's back facing Stogbart. One solid stab was all it would take to bring him down. Looking back at the bugbear, Cooper could see in his eyes that he was carefully considering his options.

Stogbart held the dagger by the blade, as if intending to throw it. Probably a wise move on his part. Missing Cooper from a distance would buy the cowardly piece of shit about six more seconds of life than if he missed him up close.

Cooper tried to wrestle the crocodile into position as a reptilian shield to block the dagger, but the stubborn croc refused to cooperate.

Instead of hurling the dagger at Cooper, though, Stogbart tossed it underhand to him. Cooper risked losing control of the crocodile to snatch the dagger out of the air, but he managed to maintain a one-armed lock around the creature's jaws. Dagger in hand, he plunged it into one side of the croc's smooth white throat, then dragged it across to the other.

As crimson blood flowed down from the slit, the crocodile thrashed wildly for a second or two. Time, blood loss, and multiple successive stab wounds eventually took their toll on the beast, and it finally went limp.

Cooper squatted in the thick black water as he came out of his rage, hoping that would contain the accompanying fart. It was successful to an extent, but the fart bubbles that made it to the surface were still enough to make Stogbart's eyes water and inspire an unconscious groan from Nabi. At least it was confirmation that she was still hanging in there.

Stogbart looked like he was fighting ghosts as he attempted to wave the heavy fart cloud away, but Cooper's farts tended to act like a bulwark against all but the stiffest breeze. There wasn't the slightest hint of a breeze in the Blood Marshes tonight, though. Not a single leaf stirred.

Cooper shoved the crocodile corpse away and groped through the mud where he’d been standing until he found his longbow and arrow. “Keep moving.”

Stogbart obediently trudged forward about twenty feet before exhaling. He stopped, greedily breathing in stagnant swamp air like he was in a rose garden outside of a bakery.

Cooper found the display a little insulting. “I said keep moving.”

“We should rest,” said Stogbart. “We are all greatly wounded.”

“Fuck that,” said Cooper, even more exhausted now after coming out of his rage. “We're just crocodile bait out here. You can rest when we get to the temple.”

“But I –”

“Or you can rest when I put a fucking arrow in your head!” Cooper raised his bow to demonstrate the extent to which he was not fucking around. “Move your ass!”

Stogbart nodded. “Very well.” With a wince, he limped forward, leaving a red trail on the water's surface.


Chapter 31

When Katherine opened her eyes, she was alarmed to find herself naked and in the woods. How many times had she told herself to stop doing Kamikaze shots with college kids?

Bracing herself for a massive headache, she sat up and found that her head didn't hurt at all. In fact, she couldn't remember ever feeling so refreshed in her life.

Even more surprising, her memory of the previous night wasn't impaired at all. She hadn't gone out to one of her Mississippi dive bar haunts. She was a druid in a fantasy world. She could do magic and turn into animals. She had a companion wolf called Butterbean who was currently staring at her with his tongue hanging out. Last night, she'd crashed a boat into some rocks and...

“Oh my god, I fucked Righteous.”

“Ah, you are awake,” said Righteous from behind.

Katherine instinctively clapped her hands over her private areas but found that large leaves already covered most of her body like a green blanket.

“Good morning,” she said without turning around. The last thing she needed right now was to see him strutting around with his dick swinging in the breeze.

“I am afraid not,” he responded as he walked into her field of vision. Thankfully, he was wearing pants. What the hell was that supposed to mean? Had she not performed well enough last night? He'd seemed like he was enjoying himself. Or maybe it was like when the European colonists first came over to the Americas and wiped out all the natives who weren't prepared for all their nasty diseases. Had she given him smallpox? His face, broad shoulders, and bare chest didn't appear to have any weird bumps or oozing pustules or anything. How would he even know if he had smallpox unless...

“Is your dick okay?”

Filter, Katherine!

Righteous smiled at her. “Truly, it has never been better.”

“I'm sorry. I just woke up. I said good morning, and then you said no it isn't. What's wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong,” said Righteous. “But the morning is long behind us. It is late in the afternoon. You must be starved.”

Katherine had been so preoccupied worrying about whether or not she'd caused his dick to rot off that she didn't notice until now that he was carrying a large piece of tree bark with a variety of chopped fruits on top of it.

“You made me breakfast?”

“I apologize for such a meager offering. I cornered a boar, but it got away.”

Katherine was moved nearly to tears. The most she'd ever been offered after waking up next to a guy was a Pop-Tart, and he'd only offered it to her because she caught him helping himself to her Pop-Tarts on his way out of her apartment. She wished she'd given that guy a case of dick pox. He might have actually called again.

She eyed Righteous as she reached toward him, wary this was some kind of Nice Guy routine. But like everything she’d ever seen him do, this seemed like another genuine gesture of thinking about someone other than himself. She took a chunk of orange melon-like fruit from the tray and put it in her mouth. It was sweet and juicy, and it made her realize that she was indeed very hungry. “This is delicious! Thank you so much.”

Righteous set the tray down next to her. “If this is not adequate, I can gather more.”

“No, it's plenty.” She smiled meekly at him as she caught the leaves starting to slip down off her breasts. “I would like to know where my clothes are, though.”

“Behind you,” said Righteous. “I shall wait on the beach. Join me once you have eaten and dressed.”

As long as she was already naked, she was kind of hoping for a Round Two. But in the interest of not coming off like an insatiable whore, she let him go. Besides, it would have been weird to do it in front of Butterbean in the brightness of day .

The green fruit was either unripe or just naturally unpleasant. Everything else was delicious. The pink fruit was her favorite, a little sour but not so much as a grapefruit. She finished the fruit and still felt a little hungry, but she was full enough to function. She was pleasantly surprised to find her clothes spread out flat on rocks in the sun. They were almost dry. Righteous was quite the little homemaker. He'd even left a yellow flower next to her shirt.

While she pulled on her jeans, a snapping twig startled her. Butterbean's ears perked up as well.

Staring where she thought the sound had come from, she saw nothing but dense overgrowth. As she yanked on her top, she sincerely hoped it was a rabid bear or a ravenous tribe of cannibals. If Righteous's chivalry turned out to be some kind of facade and he was out there creeping on her in the bushes, she thought her psyche might finally crack.

She grabbed the rest of her clothes and the flower, then led Butterbean briskly toward the beach. Much to her relief, Righteous was there waiting for her, just as he said he would be.

Now that she was safely within visual range of him, she considered putting on her cloak, then decided against it. It was warm enough out, and her top showed off her goods without looking too slutty. She liked the way Righteous looked at her, and she wanted to give him more of a reason to do so. To that end, she tucked the yellow flower in her hair as she approached him on the sand, following his footprints.

“No sign of the boat,” he said when she got near enough to hear him over the crashing waves.

Katherine sighed, remembering that this was not, in fact, a romantic island vacation.

“It was torn to shit when we crashed,” she said. “We're going to have to find a different way off this... Wait, are we even sure this is an island?”

“I never suggested it was an island.”

“So it's not?”

Righteous shrugged. “It might be.”

Katherine gazed up at the steep mountain further inland looming darkly over the land. “I guess there's only one way to find out.”

“I can think of several off the top of my head,” said Righteous. “For instance, we could leave an identifying marker somewhere, then follow the coast until we see it again.”

That wasn't the one way Katherine had been thinking.

“I suppose that's a –”

“Of course, that would only help us if this is indeed an island, and a small one at that. Otherwise, we would waste an enormous amount of time with very little to show for it.”

“Exactly,” said Katherine, relieved that the idea she hadn't thought of turned out to be a shitty one. “So it doesn't really count, does it?”

“I suppose not. Or one might climb to the top of that mountain and observe their surroundings from a higher vantage point.”

“That's what I had in mind.”

“Of course, as a druid, you could more easily Wildshape into bird form and observe from an even higher vantage point.”

Katherine couldn't let him know she'd been too stupid to think of that.

“Obviously,” she said. “When I said that's what I had in mind, I was referring to the height thing. Of course, I'm going to turn into a bird. What, do you think I'm some kind of dumbshit?”

Righteous gawked at her. “I think nothing of the sort!”

“Good.” Katherine felt like she was already self-sabotaging this potentially good and healthy relationship, and she hadn't even started drinking yet. Turning into a bird and flying away truly felt like the best move right now, topography notwithstanding. She recognized her own shitty behavior and how to stop it, but more importantly, she wanted to do so. It pleased her to realize this about herself.“I'll fly up there and check things out. You and Butterbean can wait here.”

Righteous nodded. “Very good.”

Katherine considered warning him about the sound she'd heard earlier while getting dressed but decided against it. She felt she was already coming off as painfully insecure. Outing herself as a paranoid nutbar wouldn't do her any favors. A snapping twig in a forest wasn't anything to sound alarms for, and Righteous had repeatedly proven he could take care of himself.

After a reassuring exchange of smiles, she turned into a raven, then launched herself upward. She ascended the first hundred feet or so straight upward in a spiral pattern, mostly just to show off. Then she followed the slope of the mountain, admiring the bright green flora and staying alert for anything interesting or out of sorts.

Cresting the top of the mountain, she discovered that they were indeed on an island. But the mountain she'd just flown up was the smaller of a pair of mountains connected by a strip of land. Both mountains appeared to be volcanic, with cratered peaks like overturned ice cream cones with the bottoms bitten off. But the smaller peak's crater was filled with crystal blue water, suggesting it had gone dormant quite some time ago.

However, a steady tendril of black smoke rose from the larger mountain's crater, and a slick black trench of barren glasslike rock ran from the peak all the way down to the sea. This was an active volcano. When it erupted, this trench would be filled with lava flowing into the sea.

Katherine had never seen the inside of a volcano, and she suspected her opportunities for doing so in the future would be limited.

Enjoying the rush of salty wind in her face, she flapped harder and higher toward the top of the other mountain. The coast beyond gave her visual confirmation beyond a doubt that they were on an island, and the view inside the volcano didn't disappoint.

The bright orange glow came from deep down in the mountain's shaft, maybe fifty or a hundred feet below sea level. Even from as high as she was above the peak, Katherine could feel the heat.

She circled the crater a couple of times to admire the view, then decided it was time to head back. Unfortunately, she hadn't thought to pick out any landmarks to guide her back. She found what she thought was the general area she'd come from easily enough, but each part of the shoreline looked just like every other part of the shoreline, making it difficult to pinpoint exactly where she'd left Righteous and Butterbean.

After a while of futile searching up and down the coast, Katherine decided to scan the rocks beyond the shoreline for the site of their wreckage. If she could find that, she could narrow down an area of coastline to search more thoroughly.

It was a long shot. The little boat had struck the rocks hard. After nearly a whole day's worth of being thrown against the rocks over and over again, she'd be surprised to find a single recognizable scrap of it.

She flew south until she was all but sure she'd gone too far. But just as she was about to turn around and head back north, she spotted the boat among the rocks. It wasn't nearly as bad as she'd expected. The waves must have dislodged it from the most jagged rocks and deposited it into a relatively calmer pool of water. The mast and sail were nowhere to be seen, and she had no hope the hull could be repaired, but at least she knew she was close to Righteous and Butterbean.

At least, that's what she thought. Scanning the shoreline immediately near the wreckage site, she saw neither any signs of her animal companion and lover nor any stretch of coast that looked particularly familiar. And her wings were getting tired.

The sun slid toward the horizon, painting the sky vivid gold, and Katherine wanted to make absolutely sure she reunited with them before dark. As counterintuitive as it seemed, she decided that her best chance of doing so would be to take her half-elven form and comb the beach on foot. Sure, she covered a larger area while airborne, but she hadn’t found them yet. On foot, along the beach, there was zero chance of her walking by a burly handsome man and a wolf without spotting them.

Already having a nagging suspicion that she'd gone too far south, Katherine headed northward up the coast, periodically calling out for Righteous and Butterbean.

Minutes turned into hours, and Katherine's thoughts darkened with the evening sky. What could have happened to them? She hadn't been gone that long. How could she have misjudged their crash site so severely? Why did none of this shit look even remotely familiar?

“Righteous!” she shouted in frustration. “Butterbean!” If some island demon had eaten them both, then let it come for her as well. “WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU?”

She was considered turning around and heading south again when things started to look more familiar. The density of pebbles in the sand, the texture of the bark on the trees inland, the curvature of the coastline. This was the area where they'd made landfall. It had to be. The tide or something must have moved the boat wreckage.

Her suspicions were confirmed when she spotted her cloak, still neatly folded on the rock where she'd left it. But where the hell was Righteous? Where the hell was –

“BUTTERBEAN!”

Her animal companion lay still on the sand, spattered with fresh blood.


Chapter 32

“Are you out of your goddamn mind?” yelled Denise.as she followed the others back to the southern edge of town. “We spent two long days walking this far from Hollin, and now you want to turn around and go back on account of some promise you made to a dead guy?”

Randy knew the decision wouldn't be a popular one, but he wished that just once someone would understand that doing the right thing isn't always easy and cut him some slack.

“It was a dead man's last wish,” he said without looking back at her. “I wish I could give all the families that lost someone to the Knights of Jordan the same kind of closure. Besides, when I make a promise, it means something.”

“Well, shit. I know that, Randy. But you ain't specified exactly when you was planning on meeting his family. They ain't going nowhere. What' about finding Katherine and her ship? Don't that mean nothing no more? Come on, guys. Back me up.”

“She has a point,” said Tony the Elf. “We can deliver bad news to this guy's family any time. He's not getting any deader. But Katherine is alive, and she needs our help. Going back to Hollin now feels a lot like abandoning her.”

“Hollin makes sense,” said Tanner.

Finally, someone was in Randy's corner. He was surprised it was Tanner, though. Randy suspected he was still pretty sore about having to give that Ring of Regeneration back to Father Tibble.

“Thank you,” said Randy.

Denise let out a loud, exaggerated sigh. “Are you fuckin' shitting me right now?”

“Not for the same reasons as Randy's, however,” Tanner continued. “Those, I agree, are ludicrous.”

“Then why the –”

“This is not a large village, but it is more than adequate to meet the standards Katherine set for our next rendezvous. We have walked from one end of the village to the other, and there has been no sign of her. That means either the storm put her off course, or she decided to continue sailing on without us. Perhaps she discovered a lead that she had to act on immediately. All we know for certain is that she is ultimately headed to her ship, which we currently have a lead on. If we find the ship first, she will no doubt find us shortly afterward.”

“But you said the ship was on the Island of Bones,” said Tony the Elf. “Is that near Hollin?”

Tanner shook his head. “My geographical knowledge of this part of the world is hazy at best, but I believe Isla de Huesos is north of here.”

“Then –”

“The fishing boats in this tiny harbor will not take us there. We may find larger harbors to the north, but I have no idea how far we would have to travel to reach them. Hollin is only two days from here, and it has a much larger harbor filled with much larger ships. If we head there right now, we may have a chance of catching up to Seastalker while she's still docked.”

Tony the Elf nodded. “Okay, that actually sounds like a solid plan.” He frowned at the dead body once again strapped to Fatty's back. “Are we planning on bringing him the whole way there?”

“I thought it might be a nice gesture to deliver the remains to the family,” said Randy. “You know, so that they could say a proper goodbye.”

“Nice?” said Denise. “How the fuck is that nice? That thing is a rotting, eyeless ghoul, and it's only gonna get worse by the time we get back to Hollin. Those fuckin' kids ain't never gonna sleep again after laying eyes on that. You think that's how they want to remember their daddy?”

Upon further consideration, Randy conceded that Denise had a point.

“You think we should bury it then?”

Denise shook her head. “I swear, Randy. For a guy who always flaps his yap about doing the right thing, sometimes I don't think you'd know the right thing if it walked right up and kicked you in the nuts.”

“I take it you got something different in mind?”

“You got to try to look at things from other peoples' perspectives sometimes. It's called entropy.”

“You mean empathy?” suggested Tony the Elf.

“Fuck you, long ears. I'm trying to explain something to my friend.” She turned back to Randy. “Take Fatty, for example. He's been lugging around what, from his point of view, appears to be food. Now, how do you think it's gonna look when we take that food off his back and bury it in the ground without letting him have so much as a nibble? I reckon it would seem both wasteful and downright cruel.”

“I don't know,” said Randy. “It kind of feels disrespectful. I mean, especially now that I talked to the man and all.”

“What do you think happens to him when we throw some dirt on top of him? He's just gonna get eaten by crabs and worms and shit anyway.”

“Also, it seems like a lot less work,” said Tony the Elf.

“And less of a waste of time,” said Tanner. “Even if everything goes right, which I can assure you it will not, we are not guaranteed to catch Seastalker before Logan recruits a new crew. And even if we do, we will still need time to come up with a plan for taking it from him.”

A few hours later, when it was time to pack it in for the night, Randy determined that the others were right. He not only allowed Fatty to eat his fill of the corpse, but he even summoned Basil to finish off the rest of it. Dave the Dog, however, did not join in. Whether Tony the Elf had forbidden Dave the Dog from eating any part of the meat because he didn’t want him to develop a taste for human, or if it was just a dog thing, Randy didn’t know.

The next morning, he had to admit that the mood was brighter without the sour stench of death hovering around them or the vacant eye-holes of a festering corpse gawking back at them whenever they happened to look in its direction.

Without such distractions, their discussions were more productive. They decided that when they reached Hollin, Randy and Denise would seek out the widow Norwynn while Tanner and Tony the Elf sought passage to Isla de Huesos.

They arrived in the early hours of the following morning and opted to camp out on the beach again rather than try to find lodging at such an inconvenient hour.

Randy was nervous about meeting Lyra Norwynn. Telling a woman and her kids that their daddy wasn't ever coming home was a lot scarier to him than some island full of pirates. He wished that burden wasn't his to bear. But as they lay on the sand staring up into the heavens, he thought about it a different way. Maybe the burden had been placed on his shoulders simply because he was the only one who could be counted on to bear it.


Chapter 33

“Rise and shine,” said Tim, flipping on the light switch in Mordred's mom's bedroom.

Nadia groaned, then half opened one eye. “What time is it?”

“Time for you to hold up your end of the bargain, so get your ass out of bed.”

“How are you this alert after...” Nadia paused to let out a lion-like yawn. “After we drank so much last night?”

Tim held up his flask and jiggled it. “Hair of the dog. Unfortunately for you, you have to drive. So that's a luxury you can't afford.”

Nadia sat up and groaned again. “Oh, god. My head. I feel like I got kicked by a mule.”

“I know the feeling well,” said Tim. “I'd feel more sorry for you if you hadn't refused to let me share the bed.”

“Yeah, right.” Nadia lay back down. “I've only known you for, what? Like, two days?”

“I would have passed out on the kitchen floor either way. I'm just saying, it would have been nice of you to offer. Now come on, get out of bed.” Tim thought she might need a little extra incentive. “Or else...”

“Or else what?”

“Or else I'm going to sing Billy Joel's 1989 classic, We Didn't Start the Fire.”

Nadia opened her eyes a little wider, staring curiously at him. “What kind of threat is that?”

“The kind that will be more substantial after you hear me sing it the first time.”

“Whatever. Just turn off the light and close the door, and I'll be out in –”

“Herbert Hoover, Johnny 5, hypodermic suicide!”

“What the hell?” said Nadia. “Do you even know the words?”

“Never have, never will.” Tim continued singing. “Richard Nixon, Spiderman! Hitler's in Afghanistan!”

“Alright, already! I'm getting up!”

“JFK, blown all day. How much did he have to pay? We didn't start –”

SMASH!

A black coffee mug shattered on the wall about a foot away from Tim's head.

“I'm awake,” said Nadia. “Now, please go away while I take a shower and get dressed.”

Satisfied that she wasn't just going to go back to sleep as soon as he walked away, Tim retreated to the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. While he waited for it to brew, he consulted the list of addresses he'd compiled over the past couple of weeks using DMV records, missing persons reports, social media accounts, and other creative legwork.

After plugging all the points into his laptop to eyeball the relative geographical densities and distances from their current location, he planned a route that should allow them to hit three houses on their first day. If time was their only consideration, they could probably hit two or three times that many, but their biggest limitation was gaining entry.

Tim poured fresh coffee into a travel mug with a picture of Jesus on the side, then added just enough stonepiss to take the edge off Nadia's hangover, but not so much as to impair her ability to drive.

“Okay, I'm ready,” she said, walking into the kitchen wearing the same pale green dress she'd gotten at the Cardinian Royal Palace. It was a bit much for the kind of mission they were on.

“Here's some coffee,” said Tim, handing her the mug.

“Thanks.” She accepted the mug and sniffed it before taking a sip.

“We're going to have to stop at Walmart first so I can get you some new clothes.”

Nadia chuckled.

“What?”

“I don't know how to feel about that,” she said. “On one hand, it's nice that you want to buy me some clothes. On the other hand, Walmart?”

Tim closed his laptop and stuffed it into a bag. “This isn't some grand romantic gesture. It's standard issue attire for a mission in Biloxi, Mississippi. Wearing that around here, you'll stand out like a washed thumb.”

Nadia smoothed her free hand down her dress. “It really does look good on me. Maybe someday you can take me some place where this would be more appropriate.”

Was she proposing a date? Tim shuddered at the thought of a young woman like this being remotely interested in someone like him. She didn't know the worst parts, of course, but what she'd seen so far was pretty shitty. Where the fuck was her self-esteem?

“Yeah,” he said. “Maybe. But today, we've got work to do. Let's go.”

He led the way outside. Fortunately, oaks and sweetgums grew densely around the house and the nearest neighbors were two hundred feet away on either side, so he didn't have to worry much about anyone seeing them coming and going.

“What the hell is that?” asked Nadia upon spotting Mordred's car in the driveway. Even without a garbage bag taped over the broken rear windshield, it was a piece of shit.

“That,” said Tim, “is a great example of why we have to go to Walmart.”

The inside of Mordred's car smelled like mildew and old french fries. Tim had tried to remember to start the engine every couple of days, but it had clearly been a while.

Fortunately, it started right up as soon as Nadia turned the key. Tim searched for the nearest Walmart on his phone, then started giving her directions. Less than ten minutes later, they pulled into the parking lot.

“That's one nice thing about getting up so early,” said Nadia. “At least we can get a good parking spot.”

“Nope,” said Tim. “You're going to drop me off at the front, then park the car behind that Dollar Tree over there and wait.”

Nadia frowned. “I don't want to hang out in the back of a Dollar Tree.”

“Nobody wants to hang out in the back of a Dollar Tree,” said Tim. “That's what I'm counting on, anyway.”

Nadia sighed. “Fine, whatever. I'll wait for you behind the Dollar Tree.” She pulled up in front of the grocery entrance and stopped the car. “Oh, while you're in there, can you pick me up some tampons?”

“What?”

“Tampax Radiant, regular absorbency. Make sure it's the box with the –”

“Let me stop you right there,” said Tim. “I'm not doing that.”

Tim had been occasionally charged with the task of picking up tampons for Katherine. Even following her most explicit instructions, he invariably failed to choose correctly.

“What do you mean, you're not doing that?”

“I don't see how I can be any less ambiguous. No.”

“Then we're going to have a problem.”

Tim had a shitload of problems, and the problem she was referring to was definitely one he didn't need heaped onto the pile.

“All right,” he said. “I'll get the goddamn tampons.”

Nadia grinned. “Thank you.”

“Just keep the engine running.” Tim closed the door and went inside.

Being three feet tall presented certain challenges at a supermarket. The shopping carts' handles were a little bit higher than he was tall. Pushing them wasn't a big problem, but putting heavy items into them was a struggle, and getting anything out of them without actually climbing into the cart himself was damn near impossible.

A handheld basket would have been sufficient to carry some clothes and a box of tampons, which was all he really needed right now. But Tim wasn't one to squander opportunities. He got himself a cart and pushed it straight to the beer aisle at the back of the store.

Unfortunately, Walmarts in Mississippi weren't allowed to sell liquor, so beer would have to do. He would have liked to treat himself to something a little nicer than Budweiser, but he had logistics to account for. He could only carry one case at a time, and Budweiser came in a case of 36 cans.

Fortunately, the refrigerated beer section was easy enough to climb up into, which greatly facilitated loading the case into the cart.

From there, he went to the snack aisle and loaded up on a bunch of beef jerky and a couple of bags of Funyuns.

Having fulfilled their immediate food and drink needs, Tim headed to the women's clothing section. He grabbed whatever looked practical and tossed it into the cart. Socks, underwear, sports bras, a few t-shirts with lame sayings printed on the front, some hoodies, and a couple sweatpants. He wasn't about to try and get her size right. That's what the drawstring was for.

Then came the final dreaded task. He pushed the cart toward the tampon aisle like he was walking to his own execution.

Just as he remembered: two massive walls of the same goddamn product in a thousand different boxes. Only it was worse now that he was so short; the walls loomed over him. And it looked like they'd added several new options options since the last time he'd done this.

He scanned the shelves until he finally spotted the Tampax Radiant section. From there, he forgot what she'd said. There were still so many to choose from. He stared, paralyzed by indecision.

“Do you need some help, honey?” asked a forty-something black woman browsing nearby. Judging by her long skirt and flowered shawl, she wasn't an employee. Just a helpful fellow customer.

Tim didn't know what to say. On one hand, he desperately needed help. On the other hand, however, he recognized the potential minefield he could walk into.

“Maybe?”

She laughed. “Did your mommy send you here to pick something up for her?”

Tim had forgotten how people in the real world often mistook him for being a twelve-year-old. But even for a twelve-year-old, 'mommy' was laying it on a little thick.

“Yes,” Tim lied. “She said Tampax Radiant.”

“Those are right here. And what level of absorbency?”

Tim thought about it for a moment. He seemed to recall Nadia saying something like medium or regular, but he didn't know if she was referring to the absorbency or the size. Did they come in different sizes?

“I'm not sure,” he admitted.

“That's okay,” said the kind woman. “How's her flow?”

Tim gagged but stopped short of vomiting all over the tampon aisle.

“Jesus fuck, lady!” he said. “Did you seriously just ask me about my mom's fucking flow? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

The woman gasped and dropped the box of tampons she was holding.

“Where is your mother?” she demanded, then glanced down at Tim's cart. “And what is a little boy your age doing with a case of beer? Lord have mercy!”

“Listen, lady. I don't have time to –”

“You stay right here. I'm going to get a manager.” She hurried off. The clock was ticking.

Tim grabbed the tampon box off the floor, tossed it into the cart, then climbed up after it. He landed in the cart with a deafening POP!

“Fuck!” he said, looking at the crushed bag beneath his right foot. “My fucking Funyuns!”

Screams erupted in the surrounding aisles.

“Everybody stay calm!” bellowed an authoritative male voice from about one hundred feet away, in response to multiple screams coming from different directions. It occurred to Tim that the noise from his exploded Funyuns bag might have been amplified by the acoustics of the cavernous store and subsequently been mistaken for a gunshot.

“Shit!” he said, scrambling to move all the random shit he'd picked up to the front of the cart so that he could sit in the back.

Once he'd successfully contorted himself into a sitting position, he grabbed the case of Budweiser and hefted it onto his lap.

“This is the police!” bellowed an even more authoritative voice from just around the corner of the tampon aisle. “Put your weapon on the floor and kick it away.”

Goddammit.

“You stay back!” shouted Tim, piling as many packs of beef jerky as he could onto his lap before grabbing Nadia's clothes. “I just shot a baby in the face, and I'll gladly shoot another!”

The resulting feminine screams of anguish made him feel a little bad about what he'd just blurted out, but it was getting the job done. “I demand a helicopter!”

“Please, sir,” said the police officer, his tone much less confident now. “I don't have the authority to –”

Tim tapped his heels together and found himself sprawled out on the warm pavement behind the Dollar Tree. Packs of beef jerky fell off either side of him.

“Tim?” said Nadia, getting out of the car. “Are you okay?”

“Never better,” he said, sliding the heavy case of beer off his crotch.

“Why didn't you just put all this stuff in that magic bag I stuffed all those guns into?”

That actually would have been a much better idea.

“I left it in my room at the palace,” Tim lied.

Nadia picked up a pair of sweatpants and held it up in front of her. “Are these for me? How big do you think I am?”

Tim sighed as he opened the back door and put the beer in the back seat. “That's what the drawstring is for.” He quickly tossed everything else into the car, climbed into the passenger's seat, then tensed up as Nadia examined the box of Tampons.

She smiled. “You got the right ones. Good job.”

“Good,” said Tim. “Because I'm not going back in there.”


Chapter 34

“Yes?” said Jay, fighting the urge to ignore the girl on the wicker couch and rush through the door. It was a big house, however, and he needed as much time as possible to find the library before someone got suspicious.

“It is hot,” she said, leaning toward them so that it wasn't merely possible, but almost unavoidable, to look down the front of her yellow dress.

Jay kept his gaze firmly fixed above her head. “Indeed it is, ma'am.” He really hoped that would end the conversation.

She smirked, delighting in his clear discomfort. “I thirst for something sweet and sticky, and I want you to give it to me.”

Shoving an orange in this girl's mouth and punching her in the face was starting to seem like the nobler option compared to what she appeared to be asking him to do.

“Listen,” he said. “I'm flattered, but I don't think, given the nature of our –”

“I am Laryn Brynnwick, and I get what I want.”

“Perhaps the lady would care for a glass of orange juice,” suggested Fariq.

Jay admired what was either Fariq's extreme naiveté or blind optimism, but he didn't think they were going to get off that –

“That would be lovely,” said Laryn.

“Oh,” said Jay with a sigh of relief. “Great. We'll fetch a glass from the kitchen and be right back.”

He shifted the weight of his basket to one arm in order to reach for the door handle.

“Surely, it does not require two servants to fetch one little glass,” said Laryn. “He can fetch the glass, and you can stay here with me.”

Just when he thought he was about to escape, Jay found himself more tightly entangled within the girl's web. He turned to Fariq and mouthed the word, “Hurry!”

Fariq nodded, opened the door, and disappeared into the house.

Jay stood awkwardly staring out at the gardens and hoping Laryn wouldn't say anything.

“My thirst can wait no longer,” she said. “Squeeze an orange into my mouth.”

“Really?”

Laryn sat up straight, tilted her head back, and opened her mouth wide.

Jay held out zero hope that this wasn't the first step in some depraved act of seduction that would inevitably lead to him being hanged, but he hoped that he might buy enough time squeezing oranges into her mouth to think of a way out of it.

He set down his basket, picked out one of the plumper oranges, poked a hole in the rind with his thumb, then held it over her mouth and began carefully squeezing juice into her mouth.

“Oh, yes!” she said when Jay paused to let her gulp. “I love how it feels when it slides down my throat!” She was speaking a little too loud for Jay's comfort, and it wasn't helping that she was thrusting her chest out and rubbing her thighs. “Give it to me again!”

“Sure thing,” said Jay. “Just let me know if you need me to stop so you can spit out the seeds.”

She smiled up at him wryly, and Jay knew he'd talked himself deeper in the hole.

“I prefer to swallow your seed.”

“Seeds,” Jay corrected her. “And they're not mine.” He considered warning her to be careful not to choke, but he had no desire to see where she would go with that.

He continued squeezing juice as he wondered what the hell was taking Fariq so long to get a fucking glass. Hopefully, he hadn't blown his cover.

The only other explanation Jay could think of for Fariq's lengthy absence was actually a good thing. Maybe he was taking this opportunity to search the house for the library. If they knew exactly where to go, they could make a beeline straight for it without fear of being stopped.

“Harder!” said Laryn. “Give it to me harder!” She gripped fistfuls of her dress, the bottom of which had now climbed above her knees. “You make my juices flow like no other!”

“Juice,” Jay corrected her. Having squeezed as much as he could from the first orange, he poked a hole in a fresh one, then squeezed with both hands.

Gargling with ecstasy, Laryn jerked her head back suddenly, causing Jay to squeeze juice and a seed onto the top of her left breast.

Shit.

Jay stopped squeezing, and Laryn swallowed the juice in her mouth, then looked down at her breast. Then she scowled fiercely up at Jay.

“Clumsy oaf! Look what you've done!”

“I'm sorry,” said Jay. “It was an accident.” While he recognized the danger of having anyone in this fucked up family angry with him, he much preferred it to the barrage of innuendo.

“You have spilled your seed upon my bosom!”

“Please keep your voice down,” Jay pleaded as he scanned the gardens to see if any of the servants were looking his way. While some were definitely within earshot, not one of them turned in his direction. If anything, they seemed to be purposely looking the other way. He got the distinct impression that he was not the first servant Laryn had pulled this kind of mindfuck on.

“Go on, then,” she said. “Lick it off.”

“What?”

The bottom of Laryn's dress was now high enough that her fingers were probably as wet and sticky as his.

“Lick. It. Off.”

“I can run inside real quick and get a towel.”

“I want you...” Laryn paused to lick her lips, “...to lick it off.”

Jay sighed. “Look, I'm not going to –”

“Hurry, before it gets on my dress.” She grinned at him. “Or would you prefer I took my dress off?”

“No!” said Jay. “Please don't do that. I'll use my sleeve. How about that? You'll be good as –” Movement from the treeline caught his attention. Old Man Brynnwick and his two naked servants had freed themselves and were heading toward the house.

“Fuck me,” said Jay.

“Yes!” cried Laryn. “Fuck me rotten! I want that dirty servant mouth of yours all over my body!”

“What? No! That's not what I –”

“Here you are,” said Fariq, emerging from the house with a glass of orange juice.

“What the hell took you so long?” asked Jay. “Did you find the library?”

Fariq shook his head. “I was squeezing juice and picking out seeds.”

“I need your pulsing member inside me!” said Laryn, reaching for Jay's pants.

Jay took a step back. “Stay away from my pulsing member!” That didn't come out right. He took the glass from Fariq and threw the juice in Laryn's face.

Laryn gasped, taking a moment to process what had just happened before she let out a piercing scream.

“HELP!” she cried. “HE TOUCHED MY SPECIAL PLACE!”

“You filthy son of a whore!” shouted Old Man Brynnwick, who could only manage a brisk walk toward the house. “What are you all standing around for? One hundred gold pieces to the man who brings me his cock!”

Every servant on the property dropped what they were doing and ran toward the house.

“Shit,” said Jay. “We should go.”


Chapter 35

There were a few songs that Chaz would only perform on nights when he felt inspired enough to do them justice. He always gave one hundred percent in every performance. Even the worst of his shows, by both his assessment and the reaction from the audience, were spectacles that would long live in the hearts of those who witnessed them.

But on some nights, when the stars aligned just right and the band members were bouncing off each others' vibes, Chaz felt an inspiration that bordered on supernatural. He sang with such passion that he almost felt like his spirit was rising above his body and spreading its glorious wings over the audience.

Only on those nights would Chaz dare perform a song like Brother Love's Traveling Salvation Show, the optimal delivery of which required more passion, showmanship, and sincerity than a mortal man could typically give.

Tonight was such a night. The band had been on fire all night, his backup singers were hitting their marks perfectly, and Chaz was giving a performance that he truly believed would've made Neil weep. Sweat streamed down his face, along with a tear or two, as he came to the sermon part of the song.

“Brothers!” he shouted out to the enraptured audience. Some of the regulars who had seen him perform this song before were already reaching out their right hands.

“Hallelujah!” sang his backup singers.

“I said, brothers!”

“BOO!” shouted a voice from the audience.

It jolted Chaz like being awakened from a beautiful dream with a splash of ice water to the face. He completely blanked on the sermon, recalling only the most basic gist of it.

“You've, um... got some hands,” he said with palpable uncertainty in his voice as he tried to remember the words. “And I've got some hands. Two of them, in fact.” That was it. It was coming back to him. “I've got two hands!” No, that wasn't quite right. “You've got two hands!” That was closer. “Two good hands!”

“Sing Sweet Caroline!” shouted the same heckler. Chaz spotted him this time. A fat man with long, curly hair who he remembered seeing before. What's more, Chaz remembered him being noisy and obnoxious. But he'd never actually shouted at Chaz during a performance. Until now.

Chaz did his best to ignore him, scrambling to remember the rest of the sermon.

“One hand is for reaching out to your brother.” That wasn't right. He was fucking this up. “And the other hand is, um... when you're in trouble.”

“SWEET CAROLINE!” the heckler bellowed in song, following it with “BA BA BA!”

Other audience members shushed him, and one guy even threw a piece of meat at him. But the spell had been broken, the magic corrupted. Chaz, stripped of his confidence, lowered both his head and his lute. For that night, at least, Brother Love's Traveling Salvation Show was done.

After a brief consultation with the band, he played a few reliable crowd-pleasers that didn't require too much of his tapped-out soul, then finished with Sweet Caroline.

The crowd applauded as enthusiastically as ever, but Chaz still felt like a hollow shell of a man as he walked off the stage.  He needed some strong booze and a hot bath before he'd feel like himself again.

Despite the setback in their professional relationship and Argo's ever-present threat to murder Chaz for leaving the premises, Argo was a nurturing boss who strived to keep Chaz happy. One way of showing he cared was to keep Chaz's dressing room stocked with Chaz's favorite brand of stonepiss.

Chaz uncorked a bottle and drank straight from it. After his performance tonight, the middleman services of a glass were not required.

When he opened the door to the bathroom, he was unpleasantly surprised to see Julian soaking in his tub. Technically, the tub was for their shared use because Julian's room wasn't big enough to have one. But Chaz rightfully expected it to be free for his use directly after a show. He was less concerned, however, with his inability to immediately take a bath, but more put out that Julian had been gone for more than a day, then decided to take a bath during his show.

“Hey,” said Julian.

“Don't you hey me!” snapped Chaz. “Where the hell have you been?”

“I had an errand to run.”

“You're supposed to be my manager. I bombed out there!”

“The crowd didn't seem to think so. I could hear them from here.”

Chaz shrugged. “Well, I mean, yeah. Come on, it's me.”

“So what's the problem?” asked Julian.

“I'll tell you what the fucking problem is. I got heckled!”

Julian just sat there in the tub, staring blankly at him as if waiting for more. “That's it?”

“Yeah, that's it.”

“Who cares? You're a performer. That's part of the job.”

“I can handle a heckler,” said Chaz. “But he booed me during Brother Love.”

“Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes. Just as I was starting the sermon.”

Julian shook his head. “That's uncalled for. But if you were playing Brother Love, it must have been a hell of a show before that.”

Chaz took a swig from his bottle. “Yeah, I was fucking brilliant. Not that you'd know, since you were in here taking a bath.”

“I'm sorry,” said Julian. “I've had a really rough day, and I needed a good soak.” He smiled. “I've got some good news, though. I talked to Stacy. She's going to meet us here.”

Chaz couldn't believe what he was hearing.

“Fantastic,” he said. “That's all I need right now. Something more to distract you from doing your job.”

“I thought you'd be happy to know that she's okay.”

“Yeah, I'm fucking thrilled. Can we please try to stay focused?”

“On what?” asked Julian. “The heckler?”

“Yes, the fucking heckler! What are we going to do about this?”

Julian frowned as he considered it. “Well, the way I see it, you've got two options.”

Chaz nodded. “I'm listening.”

“You could ignore him. He's clearly trying to get a rise out of you. If you don't give him the reaction he's looking for, he'll eventually get bored and stop.”

“This isn't the first instance. I've been ignoring him, and he's escalating. I can't give the sermon when he's shouting BA BA BA. Are you suggesting I cut Brother Love from the set?”

“I mean, if that's the only song he's heckling, then –”

“No way,” said Chaz. “The rest of the audience shouldn't have to suffer because of one fat asshole's behavior.”

“I don't know if suffer is the right –”

“What's the other option?”

Julian paused for a second as if unsure whether or not he wanted to say what he was thinking.

“Spit it out,” demanded Chaz.

“You could fight fire with fire,” Julian finally said. “He heckles you, you heckle him right back.”

It was so simple, yet so perfect. Chaz couldn't believe he hadn't thought of it before.

“Brilliant,” he said.

“Now, Chaz. You've got to be really careful with this. Go about it the wrong way, and it could be disastrous. You could alienate yourself from the audience.”

“No way. They were telling him to shut up. One guy even threw food at him.”

“Still, you've got to walk a fine line.”

“He's overweight,” Chaz thought aloud. “I can use that.”

“This is exactly what I'm talking about,” said Julian. “I don't think you're fully comprehending what I'm trying to say here.”

“Oh, I'm hearing you loud and clear.” Chaz grinned at Julian. “I'll make that fat fuck wish he'd never stepped inside the club.”

Julian shook his head. “There's no way this is going to end well.”

“You let me worry about that. Come on, get out of the tub. My clothes are sticking to me.”

Chaz went back into his dressing room to let Julian get dressed. While he waited, he drank stonepiss and started thinking about some scathing shit to fire back at his heckler. His thoughts were interrupted by a soft knock on the door.

Opening the door, he was surprised to see a tall, half-elven woman smiling at him. Her bright green eyes and soft, pink lips stood out against her perfect mocha skin in a way that helped keep Chaz's gaze from focusing exclusively on her cleavage. Her pointed ears poked out from her chestnut hair, reminding him to try to conceal his forming erection.

“Hi there,” he said. “I'm RazzmaChaz.”

“I know who you are,” said the woman. “I just saw your show. You were wonderful.” She moved closer to him until they were only as far apart as the width of the doorway between them.

Chaz laughed nervously. “I was okay. At least until that dickhead started –”

“My name is Tamriel.”

“Hi. I'm Chaz.” He put his hand up awkwardly in the quickly narrowing space between them for her to shake.

Instead, Tamriel moved even closer, pressing her left breast into his hand. She let out a soft moan.

Ever conscious of his hand against her breast, Chaz wanted to make absolutely sure he wasn't picking up mixed signals.

“Is there something I can do for you?” he asked.

Tamriel pressed herself hard against him, closing the door behind her. “You can do whatever you want.” She thrust her tongue down his throat like she was trying to unclog a sink.

There was no way to misinterpret that. As Chaz kissed her back and felt around for any buttons, zippers, or clasps on the back of her dress, he wondered if this woman might have been a hooker sent by Arlo. He quickly put it out of his mind, however, on the grounds that he didn't give a shit.

“Excuse me,” said Julian, coming out of the bathroom, fully dressed with a towel wrapped around his head. “I didn't realize you had company.”

Chaz, who had forgotten Julian was in there, spun Tamriel around like a human shield. He was no longer worried about hiding his erection from her, but he didn't need Julian gawking down at the tent he was pitching.

Tamriel proved to be a good sport about it, subtly pressing her ass against his dick.

“Tamriel, this is my manager, Julian. Julian, Tamriel.”

Julian smiled. “Hi, Tamriel. It's a pleasure to –”

“He was just getting the fuck out.”

“Oh, right.” Julian made his way quickly to the door. “I'll see you tomorrow.”

“Sorry,” said Chaz when Julian closed the door behind him. “He was just taking a bath.” That gave him an idea. A few Prestidigitation spells would be all he needed to get the bathwater clean and warmed up again. He was still sweaty and gross from the show. Offering to move this encounter to the bathroom would be the considerate thing to do on his part. “Is that something you might be interested in?”

“Maybe some other time,” said Tamriel as she slipped out of her dress like a molting snake. “I have to get back before my husband wonders where I've run off to.”

Chaz stopped unbuttoning his shirt. “Husband?” His heart sank into his gut. The perfect woman stood bare-ass naked before him, a manifestation of his every desire, but she belonged to another. “I didn't realize you were married. Maybe it's best if we just...” His raging erection stared up at him, daring him to ask himself when another opportunity like this was likely to throw itself at him. “...if we just stick to the bed.”

The following two minutes were easily the best of Chaz's life in this world. When it was over, she kissed him, put her clothes back on, and left.

Finally able to take a bath, Chaz used a few Prestidigitation spells to heat up the water Julian had left behind, then climbed into the tub. When he was entirely submerged except for his face, he cast the spell again, this time to clean the water.

As he lay soaking in the bath, reveling in fresh cleanliness, he contemplated some of the more questionable choices he'd made so far in his life. Why had he wasted so much time and energy chasing after drunk girls in trashy bars? The cheap thrills were too few and far between, and almost never worth the imminent disappointment of the following morning, brought on by the brutally honest light of sobriety.

It crushed him to think that, all this time, he could have been plowing married chicks instead.


Chapter 36

“So I say to the guy, 'What do I look like? An elf?'”

Despite his crippling exhaustion, the increasingly painful throbbing caused by swamp water in his open wounds, his concern for Nabi, and the possible hint of homophobia in Stogbart's punchline, Cooper couldn't help but chuckle. If they had met under different circumstances, Cooper thought they might get along well, maybe even be close friends. They both liked beer and tits, and they'd each shared stories of how far they'd been willing to debase themselves for the latter, usually under the influence of the former.

“I've got one,” said Cooper, grateful for any distraction to pass the time during the excruciating journey. “A Mexican, an Irishman, and a Chinaman are in a submarine.”

“I do not know what that is.”

“Oh, right. Sorry,” said Cooper. “An Asian-American. They're all in this submarine. Or wait, no. They're in a car that went into a lake, and it's filling with water. Also, I think the Mexican guy might be Jewish.” Ever since he turned into a half-orc, he couldn't tell a joke for shit.

“I am not familiar with any of these words,” said Stogbart. “But please, go on.”

Cooper sighed. “What's the point. Tim tells it better anyway.”

“Tim from Meb'Garshur?”

“Yeah.”

“The one who left you for dead in the arena?”

“That's the one.” Cooper was beginning to regret how much he'd shared with Stogbart.

“He weighs too heavily on your mind,” said Stogbart. “You would do well to forget about him. You deserve better.”

Cooper straightened the arrow he'd let fall limp, but he didn't raise the bow. He wasn't sure if he wanted to shoot Stogbart or Tim, but he definitely felt like shooting someone.

“That wasn't him,” he said. “It was the rat.”

“By your own account, you were a wererat as well. Would you have done the same to him?”

“I don't know. Maybe. I never got the chance.”

“I do not think you have that kind of betrayal in you. See how you tend to your pixie friend, even as you suffer. Your loyalty knows no bounds.”

Cooper hadn't shared how he'd ditched Nabi in the desert, leaving her stuck in an axe, and then pissed on her. That moment of shame still festered like a wound in his heart full of swamp water.

“It's known some.”

“That is no reason to stay attached to those who drag you down,” said Stogbart. “I know this better than most. If I had been wiser in my choice of companions, I would never have entered into a life of violence and brigandage. Would that I had fallen in with a more virtuous crowd, mayhap I would not find myself in this mess that is my current lot. Instead, perhaps I might be playing with my children at this very moment.”

“You have kids?”

Stogbart shrugged. “Who knows?” He stopped dead in his tracks for a second, then repeated himself like a skipped record. “Who knows true happiness better than a man who has brought new life into this world? Yes, friend. I have been blessed with three beautiful children.”

“Cool. What are their names?” Cooper knew full well that he wasn't going to remember these kids' names within two minutes of hearing them, but that's the polite thing to ask when someone brings up their kids.

“Their names?” Stogbart replied, sounding a little uncomfortable. Maybe that wasn't the polite thing to ask after all.

“You don't have to tell me,” Cooper reassured him.

“Of course I will tell you their names. Why would I not?”

“I honestly don't give a shit.”

“They are called, um... Urtz and Thorx.”

“Lovely,” Cooper lied. “They definitely sound like two kids who won't get the shit beat out of them in school.” Something he'd just said didn't quite sit right with him, but he couldn't pinpoint what it was. Then it clicked. “Wait, I thought you said you have three kids.”

“Ah, yes. Mustn't forget little Xoglert. He is the newest addition to our family.”

Cooper shuddered.

What the hell did this guy have against his fucking kids?

“Congratulations.”

“Thank you,” said Stogbart. “I can just imagine their faces right now, eagerly awaiting their daddy to return home.”

“That's nice,” said Cooper. “I'd like to have kids someday. Hopefully when I'm not a fucking half-orc anymore.”

“Oh?” Stogbart suddenly seemed at a loss for words, which was kind of a relief because Cooper had heard just about all he could stand about this guy's family.

He'd met people like that back home, of course. Some random dickhead in a bar would pull up a stool next to his and start rambling off about his kids, showing off soccer pictures on his cell phone. He had a strategy for dealing with them. He'd excuse himself to take a piss, then never come back. Unfortunately, that wouldn't work under his current circumstances.

“I suppose there is no harm in dreaming,” Stogbart continued. “The desire to feed my starving children is what made me turn to a life of crime in the first place.”

He'd done it again. Cooper laid out his hopes and dreams to this furry fuck, and he immediately went and made it about him. As little as he cared, Cooper felt obligated to point out yet another discrepancy in Stogbart's story.

“I thought you said hanging out with a bunch of shitbags is what turned you into a shitbag.”

“Ah, well, yes.” Stogbart began stammering like he'd just swallowed a load from a bull with Mad Cow Disease. “I mean, um... That is to say, you see, that was the means of my slide toward evil. My motivation, however, was born of the deep and profound love a father feels for his –”

“HELP!” cried a woman's voice a little ways ahead of them.

Stogbart stopped dead in his tracks. “It is her,” he whispered.

Cooper tried to think back on who he might have been talking about. “One of your kids?”

“The green hag, Artemise LeRouge!”

The voice hadn't sounded very haglike. Cooper was expecting something more wet and raspy, like one of the Golden Girls talking with a mouthful of demon sperm. Probably the slutty one.

“Are you sure?”

“I would stake my children's lives on it.”

“That's kind of fucked up, dude,” said Cooper. “We could just bet money.”

“HELP!” the voice repeated, closer now.

“We must go a different way,” insisted Stogbart.

Cooper raised his bow, pointing the arrow at him. “Not a chance. Nabi doesn't have time. We need to get to the temple as soon as possible, and some wrinkly old bitch isn't going to put us off course.”

“But you do not understand! She is no mere –”

“HELP!” the voice cried again, this time much closer. Then Cooper saw her. The most beautiful woman he'd ever laid eyes on. Human, naked, amazing tits. Not a hag at all. Writhing vines tethered her back to a withered old tree trunk. He didn't quite understand how she and the tree trunk were there now when they clearly hadn't been a moment ago, but solving that riddle was currently on the low end of his list of priorities.

“That's Artemise LeRouge?” Cooper whispered.

“Yes!” said Stogbart.

Cooper didn't know whether bugbear women were hot as shit or Stogbart in particular had impossibly high standards. He certainly didn't look like anything special on the surface. But who knows? Maybe he had a dong like a loaf of French bread.

“She's not even green,” said Cooper. “I mean, not that that matters, but –”

“Trust me on this, friend. Keep your distance.”

“Listen, if you're not into her, that's cool. But do you mind if I have a crack at –”

“Stay where you are, hag!” Stogbart shouted at the naked woman strapped to a tree.

It seemed kind of redundant to Cooper until he noticed that the tree had moved even closer to them. It was only about thirty feet away now.

The vines stopped writhing, and the woman's panicked expression gave way to a sinister grin.

“You know who I am, do you?”

“I do! So why not drop the disguise and reveal yourself for what you really are?”

“Very well.” The woman's voice now sounded exactly like what Cooper had expected. Except it wasn't the slutty Golden Girl with a mouthful of demon sperm, but rather the really old one.

As her skin turned sickly green, her eyes turned black, and her tits deflated and sagged down to her belly, the tree trunk she'd been strapped to shrunk down to a massive hump on her grossly misshapen back. What few teeth she retained were now yellow and pointed, and her fingernails grew long and jagged like rusty dagger blades.

Cooper's dick retracted into his body like a groundhog spotting its own shadow. He was immensely thankful that he hadn't articulated his attraction and wouldn't now have to do any awkward backpedaling.

“We seek no trouble,” said Stogbart. “We only wish to pass through the Bloody Marshes unmolested.”

“Especially by you,” Cooper added. It came out harsher than he'd intended, but at least now he didn't feel like he was leading her on. Still, the silence that followed grew uncomfortable. “We're looking for a place called Wuhan Temple. Do you know where that is?”

“The Temple of the Wuhan Priests is five miles north of here,” said the hag as she pointed a green bony finger into the darkness. She was much more forthcoming with information than Cooper had expected.

“Thank you.”

“But I cannot allow you to pass through my marsh without paying a toll.”

“We have no coin,” said Stogbart, who was either lying or an even shittier bandit than Cooper had given him credit for.

“I have some money,” said Cooper, not appreciating Stogbart's assumptions about him. He also feared that money might not be the sort of toll a gross old lady who lived alone in a swamp would be after.

“I have no interest in coin,” said Artemise LeRouge, confirming Cooper's fear. Horrible as it was, however, it was a small price to pay for Nabi's life.

Cooper reached under his loincloth and started tugging. “This could take me a minute.” He shot Stogbart a glare for staring at him. “Do you fucking mind? I'm taking this bullet for both of us.”

Stogbart quickly shifted his gaze to Artemise, then down at the water. “What manner of toll do you require?”

Artemise grinned wickedly, which did little to help Cooper achieve his immediate goal. “The two of you must fight to the death. The winner may pass, and I shall feast on the remains of the loser.”

Cooper stopped tugging his lifeless dick. “Wait, what?”

“We do not accept your terms,” Stogbart defiantly replied. “There are two of us, and only one of –”

Cooper shut him up with an arrow to the chest. Stogbart's eyes were wide with shock as he fell face down into the water.

“Are we good?” Cooper asked Artemise.

The wrinkles on the old green woman's face contorted into a frown. “There is usually more anguish leading up to that.”

“He shot my friend.”

Artemise sighed. “Very well. You have done what I required. Off you go.”

“Thanks,” said Cooper. He trudged northward, dragging Nabi on the skiff behind him.

A few steps in, he heard an awful mix of chewing, slurping, and tearing of flesh. Against his better judgment,  he turned around to catch one last glimpse of Artemise as she feasted on Stogbart's remains. Her back was to him and she was bent over. Wrinkled green ass cheeks hung like curtains on either side of a gaping butthole that stared back at him like the Eye of Sauron.

As he continued wading through the marsh, he hoped the Temple of the Wuhan Priests had some strong liquor.


Chapter 37

As Randy and Denise walked the streets of Hollin in search of Lyra Norwynn, Randy began to think Denise might not be the best partner for this kind of mission.

“Excuse me,” she said to a man sweeping in front of his vegetable cart. “We're looking for a woman with a couple of kids. Probably single, unless she's a whore.”

Randy elbowed her in the shoulder.

“I'm awful sorry,” he said. “Do you know where I might find a lady by the name of Lyra Norwynn?”

The man shook his head, gripping his broom as if he might need to use it as a weapon. “I do not know your whore. Get away from my cart.”

Denise shrugged. “Come on, Randy. I reckon we should take our vegetable business elsewhere.”

The next few conversations went more or less the same. While Randy admired Denise's no-nonsense, straight-to-the-point strategy, he thought her phrasing could use a little finesse.

“Why don't you let me take the next one?” he suggested.

“We been through this already, Randy.” Denise clapped her hands over her breasts and gave them a hearty jiggle. “Do you know what these are?”

Randy sighed, only dignifying the question with an answer so she'd stop. “Your boobs.”

“Wrong,” said Denise. She pointed to her right boob. “This here is trust, and this one is harmlessness. Now, you might suck a lot of cock, but that don't mean you think like a woman.”

“I ain't so sure you do neither.”

“Folks 'round here don't realize you got a taste for the salted meats, to put it delicately. When they see a big man such as yourself sniffin' around after some poor woman whose husband's gone missing, they're bound to think you're up to no good. Don't take my word for it. Just look at how that turnip fucker reacted when you talked to him.”

“I think maybe that had more to do with –”

“But what do folks think when they see a big ol' pair of titties asking about... well, another pair of titties?”

“Are the titties actually talking, or –”

“Not a goddamn thing, that's what. That's just women being women. They probably want to gossip about the neighbor's girl who just started seeing that colored boy, or talk about the Gilmore Girls or some shit. Ain't no harm in helping her find her way. And if I play my cards right, maybe she'll suck my dick later. You know?”

“I appreciate what you're saying,” said Randy. “But how about if we try it my way just one time?”

Denise shrugged and shook her head. “You're wastin' your time, but suit yourself.”

Randy searched the street for someone who looked like they might know people. He spotted an older woman with wild gray hair. Her black wool dress was patched in several places, and her cracked leather shoes looked like they were mere steps away from falling apart. She was carrying a heavy wicker basket of laundry as she said goodbye to a group of other women. Perfect.

As she left her friends, Randy made his move, approaching from behind but making his presence known from a not-creepy distance.

“Excuse me, ma'am,” he called out to her from about twenty feet back.

She turned around and eyed him warily. “Are you talking to me?”

“Yes, ma'am,” said Randy. “I couldn't help but notice, that looks awful heavy.”

“It is. And the more of my time you waste, the longer I have to carry it.”

Denise chuckled. “Smooth, Randy.”

Randy smiled at the woman. “I apologize. I ain't trying to waste your time. I just wondered if you wouldn't accept a little help, is all.”

The woman narrowed her eyes. “I do not have any money.”

“I wouldn't accept it if you offered.”

“Are those two with you?”

“Yes, ma'am. This is my friend, Denise, and her son, Fatty. My name's Randy.”

“The dwarf has a scorpionfolk child?”

Randy leaned in a little closer, cupped a hand over the side of his mouth, and whispered, “He's adopted.” He wasn't sure if or when Denise had planned to reveal that fact to Fatty.

The woman pointed at Fatty but scowled at Denise. “Are you going to clean up after your child? Or are you just going to leave his filth in the street?”

Denise looked down at the softball-sized pile of poop under Fatty's thorax, then frowned back at her. “I feel like there's an answer you want me to say, and then there's my honest answer.”

“Denise!” snapped Randy.

“The fuck you want me to pick it up with? My hand?”

The woman thrust her basket into Randy's arms, then rummaged through it until she pulled out an old sock, which she tossed to Denise.

“Please, ma'am,” said Randy. “That ain't necessary. We'll find something.”

“It's threadbare anyway. Too thin to provide warmth anymore. At least this way, it can be put to good use.”

“Are you fuckin' kidding me?” asked Denise. “Come on, Randy. Don't make me do this. It's degrading.”

“It's part of being a mother,” said Randy. “It's probably about time you started potty training him anyway.”

While Denise grumbled and filled a dirty sock with scorpionfolk poop, the woman turned to Randy.

“Since you're already carrying my basket, I suppose you can accompany me home.”  She wagged a warning finger at him. “But don't you think of running off with that. I know everyone in this town.”

Randy took the basket and walked alongside her. “Do you know Lyra Norwynn?”

“Aye. What business have you with Lyra Norwynn? The poor girl has been through enough. If you mean to harass her for the debts of that deadbeat husband of hers, you will get no help from me.”

“I ain't a debt collector,” said Randy. “I just got some news about her husband. He sent me here with a message for her.”

The woman scoffed. “I suppose it's about the wise and wonderful Jordan Knight. Let me ask you something, Mr. Randy. How wise and wonderful is it to steal a husband away from his wife? A father from his children? They're on the verge of losing their home on account of that scoundrel. If you want to deliver a message, you can go back to Buford Norwynn and tell him he can die and rot in the Abyss!”

“I'm afraid I can't do that, ma'am.”

“Why not?”

“He's already dead.”

“Oh.” The woman lowered her head. “I'm sorry. I did not know.” She sighed. “Still, though I hate to speak ill of the dead, Lyra is better off. What kind of man abandons his family to run off with some cult?”

“The brainwashed kind,” said Randy. “It weren't his fault. He sent me here to say he's sorry.”

“A fine lot of good that will do her and her children when they're out on the street.”

“Still, I think it's best she know.”

The woman stopped walking. “This is me.” She took her basket from Randy. “You'll find Lyra's house, at least for now, half a mile up the road. It'll be the yellow house with pink wyvernsnaps in the front garden.”

Randy offered her a small bow. “Thank you, ma'am.”

“You got lucky,” said Denise as they continued up the road. “I still say my way was the better approach.”

“You might be right about that.”

Denise glanced up and down the road. “You reckon it's alright if I toss this sock full of shit?”

“Don't even think about it,” said Randy. “This here's a delicate situation. You can't tell a woman her husband's dead after you throw shit in her neighbor's yard.”

“How is that any worse than showing up at her door with it? It looks like a ninety-year-old man's ball sack, and it smells like shit.”

“Well, maybe you ain't got to come to the door. I'll deliver the news, then we'll be on our way. I'm sure we'll find a garbage can around here sooner or later.”

Up ahead, Randy spotted a yellow house on the left. Outside the front door, a pretty young woman was arguing with a large man in leather armor.

“Look there,” he said. “That's a yellow house. You reckon those are wyvernsnaps in the garden?”

“How the fuck should I know?” asked Denise.

As they got closer, Randy began to hear what they were saying.

“I understand, ma'am,” said the big man. “And I sympathize. Sincerely, I do. But unless your husband comes up with the money, I have no choice but to forcibly vacate you from the premises.”

“You cannot just throw my children out on the street,” said the woman, tears running down both sides of her face. “Their father is gone, and now you want to take away their home?”

Denise cleared her throat. “I reckon those are probably wyvernsnaps.”

“I do not want that at all,” said the man. “But you leave me no choice. Your husband –”

“My husband served eight years in the royal army. I am entitled to benefits upon his death.”

“But we have no reason to believe he is dead. According to our records, he ran off to join the Knights of Jordan.”

“The Knights were dissolved a week ago. The only reason he would not return is because he is dead.”

“I'm very sorry, ma'am, but that does not meet the standard of proof we require to issue benefits.”

“Excuse me,” said Randy. “Is this a bad time?”

The big man glowered at him. “Indeed it is. I must ask you to leave.”

“I promise not to take up too much of your time, but I need to –”

“I said GO! NOW!”

Randy thought he could see the big man's pulse in the vein bulging from the side of his forehead. He was clearly under a lot of stress. It would better for everyone, Randy decided, if he said his piece as quickly as possible and got out of there before this guy had an aneurysm.

“Is your name Lyra Norwynn?”

The woman frowned in confusion. “Yes. Who are you?”

“My name's Randy. I'm afraid I got some –”

“All right, that's it!” the big man said as he stomped toward Randy and cocked his arm back to throw a punch.

Randy easily dodged the blow with his face, but caught it with his open hand, which he used to twist the big man's arm behind his back while he wrapped his own elbow around the man's throat and squeezed gently.

“Get him, Randy!” shouted Denise. “Make him squeal like a pig!”

Randy had no intention of doing anything of the sort.

“Take it easy, sir,” he whispered as the big man desperately tried to pry Randy's arm from his neck. “I don't want to hurt you, but I ain't got no choice if you keep takin' swings at me. Now, if I let you go, do you promise to behave?”

His face beet red, the man nodded. Randy let him go. While he gasped and panted, Randy continued with his mission.

“As I was sayin', I'm afraid I got some unfortunate news about your –”

“YAAAH!” cried the big man as he lunged at Randy with a dagger.

Randy swatted his hand down and met his charge with an elbow to the face. The resulting crunch and explosive spurt of blood suggested a broken nose. Grabbing the dagger hand by the wrist, Randy spun him around once more and resumed his choke hold.

“Aw, shit!” said Denise, bouncing from foot to foot. “You done it now, motherfucker! Come on, Randy. Let me hold him down so you can teabag him.”

“You stay back, Denise,” said Randy, then he whispered to the big man again. “Now you listen. I really wish you'd quit making me do that. It don't bring me a lick of joy whatsoever.” Realizing he sounded like an abusive husband, he decided to elaborate. “See, I reckon you're a good man. The way I see it, you're so upset on account of you got to throw this poor woman and her kids out of their house. That ain't something you want to do no more than I wanted to break your nose. But like you, I was sent here with the burden of delivering some bad news, and I aim to do just that.” He got the sense that the man was on the verge of passing out, so he said the rest of what he had to say quickly. “May the peace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with you.”

Divine magic flowed out from Randy's open palm, instantly healing his broken nose. The man went limp in Randy's arms, and he laid him gently on the woman's doorstep.

“He's dead,” said Lrya.

“No, ma'am,” said Randy. “He's only sleeping. I reckon he'll come to in a minute or two.”

“I meant my husband. That's what you came here to tell me.”

Randy lowered his head and nodded. “I'm real sorry for your loss.”

“How did he die?” Her tone had more contempt in it than sorrow. “Was it the Knights of Jordan?”

“No, ma'am. He was killed by pirates.”

“Pirates?”

“He was no longer a Knight of Jordan when he passed. He asked me to tell you and your kids that he was sorry and that he loves you very much.”

Tears spilled down both her cheeks, but she held herself together enough to continue talking.

“Can you prove this? Where are his remains?”

“They was lost at sea,” Denise quickly answered.

“My basilisk and my friend's scorpionfolk baby ate him,” said Randy, compelled to tell the truth. “I do apologize about that. It made sense at the time.”

Denise shook her head and whispered, “Goddammit, Randy.”

Lyra scowled at Randy. “So you are not only telling me my husband is dead, but also that there's no proof. I'm no better off now than I was five minutes ago. My children and I will be thrown out on the street, thanks to you!”

“Not necessarily,” said Denise. She held up the sock full of Fatty's poop.

Lyra's eyes went wide as she stared at it. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Denise,” said Randy. “What are you –”

“It's exactly what you need to keep your home,” said Denise as she passed the sock to Lyra.

Fresh tears ran down her face as she accepted it. “But how could you possibly know how much we owe to the –” As soon as she looked inside the sock, she immediately turned and threw up all over her wyvernsnaps.

Denise grinned. “You're welcome.”

“Denise!” snapped Randy. “What's wrong with you? This woman is grieving, and you hand her a bag of shit? That ain't funny!”

“Do you see clown makeup on my face?” Denise snapped back at him. “Do I look like John Wayne fuckin' Gacy? I ain't joking!”

Despite the complete lack of sense she was making, Randy believed she was being sincere.

“Are you feeling all right?” he asked.

“Jesus, Randy! Pull your fuckin' head out of your holy ass for a second and think. This ain't the first time we done this. Remember when Katherine scooped up a jar of basilisk shit to bring that colored boy back to life?” She pointed at the sock Lyra had dropped on the ground. “That there is rock-solid proof that Mr. Norwynn is no longer with us. All she's got to do is take it to a cleric or wizard or whatever and get it positively identified.”

Horrific as it was, Randy had to admit that there might be something to that.

“I'm real sorry, ma'am,” he said to Lyra. “But she's right. You take that and have it identified, and you'll see we was telling the truth.”

“Go away,” said Lyra, red and trembling as if she was struggling to come up with the words.

“Yes, ma'am,” said Randy. “We got to be getting along anyway. Again, I'm real sorry for your –”

“GO AWAY!” She screamed so loud that the big man woke up.

“Come on, Randy,” said Denise. “We done all we can here.”

As they started their journey back to the harbor, the big man shouted after them.

“Never let me catch sight of you in this town again!” He picked up the sock and prepared to hurl it at them, but Lyra grabbed his arm.

“NO!” she cried.

Denise let out a contented sigh. “I got to hand it to you, Randy. Sometimes, doing the right thing really does feel good.”


Chapter 38

Katherine ran to Butterbean and dropped to her knees. A puff of fluffy green feathers stuck up from his side. Upon closer inspection, she discovered it was the tail end of a dart, which she quickly plucked out of him.

Butterbean whimpered, much to Katherine's relief. Aside from a drop coming from the pinprick, none of the blood splattered on Butterbean's coat appeared to be his. She found more blood on the sand around him, chaotic smears left by a recent fight.

Katherine placed her hand over Butterbean's dart wound. “Heal.”

The wolf stretched and yawned but didn't stand up. After feeling beneath his fur to make sure the wound had healed, she decided there wasn't anything else she could currently do for him, then turned her attention to finding Righteous.

Footprints led away in every direction. Katherine couldn't make heads or tails of which ones were coming or going, which ones belonged to Righteous, or what sorts of creatures all the other ones belonged to.

The only witness to whatever happened here was Butterbean, and he couldn't talk... or could he?

A simple Speak with Animals spell would allow Butterbean to give her all the answers she was looking for.

She crouched down in front of him. His eyes were open but seemed unfocused. She hoped he was okay.

“Speak!” she said as her incantation.

“Hey,” said Butterbean.

“Oh, thank God you're okay,” said Katherine. “I was worried about you.”

“I'm totally fine. You shouldn't worry so much. All that stress isn't good for you.”

Katherine supposed she could forgive Butterbean for not completely understanding the gravity of their situation. He was a wolf, after all.

“Thank you,” she said. “I'll take that under advisement. Listen, I need to ask you some questions.”

“Let me ask you one first.”

“What?” Katherine supposed she owed him that after not using this spell to talk to him for so long. “What's on your mind?”

“I was thinking, you know how most animals have fur all over their bodies?”

“Yeah.”

“But you guys are mostly hairless, except at the top of your heads where it all comes out like a big geyser.”

“Okay, sure.”

“That's fucking wild, man.”

“I'm sorry,” said Katherine. “Did you have a question?”

“Yeah,” Butterbean responded. “What's up with that?”

“Oh, my God. You're high as balls, aren't you?” Katherine picked up the dart that she'd pulled out of his side and sniffed the pointy end. It didn't smell like anything in particular.

“Do you have anything to eat?”

“No!” snapped Katherine. “Listen, I need you to focus.”

“Oh, but I am.” Butterbean's focus was on a yellow bug crawling on a nearby leaf.

“What happened here while I was gone?”

Butterbean turned his head to look at her. “Did you go somewhere?”

“Yes! I turned into a bird to see if I could find out where the hell we are.”

“Sweet. I wish I could do that.” His attention and gaze both fell away from her.

“Butterbean!”

The wolf's head jerked back toward her.

“Oh, hey! Did you ever wish you could turn into a bird and fly up in the sky?” He rolled onto his side and moved his legs in the sand like he was trying to make snow angels. “Look at me, I'm flying!”

“Come on, Butterbean. I need you to focus. What happened to Righteous?”

“Preach it, sister!”

Katherine sighed. This was pointless. She wished she had some means of recording this so she could show it to Butterbean later.

Valuable minutes had slipped away, and Katherine was no closer to knowing where Righteous had gone. The likelihood that he'd just stepped away to take a shit was growing slimmer and slimmer with each passing minute.

This was so frustrating. She had a witness and a means to communicate with him, and he had the information she needed. But trying to get that information out of him was about as useful as talking to a goddamn tree!

“That's it!” she said aloud. “I'll talk to a goddamn tree!”

Butterbean nodded. “Far out.”

Though it had been available to her for some time now, Katherine had never actually used Speak with Plants. Why would she? At worst, it seemed incredibly stupid. At best, it seemed even more incredibly boring. What the hell does a plant have to talk about, after all?

Katherine didn't know what kind of sensory perception plants had, but she figured her best shot would be a tree nearest the scene of the crime. The tree next to the rock her cloak was folded on seemed like the best choice.

She approached it, feeling uncertain as she said, “Speak.”

“Hello,” said a voice in her head. If she had to describe it, treelike wouldn't be the last adjective to come to mind. But the tree itself didn't actually move or make any sound.

“Are you a tree?” she asked, just to make sure there weren't any other voices in her head choosing the least convenient moment possible to reveal themselves to her.

“What kind of question is that?”

“The simple fucking kind,” snapped Katherine. “Yes or no.”

“Sheesh,” said the voice. “Yes, I'm a tree. Thank you so much for such a stimulating piece of conversation.”

Katherine took a deep breath for a long sigh. “Did you see what happened here a little while ago?”

“I can't see anything. I'm a tree. I thought we'd established that.”

“Jesus Christ!” said Katherine. “However you sense the world around you. There was some kind of fight here. My friend got taken away. Did you witness any of that?”

“Oh yes. A little one stepped on my roots, and the big one tore away one of my branches.”

“Little one?”

“It was on the smaller side, yes. But that's not the point. Do you realize how long that takes to grow back?”

“I'm not talking about your fucking branch. You mentioned a little one.”

“Yes. He stepped on my roots.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Katherine. “Who was he?”

“We are not acquainted.”

“I mean, what kind of creature was he? A dwarf? A human child? A monkey?”

“They are like you, but roughly half your size.”

From a tree's point of view, Katherine guessed that could have been any of the choices she'd offered.

“How many of them were there?”

“How should I know? More than five. Fewer than fifty.”

“Can you tell me anything else about them?”

“The big one tore one of my branches off.”

Katherine sighed. “Yes, you told me that already.”

“Well, it hurt.”

“I'm sorry,” said Katherine, examining the trunk. She spotted the point at which a branch had recently been ripped from the tree, and a scene formed in her mind.

Whoever these people were took Righteous by surprise. Fighting to resist the poisonous dart he'd been hit with, he grabbed the nearest thing he could use as a makeshift weapon, hoping to take out as many of his attackers as possible before he succumbed to the same poison that knocked out Butterbean. He got a few good swings in, possibly killing one or two of them, but was ultimately overwhelmed. Katherine really hoped these weren't children.

“A fine lot of good sorry does me,” said the tree. “How would you like it if someone came along and tore one of your branches off?”

“I wouldn't like that at all,” said Katherine, trying her best to be polite in case she could get something more useful out of this whining tree before the spell duration timed out. “Did you happen to catch which way they went?”

“They didn't pass my way. That much I can – Oh, isn't this nice?”

Katherine followed the sound of trickling water to find Butterbean pissing on the base of the tree's trunk.

“Butterbean, no!” cried Katherine. She was glad to see him up and about again. And part of her was glad that he was pissing on this useless tree, but she didn't want that to be public knowledge.

“That's what I call adding insult to injury,” said the tree. “Everyone treats me like I'm nothing but a chunk of wood. Well let me just say that I don't –”

Whether the spell duration timed out or the tree had a mid-sentence stroke, Katherine was relieved to not have to listen to it complaining anymore.

She scratched Butterbean behind the ears. “Good boy.”

His eyes were sharp and focused again. The effects of the poison appeared to have worn off. Unfortunately, he could no longer talk, and Katherine was all out of Level 3 spells. The sun had completely set, which would make searching for Righteous all the more difficult with so little information to work with. As much as it pained Katherine, she would have to wait until morning to try the spell again on Butterbean.

She might have been premature in assuming that the effects of the poison had worn off. Butterbean ran down the beach to fetch a large stick. Such playful doglike behavior wasn't typical for him. But he'd had a rough day. So when he dropped the stick in front of her, she threw it for him to fetch again.

She wished he'd chosen something smaller. This stick was like a full-on tree branch, so big that she had to throw it like a spear. And after all that effort, Butterbean merely stared at her like she was an asshole.

“What?” she said. “Go get the stick.”

Butterbean did as told, trotting over to the stick, then returning right back with it. This time, he sniffed it, then walked a couple of steps toward the forest before looking back at her.

Katherine picked up the branch again and threw it as hard as she could toward the water.

Butterbean let out a sharp bark.

“It's over there,” said Katherine, pointing to the branch being dragged into the ocean by a frothy wave. “Go get it.”

Butterbean growled as he lay on the sand and put his front paws over his face.

Katherine scoffed. “What has gotten into you tonight? This is the worst game of fetch I've ever played.”

Finally, as if it was some obligation he had to begrudgingly endure, Butterbean retrieved the stick and once again laid it at Katherine's feet.

This time, however, when she tried to pick it up, Butterbean held it firmly between his jaws.

“Oh, come on!” said Katherine. “Cut me some slack, would you? If you want to play tug-of-war, find a smaller stick. This one's a whole fucking –” She turned around to look at the tree she'd just been talking to. “This is the branch!”

Butterbean wagged his tail and let go of the branch.

“Do you know where Righteous is?”

Unable to answer directly, Butterbean sniffed the thick end of the branch again.

“His hands were there!” said Katherine. “Can you track his scent?”

Butterbean wagged his tail harder and let out another sharp bark before running toward the woods.


Chapter 39

Nadia pulled the car up to the first address on Tim's list. The grass was a little overgrown compared to the neighbors' on either side, which Tim took to be a good sign he had the right place. The name on the mailbox, SWANSON, confirmed it.

“Keep the engine running,” he said as he got out of the car. “I'll be back in a minute. If anything goes wrong, honk the horn.”

“Like what?” asked Nadia.

“I don't know. Like, if a nosy neighbor comes by and starts asking you questions or something.”

“If someone starts asking me questions, you want me to honk the horn?”

Now that Tim thought about it, that would probably stand out as peculiar behavior.

“On second thought, maybe don't do that,” he said. “What if you just shout at them really loud for being racist?”

Nadia laughed. “I'm not doing that! They'll think I'm insane.”

“Who gives a shit what they think? It's not like you're ever going to see –”

“How about this?” said Nadia. “If anyone comes nosing around asking questions, I'll just drive around the corner and pick you up on the next street over.”

Tim considered it for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, that sounds reasonable. Wish me luck.”

“I don't know what you're doing, but good luck.”

Tim closed the door, then glanced up and down the street. A guy was walking his dog about ten houses away, but aside from that, it was all clear.

As nonchalantly as he could, he hurried up to the door and tried the handle. Locked, but Tim had expected that. He peered through the large window next to the door. Through the slightly open curtains, Tim saw what was probably meant to be a small dining room that Stacy was using as a library. Shelves full of paperback books lined the walls. Apparently, she was quite the reader.

Focusing on an empty spot on the floor, Tim tapped his heels together and was instantly transported five feet away. He was now inside Stacy's house.

“What are you into?” he wondered aloud as he browsed her collection of books. Mostly true crime and mystery novels. Tim wasn't really a fan of either genre. Still, he thought about grabbing one to read during his downtime. Then he remembered that he didn't have any downtime. He had far too much work to do.

It wasn't a big house, so Tim had no trouble finding Stacy's bedroom. Fairy lights illuminated the top of the teal walls, adding a cheeriness to counter the several dead potted plants at their base. Her vanity was slightly cluttered with cheap jewelry, scented candles melted down to various levels, a couple perfume bottles, and some loose change. The desk in the corner was much neater. All she had there was a lamp, some toxicology books, and a laptop. Tim wondered briefly what juicy secrets he might unlock by accessing her computer, but his attention was drawn much more strongly to her bed.

Carefully lifting the edge of her pink duvet, he slid headfirst under it to where he imagined would be her crotch level. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. There was just enough of her scent to make him want to stay longer, maybe take a nap. But no, he had shit to do. He breathed in one last time, then held his breath until he was back on his feet.

Pulling the zipper bag with her name on it out of his back pocket, he began searching for some of her most personal belongings.

Starting in the adjacent bathroom, he found a toothbrush next to the sink and a strand of used dental floss in the garbage can. Both went into the bag.

From there, he moved on to the bedroom. Her hairbrush was a quick and easy addition, as was an old photograph of her and some polo-shirt-wearing fuckface. Probably an old boyfriend. Tim shook his head. How could she have settled for a douche like that?

Opening her top dresser drawer, Tim discovered a line he probably shouldn't cross. Stacy's underwear drawer. It was like the Ark of the Covenant.

A rainbow of matching bras and panties made his tiny dick rock hard. He closed the drawer.

No, Tim. This isn't right. This isn't what you want.

He scurried through the house, looking into every room until he finally found what he was looking for in the garage. He grabbed a folding chair, set it down in front of the washing machine, and climbed up to see the treasures within.

Opening the washing machine, he was elated to find it full of dirty clothes. He tossed out a few random t-shirts and shorts until he uncovered the forbidden fruit he sought. With the very tips of his thumb and index finger, he gently lifted a pair of purple silk panties from the pile.

These were worn, still ripe with Stacy's sweat and possibly other bodily fluids. He lifted it to his nose and breathed in deeply. Unfortunately, it wasn't quite as ripe as he'd hoped. In fact, it didn't smell like much of anything. At least, not to his halfling nose.

Morphing into his hybrid rat form would likely tear his clothes, which he couldn't explain to Nadia without revealing that he was a wererat. But there was no way he could focus on anything else until his curiosity was sated. He had no choice but to start taking his clothes off.

Once he was completely naked, he morphed into his hybrid rat form and sniffed the panties again. This time the smell, powerful and unmistakable, filled Tim's head. These definitely belonged to Stacy. The scent instantly brought back memories of the day they'd met. It was too much of a sensation for his painfully erect dick to handle. He blasted the front of the washing machine like a howitzer, then let out a long sigh of relief. Relief quickly turned to disgust with himself as he stared at what he'd just done. Fortunately, there was no shortage of dirty towels on the floor.

Morphing back into his halfling form, Tim reflected on the state of his life. He'd reached some impressively low depths, but this might be a record.

Here he was, genius-level intelligence, standing naked in the garage of a woman who had unequivocally rejected him, watching his own semen drip down the front of her washing machine after he'd broken into her house and sniffed her dirty underwear.

My god, I'm a piece of shit.

In desperate need of a drink, Tim sifted through his clothes in search of his flask.

HONK! HONK!

“Shit!” said Tim, jerking his head up. Nadia honked the horn, which meant there must be some kind of emergency that didn't involve a nosy neighbor asking questions. Was somebody entering the house? Stacy's mom? Her dad? Fuck!

He grabbed a towel, wiped up his jizz, and tossed it into the machine. Then he tossed all of Stacy's other dirty clothes on top of it. That is, of course, except for the one item he couldn't bring himself to let go of. That, he placed in the zipper bag with Dave's name on it. Since he was forced to use one of his teleports at Walmart earlier, they wouldn't be able to make it to Dave's house today anyway.

Then he scrambled to get his own dirty clothes on as fast as possible before someone discovered him.

As he dressed, he thought quickly. There were only two ways out of the garage, the way he came in and the garage door. The latter would lead him outside but make enough noise to alert anyone in the house. The former, however, would likely put him face-to-face with whoever else was there. Since both options involved making his presence known, he opted for the choice that gave him the best chance of escaping without getting the shit beaten out of him.

There was, of course, the third option of simply burning his last teleport to get back to the car, but he still needed to check in on Mordred and his mom.

Tim pushed the button to open the garage. Whether it was his nerves or the door was just a piece of crap, the rolling mechanism was louder than he'd expected, like a garbage truck being dragged on its side. If anyone else was in the house, they definitely heard it, and would be en route to the garage right now. Tim rolled under the garage door as soon as it was high enough for him to do so.

Once outside, he got to his feet and sprinted to the car. The door was locked.

“Unlock the goddamn door!” he said, yanking the handle over and over again.

“I'm trying!” said Nadia, pushing the button. “I think you need to let go of the handle.”

“Fuck it!” Tim jump-climbed in through the open window. As soon as more of him was in the car than out, he shouted, “Drive!”

Nadia put the car into gear and sped down the otherwise quiet residential street. “What happened? What's the hurry?”

Tim pulled his feet inside and righted himself in the passenger's seat. “You tell me. You're the one who honked the horn.”

“I was bored. You were taking forever in there.”

Tim sighed. “Stop the car.”

Nadia slammed on the brakes, slamming Tim's face into the dashboard. “Oh my god, are you okay?”

“Never better,” said Tim through the throbbing pain of his almost certainly broken nose. He sat back, wiped away some blood with his sleeve, then took a few deep breaths to maintain his composure. “I thought we agreed you were supposed to honk the horn in case of an emergency.”

“And then we agreed that was dumb.”

Tim's face hurt too much to argue with her.

“Turn the car around,” he said. “We have to go back.”

Nadia drove slowly back to Stacy's house. Tim left the door open when he got out. He walked in through the garage, closed the garage door, then exited the house through the front door. He wasn't able to lock it from the outside, but at least it was better than leaving the garage door wide open. When he returned to the car, Nadia was glaring at him.

“What?” he said, wondering how, of the two of them, he could possibly be the asshole right now.

She held up the zipper bag containing Stacy's hairbrush, toothbrush, and dental floss. “What the fuck is this?”

Shit. Did I leave that behind?

“Some personal items,” said Tim. “I'm picking them up for a friend of mine to bring back to her in that other world.”

Nadia held up the other bag. “And you picked up a special souvenir for your friend, Dave, did you?”

Shit.

“It's not what it looks like.”

“Then what is it?”

Tim sighed. “A bunch of my friends are stuck in that other world, and I'm working on a plan to get them back home.”

“Why don't you just teleport them out?”

“Because we're all trapped in different bodies.” Tim pointed at himself. “This isn't me. I'm a normal-looking adult human man.”

Nadia glanced down at the zipper bags. “What does that have to do with –”

“The plan I'm working on is going to take time. In the meantime, I don't want any of their loved ones getting worried. So I hacked into all their email and social media accounts, keeping up correspondences and putting up posts to make it look like everything's normal. Well... normal-ish.”

“Normal-ish?”

“As cleverly executed as it's all been so far, eventually, their people are going to wonder why they aren’t returning phone calls or showing up to work. That is, unless I provide them with an alternative explanation.”

“That explanation being...”

“They joined a cult.”

Nadia laughed. “That's ridiculous!”

“Not as ridiculous as it sounds,” said Tim. “Especially when certain personal belongings turn up in a trail of clues I've been leaving behind for the authorities investigating the Children of Divinity.”

“Who are the Children of Divinity?”

Tim grinned despite the pain in his face. “That's the name of the cult I made up.”

“That still sounds incredibly stupid,” said Nadia. “And it doesn't explain why you have this woman's underwear in a bag labeled Dave.”

That was indeed more difficult to explain, but Tim did his best.

“I didn't think to bring another bag for Stacy,” he said, thinking up his explanation as he said it. “And it didn't occur to me until I was in there that I should separate the clothes from the toiletries. If forensics experts find mouth DNA on the underwear or ass DNA on the toothbrush, they might start wondering if the evidence had been planted there.”

“But then why –”

“Look,” said Tim. “It's all pretty complicated, even for me, and I'm smart as shit. I have neither the time nor inclination to lay out all the finer details for you right now, because my face hurts like hell, because you smashed it into the dashboard.”

“I'm sorry about that.”

“Apology accepted. Now, can we please get back to the house so that I can do the gazillion things I still have to do today?”

Neither of them said a word as Nadia drove them back to Mordred's mom's house. Tim felt bad both for the tone he'd used with her and for the implication that she wasn't smart enough to comprehend his plan.

“I'm sorry I snapped at you,” he said when they got inside.

Nadia sat down on the sofa. “It's okay. I know you're going through a lot right now.”

“So are you,” said Tim. “We can start fresh again tomorrow. I've got one more errand to run. Will you be okay alone here for a few hours?”

“Sure.”

“Just make yourself at home, don't go anywhere, and don't contact anyone, okay?”

“You got it.”

Tim really didn't have any choice but to trust her. He grabbed his zipper bags, a couple packs of beef jerky, and a few beers, and tossed them into a box he'd filled with other supplies. Then he squeezed himself under the box and tapped his heels together.


Chapter 40

The front door opened to reveal a lavish foyer with ornate cushioned chairs that probably each cost more money than he'd ever see in his life. Elegant archways on either side led to the kitchen and a billiard room. Straight ahead of them stood a grand staircase with gold-trimmed royal blue carpet leading up to the second floor.

Betting that upstairs was the better bet for finding the library – or at least somewhere to hide – Jay ran up the stairs with Fariq close behind him. Looking back, he saw that he'd drawn attention from curious servants in the kitchen.

By the time they'd reached the top of the stairs, the first of the pursuing servants had entered the house.

“What is happening?” demanded one of the kitchen servants, running into the foyer with a meat cleaver.

A servant who had just entered the house pointed up at Jay and Fariq. “Those men are imposters! They micturated on Lady Laryn!”

Jay stopped running and gripped the railing. “We did what?”

“It means piss,” Fariq explained.

“I know what it fucking means!” said Jay. He scowled down at his accuser. “That was orange juice!”

The kitchen servant shrugged. “It doesn't matter much what it was going in. Pissing on a little girl is just plain –”

“I didn't piss on a –”

“Hurry!” said Fariq, grabbing his shoulder. “We must go!”

More servants charged through the door now, with more crowding behind them.

Jay turned around and opened one of the large double doors facing the staircase. Unfortunately, it wasn't the library.

The massive room they entered appeared to be a banquet hall. It boasted a long, polished oak table with a dozen chairs on either side. But the chairs weren't substantial enough to block the doors, and the table was far too heavy for just the two of them to move. Also, there were several more doors leading out of the room, so blocking one entrance would likely only buy them a few seconds anyway.

Instead, Jay ran toward the doors on the far side of the room. As he was about to open one, a squeaking noise caught his attention. Turning to his right, he spotted a small cage in the corner with three brown rats inside.

“Focus, Jay!” said Fariq. “If we are caught, our fate will be worse than those rats. At least they will die with their cocks.”

That was indeed a solid argument for staying focused.

On the other side of the doors was a long hallway leading left and right, with several doors on either side. Unless they got really lucky, they had little chance of finding the library before an army of purple-suited servants piled on top of them to cut off their cocks. Of course, that was only if they were recognized.

Fariq pulled out his big knife. “I will not be taken alive.”

“Jesus, dude,” said Jay. “Put that away. I've got an idea.”

“What is it?”

“We're all dressed alike, and our faces are all painted up. None of those guys got a close look at us. If we just play it cool, they won't be able to tell us from one of their own. We can search for the library while pretending to be searching for us.”

“It sounds risky.”

“Riskier than trying to fend off two dozen guys with one fucking knife?”

Fariq frowned at him. “Have you no weapons?”

“Don't worry about me,” said Jay. “I've got something better than weapons. I've got an Eldritch Blast. That's not the point. If there's a way to get out of this without killing anyone, I'd much prefer to go that route.”

Fariq tucked his knife away under his coat. “Fine. We try it your way first.”

“Good. Stay close and let me do the talking.”

Jay waited for the approaching heavy footsteps of someone getting close enough to hear him, then opened a door. Judging by the foul smell and the soiled bucket, he guessed this was a lavatory. He quickly closed the door.

“They're not in here!” he called out just as two servants rounded the corner.

The two servants eyed them suspiciously, no doubt wondering how they were beaten to the scene.

“What are you gawking at?” asked Jay. “They're in one of these rooms! Start searching!” He was a little startled by how swiftly they obeyed him.

Jay and Fariq checked two more rooms, both of which were bedrooms. It might take them a while to find the library, but now that he'd duped two of the servants, Jay felt like it would only be easier to continue the charade. That was until Old Man Brynnwick bellowed out an order.

“All servants to the library right now!”

The two servants Jay had successfully tricked stopped searching rooms and ran toward the northeast corner of the house. Jay and Fariq followed as closely as they dared.

“He knows we seek the library,” said Fariq.

Jay sighed. “At least it should be easy to find now.”

“But impossible to enter.”

“Not necessarily. We still have our disguises. If we get close enough to the library door, we can get in and step on the Teleportation Circle before anyone can stop us.”

Fariq shook his head. “I do not like it. If we fail, we will be surrounded.”

“We won't fail,” Jay insisted. “They have no way of telling us apart from any of those other –”

“There are imposters among us!” said Brynnwick, hidden from Jay’s view by a throng of powdered wigs. “Two of you standing here before me did unspeakable things to my only daughter! Not only that, but they stripped two of my men down to their bare asses to steal their clothes. You may think yourselves impossible to identify, but you made a grave error in judgment. You forgot about this!”

Jay could only assume that Brynnwick was holding up some incriminating piece of evidence. But for the life of him, he couldn't figure out what it might be.

“Shit,” muttered Fariq.

“What?” said Jay. “What is it?”

Fariq lifted his pants to expose his bare ankles.

“Shit,” muttered Jay.

“You used these to tie us up and leave us for dead in the woods!” bellowed Brynnwick. “All of you, remove your shoes. Your bare feet will betray your crimes!”

Fariq took out his knife again. “The stairs will be guarded, but we may be able to fight our way through.”

“Just wait a second,” said Jay. “We can figure this out.”

“We have waited too long already! If we wait any longer, we will be as trapped as those rats in the cage!”

“That's it!” said Jay.

“What?”

“Follow me.”

Jay ran around the corner and entered the banquet hall through the east door, then quietly made his way to the corner and knelt in front of the rat trap. He fetched a strip of dried meat from his pocket, tore a piece off, and ate the rest.

“What are you doing?” whispered Fariq.

“Shh. I don't want to startle them.”

Jay held the meat close enough to the cage bars for the rats to sniff, but not so close that they could grab it, then he opened the cage door. One of the rats ran off immediately, but the other two took the bait. Jay picked up the smaller one and allowed it to eat while he tested its weight in his hand. It was a little light for his current purposes, but might serve another in the future. He put it in his pocket and picked up the larger one. It was nice and plump, weighing roughly the same as a softball. It would do nicely.

“What is this?” demanded Fariq. “A sacrifice to your fire devils?”

“Would you cool it with the fire devils already? Just follow my lead and get ready to make a break for the stairs in case this doesn't work.”

Fariq nodded.

Jay led the way through the west door of the banquet hall, putting them between the library and the staircase, and in full view of the twenty shoeless men standing in the corner, including Old Man Brynnwick and the two still-naked servants they'd stolen the clothes from.

“You there!” shouted Old Man Brynnwick. “Take off your shoes!”

“There's no need for that,” said Jay. “We're the imposters you're looking for. But I should warn you, I am also a powerful warlock.”

Brynnwick laughed. “If you're a warlock, then I'm the Ice Queen of Nazere. You're just a couple of filthy lowlife thugs in way over your heads, and now you're going to get what's coming to you.”

“Not before you get what's coming to you!” said Jay. Then he hurled the rat at Brynnwick.

“What the...”

“RAT!” cried one of the servants as he ran off down the northern hallway. Jay hadn't killed him, but he probably got him fired.

All of the other servants stared in confusion at the disoriented rat on the floor squirming on the floor.

“Was that your plan?” asked Fariq.

“No. This is.” He flicked his fingers forward at the rat. “Have some!” A surge of magical energy flowed through his arms as blue lightning flew out of his fingertips. The rat exploded in a burst of charred fur.

“SHIT!” cried Old Man Brynnwick as he shoved a servant out of his way before fleeing down the hall. His servants quickly ran after him, screaming and tripping over each other.

“Impressive,” said Fariq. “But how did you know these men would be such cowards?”

“They make harp noises while an old man strums their toes with his dick. I don't know what brought them to that point in their lives, but it wasn't bravery.”

Jay and Fariq stopped briefly to find shoes that fit their feet better, then entered the library.

But just when Jay found the perfect fit, he noticed movement from the other end of the hallway. He looked up just in time to spot one of the servants leveling a crossbow at him.

“Duck!” he cried as he leaned out of the way to feel the breeze of the bolt flying past him. His relief was short-lived when he felt the all-too-familiar searing pain of a different bolt biting into his left ass cheek. At least his ass pain was balanced now.

“They're coming from both sides!” said Fariq, staying low as he reached for the door handle.

It was locked. He kicked and slammed his shoulder into it, but the door didn't budge.

Three more bolts thudded into the door and wall as the servants crept cautiously toward them.

“I've got an idea,” said Jay. He pulled the second rat out of his pocket and offered it to Fariq. “Hold this.”

“What? Why?”

Jay grabbed Fariq's hand and shoved the rat's tail between his fingers. “Hold it over the door handle and stand back.”

Fariq flattened himself against the wall, one arm stretched out to dangle the rat over the door handle, the other shielding his face from flying crossbow bolts.

Jay stepped back, then flicked his fingers at the unfortunate rat. “Have some!”

“Ow!” said Fariq, now holding only a small charred length of rat tail.

Hoping the blast was enough to compromise the integrity of the lock, Jay charged at the door shoulder-first with everything he had. It hurt more than he expected from an interior door, but he managed to plow through it. Also, the pain in his shoulder was a nice distraction from the multiple pains in his ass.

Fariq followed him through and slammed the door closed behind them. The damage from Jay's Eldritch Blast and subsequent brute force prevented it from staying closed, however, so Fariq held it while Jay scanned the library.

Just as Mordred said, a large rectangular rug covered most of the floor between the bookshelves lining the walls. Three large windows along the northern wall allowed plenty of sunlight for reading in the comfort of one of four ornate chairs identical to the one Jay remembered from the foyer.

The rug was large and thick. It would require both of them to roll up and more time than they had before they were peppered by two dozen crossbows. The shelves on either side of the door were the smallest in the room, but one of them should be heavy enough to block the door, at least for a few  minutes. Unfortunately, they would be far too heavy to move without first losing the weight of the books. Until a better idea came along, Jay started frantically throwing books off one of the shelves.

“What are you doing?” asked Fariq.

“Just hold the door!” said Jay, grabbing books with both hands and pulling them off the shelves as fast as possible.

Fists and feet began pounding hard on the door. Fariq braced himself as hard as he could, but he wouldn't keep them out for long.

“Hurry!” he shouted.

“Open that door right now!” demanded Old Man Brynnwick. “Or I swear by the gods I'll burn you alive!”

Jay wasn't confident that he'd removed enough weight, but he knew he was out of time. He ran to the far edge of the bookcase, ducked into the space between it and the wall, then pushed as hard as he could against both. Just when he thought the bookcase was so solid that the wall might give way first, he felt it budge. He'd moved it!

If he could do it once, he could do it again. He braced himself against the wall and used his arms as well as his legs to shove the weighty piece of furniture another three inches.

“A little more!” Fariq shouted over the continued pounding. “You're almost there!”

Now able to position himself a little better, Jay used what felt like the rest of his strength to shove the bookcase another two inches. Gearing up for what seemed like an impossible fourth push, he was alarmed when Fariq showed up by his side.

“The door!” said Jay.

“You covered the edge,” said Fariq. “That should keep them out for a –”

SMASH!

Jay stepped away from the bookcase to see the tip of an axe blade penetrating the door right where Fariq's back had been pressed against it a few seconds before.

“Shit!” said Jay. “We need to cover that whole door.”

Together, they easily moved the bookcase far enough to cover the door completely. It still wasn't going to hold forever. The back panel of the bookcase was made of a thinner and flimsier wood than the frame and shelves. Once that axe tore away enough of the door, the shelves would likely hold them off for a few more whacks.

“You take one side, and I'll take the other,” Jay instructed. “We'll roll the rug until we see the circle.”

“That is no good,” said Fariq. “If we reveal the circle, we make it easy for them to follow us.”

“Well, then what do you suggest?”

“We crawl under the rug until we activate the circle. When it teleports us, the rug will fall as if we were never here.”

Jay shrugged. “I guess that seems reasonable.”

Fariq grabbed one of the ornate chairs, then let out a mighty roar as he hurled it through the center window, which exploded in shards of shining glass.

“That seemed... less reasonable,” said Jay.

Fariq smiled at him. “We must provide an alternative explanation as to how we escaped.”

“Ah.” Jay smiled back. “You know what? I'm glad you followed me.” He lifted up the edge of the heavy rug. “Care to go first?”

“Thank you.” Fariq got on his hands and knees and began working his way under the rug. Jay's attention was divided between the rapidly deteriorating door and the slow-moving lump in the carpet until the lump suddenly collapsed. It left the rug a little wrinkled, but not so much that it would be noticed amid all the chaos in the room.

Having a pretty good idea of where the Teleportation Circle was now, Jay crawled under the rug and made his way straight for it. After a brief moment of panic in which he thought he might have misjudged his direction, the oppressive weight of the carpet suddenly vanished.

It was dark out, and Jay found himself sitting next to Fariq on a sandy river bank.


Chapter 41

“This is the heir to the House of Allerton we're talking about,” said Argo, puffing on a cigar as he leaned back in his massive leather chair. “What, exactly, would you have me do?”

Chaz had a few suggestions ready to fire off.

“You could start by banning that fat mother–”

“We wouldn't presume to tell you how to run your own club,” Julian interrupted. “Rather, we are here merely to make you aware of the issue and seek your guidance on how we might best resolve it.”

Argo nodded as he puffed thoughtfully on his cigar. “He only makes these outbursts during the one song?”

“So far, that's been the case,” admitted Chaz.

“Maybe he finds the sermon off-putting. Not everyone appreciates being preached to when they're here to be entertained.”

Chaz couldn't believe what he was hearing. He stood up, waving cigar smoke away so he could stare Argo down as he said, “Are you seriously suggesting I cut Brother Love from the set list?”

Julian grabbed him by the arm and pulled him back down into his chair. “Take it easy, Chaz. No one is suggesting –”

“I don't sing it every night,” Chaz continued. “Only on nights when I deem myself worthy of doing it justice. You've heard me sing it. You've seen the audience response. Aside from that one fat fuck, I challenge you to find anyone who finds it objectionable.” He knew he might be crossing a line, but he felt emboldened by the previous night's encounter with Tambriel, and he expected their time together would inspire a greater-than-usual frequency of nights where he was inspired enough to include Brother Love in his act. Now was not the time to back down. “I implore you, sir. Do not negotiate with terrorists.”

Argo eyed him quizzically. “Terrorists?”

“If we continue to appease him, we will be seen as weak. He won't stop with Brother Love. He will interrupt every song, relentlessly pestering me to sing Sweet Caroline.”

“You didn't stop playing Sweet Caroline, did you?” Argo sat up straight in his chair, cigar pinched in tensed fingers. “You have to sing Sweet Caroline!”

“Don't worry, sir,” said Julian. “I assure you, he will not stop playing Sweet Caroline. He ends every show with it.”

“Of course I do,” Chaz reassured him. “It's a great closer, and it keeps folks in their seats and buying drinks all the way to the end of the show.” Chaz understood what Argo's motivations were. He had him on the hook now. “But it does signal the end of the show. If I get heckled for every song that isn't Sweet Caroline, the shows will get shorter … and shorter…and shorter.” He emphasized by bringing his hands closer and closer together, willing Argo to equate it with shrinking profits.

Argo stubbed out his cigar and sighed. “You're right.”

“I am?” said Chaz.

“He is?” said Julian.

“I myself have been moved to tears more than once during Brother Love, and I've heard open weeping in the audience. Continue to follow your inspiration.”

“Thank you,” said Chaz. “But what about –” Chaz had calmed down considerably now, and was more reluctant to refer to the heir of a noble house as “the fat fuck”, but he didn't know the heckler's name.

“Halbert Allerton?” said Argo. “Don't worry. I'll take care of him.”

And take care of him, he did. When Chaz saw Halbert Allerton in the audience later that evening, he resolved to sing Brother Love whether he was sufficiently inspired or not, just to put Argo's promise to the test. As it turned out, that resolve was unneeded. He was still riding high off getting laid the previous night, and his performance reflected it.

In fact, Chaz didn't even miss a beat when Halbert started jeering. His self-confidence was unshakable. His sermon was all the more inspiring as two of Argo's goons dragged Halbert out of the club. Halbert kicked and screamed and asked them if they knew who his father was, but Neil Diamond's powerful words poured from Chaz's lips to drown out his protests. Instead of being the disruption he'd intended, Halbert played a significant role in the greatest performance Chaz had ever given.

The added spectacle sent the crowd into such a fervor that Chaz feared he might not be able to finish the rest of his set, but he managed to soothe them with a heartfelt rendition of Brooklyn Roads. He then picked things back up with Cherry, Cherry before closing with Sweet Caroline.

After bowing amidst a barrage of flowers and colored scarves thrown at him from a grateful audience, Chaz exited the stage to where Julian was waiting for him.

“Nice of you to show up for once,” he said.

Julian smiled. “I'm glad I was able to. That was an amazing performance.”

Whether Julian was manipulating him with his Diplomacy skill or plain old-fashioned flattery, Chaz welcomed it with open arms.

“Did you see when they hauled that fat fuck out of here?”

“I sure did,” said Julian. “I think the crowd enjoyed that almost as much as the song.”

“You up for a celebratory drink?”

“Absolutely! We've got a lot to celebrate, after all.”

Chaz remembered something Julian mentioned earlier.

“That's right,” he said as they walked to his dressing room. “Did you say Stacy got in touch with you?”

“No. I got in touch with her.”

“How did you manage that?”

“It's kind of a funny story,” said Julian. “So I learned how to cast Scrying, which is a spell that lets me see another –”

“I know what Scrying is,” said Chaz. “It's on my spell list.”

“Okay, good. So then you know I needed a special mirror to cast it with. So I went looking all over the place for a mirror I could use. Then, when I finally found one, you wouldn't believe what I had to go through to –”

“Just a second,” said Chaz when he spotted two insanely beautiful human women waiting outside his dressing room. “I think we might need to have that drink another time.”

“Sure,” said Julian. “I should probably go check on Ravenus anyway. You know how he gets whenever I leave him alone for too –”

“Yeah, yeah. Go check on Ravenus.” Chaz clapped Julian on the back. “I'll see you tomorrow.”

With Julian out of the way, Chaz went on to have amazing sex with two women who left immediately afterward to be their husbands' problems. He was finally living the dream.

It went on like that for the next couple of shows. Night after night, Chaz delivered the best performances of his career, and the club got more and more packed.

Julian warned Chaz that his rumors of his post-show sex parties were spreading. But the women kept their mouths shut, and their husbands all assumed that their own wives weren't the slutty ones.

As Chaz's confidence rose through the roof, he played Brother Love at every show. It quickly became a crowd favorite. Those who were there to witness Halbert Allerton getting dragged out of the club reveled in the memory of the event, and those who weren't got swept up in Chaz's increasingly intense sermons.

During one of his particularly intense sermons, he started soft and low, in the manner of a small earthquake. He implored the audience to reach out to their troubled brothers. Then, just as he was about to let go, subsequently causing half the valley to shake, he felt a small tremor there with him on the stage. For a second, he imagined it might be the spirit of Neil come to join him.

He reached his hand up into the air, instructing the audience to do the same whenever their hearts were troubled, when the percussionist's array of drums, chimes, bells, and gongs erupted in a cacophony of clashing and banging.

Chaz looked back to find the halfling percussionist lying on his back, buried in his instruments. Then the sheet music flew from the stands in front of the horns section.

The formerly hyped-up crowd went silent.

“What the fuck?” asked Chaz, his hand still raised high. “Benton, are you okay?”

Benton, the percussionist, sat up. “I don't know, sir. Something shoved my instruments right into me!”

“Not something. Someone.” Chaz grabbed one of the stands from the horns section and swung it in wide arcs as he went back and forth across the stage. “Where are you, you fat fuck? Show yourself!”

He had no doubt that this was Halbert Allerton's revenge for being thrown out of the club. He must have had a wizard cast Invisibility on him. If Chaz could find him, he would make damn sure he couldn't interrupt another show.

Audience members near the front of the room shrieked and backed away as Chaz swung the stand a little too close to the edge of the stage.

Then he saw the same two of Argo's goons who had dragged Halbert away quickly approaching the stage. Did they see something Chaz couldn't? He realized too late that hey were coming for him.

Only just now realizing how unhinged he must look, did Chaz drop the stand.

“Listen, guys,” he said. “I'm sorry, but this wasn't my –”

“Show's over,” said one of the massive thugs, grabbing Chaz by the arm.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” demanded Chaz as the other thug grabbed his other arm and started dragging him off stage. “I haven't played Sweet Caroline! I haven't finished my sermon! I demand to speak to Argo!”

“Good,” said the first thug. “That's where we're going.”

After suffering the humiliation of being dragged past his adoring crowd, Chaz was shoved into Argo's office, and the door closed behind him.

Argo and Julian were both there.

“This is bullshit!” Chaz insisted. “You can't have me dragged off the stage like some rabid dog! I'm RazzmaChaz!”

“Take it easy,” said Julian. “Just take a breath, and we'll –”

“No fucking way! I've got hundreds of witnesses out there who will tell you that I didn't shove those instruments over. That was Halbert Allerton. You know it, and I know it!”

Argo took a few puffs on his cigar. “Are you finished?”

Chaz nodded. “For now.”

“You have a mere ten days left in your obligation to me,” said Argo. “I would very much appreciate it if you sing your songs and refrain from attacking my customers.”

“I wasn't even close to hitting them. But how do you expect me to sing while that fat asshole is sabotaging my show?”

“Did you see Allerton?”

“No,” Chaz admitted. “He was invisible. But I felt the floor shake. And who else would do that?”

Argo nodded. “The circumstantial evidence is strong. But I am afraid it is not enough for me to present against the son of a lord. Without proof, there is little I can do. I'm afraid the only solution is to cut Brother Love from your setlist.”

“Oh, come on! You can't mean that!”

“I do,” said Argo. “My decision is final. You may go now.”

Chaz was fuming mad as Julian led him out of Argo's office toward his dressing room.

“It's just ten more shows,” said Julian. “After that, we can find a new venue. You can sing Brother Love all you want.”

“Fuck that,” said Chaz. “I'm not letting that chunky fuck get away with this. If Argo wants proof, then that's exactly what I'm going to give him.”


Chapter 42

“This is bullshit,” said Denise, thrusting her brush into her bucket then sitting back against the bulwark.

Tony the Elf stopped scrubbing briefly to look back at the rest of the ship, then glared at Denise. “What do you think you're doing? If the captain sees you slacking off, we'll all get thrown overboard.”

“I ain't the one who accepted those terms. That was you and Blackie.”

Randy was already putting up with a lot right now. Racism is where he drew the line.

“Denise!”

“Don't you fuckin' Denise me right now, Randy. We been scrubbing this deck for an hour, and it don't look or smell no better than when we started. I was expecting a couple days of rest and relaxation on our way to Isla de Huevos, but instead I find myself doing a week of hard labor just to get to an island kind of near there.”

“Huevos means eggs,” said Tony the Elf. “It's Isla de Huesos.”

“I don't give a good goddamn if it's the Island of Pygmy Strippers. We're working our asses off, and there ain't no chance in hell that Logan's gonna still be there by the time we arrive.”

“The Bug Mother has a point,” said Tanner, still scrubbing as he talked. “Each day that passes significantly increases the risk that we will miss our best opportunity to catch up to Logan.”

Tony the Elf resumed scrubbing. “What choice did we have?”

“You could choose not to suck camel dick,” said Denise. “Next time, you two can go deliver the news about the dead husband, and me and Randy will book the boat.”

“I'm curious to hear what you would have done better when there were no boats headed from Hollin to Isla de Huesos. Short of stealing a ship, this is the best we could do.”

Denise grinned. “Stealing a ship? Now you're talking some sense.”

“We ain't stealing no ship,” said Randy, not liking the direction this conversation was headed. “Get back to work.”

Denise pulled her brush out of the bucket and pantomimed scrubbing. “I was just thinking is all. Ain't no harm in that.”

Tanner crawled closer to Tony the Elf and Denise as he continued scrubbing. “If we sailed directly to Isla de Huesos rather than making all these stops along the way, we could be there as early as tomorrow evening.”

Tony the Elf bit his lower lip. “If our ultimate goal is to take over Seastalker, this might be a good practice run.”

“They outnumber us five to one,” said Randy. He figured if he couldn't sway them with a moral argument, he might by appealing to their sense of self-preservation. “So how about we cool it on the mutiny talk?”

“SHH!” said Denise. “Keep your fuckin' voice down!” She turned to Tony the Elf and Tanner. “Now, I don't claim to know all the ins and outs of this fucked up game world we're in, but it's my understanding that we increase in power levels by absorbing energy points or some shit, right?”

Tanner stared blankly at her. “I have absolutely no idea what you are talking about.”

“We gain levels by getting experience points,” Tony the Elf corrected her. “This can be achieved by winning fights, completing quests, meeting certain milestones, overcoming –”

“Yeah, I get it,” said Denise. “Don't fuckin' nerdgasm all over me about it. I'm just saying that when Randy and I went to visit that Norwynn woman, there was a man there already talking to her. I'm talking a big motherfucker. He should have been able to kick both our asses six ways to fuckin' Sunday, but Randy tossed him around like he was one of them inflatable sex dolls.”

“Your point?”

“My point is, what if we's all got enough levels in us such that normal folks ain't even an issue no more?” Denise nodded toward the crew in the midsection of the ship. “Look at them. They ain't no hardened pirates. Are you telling me you couldn't take on five of them with your dick tucked between your legs?”

“I don't see how that last part makes a meaningful difference,” said Tony the Elf. “But yeah, maybe we could take them.”

“Come on, guys,” said Randy, feeling like he was losing control over a brewing storm. “Denise is right about one thing. These are innocent folks just trying to earn an honest living. I ain't gonna let you kill them.”

“Jesus, Randy!” said Tony the Elf. “Would you please lower your voice? We're not talking about killing anyone.”

“We ain't?” said Denise.

“No. Of course not. These aren't military men, and they're not pirates. Most of these guys are probably only getting paid a few copper pieces a day for this gig. You really think they're going to die for their captain? If we can take the captain hostage, I'll bet the rest of the crew will fall in line and do whatever we say.”

“That might be true for most of the crew,” said Tanner. “But not for his enforcers. Your game gibberish notwithstanding, even if most of the crew stayed out of it, the captain and his three enforcers would put us evenly matched at four against four. We may indeed come out the victors, but I do not see a way of completely avoiding bloodshed.”

Randy had heard enough. It was time to stop to this nonsense once and for all.

“You better check your math, Tanner,” he said. “I reckon that's gonna be five against three. Because if any of you start attacking the crew of this ship, I'll defend them. Don't you test me on that.”

“Hey now,” said Tony the Elf. “Let's take it down a notch. We don't want to say anything we'll regret later. I'm sure that if we all put our heads together and work as a team, we can find a way to take the captain hostage without resorting to –”

“We ain't taking nobody hostage,” insisted Randy. “That's all there is to it.”

Denise shook her head at him. “You really would do that, wouldn't you? You'd take up arms against your own friends just to save some grubby motherfuckers you don't even know.”

“Yes, I would,” said Randy. “And I don't appreciate you putting me in a position where I got to make that choice.”

“Hell, you'd probably push your own mama down a flight of stairs to keep her from beatin' on some wetback.”

Tony the Elf grimaced like he'd been stabbed in the gut. “Jesus, dude. You're really making it hard to be on your side.”

“I don't want to fight you, Denise,” said Randy. “But I need you to know that I would.”

Denise nodded. “Consider it known. No hard feelings?”

Randy breathed out a heavy sigh of relief. “No hard feelings.”

“After all, you'd do the same for me, right?”

“Of course I would.”

“Good,” said Denise. “I'm counting on it.” She stood up and walked to the edge of the deck. “Hey, Captain!”

“Denise!” Randy called after her while Tanner and Tony the Elf lowered their heads and started scrubbing the deck like it was going to reveal the secret to eternal life. “What are you doing? Get back here right –”

But it was too late. Captain Waterford and the three hulking crewmen who never left his side emerged from his quarters and scowled down at Denise. The rest of the crewmen stopped what they were doing to watch whatever was about to happen.

The enforcers brandished scimitars big enough to row a canoe with. The captain himself only had a coiled whip at his hip to remind his crew of the penalty for stepping out of line.

Randy had never seen him use the whip, or even uncoil it. Come to think of it, he'd never even heard the captain berate any of his men or even use excessively harsh language when delivering an order. Then again, he'd never seen any of the crew step out of line. By what Randy had gathered during lunchtime, the crew regarded their captain as a stern but fair man. He wasn't one for warmth or camaraderie, but neither was he a sadist or tyrant.

“What is the meaning of this?” he demanded of Denise. “Have your companions not sufficiently explained the terms of our agreement?”

“They explained it just fine,” said Denise. “But I was thinking we might renegotiate. First, we set a course for Isla de Huesos immediately. Second, I ain't swabbin' no more poop decks.”

“There will be no renegotiation, our current course shall not be altered, at no point shall we be docking at Isla de Huesos, and you have just earned yourself five lashes for insubordinate behavior.”

Several crewmen grimaced as the captain readied his whip.

Randy sighed. Five lashes was going to hurt, but it was a heck of a lot better than getting tossed overboard. Maybe this was just what Denise needed in order to learn when to keep her big mouth shut.

“Also,” said one of the enforcers as they escorted their captain toward Denise. “That's not the poop deck, you hairy-titted whore. It's the foredeck.”

Denise hiked up her skirt, exposing her equally hairy bottom, then squatted. “Well excuse the fuck out of me.”

Captain Waterford stopped in his tracks. “Show some decency, woman! If you piss on the deck of my ship, I swear by the gods I'll –”

“I ain't pissin',” Denise assured him, then began to grunt and push.

Randy's heart sank as his stomach turned. “Denise! No!”

But the damage was done. A slender, snakelike turd slithered out from Denise's butthole, twisting and coiling into a pile as it made contact with the deck.

“There you go, Cockface,” Denise said to the enforcer who'd corrected her. “Now it's a poop deck.”

The entire crew went silent. Even Tanner and Tony the Elf stopped scrubbing.

“TWENTY LASHES!” the captain finally cried, trembling with fury. If Denise's goal had been to make this normally level-headed businessman blow a fuse, she had succeeded.

Twenty lashes was a lot, and Randy wasn't sure that Denise could survive that many. Hopefully, the captain would come to decide that she had been sufficiently punished before Randy had to intervene.

Denise scoffed. “Twenty lashes? What kind of pussy captain are you? Is this the Gayflower? The Losertania? The Bitchmark? Why don't you show these men you got more than a couple of barnacles stuck between your legs?” She scooped up her pile of poop with one hand and flung it at the captain like a captive monkey. It splattered across his face and shirt.

“Oh shit,” whispered Tony the Elf.

The captain was now shaking so hard that Randy was surprised he couldn't feel tremors on the deck.

“KILL HER!” he commanded.

His enforcers rushed at Denise with their scimitars held high, blades glinting in the sun.

“Fuck, yeah!” shouted Denise. “I'm really angry!” Her expanding muscles bulked her out to nearly twice her size, but she was still unarmed.

As vile, dehumanizing, and disgusting as her offense to the captain had been, Randy didn't think she deserved to die for it.

“STOP!” he cried, dropping his brush as he leaped to his feet and ran toward Denise.

He wasn't quite fast enough, though, but Denise caught her first attacker by the wrist as he brought his scimitar down on her. With her free hand, she punched him hard in the gut, making him go limp, then used his body to shield herself from one of the other enforcers.

The third enforcer shifted to the right and positioned himself behind her. He would have had a clear shot at her unprotected back if Randy hadn't thrown himself between them.

Randy felt a searing pain as the heavy steel blade scraped against his sternum before he fell down one level onto the deck below. Blood poured out of the massive gash on his chest. He might have suffered a couple of broken ribs from the fall as well. And all he'd accomplished was eating one attack. The enforcer that sliced him open would be able to get in at least two more attacks on Denise while he climbed back up to the foredeck.

Fortunately, Randy wasn't the only one who had Denise's back. He didn't see Tanner anywhere, but Tony the Elf ran up to the enforcer who'd hit Randy and threw his bucket of filthy gray deckwater in his face. Randy hurried up the stairs to assist.

Denise, still wrestling with her first attacker, howled with pain and rage as the second enforcer got around her human shield and stabbed her deep in the gut. When she was done screaming, she bit down hard on the arm she had a grip on, causing the enforcer to cry out in agony as his sword fell to the deck below.

Randy hesitated briefly halfway up the stairs, tempted to go back down for the sword. It would help him more effectively protect his friends, but at the cost of wasting precious time. Denise had already been stabbed once. He didn't know how bad it was, or if she would survive long enough for him to return with the sword. Besides, there was still a chance to end this without anyone having to die if they all worked together and managed to subdue the enforcers. That would all go out the window if Randy started hacking at them.

As he ran the rest of the way up the stairs, his hopes of such a collaborative effort were diminished. Tanner was still nowhere to be seen, and Tony the Elf disengaged with the man he'd temporarily blinded with filth water after smacking him upside the head with the empty bucket, then jumped down to the lower level to retrieve the fallen scimitar.

A blade in her gut only exacerbated Denise's Barbarian Rage. She kicked her attacker hard in the nuts, then gripped the one she already had a hold of with both hands and brought his arm down hard on her knee. The snapping of his lower arm bones was loud enough to be heard over the savage roar she let out when she did it.

Randy took a step toward Denise, but the enforcer Tony the Elf had hit with the bucket was once again ready to fight and standing in his way. He looked majorly ticked off, his eyes reddened with a combination of fury and irritants in the dirty water.

“You ain't got to do this,” Randy tried to reason with him. “Let's just all calm down and –”

“Randy!” called Tony the Elf from below.

Randy barely had time to look down as a scimitar flew up to him. Still unsure as to whether or not he wanted it, he snatched it out of the air just in time to clumsily deflect a powerful downward blow from his red-eyed attacker.

Denise was now armed as well, having torn off a chunk of the ship's railing to use as a makeshift club. She relentlessly swung it at her opponent, but as strong as she was, it was cumbersome and easy to dodge or block. The hits she landed were brutal, but the enforcer was getting more stabs in on her than she was getting bashes in on him.

Randy was faring a little better. He fought defensively at first, still holding out hope that nobody needed to die. But when the futility of that goal finally became clear, he switched gears and went on the attack. His opponent was strong and skilled in the art of swordplay, but Denise might have been on to something with her theory about game levels. As they danced across the foredeck to the rhythm of clanging blades, it became clearer and clearer with each penetration of the enforcer's defenses that Randy would be the victor.

“ENOUGH!” shouted Tanner from farther back on the ship.

Randy held back on what might have been a killing blow to the distracted enforcer, but Denise offered no such courtesy to the one she was fighting. As soon as he turned his head, she clobbered the back of it with her chunk of railing. It sounded like a baseball destined to fly over the fences. Either unconscious or dead, the enforcer toppled over on the deck like a felled sequoia.

When Randy's opponent continued to not attack him, Randy turned to see what had distracted them so much. He was surprised to see Captain Waterford's arms bound to his side with his own whip, and even more surprised to see Tanner behind him with a dagger pressed against his throat.

“Tell your men to stand down and drop their weapons,” Tanner commanded.

The captain nodded. “Do as he says.”

The only enforcer still armed let go of his scimitar. It clattered on the deck amid a tense silence from a visibly frightened crew. Fear briefly gave way to disgust as Denise farted out her Barbarian Rage, but it quickly resumed its position.

“Let go of him right now, Tanner,” Randy demanded.

“Shut up, Randy.” Tanner eased up on the pressure with the dagger but continued to hold it near the captain's throat. “Tell them they have nothing to fear as long as they do what we say.”

Captain Waterford sighed. “You would go to all this trouble to steal a cargo of dried herring?”

“Is that what that smell is?” asked Tony the Elf. “You can keep it.”

Tanner removed the captain's hat from Waterford's head and placed it on his own before addressing the crew.

“Until further notice,” he shouted. “This is my ship, and you work for me. If you obey my commands, you will not get hurt; this will all be over soon. Are we understood?”

The crew all murmured and shrugged. They clearly didn't care who they were working for as long as they got paid and made it out alive.

Tanner pointed his dagger toward the enforcer Denise had clubbed in the head. “Is he still alive?”

Denise nudged him with her foot, eliciting a small groan.“Yeah.” She picked up his scimitar. “You want I should finish him off?”

“No. Get some rope and tie him and the others up.” Tanner looked at Randy. “When they are securely bound, you may use healing magic on them.”

Randy had half a mind to tell Tanner where he could stuff his dagger. He didn't need anyone's permission to use his healing magic on anyone he saw fit. But he realized that Tanner was at least attempting to meet him halfway. As strongly as he felt in his heart that this mutiny was the wrong thing to do, following Tanner's orders was the only way Randy could see to avoid further bloodshed.

One by one, Denise and Tony the Elf bound the enforcers with ropes, and Randy followed behind to place his palm on their heads and say a prayer that magically healed their wounds.

“Excellent,” said Tanner when it was done. “Now for the next order of business. Tony the Elf, Denise. Tie up Randy.”

“What?” said Randy. Despite the throbbing pain from the still-bleeding wound in his chest, he couldn't help but laugh. The laughter was short-lived, however, as Tanner continued staring grimly at him.

“I'm sorry, Randy,” he said. “It is for the best.”

“What are you talking about? We're on the same –” It occurred to Randy that Tanner's allegiances weren't necessarily aligned with his own. He was a native of this world, so there was no inherent solidarity from the joint cause of getting back to the real world. Randy's basilisk had eaten his body. Perhaps he had been nurturing a grudge this whole time, patiently waiting for an opportunity to exact his misguided revenge.

Then again, if Randy had to guess what character class Tanner most likely resembled, it would have been rogue. Selfishness was pretty much inherent in the class. They were notorious for taking whatever wasn't nailed down and contributing as little as possible to society. Perhaps this was merely a matter of Tanner seizing an opportunity for personal gain. Yes, Randy reassured himself. He was basing this theory strictly on Tanner being a rogue, and not at all on him being black. Ugh, Denise was going to have a field day with this.

“There's just one little flaw with your plan,” Randy said, allowing himself to be just a little bit smug. “It's what the French call hoobris.”

“It's hubris,” said Tony the Elf. “And it's Greek.”

Randy kept his attention on Tanner. “That's just what I'm talking about. Friends got each others' backs. A selfish person like yourself might not understand that. But for someone who cares about other folks besides himself, it's downright confoundin' to me that you'd assume that my friends would just fall in line with your betrayal, no questions asked.”

Denise cleared her throat. “Um, Randy?”

Randy glanced over to find her and Tony the Elf staring back at him apologetically while holding coils of rope. His heart sank.

“Denise?”

“I'm sorry, Randy,” she said. “This is just the way it's got to be for now.”

Randy backed away from them. “Come on, man! It's me, Randy! Don't you see, he's got y'all under some kind of mind control. Fight it, Denise! You too, Tony the Elf!”

“Ain't no fuckin' mind control, Randy. You're what you call a layability.”

Randy looked down at the ropes in their hands. “What? Is this a sex thing?”

“She means liability,” said Tony the Elf. “We know you mean well, but you've been making some questionable decisions lately, and we think it's best for everyone if we keep you restrained until we get to Isla de los Heusos.”

“What questionable decisions?”

Tony the Elf sighed. “For example, stopping Katherine from killing that crazy woman on the beach who keeps trying to murder us.”

“Don't you see?” pleaded Randy. “That was the Lord working through me! If I hadn't stopped her, we would have taken that other boat, then we ain't never would have found that dead body on the beach who told us exactly when and where we could find Captain Logan. Are you seriously gonna tell me that all was just a coincidence? I mean, what are the odds of that?”

Denise lowered her head for a moment, then looked back up at him. “I'll admit, they're smaller than I'm willing to calculate in my head right now. But even if it was Divine Intermission, what good is it if you're just gonna sabotage our chances of getting there in time to do something with that information?”

Randy couldn't back up any further. He was against a wall.

“All I wanted to do was the right thing.”

“I know that,” Denise said more gently than Randy had ever heard her speak . “But right now, the right thing is for you to surrender.”

“What exactly do y'all think I'm gonna do? Kill you in your sleep? I was the one trying to avoid bloodshed.”

“And how's that working out? You and me is both bleedin' like pigs stuck in a fuckin' jet engine!”

“That's only on account of you went and took a dump on the deck and threw it in the captain's face!”

“This is exactly what we're talking about,” said Tony the Elf. “We need to get to Isla de Huesos as quickly as possible. With a little planning, Tanner might have been able to accomplish that without anyone getting hurt. But your refusal to cooperate forced Denise to go with a more... creative solution. We accomplished the same goal. But thanks to you, much more blood was shed than needed to be. To answer your question, do I think you're going to kill us in our sleep? No, of course not. But do I think you might try to pull off some kind of harebrained scheme to return this ship to its rightful owner that backfires disastrously and gets us killed? Maybe. And that's not a chance I'm willing to take. This is for your safety as well as for ours.”

“That's right,” said Denise. “Think of it like them retards with the straitjackets in the padded rooms. We just don't want you to hurt yourself is all, because we care about you.” Her attempt at a comforting smile was even less effective than her words in making Randy feel any better.

Randy scowled at her. “It ain't retarded to act on faith.”

Denise shrugged. “The jury's still out on that one, but here's the way I see it. This only goes one of two ways. You can either let us tie you up, or I can rage out again, beat the shit out of you until you go unconscious, and then tie you up.”

A third option she hadn't considered was that Randy could summon Basil to come to his aid. But he wasn't sure he could rely on Basil to defend him without actively trying to kill and eat Denise and Tony the Elf. Maybe Tony the Elf had a point about his harebrained schemes that only led to more bloodshed.

His heart aching worse than the wound on his chest, he put his wrists together and offered them to Denise.

“You win,” he said. “I'm your prisoner.”


Chapter 43

When the Bloody Marshes finally gave way to semi-solid land, Cooper untethered himself from the skiff. From this point forward, he would have to carry Nabi. They were proportional in size to one another so that he could have cradled her like a baby, but he didn’t want to crush her wings. Instead, he used the rope to make a crude but effective harness so he could carry her on his back. From a distance, he must have looked like a 300-pound half-naked man wearing part of a little girl's Halloween costume.

“Cooper,” Nabi groaned as Cooper lurched one more step forward. While the earth was too thick to pull the skiff through, it was still very soft. Every step involved pulling one foot out of six inches of mud while the other foot sank. All the lurching and lunging must have woken her up.

Cooper was glad to hear her voice, but he didn't want her to overexert herself. “Try to get some rest, Nabi. We're almost there.”

“I – I don't think I'm going to make it.”

“Bullshit,” said Cooper. “I didn't gaze into the depths of a green hag's butthole for you to check out now. Just hang in there for an hour or two.” The ground slurped and splatted as he used what little strength he could muster to pull his foot free of its increasingly oppressive hold.

“I'm weighing you down,” said Nabi. “You should leave me behind.”

Cooper snorted. “Weighing me down? Please. I've taken shits that weigh more than you.”

Nabi groaned softly. “I know. That is what woke me up.”

“Oh.” Cooper had never considered before how much more uncomfortable it was taking a shit in front of a woman when she wasn't an axe. “Uh... sorry.”

“Listen to me, Cooper. If I don't make it out of here alive, I need you to pass a message along to my sisters. Tell them I'm sorry for what I –”

“Shut up,” Cooper whispered. “Did you hear something?”

He turned his head side to side, trying to pick out the sound from among all the ambient chirps and gurgles of the swamp.

“I know you don't want to talk about this,” said Nabi. “But it is very –”

“Shut up!” repeated Cooper. “There it was again!”

“Cooper, I –”

“SHHHHH!”

They stood still and quiet. Cooper closed his eyes and held his breath, attempting to cut off as much sensory input as possible so that his ears could focus harder.

“HELP!” called out a faint voice from way out in the distance.

“Tell me you fucking heard that,” said Cooper.

“Yes!” said Nabi. “I heard it!”

“That might be Dave.”

“Or the Priests of Wuhan.”

Images of the dark and crusty butthole once again flashed in Cooper's mind. It was like a black hole that constantly pulled his memories toward it. Another more unsettling possibility occurred to him.

“Or it might be a green hag,” he theorized aloud.

“What?”

She was calling him out. He'd let Stogbart's racism go unchecked, and it had rubbed off on him.

“Or she could be white,” he said quickly. “White people can be hags too. My grandma, for instance. If you ever saw her before she puts her teeth in, you would –”

“Cooper!” snapped Nabi. “What are you talking about? What makes you think that was a hag?”

“We met one while you were asleep. She disguised herself and called out for help to lure us closer to her.”

Nabi let out a soft, wheezing laugh. “That was clearly a man's voice. Hags are women. I have never known one to impersonate a man before.”

As reassuring as that was, it still felt kind of callous to Cooper.

“You'll get old someday,” he said.

“Not if you don't start moving your ass.”

“Oh, right.” With renewed vigor, Cooper continued his trudge through the mud. As the cries for help grew louder, the ground became firmer. Before long, he could walk normally again.

“Be careful,” Nabi warned him as they closed in on the sound. “Just because it's not a hag does not mean it's not a trap.”

Cooper held his axe at the ready before moving within range of his Darkvision. When he finally spotted the source of the cries for help, it was about the least dangerous thing he could have imagined. Two grown men were crawling through the forest like babies, groping at the air in front of them. One of them was even openly sobbing. If this was a trap, Cooper had to give these guys credit for thinking outside the box.

He cleared his throat. “Excuse me.”

Both men stopped crawling. The one who wasn't crying jerked his head up, then struggled to find and draw a dagger from his boot. Cooper could have chopped him into deli slices in the time it took him to arm himself.

“Who is there?” he demanded, staring vaguely in Cooper's direction with wide milky-white eyes. “Identify yourself!”

“I'm Cooper. I was looking for a friend of mine. A dwarf named Dave. Maybe you've seen him around here?” Cooper winced at the insensitivity of that last part. “Or, um... smelled him?”

The other man stifled his crying down to a whimper, but neither spoke for a moment.

Cooper thought the question was pretty straightforward, but he offered some more details to try and jog their memories. “Short, fat, big bushy beard, nine fingers? Ringing any bells?”

The two men maintained their silence until Cooper was ready to start jogging their memories with his fists. Finally, the one with the dagger spoke.

“No. We have encountered no such dwarf. But if you would be so kind, we would be grateful if you would lead us to the Temple of the Wuhan Priests.”

Cooper shrugged. “Yeah, sure. We were headed that way anyway. But we're in kind of a hurry, so –”

“He is lying!” said Nabi. “I cast a Detect Thoughts spell on him.”

Cooper put his hands on his hips and scowled at the crawling blind man. “You wouldn't be grateful? Seriously? The fucking nerve of some people!”

“No, Cooper,” said Nabi. “He knows where Dave is, but he is afraid to tell you.”

Cooper's patience had reached its limit.

“Listen, dude,” he said. “I've had a rough fucking day. I've seen shit that would make you grateful to be blind. I'm in a lot of pain, and my friend here is dying. And I know you can't see it, but I have an axe that would make your little dagger piss itself. If you don't start talking by the time I walk over there, you'll be missing more than your eyes.” He made sure to make as much noise as possible as he took a step toward them.

“Please!” cried the sobbing man. “We left him tied to a tree. He is with the pretty woman.”

Cooper snorted. “Dave? Now I know you're full of shit. That dude took his cousin to the prom.”

“He speaks the truth!” said the other one. “The dwarf used his magic to blind us, and the woman killed half our party!”

“What woman?”

The two men began speaking at once.

“I do not remember her name.”

“Perhaps it began with a Q?”

“She had ample breasts.”

“Yes, they were lovely.”

“Stacy?” guessed Cooper.

“Yes!” they said in unison.

Cooper sighed. “Thank fuck. Someone else besides fucking Dave. All right, get up and start walking.”


Chapter 44

“Come on, Stacy,” pleaded Dave. He sounded whiny and annoying even to his own ears now, but he had every reason to be. He'd been tied to that tree all day, and now that the sun had set, his ass was numb. And his nose itched like a son of a bitch. “Let me out of these ropes. I'm not a threat to you.”

Stacy didn't look up from the campfire she'd been tending all day while she wasn't digging holes to bury the dead. “I'll make up my own mind with regard to when you're no longer a threat to me. Until I figure out what to do with you, I'm more comfortable keeping you where I know you won't cause any trouble.”

“There's no more trouble!” Dave struggled to suppress his frustration. “The spell worked. The rat is gone. If I was still a wererat, I could easily get out of these ropes. Even tied up, I could still blind you if I wanted to.” As soon as he said it, he knew it was the wrong thing to say.

Stacy turned to face him, her searing glare silhouetted against a halo of fire. “Are you threatening me, Dave?”

Dave sighed, knowing he was now fighting an even steeper uphill battle. “That's not what I meant, and I think you know it. All I'm saying is that I haven't made any move to hurt you, despite my ability to do so.”

“What sense would it make for you to blind me while you're tied to a tree? The more helpless you are, the more reliant you are on me to be in tip-top shape to protect you.”

He switched to a new tactic. “I saved your ass this morning. Doesn't that count for something?”

“You saved your own ass,” said Stacy, turning back to the fire. “It's time to sleep anyway. Lucia and I will keep watch, and I'll untie you in the morning.”

Lucia was another reason Dave didn't like being tied to a tree. She'd been eyeing the band of leopard fur around his forearm all day, as if he was some kind of leopard impostor.

“I've been sleeping most of the day,” said Dave, trying now to appeal to her sense of reason. “You've spent the day digging holes. You must be exhausted. I could keep watch, and you could get a few extra hours of sleep.”

“Funny how you didn't bring this up while I was actually digging the holes,” said Stacy. “It almost seems like you deliberately chose to skip out on the work before asking me to set you free.”

She wasn't wrong. Digging Alroth's grave was no picnic, and he had been grateful to be tied to a tree while it kept him from having to dig three more. Stacy had her own style of digging anyway, disturbing as little of the ground as possible to make the graves virtually undetectable when she covered them back up. One might think her priorities favored hiding evidence over respecting the deceased.

“I doubt I could have done as meticulous a job,” said Dave. “Someone might be able to spot a grave that I dug.” Once again, he immediately regretted saying aloud what sounded like a thinly veiled threat.

“You thinking about turning me in, Dave?” said Stacy. “Maybe there's a little rat left in you after all.”

“You know I wouldn't do that.”

“Do I?”

“Who would I turn you in to? I'm the one who kidnapped the girl, and I played a supporting role in killing those guys.” Dave felt like she was just screwing with him at this point, and he didn't appreciate it. “You and I both know I'm not a threat to you. If the reason you won't let me go is just because you don't like me, at least have the courtesy to say so.”

“I don't like you.”

That wasn't the response Dave had been going for. But to Stacy's credit, he had absolutely set her up for it. While he tried to think of a new way to appeal to her, a sound in the distance caught both their attention. It was followed by more of the same, like loud, clumsy footsteps deliberately stepping on every leaf and twig they could find, as if trying to advertise their presence. Loud, complaining voices followed.

“I am walking as fast as I can!”

“I cannot see!”

Dave thought they sounded familiar. “Are those the guys who –”

“SHH!” said Stacy, holding her head high to listen.

“Ow!”

“Stop shoving!”

Dave was pretty sure those were the two men who had crawled away after he'd blinded them, but that begged the question. “Who are they talking –”

“Shut up!” Stacy whispered harshly at him.

As the voices drew closer, Dave heard a third voice.

“Watch out for the tree, dumbass.”

NO!

Stacy's eyes shone with hope. “Is that... Cooper?”

“Stacy!” whispered Dave urgently. “Please let me go. I'm begging you!”

“COOPER!” Stacy called out.

Shit!

Dave started to panic. Of all the people who could have tracked them down, why Cooper? How could it have been Cooper? He didn't have magic or any tracking skills. He couldn't even fucking read!

As much of an asshole as Cooper was at the best of times, how much more so would he be when he saw that Stacy had him tied up like a hostile prisoner?

“STACY?” Cooper shouted back.

“We're over here!”

Being untied was off the table at this point. Instead, to hold on to one last shred of his dignity, Dave groveled to Stacy.

“Please don't tell him about all the stuff I did while I was a wererat. I'd sincerely prefer you just slit my throat now.”

“Don't be so dramatic, Dave,” said Stacy. “Just be glad we've got another friend here. It'll be better for both of us.”

“No, it really won't!”

“Well, then it will just be better for me. I can live with that.”

“Come on, Stacy. You don't understand. Cooper and I don't –”

The two men Dave had blinded stumbled into view, followed by Cooper, who, for some reason, appeared to be wearing part of a little girl's Halloween costume.

“Dave!” said Cooper, shoving the two blind men to either side of him. “Goddamn, am I glad to see you!”

“Go fuck your– Wait, what?” In all the years they'd known each other, Cooper had never once given him any reason to suspect he was ever glad to see him, much less said as much.

Cooper shimmied himself out of a crude rope harness, then laid a severely injured pixie down beside him. “She needs healing, like yesterday.”

The pixie barely breathed. The makeshift bandage wrapped around her wound was soaked through with blood.

Dave looked up at Stacy. “I can't do anything while I'm tied up.” Even though it was true, it came out like he was attempting to use this dying pixie's life as leverage. He didn't know if that was because of his delivery or because of the person he'd been until very recently.

“Why's he tied up?” asked Cooper. “Is he, like, bait or something?”

Stacy and Dave exchanged a quick glance before she answered.

“Those guys tied us up,” she said, pointing at the two men once again trying to crawl blindly to freedom. “I only just managed to free myself, and I was about to free Dave.”

“Great,” said Cooper impatiently. “Well, could you pick up the pace a little? My friend is fucking dying here.”

“Yes, of course. Sorry.” It was the first time Dave had seen Stacy humbled. It was mildly satisfying.

She pulled out her dagger and sliced the rope on the other side of the tree. After a few more cuts on her part and quite a bit of squirming on his, Dave was finally free. He massaged the numbness out of his hands, then slipped his left hand under the pixie's right.

“I heal thee!” he said, casting a Cure Light Wounds spell.

The pixie shuddered as her back arched, and color returned to her face. Her cold hand felt distinctly warmer now.

“Mercy of the gods,” she said, opening her bright green eyes wide. “That was incredible.” She pulled her hand free from Dave's, unwrapped the blood-soaked bandage, then lifted her tunic, revealing a mostly healed wound just above her navel.

“What the fuck is that?” asked Cooper. “She's still hurt.”

“I feel much better now,” said the pixie. She smiled at Dave. “Thank you.”

Cooper stood menacingly over Dave. “Did you have to give her the absolute cheapest healing available?”

“She's, like, two feet tall,” said Dave. “She couldn't weigh more than thirty pounds. How many Hit Points could she possibly have? You look like you just got shat out of a wood chipper. I was saving the bigger spells for you.”

“Don't worry about me. Fill her the fuck up.”

“Fine.” Dave reached for the pixie's hand again, but she pulled it away and then instantly vanished.

When she spoke again, she was still invisible, but her voice came from somewhere about ten feet straight above Dave's head.

“Don't be stupid, Cooper,” she said. “You can barely stand up. Let him heal you.”

“You do look pretty bad,” Stacy agreed as she returned from subduing their blind former captors with pieces of the same rope they'd used to tie up Dave. “Those wounds look like they're starting to get infected. Dave, hit him with the biggest healing spell you've got.”

Dave nodded, then tried to reach for Cooper. But Cooper took a step back and held up his axe.

“I swear to God, Dave.” Cooper tripped over a root while backing away from Dave. He managed not to fall over, but only just. “If you so much as fucking touch me...” He swayed like a marionette hanging on by one string. “Nabi's Hit Points, I'm gonna...” Failing to catch himself on a tree trunk by several inches, he dropped to his knees. “Shit through a straw.” With that, he fell face-first onto the ground.

“Cooper!” cried the pixie, reappearing as she flew down to Cooper. She glared up at Dave. “What are you waiting for?”

“He said he was going to shit through a straw!” said Dave. “I don't even know what that means!”

Stacy grabbed Cooper's wrist to check his pulse. “He's obviously delirious. His eyes looked like he hadn't slept in days, and his legs...” She grimaced, then looked at the pixie. “Where were you coming from? A sewer?”

“A swamp,” said the pixie.

“Whatever it was, it's not doing his legs any favors. DAVE!”

“Okay, okay!” Dave squatted next to Cooper, placed his hand on his shoulder, and braced himself for a beating. “I heal thee!”

As the life-giving magic flowed out through Dave's hand, Cooper convulsed and farted like a machine gunner having a seizure. His wounds closed up but didn't completely disappear.

“Dave?” Cooper groaned as he lifted his head to look up at Dave.

“Yeah, Cooper,” said Dave. “It's me. You're going to be okay.”

“Dave,” Cooper repeated, barely above a whisper. He sounded like he wanted to say something.

Dave leaned in closer, struggling to maintain his balance as he squatted. “Yeah?”

“Fuck your mother.” Cooper punched Dave in the crotch. It was a weak hit and failed to make direct contact with his nuts, but it was easily enough to send Dave tipping over backward. Satisfied, Cooper's head hit the ground again, and he began snoring loudly.

Dave wanted so badly to punch him back, but he had to be on his best behavior to convince Stacy that the rat was completely gone. And Stacy wasn't the only one he'd have to answer to for attacking Cooper. Whoever this pixie chick was seemed very loyal to him. Sure, she was small, but he didn't know what kind of magic she might be packing.

“His pulse is picking up,” said Stacy over Cooper's snoring. She let go of his wrist and stared curiously at the pixie. “Are you Nabi?”

“I am.”

“It's nice to finally meet you.”

“We have already met.”

“Yes, well,” said Stacy. “I suppose that's true, but you were an axe.”

“I was never an axe,” said Nabi, a little curtly. “My spirit was trapped inside an axe. I feared I might spend the rest of eternity in there, but Cooper rescued me.”

“Bullshit,” said Dave. Something inside him snapped. He knew his opinion wouldn't be popular in present company, but he couldn't stand there any longer listening to Cooper of all people being lauded as a hero while Dave had been perpetually shat on by everyone his whole life... especially Cooper. “Rescue implies that he took some conscious action toward the end of freeing you from the axe. We know he doesn't know any magic. He can't even fucking read. So he didn't cast the spell or whatever that freed you.”

“All right, Dave,” said Stacy. “Maybe you're the one who needs to learn how to read. Read the room, you know?”

Dave ignored her. “I'm willing to believe that you were able to mind control him with telepathic powers or something. As minds go, I'd imagine his would be about as simple as it gets to control. But carrying you around and doing your bidding doesn't make him some sort of savior. It just makes him a tool. And that's what Cooper is. A big dumb tool.”

Nabi met his gaze with a colder stare than he imagined a pixie capable of. “Cooper is more clever than he seems.”

Cooper let out a series of farts that were timed opposite his snoring, as if two fat kids were riding a see-saw over his lungs and intestines.

Dave frowned at him. “No, I think he's exactly that clever.”

“I think we've all had a very long and difficult day,” said Stacy, staring directly at Dave. “Perhaps it would be best if we all got a good night's sleep before our strained tempers cause us to say something that might come back to bite us in the ass.”

Now that Dave had vented, a good night's sleep sounded really nice. A silver lining to being deemed untrustworthy was that he was never asked to take a watch. With that in mind, he was happy to offer.

“You're right,” he said. “Why don't you get some sleep? I'll take first watch.”

“Yeah, I don't think so,” said Stacy. “I'll stay awake until Cooper wakes up.”

Nobody seemed to care that Dave was equally uncomfortable with Stacy or Cooper in charge of his fate while he was at his most vulnerable.

“I have been sleeping for most of the night,” said Nabi. “I would be happy to watch over you while you rest.”

Stacy shrugged. “Thank you, Nabi. That would be great. I'm tired as hell.”

Dave wanted to continue being satisfied that he got to skip out on watch duty, but it bothered him that some random bug lady they'd only just met was so much higher on the trust scale than he was that Stacy just gave her the green light to safeguard all of them without a moment's hesitation.

“Are you sure that's wise?” he asked. “No offense to Nabi, but we don't really know her all that well, do we?”

Stacy lay on her back, close to the fire, and closed her eyes. “Cooper trusts her. That's good enough for me. Go to sleep, Dave.”

She must have known how small that made him feel. There's no way she couldn't. She was deliberately pushing his buttons.

But to what end? Was she trying to get a rise out of him, hoping he would eventually lose his shit and give her the excuse she was waiting for to finally kill him? Was she just screwing with him for fun? Or did she simply need to constantly remind him of where he stood in the pecking order?

At the end of the day, it didn't matter. Dave knew where he stood in the pecking order, and that meant he had no other option for now but to continue eating shit.

Not looking forward to what a new day would bring, he closed his eyes and went to sleep.


Chapter 45

Katherine followed Butterbean along what appeared to be a game path through the forest. It led them around the other side of the dormant volcano, where the slope was much gentler.

Here, the older, wider trees grew farther apart, which made traveling easy. Unfortunately, they could only travel as fast as Butterbean could track. It occurred to Katherine that she could turn into a wolf and help him sniff, but she’d run out of spells, and she was down to her last Wildshape for the day and wanted to save it for an emergency. Her wolf form also carried the Bag of Holding. Bringing that out would mean regular maintenance to keep Mordred alive, which would surely slow them down even more.

According to what her tree informant had said, speed shouldn't be too much of an issue. A half-elven woman and a wolf should easily be able to catch up to a bunch of kids or midgets hauling an unconscious grown man.

After a couple of hours, her reasoning proved correct as she spotted the first flicker of torchlight ahead through the trees. As she got closer, she spotted a second torch, then a third. Since tracking was no longer an issue, she closed in on them faster. But not too fast, because stealth was still very much an issue.

By the time she and Butterbean had moved as close as she dared, she counted about a dozen torches in all. With her full allotment of spells and a solid plan of attack, she could probably take on a dozen enemies. Unfortunately, she had neither.

There was always the possibility that she could sneak in and release Righteous, effectively doubling the size of her army. But if he was in the state Butterbean had been in when she woke him up, he'd be more of a liability than an asset.

Also, these people, whoever they were, probably had more of those darts ready to fire. At her best, Katherine wouldn't be able to duck out of the way of twelve darts flying at her.

While she considered her options, the torches stopped moving. Katherine stopped, then gestured for Butterbean to sit and wait.

Satisfied that he understood, Katherine approached, slowly moving from tree to tree, until she could see them more clearly. Their use of torchlight emboldened her. Even if she were to slip up and make a slight noise, it wasn't likely they'd be able to spot her. But she didn't make a single sound as she approached.

The people with the torches looked like the same race as Tim. Halflings. Unlike Tim, however, these men were naked but for tiny strips of animal hide covering their junk and ass cracks. Katherine would have recommended a larger strip up front, allowing an observer to at least imagine there might be a little more going on up there.

Each of the little men also had a large black bird tattoo on their back. The wings were spread wide and the head turned sideways. Perhaps they belonged to some sort of cult or motorcycle gang.

Finally, Katherine spotted Righteous lying still on the ground with his wrists and ankles bound to a thick wooden pole. The fact that they'd tied him up so securely was a good indication that he was alive. Either that, or his dead body was just easier to carry that way for a bunch of four-foot-tall men.

No, she had to believe he was alive. That hope was what pushed her forward.

Still, a little evidence would be nice. Katherine waited and watched, trying to determine whether Righteous was breathing while the halflings planted their torches in the ground, forming a perimeter. It looked like they were turning in for the night, reminding Katherine that she needed to do the same in order to regain her spells and her Wildshape abilities. A few more minutes of observation wouldn't hurt, though.

The halflings set up their meager camp in near complete silence. Not one of them uttered a single word until Righteous finally broke the silence with a loud groan.

That set the halflings off like ants on a hill that some kid had poked with a stick. The largest of them barked an order in a language unfamiliar to Katherine, and another lifted a length of reed to his lips, then blew a dart into Righteous's ass. Righteous once again fell asleep.

At least he was alive, and it appeared for now that his captors wanted to keep him that way. That was as much as Katherine could hope for, so she slowly backed away until she rejoined Butterbean.

“We need to find some place to sleep tonight,” she whispered as she cuddled him. Her stomach rumbled, and she realized she hadn't had anything to eat since Righteous's fruit offering. “And we're going to need some food. Wait here.”

The quickest and easiest source of food would be the trees - fruits, eggs, or small tree-dwelling animals.

The huge trees on this part of the island didn't have low branches, but a few of them had thick, sturdy vines running up the length of their trunks. Katherine found one she could climb easily, then began her ascent.

When she was about fifty feet above the ground, she spotted the halfling camp's torches. It took another sixty feet of climbing to reach the tree’s first branches.

It surprised her how densely the branches intertwined. She could barely squeeze herself up in between them. Even more surprising was how they smelled and felt.. They didn't seem to be alive. It was as if someone had dumped a shitload of lumber into the treetops. Maybe the tree had caught debris from several tsunamis?

After squirming her way up through about eight feet of haphazardly piled tree trunks, Katherine finally emerged into the cool open night air. She pulled herself up onto one of the top logs, lay back, and stared up at the stars, tired from the climb and finally letting herself take a short rest..

Instead of stars, however, she found herself staring at an equal-parts adorable and terrifying creature staring right back at her.

“JESUS!” she cried, nearly falling off her log.

The fuzzy creature, only ten feet away, tilted its enormous fuzzy head to the side as it continued staring at her with huge, saucer-like, unblinking eyes.

Katherine's first thought was that she'd encountered another owlbear. It was the right size, and it had a beak. But beyond its size, it lacked any of the ursine features. This was all bird. A chick of some sort, it now occurred to her.

Slowly and carefully, maintaining eye contact with the massive chick to make sure it didn't try to eat her, Katherine got to her feet and slowly backed away from it along the log she was standing on.

Whether because of hunger, curiosity, or an instinct to protect its nest from intruders, the chick thrust its big head toward Katherine. She jumped out of the way just as the beak snapped shut.

She landed on a log tilted at a different angle than the one she'd jumped from. If not for the sea legs she'd recently developed, she probably would have lost her balance.

As she scanned her immediate surroundings for another log to jump to should the need arise, she spotted a second giant chick staring at her from the opposite direction. Thankfully, that one was about fifty feet away, on the other side of what Katherine now realized was a massive nest. Looking left and right, she spotted two more chicks.

The nearest one, which she'd first encountered, spread its wing nubs and took a step toward her. Its razor-sharp talons allowed it to grip the logs and move more surefooted than she would ever be.

Still, Katherine had no problem navigating the logs as she fled cautiously toward the center of the nest, constantly shifting her gaze in every direction.

“Take it easy,” she said to the approaching chick. “I'm not here to hurt you.”

The chick to her left got to its feet and stepped toward her, then the other two.

If she made a break for it right now, she could probably shoot the gap between the two farthest apart, but then what? She still had her one use of Wildshape left for the day, which would allow her to easily fly away from the situation, but she didn't feel like this was enough of an emergency to blow it on. At least, not yet.

Then, it occurred to her that the best solution was right beneath her feet. She'd just go back down the same way she came up. These fat, fluffy bastards wouldn't be able to follow her through the bottom of their nest.

“Maybe next time, bitches,” she said, offering them a smug wave before hopping down to a log beneath the one she was standing on. The logs were a little more compact here than where she'd climbed up, but Katherine still managed to squeeze herself down through them.

After once again struggling through eight feet of logs, a foothold gave out from under her, and she started to free fall.

Thankfully, she caught a more stable log on her way down and was able to keep herself from plummeting through the dark void below her to her death.

But why was there nothing but a dark void below her? Where the hell was the tree she'd climbed up to get here? What the hell was holding up this nest?

Squinting through the darkness, she spotted the tree she'd climbed up. This nest wasn't held up by one tree, but by several. Unfortunately for Katherine, she was dangling nowhere near any of them.

Mustering what little strength she had left, she pulled herself back into the matrix of logs. She considered working her way back toward the tree through the nest's structure, but that would take too long. Instead, she decided to take her chances on the surface again. Once up there, she could dart between two of the chicks, make her way back to where she'd first surfaced, then climb safely back down.

As it turned out, she resurfaced behind the chick that had tried to eat her. No shooting the gap required.

One of the other chicks spotted her, and it was no fan of whatever game she was playing. It opened its beak wide and let out a deafening “CHEEP!”

The others followed suit, cheeping so loudly that Katherine thought her ears might start bleeding. She had trouble focusing on her balance and direction while covering her ears to muffle the horrible noise.

A shadow from above briefly eclipsed the stars, and Katherine knew that she'd found the emergency she'd been waiting for. Mom was coming home.

Considering the size of the chicks, Katherine couldn't imagine how big the mother must be. Wildshaping into a bird still felt like the most obvious escape plan. But if the mother recognized Katherine as a threat to her chicks, she could hunt her down easily. Crawling back down into the nest might offer her some protection, at least temporarily. But the bird who built this nest could surely tear it apart if there was a perceived threat to her babies inside.

Instead, Katherine did the only thing she could think of on such short notice. She Wildshaped into a giant baby chick.

The other chicks went silent as suddenly as if Katherine had flipped a switch. Even if Mom didn't buy it, at least Katherine would get torn to shreds without having to also endure that horrible cheeping.

Katherine wasn't prepared for how insanely massive this bird actually was. It could swallow her whole and not even realize it.

It's eyes, like pissed-off beach balls, stared down curiously at Katherine, who felt like her cloaca might let loose any second now.

The gargantuan bird leaned in closer until its beak nearly touched Katherine's.

Unable to contain her fear any longer, Katherine screamed.

“CHEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!”

She couldn't believe such a loud, high-pitched sound could come from her mouth. Then again, this wasn't technically her mouth.

Even more unbelievable was the fact that she was still alive. Mom had neither eaten her nor backed away. She just gawked at Katherine with those enormous, soulless eyes.

Perhaps her terrified shriek had intimidated the huge bird. A second, more vigorous shriek might drive her away long enough for Katherine to escape.

“CHEEEEEE–”

Mom vomited a glob of partially digested viscera into Katherine's mouth.

Katherine's initial reaction was horror and disgust. But so petrified with fear was she that she dared not spit it out. As she returned to her senses, she remembered how hungry she was and realized that baby bird Katherine had quite a liking for partially digested viscera. In fact, she lamented having neither the anatomy nor instinct to chew and savor the flavor of the food before it fell through her gullet down into her stomach.

Satisfied that Katherine had finally shut up, Mom went on to puke food into the other baby birds' mouths.

Her belly now full, Katherine became even sleepier than she'd been before. But she couldn't sleep now. It was far too dangerous for her up here, and too dangerous to leave Butterbean alone by the base of the tree. As soon as Mom flew off for another hunt, Katherine would ditch her new quasi-siblings and hurry back down the tree. She'd have to find something on the ground for Butterbean to eat.

But Mom didn't leave. Instead, after all the chicks were fed, she settled down into the center of the nest and used her massive beak to gather the chicks under her, including Katherine. It was a terrifying experience at first. Katherine sincerely believed she was going to be crushed or suffocated or some awful combination of both. But the giant bird's underbelly was surprisingly soft, and the network of branches allowed plenty of air to circulate its way to her.

Katherine was in no danger of dying from the massive bird's weight, but escape would be impossible, unless...

She considered a few options but decided that they would inevitably result in her horrible death, most likely being torn apart, mashed up in a gullet, then vomited into the mouths of her brothers and sisters.

While the seed of another thought began to germinate in her mind, the day’s worries and exertion took their toll, and the warmth of Mom's soft underbelly feathers proved too alluring to resist. Katherine fell asleep.


Chapter 46

Jay washed his face in the river to keep himself alert and to get rid of the white makeup before anyone else saw it. He likewise took off his wig and stuffed it in his pocket. He wasn't sure whether or not he'd ever need a white wig, but it was one of the very few worldly possessions he currently had to his name.

He was so tired after pushing himself this far on so little sleep. If the portal to Vegas was more than an hour or two away, he would have to ask Fariq to watch over him while he caught a couple hours of sleep here by the river.

Scooping up two handfuls of water, he scrubbed his face hard, then looked down at his hands to see how much of the makeup had come off. Much to his surprise and alarm, his hands were more red than white, and he was holding chunks of what appeared to be flesh.

Looking past his hands to his reflection in the water, he was horrified to discover large pieces of his face missing, exposing the muscle and bone underneath.

“The fuck?” he said, quickly rinsing his hands in the water. When he pulled them out again, the skin on his palms bubbled while the thinner skin on his fingers melted away.

“What's happening to me?” he wondered aloud. Was it the water? Some latent effect from his crossbow wounds? Was this happening to Fariq as well? “Fariq!”

“Fariq is not here,” said a high-pitched male voice behind him.

Jay turned around to find a tiny red-skinned man with devil horns and bat wings grinning back at him with a mouthful of sharp, pointed teeth.

“Who are you?”

“My name is Zeeblebog.”

Jay reasoned that he might have very little time left to live and should probably make more efficient use of his questions.

“What's happening to me?”

Zeeblebog shrugged. “Whatever do you mean?”

“My face. My hands.”

“What is wrong with them?”

“They –” When Jay lifted his hands to show the little demon man, he saw that they were perfectly fine. Feeling his face, he was relieved to discover that it felt intact. “Am I dreaming?”

“Yes,” said Zeeblebog. “This is how the Master prefers to communicate with his servants.”
Jay, still a little disoriented, looked down at his clothes and the white makeup that had rubbed off on his fingertips and gained a bit of clarity. One thing was for sure. He'd underestimated the shit out of Old Man Brynnwick.

“This is all a big misunderstanding. I don't actually work for Mr. Brynnwick. If he sent you here to –”

“I do not know any Mr. Brynnwick.”

Jay had spent his one and only theory.

“Then who's your master?”

“Our Master,” Zeeblebog corrected him. “His name is neither for me to speak aloud nor for you to know until he deems you worthy. Suffice it to say, he is the source of your newly-acquired powers per the terms of the contract you signed.”

“You work for...” Jay didn't want to freak this little guy out by saying the Master's name aloud, but he had to be sure they were on the same page. The best compromise he could come up with was to whisper it. “...Mordred?”

Zeeblebog laughed at a pitch that made Jay cringe. “Mordred is barely fit to serve as an intermediary. You did not think the agreement you had was with him, did you?”

“That's kind of what he led me to believe.”

“No wonder it has taken so long for you to use one of your powers.”

“One of them?” asked Jay. “Does that mean I have others besides Eldritch Blast?”

“Indeed. The Master is generous to those who serve him.”

Jay wasn't sure how he felt about serving some mysterious demon or whatever, but he guessed it was better than serving Mordred.

“What other powers do I have?”

Zeeblebog flapped his wings, flew behind Jay, then gripped his shoulders with his little clawed feet as he placed his palms on the sides of Jay's head.

“That is for you to determine. Choose your gifts.”

A myriad of different spells and special abilities appeared in Jay's mind, ranging from empowering his Eldritch Blast to being able to see in complete darkness, speak with animals, or change his appearance at will.

His Eldritch Blast packed as much killing power as he felt he currently needed, so he instead made choices that leaned more into his natural abilities to influence people, be they friendly or hostile toward him. That was how he would make his way in this new world.

When he was finished, his mind grew darker and darker until all of his senses were lost in a void.

Then he woke up next to a crackling campfire and the incredible scent of roasting meat.

“How long was I out?” he asked Fariq.

“You have slept many hours,” Fariq answered, offering him a stick with four sizzling chunks of meat on it. “Now you must eat.”

“Thank you.” Jay gratefully accepted the stick and devoured the first chunk of meat without even bothering to test the heat. He barely took the time to taste or chew it before succumbing to the demands of his long-empty stomach.

“Slow down,” said Fariq, handing him another stick. “It is not going anywhere.”

When Jay noticed that Fariq wasn't eating, he felt uncomfortably rude, especially when he remembered stealing what little food Fariq had in his cave.

“You don't want any?” he asked.

Fariq smiled. “I ate while you were sleeping.” He rubbed his full belly. “In fact, I may have overdone it. Please excuse me.”

When Fariq disappeared into the tall grass, presumably to take a massive dump, Jay decided to test how real his dream had been. He pointed at a spot beyond the fire.

“Bob Newcastle.”

And just like that, the manager of the hotel he worked at appeared, clear as day, dressed in his faded gray suit and yellow-and-blue-striped tie. His face was blank, like he didn't have the slightest opinion about suddenly appearing in a different world. But when Jay willed Bob to smile, he smiled. Jay willed a little more, and Bob smiled a little wider. Then wider and wider until the edges of Bob's lips stretched six inches past his ears on either side of his face.

The image was so disturbingly realistic that Jay wanted to be absolutely sure he wasn't actually mangling the face of the actual Bob Newcastle after accidentally summoning him here. He grabbed a handful of sandy dirt and threw it over the fire. It passed straight through the Bob, revealing him as the illusion he was.

Since there was already a fire going and Fariq would be occupied for a few minutes, Jay decided that now would be a good time to find out where the hell he was and where he was supposed to go next. One topic of conversation that wouldn't be on the agenda, however, was Jay's true benefactor. He decided it might be in his best interest to allow Mordred to continue believing that Jay was dependent on him for his powers.

He removed the packet of magical dust from his pocket and sprinkled a pinch of it over the fire.

“It's about time,” said Mordred. “What took you so long? I was beginning to think you were dead.”

“I could be, thanks to you. I got shot twice in the ass by crossbows. Why didn't you tell me about the homicidal old man, his two dozen servants, and his slutty daughter?”

“What are you complaining about? I gave you Eldritch Blast. You could have massacred them.”

“I don't want to massacre people,” said Jay. “I'm going to have to live in this world.”

“Where are you, anyway?”

Jay stood up and looked around. He couldn't see much beyond the river, tall grass, and some trees in the distance.

“I don't know. I was hoping you could tell me that. We came out on the bank of some river.”

The fire flared a bit.

“We?” said Mordred. “Who's we?”

Jay once again decided on a need-to-know policy with regard to sharing information with Mordred.

“Rodney,” he said. “I rescued a rat from a trap in the Brynnwick house.”

“No wonder you got shot in the ass. I'm tied to a chair here, you know? I'd appreciate it if you spent more time trying to rescue me and less time rescuing rats.”

“I might be more efficient if I had a wider range of tools at my disposal,” said Jay. “More magic?”

“Don't get greedy. I told you, I'll grant you more power when I think you're ready to handle it. You have everything you need right now, and you're about three miles north of Cardinia. Follow the river south, and it'll take you right to the city. When you get there, you'll want to go to Arby's.”

“Arby's? Like the fast food place?”

“Not like,” Mordred corrected him. “It is the fast food place. Your idiot friends are corrupting the beautiful world I've built.”

Jay had a hard time processing this. “You're telling me there's an actual Arby's restaurant in Cardinia?”

“That is correct.” Mordred sounded like his patience was straining. “It's run by a gnome called Professor Goosewaddle. He has somehow figured out how to teleport between our worlds. All you need to do is convince him to send you to Earth. As far as I know, he's only familiar with the Gulf Coast area near Biloxi. So you'll probably have to steal a car or something and drive to Vegas.”

“Steal a car? What the hell do I know about stealing cars?”

“You'll figure it out,” said Mordred. “Please hurry!”

“Who is that?” said Fariq from behind Jay. He sounded really freaked out.

“Nothing!” said Jay, immediately throwing fistfuls of dirt on the fire until the flames died out. He turned around and smiled at Fariq. “Just devils in the fire, as you like to say.”

Fariq looked no less freaked out.

“Not that,” he said, then pointed across the smoking wood. “Who is that?”

Jay followed his bewildered gaze to find that he'd forgotten to dismiss the illusion of Bob Newcastle and his freakishly distorted grin.

“Oh, sorry about that.” Jay waved his hand, causing the illusion to dissipate. “I was just playing with some new illusion magic. Watch this.” He pointed at a spot in the air about five feet away. “Banana with wings.”

The image leaped straight from his imagination to exactly where he was pointing. A fully-realistic image of a banana flapping a pair of angel wings.

Fariq stared at the banana for a moment, then at Jay. “What are we doing?”

Jay nodded at the banana. “Go ahead. Try to grab it.”

“It is clearly an illusion.”

“What?” Jay looked more closely at the banana, trying to figure out how Fariq could see through it so easily. It looked so incredibly real that even Jay almost believed he could touch it. “How can you tell?”

“I watched you cast the spell,” explained Fariq. “Also, it is a banana with wings.”

Jay conceded that he made good points.

“Still, pretty impressive, right?”

“I might be more impressed if I were not currently stranded in a foreign land thousands of miles from my home. Or if I was four years old.”

Jay supposed that in a world where magic was commonplace, his illusions were perhaps less awe-inspiring than he currently found them. Still, Fariq didn't need to take the wind out of his sails like that.

“What are you complaining about,” he asked. “You live alone in a cave.”

“For now,” said Fariq. “I am in exile from my village for bringing shame upon my family. I live in that cave until I can think of a way to redeem myself.”

“Shit,” said Jay. “That's rough. I'm really sorry to hear that, and I'm sorry for dragging you into all this.”

“It is for the best. It has been weeks since I last enjoyed the companionship of another person. This unburdening of my mind allows my thoughts to flow more freely.”

“I'm grateful for the companionship as well,” said Jay. “I've had to make some difficult choices lately. I betrayed some people I'd grown to care about. I had my reasons, and I believe the decisions I made were the right ones, but I know what it's like to be alone in the world.”

“Where do your devils wish us to go from here?”

“We have to go to a restaurant.”

“Did you not have enough dire rat?” asked Fariq.

“Oh god,” said Jay, trying hard not to throw up. “Is that what we were eating?” He could still taste the meat in his mouth. It was somehow both delicious and revolting at the same time.

“You look unwell,” Fariq observed. “Do you need a moment to rest?”

Jay shook his head. “What I need is a different taste in my mouth as soon as possible. We're going to Arby's.”


Chapter 47

Chaz woke up with a splitting headache. He remained lying in bed with his eyes closed, reluctant to acknowledge the start of a new day. He'd drunk more stonepiss than usual the previous night, partly because he was so upset about being ordered to stop playing Brother Love, but mostly because no women had shown up at his dressing room door to wear him out.

While he drank, he'd come up with all kinds of ways to redeem himself by catching Halbert in the act of trying to sabotage him again. They all sounded perfectly reasonable while he was drunk, but the harsh light of sobriety revealed them – at least those he could remember – as extremely stupid, dangerous, or both.

He was already in enough hot water with Argo, his once-adoring audience thought he was a madman, and he wasn't even getting laid by random women anymore. What was the point of even bothering to get out of bed?

Well, there was the fact that he really needed to take a piss. He would address that concern, then crawl back into bed and recommence feeling sorry for himself. Confident that nothing this day could throw at him could make him feel any worse, he opened his eyes.

“Good morning!” squawked Ravenus, perched atop his bedpost. His voice felt like a bucket of wrenches tossed into a jet engine inside Chaz's head.

“Ravenus, what the fuck are you doing in my room?”

“I beg your pardon?”

While he yawned, Chaz remembered that Ravenus could only understand the Elven tongue.

“What the fuck,” he repeated in a halfhearted attempt at a British accent, “are you doing in my room?” Just in case he hadn't quite landed the accent, he added, “Bruv?”

“Julian is in the loo,” said Ravenus.

“Well, tell him to get the hell out. I've got to drain my main vein.”

“Oh dear.” Ravenus lowered his head. “Julian mentioned your show last night was a disaster, but you still have so much to live for. Things will pick up. Before you know it, you'll be –”

“I was talking about my dick,” said Chaz when he finally recognized Ravenus's misinterpretation.

“You mean the dangly thing between your legs?”

“Yes.”

Ravenus ruffled his feathers. “You intend to cut it off?”

“Jesus, Ravenus! Of course not! I need to piss. Is that clear enough for you?”

“You piss out of that? I thought it was used for copulation.”

“We've been over this before, Ravenus,” said Chaz. “Sometimes it fucks, and sometimes it takes a whiz.”

A faint piano tune played in the recesses of Chaz's memory. There was something familiar about something he'd just said, but he couldn't quite put his finger on it. He felt a strange compulsion to start writing a song.

But just when he felt like the memory was almost within reach, Julian came out of the bathroom.

“Good morning,” he said. “I didn't realize you were awake.”

“I am, thanks to your bird.” Chaz got out of bed and shuffled to the bathroom door. “Don't go anywhere. We need to talk.”

He wasn't sure how long he peed, but it was long enough that he wished he'd been timing it.

“What's on your mind?” asked Julian when Chaz emerged from the bathroom.

“You know goddamn well what's on my mind,” snapped Chaz. “We need to figure out what we're going to do about it.”

“There's nothing we can do about it. Argo was very clear about what he wants you to do.”

“Argo can suck my ass.”

“Come on, Chaz,” pleaded Julian. “You've only got ten more shows to perform. Our debt to him will be paid, and we won't have to worry about his goons hunting us down. It'll be a fresh start!”

“The hell it will!” said Chaz. “The audience thinks I'm insane! Do you have any idea what kind of effect that can have on someone as famous as me? Word of my unjustified erratic behavior is spreading far and wide as we speak! It's like ripples from a pebble tossed into the ocean, growing as they widen, until they become tsunamis.”

“That's not how ripples work, and I don't think you're as famous as you seem to –”

“It's not just the audience we have to worry about either,” Chaz thought aloud. “You can bet your ass that chubby son of a bitch is going to take credit for this after we leave. RazzmaChaz will be known the world over as the bitch who bent over and spread his cheeks for Lord Allerton.”

“I really don't think anyone besides you is going to give last night a second thought.”

Chaz shook his head. “Oh sweet, naive Julian. You know nothing of show business.”

“I've been in this business just as long as you have,” said Julian. “And what I do know is that Argo isn't screwing around. If you piss him off again, we're both going to be in some deep –”

“Flour!”

Julian frowned. “I was going to say shit, but –”

“No, I mean I'll use flour to expose him,” Chaz explained. “I'll have a sack of flour on a stool next to me during the show. When Halbert makes his move, I'll throw it at him!”

“And what if you miss?” asked Julian. “The best-case scenario is that you'll just look even more like a lunatic. But what if it flies off into the crowd? I really think Argo might cut your dick off.”

That was the first thing Julian said that Chaz paid serious attention to.

“Okay. Maybe flour isn't the best way to go. But the juices are flowing. Let's keep this going. What else have you got?”

“How about this?” said Julian. “You do your job and don't piss off your boss.”

Chaz sighed. “If you're not going to help, you can go. I'll think of something myself.”

“You do that. And while you're at it, think about what it will be like to live the rest of your life without a dick.”

“It serves multiple purposes,” Ravenus reminded him. “Sometimes it fucks, and sometimes it takes a whiz.”

As he was leaving, Julian glared at Chaz from the open doorway. “I told you to stop teaching Ravenus about that stuff.”

When the door closed, Chaz was once again haunted by a familiar piano tune that he couldn't quite place.

He shook it out of his head. Now was not the time for songwriting. He had mere hours to come up with a plan that would allow him to keep both his artistic integrity and his dick.

Lying back in his bed, he stared up at the ceiling and wondered if there might be a magical solution to his problem.

See Invisibility was an obvious candidate which he'd already considered. But that wouldn't expose Halbert to everyone. Only Chaz would be able to see him, confirming what he already knew in his heart. And even if it would facilitate Chaz being able to beat him with a sheet music stand, it still wouldn't justify how he’d been acting to the audience.

Then, in a moment of semi-meditation, he recalled a spell that he'd passed over a multitude of times for being pointless and stupid. But now it seemed like everything he was looking for, as if it were custom-tailored to this extremely specific set of circumstances. Hell, if he played his cards right, it would even seem like part of the show.

There were only two problems. One was a temporary but significant effect that he would have to run by his band, and the other was timing. Chaz didn't want to have to wait until the show had already been disrupted before he made his move. Ideally, he would prefer to expose Halbert without missing a beat. But to do that, he would need some advanced warning of Halbert's presence.

An Alarm spell seemed like the perfect solution. He could ward the entire stage, specifying it to only trigger when Halbert crossed the perimeter. The only problem with that would be a screeching alarm noise blaring over his song. That wouldn't do. There had to be another way.

Then it hit him. He'd already come up with the perfect solution. He was just implementing it the wrong way.

After quickly throwing on some clothes and checking the mirror to make sure he looked presentable enough, Chaz made his way across the club to the kitchen. He moved slowly and quietly, hoping to avoid being spotted by Julian or Ravenus.

Fortunately, the main room was empty, and he made it to the kitchen without incident.

“Rolando,” he said when he spotted the big half-orc head chef preparing for the coming evening.
Rolando grinned broadly at him, showing off his pearly white tusks. “RazzmaChaz! What can Rolando do for you? You want I make one of you favorite grilled cheese and bacon sandwiches?”

“No, I just need a –” Chaz reconsidered. “Yeah, actually. That sounds really good.” Aside from some hair of the dog, Chaz found there was no better hangover cure than a greasy-ass grilled cheese and bacon sandwich, and Rolando made the best ones he'd ever tasted.

“Coming right up! Rolando make it for you right now!” Rolando immediately set aside the onion he'd been chopping to get Chaz's order taken care of. This was one part of this particular gig that Chaz would definitely miss.

It wasn't a complicated request, and Rolando's skilled hands had it done in no time.

“Here you go!” he said with a sincere smile. “Enjoy!”

“You know that I will, Rolando.” Chaz accepted the sandwich and took a big bite. As soon as the bacon grease began sliding down his throat, he could feel his throbbing head start to forgive him for the previous night's excesses.

Looking eager to return to his onion, Rolando stood there, staring at Chaz as if wondering why he was still hanging around.

“Is something else Rolando can help you with?” he asked.

Chaz nodded and pointed at his mouth to indicate that he was still chewing.

“A glass of water?”

Chaz shook his head, then pointed at his mouth again.

“Stonepiss?”

Finally, Chaz swallowed. “I need a sack of flour. Do you think you could spare one?”

“You want learn how to bake the best bread, huh? Rolando teach you!”

“No,” said Chaz. “I don't want to bake bread. I just need the flour.”

Rolando frowned. “The flour is for bake the bread! If you do not want bake the bread, why you need the flour?”

Chaz leaned closer to him, pointed at his own crotch, and whispered, “It's for medicinal purposes.”

Rolando leaned back slightly. “You know what? Is no Rolando's business. You want the flour? Rolando give you the flour.”

“I appreciate that.”

Chaz savored another large bite of his sandwich while waiting for Rolando to return with the flour sack.

“Thanks, Rolando,” said Chaz when Rolando handed it over.

“Anything for RazzmaChaz. You no mention it!”

His imperfect use of that phrase reminded Chaz of something he'd almost forgotten.

“By the way... If you see Julian, don't tell him I was here.”

“You got it, my friend!” said Rolando. “My lips, they are a seal!”

Chaz smiled at him. “Thanks, Rolando.”

Feeling much better now, both physically and emotionally, Chaz took another big bite out of his sandwich and left the kitchen.

He immediately ran into Julian, who was presumably on his way to grab some lunch.

“Hi, Julian,” he said, trying to play it off as casual. That proved difficult to pull off through a mouthful of bacon, melted cheese, and toasted bread.

Julian glared at the sack Chaz held cradled in his arm. “What the hell is that?”

Chaz swallowed. “A grilled cheese and bacon sandwich. Do you want me to ask Rolando to make you one? They're really good.”

“What's in the sack?”

Chaz briefly considered a deliberate misunderstanding. But answering 'my balls' would only buy him a few seconds. It would be better to lie. What else might it be feasible for him to be carrying in a sack dusted with white powder?

“Cocaine.”

Julian rolled his eyes. “We talked about this, Chaz. You can't –”

“It's not what you think,” Chaz insisted. “I'm not going to throw it at anyone.”

“Then what are you going to do with it?”

“I'm going to sprinkle it lightly all over the stage. Barely enough to be noticeable unless you're actively looking for it. When Halbert hauls his fat ass onto the stage, I'm going to know exactly where he is.”

Julian bit his lower lip thoughtfully. “I guess that sounds reasonable. Then again, that all depends on what you're planning to do with that information.”

Chaz grinned at him. “To find that out, you're going to have to watch the show.”

“I don't like surprises, Chaz. Not here, not with these stakes.”

“You'll like this one. I promise.” Chaz started heading to the stage. “If you're not doing anything useful, you can help me sprinkle flour all over the stage.”


Chapter 48

“I spy with my little eye... something white.”

Captain Waterford looked up and to the left. “Is it that cloud?”

“Nope,” said Randy. “Try again.”

The captain turned his head slightly to the right. “Is it that one over there?”

Randy sighed. “Yeah.”

“I do not wish to play this game anymore.”

The others had carried Randy, Captain Waterford, and his three enforcers to the stern of the ship, presumably so there would be fewer instances of them having to face Randy after having tied him up. The taller bulwarks made for a limited view, which was not conducive to an extended game of I Spy.

“Sorry,” he said. “I was only lookin' to pass some time.”

“If your friends want to kill us, why do they not just kill us. Death would be better than this.”

“Don't even worry about that,” Randy assured him. “They ain't gonna kill you.”

“How can you be so sure? Your neck is as likely to be slit as any of ours.”

“If you mean not at all likely, then you are correct.”

One of the enforcers spat in Randy's direction. Fortunately, he was too far away to connect.

“Any man who betrays me like your men betrayed you had better slit my throat, and slit it well. If they leave so much as a drop of blood in my veins, I spend the rest of my days hunting them down like dogs until the last of them perish at my feet.”

“I understand that you're angry,” said Randy. “And that's okay. Heck, I ain't too happy about this neither. You can rest assured that, after all this is over, I'm gonna have a long talk with my friends about what they done. But I sure as heck ain't gonna kill them.”

“Friends!” said another one of the enforcers, then spat in Randy's direction. It came a little closer than the first one, causing Randy some concern that with a little more effort, he might be able to make the distance.

“I wish y'all would stop doing that.”

“How can you still call them friends after what they've done? Surely, you must realize we are only being kept alive to keep the crew placated with the false hope that their own throats won't be slit as soon as you can replace them with properly seasoned murderers and criminals to man their ill-gotten vessel.”

“It ain't like that at all. We ain't after this boat. The boat we're looking for is docked at Isla de Huesos. My friends are just in a hurry to get there before it leaves.”

The remaining enforcer spat at Randy. It landed within inches of him.

“Even if your words are true,” he said. “This boat is a plum target for any pirate worth his salt. Mark my words, they'll be on us like flies on shit the second they spot us. We'll wish our throats had been slit after we're sold as slaves to the Shadow Dwarves. Take a good hard look at the sun, friend. Once the Shadow Dwarves send you to work in their mines, you can forget about ever seeing it again.”

These were concerns that Randy hadn't considered. He wondered if the others had.

“Denise!” he shouted. After a few seconds with no response, he tried again. “Tanner!” Again, he was ignored. “Tony the Elf! I know y'all can hear me! This ain't that big a ship!”

Tony the Elf finally approached the ship's stern but refused to make eye contact with Randy. “It won't be much longer. Tanner says we're getting close.”

“These gentlemen have expressed some concerns I thought you might want to know about.”

Tony the Elf sighed. “Listen, guys. I'm really sorry it had to go this way. And I know you don't believe me, but I promise we'll let you turn right around and get back to your business the second we dock at Isla de Huesos.”

“That's the problem,” said Randy. “If what they say is true, that's gonna be too late. This ship ain't got much in the way of defenses, which they reckon makes it easy pickings for pirates with a mind to trade in people.”

“They're messing with your head, Randy. They'll say anything to scare us into turning around and letting them go.”

“That does not mean they are wrong,” said Tanner, making himself known from where he was hiding behind a barrel. “The Shadow Dwarves to the north have an insatiable appetite for slaves to work in their mines.”

One of the stacked barrels fell, crashing and spilling dried herring all over the deck as it betrayed Denise's attempt to hide.

“If you knew about this, why the hell ain't you said nothing? I don't want to work in no fuckin' mine.”

Tanner shrugged. “We are sailing to a pirate island. I assumed you knew the risks.”

“Let's assume, for a moment, that we didn't,” said Tony the Elf. “How big a risk are we talking here?”

“That depends on how close to land we can get before we're spotted. Once we make it to the beach, we're off-limits to slave traders. At least, those slave traders who aren't willing to risk getting caught breaking the island's code.”

“That feels like a lot of ifs. Why aren't you more concerned about this?”

“It would not be the first time I've had to escape from a prison camp.”

“Well, it sure as shit would be my first time,” said Denise. “And that ain't an achievement I'm real keen on making.”

“If your intentions are truly as you claim,” said Captain Waterford. “There may be a way for you to all but guarantee you make it to the beach unmolested.”

Denise eyed him warily. “Oh yeah? What's that?”

“Take my dinghy.”

Tony the Elf looked at Tanner, who nodded thoughtfully as he considered the captain's proposal.

“Fine,” said Denise. “You got yourself a deal.” She spat on her hand and reached under her skirt. “But I swear to God, if you don't tell us how to get on that island afterward, I'm gonna –”

“Denise!” cried Randy. “He's talking about the little rowboat!”

The captain's panicked expression relaxed as Denise removed her glistening fingers from underneath her skirt.

“Well, shit,” said Denise. “He should have fuckin' said so.”

“Captain!” cried one of the crewmen  as he rushed to the stern. His gaze darted between Tanner and Waterford as if unsure which one to address.

“Spit it out, man,” demanded Waterford. “Is it a ship?”

“No, sir. We've spotted land. We're approaching Isla de Huesos.”

Panic returned to the captain's eyes.

“We're too close,” he said. “It is nothing short of a miracle that no ships have spotted us yet.”

The crewman ran back toward the bow, and Tony the Elf followed him at a more leisurely pace.

“If you want the dinghy, it's yours,” Captain Waterford continued. “But if you truly intend to let us go, it must be now.”

“But it ain't ours,” said Randy. “My friends coerced you into giving it to us, and that ain't no different than stealing.”

“Mercy of the gods!” said Tanner. “Are you serious right now? What would you have us do?”

“The right thing would be to turn the ship around.”

“We are within spitting distance of our destination. Our options are to take the dinghy and try to make it to the island undetected or to continue sailing as far as we can, aimlessly looking for a natural harbor until we inevitably get spotted and boarded, then try to swim the rest of the way during the ensuing battle.”

“I can't swim for shit, Randy,” said Denise.

Randy didn't appreciate having the responsibility thrust on him. He suggested a third option. “Why don't y'all just leave me behind?”

Tanner sighed. “As much as I would love to, we will need you if we have any hope of taking back Seastsalker. Besides, Katherine would never forgive me if I left you for dead.”

“Fuck it,” said Denise. “Let's just toss him in the dingus against his will.”

“We cannot afford dead weight,” said Tanner. “We need every man rowing to minimize our time of greatest vulnerability.” He stared coldly at Randy. “And I need to know that I can count on him to stop hindering our mission at every possible –”

“Hey guys,” said Tony the Elf, returning from farther up on the ship. “We've got a situation.”

Tanner looked up, peering past Tony the Elf to the horizon. “A ship?”

Tony the Elf shook his head. “Not yet. It's the crew. They've busted into the hold and are arming themselves as we speak. They're going to mutiny.”

“Ha!” said Captain Waterford. “Good on them. I didn't think the spineless bastards had it in them.”

Tanner frowned down at Randy again. “I suppose the thought of dying a slave at the bottom of the Shadow Dwarves' mithril mines is enough motivation for some people to fight.”

“It's quite a few people, actually,” said Tony the Elf. “The three of us won't be able to take them. Do we have any other options on the table?”

“Captain Waterford has graciously offered us the use of his dinghy.”

“Great! Then what the hell are we waiting for?”

Tanner maintained eye contact with Randy. “We are waiting for Randy to make a decision. What will it be, Randy? How much blood would you see spilled over a dinghy? How many men would you force to choose between spilling that blood and never seeing their families again? Please tell us, Randy. What is the right thing?”

Even if Randy felt like he was being manipulated, he had to admit that Tanner made some solid points. These crewmen were all just sailors and fishermen trying to make an honest living. Probably ain't none of them ever killed a man before. Randy felt worse about changing that than he did about anything Tanner brought up. It was bound to affect their relationships with their loved ones and how they raised their kids.

And all that over a dinghy. There weren't no two ways about it. He was being ridiculous, and it was going to get him and his friends killed if he didn't pull his head out of his sanctimonious behind right now.

“I'm sorry,” he said.

Tanner sighed and shook his head.

“Goddammit, Randy,” said Denise. “I hope you live long enough to get cornholed to death by Shadow Dwarves.”

“Fuck him,” said Tony the Elf. “Leave him here. We need to go right now!”

“No!” cried Randy as Tony the Elf started lowering the dinghy into the water. “I mean, I'm sorry for the way I been acting. I want to go on the dinghy with you.” He raised his bound wrists.

Denise waddled over to Randy with her recently acquired scimitar. “Well, shit. I s'pose I misinterpreted your meaning. I take back what I said about wanting you should get cornholed to death by Shadow Dwarves.”

Randy smiled at her. “Thanks, Denise. That means a lot to me.”

“Wait,” said Tanner. “Before we cut you loose, I need you to promise me you will no longer hinder our efforts to reclaim Seastalker for Katherine, and that you will obey my every command until we have successfully done so.”

That seemed a bit much to Randy, but he supposed it wasn't out of line for Tanner to make big demands after how badly Randy had screwed them all over. He was only looking out for their best interests, and Randy trusted him to not abuse this temporary power. Plus, judging by the not-too-distant shouting up near the ship's bow, he didn't have much time to think too hard before making a decision.

“I promise,” he said.

Tanner nodded, and Denise cut the ropes binding his wrists, then went to work on the other ropes binding him.

The crew, as it turned out, wasn't quite as gung-ho about their planned mutiny as Tony the Elf had let on. Maybe they meant to be but got cold feet at the last second. Or maybe Tony the Elf had made up the whole thing. But Denise and the others had rowed about two hundred yards from the ship before it finally started turning around. Fortunately for them, there were still no pirate ships to be seen anywhere.


Chapter 49

Dave awakened to the sounds and smells of a particularly noisy shit. Hoping it was some sort of lucid dream, he tried to mentally change the channel.

“Fuuuuuuck,” groaned Cooper from about twenty feet away.

“Are you okay?” Stacy called out to him from the other direction. “I told you that rabbit wasn't cooked enough.”

Memories of the previous night came flooding back to Dave. Resigned to the fact that he wasn't dreaming, he opened his eyes. It was late morning, and the campsite wasn't as much of a horror show as he remembered. There was still enough blood spatter on tree trunks to reassure him that he hadn't imagined yesterday's attack, but the bodies were all gone.

But what surprised Dave most was that he wasn't restrained. He was so used to waking up tied to a tree or unable to move his arms that unhindered mobility felt strange.

Embracing this freedom and determined not to make Stacy regret it, he got up and waddled over to the campfire, where Stacy was cooking a chunk of meat, to see if he could be of any assistance.

“Good morning, Dave,” she said with an uncharacteristically cheerful smile.

Dave once again suspected he might still be dreaming. “Good morning.”

Stacy picked up a plump rabbit carcass and tossed it his way. “We caught some breakfast. Help yourself.”

The stench of Cooper's shit still lingered in Dave's nostrils.

“I'm not too hungry just yet,” he said. “I notice you tidied up the place.”

“Cooper helped. We buried the dead. Now we've just got to figure out what to do with these two.” She nodded to the right.

The two blind men slept against a tree they'd been tied to.

“I thought they crawled away,” said Dave.

“They tried, but Nabi tracked them down and put them to sleep. A friendly word of advice. You'd do well not to piss her off.”

“Thanks.” Dave stared at the sleeping blind men. As necessary as it had been, he felt a little bad about imposing such a severe disability on them. “What are you going to do with them?”

Stacy turned her meat in the fire thoughtfully. “I'm not sure yet. I was just going to let them go, but Nabi thought it unwise before we had fully rested and considered our options.”

Dave's stomach rumbled. His hunger was now stronger than his sense memory of Cooper's shit. He picked up the dead rabbit but wasn't sure what to do with it since he lacked anything to skin or clean it.

That problem was solved when a dagger suddenly pierced the ground between Dave's boots.

Dave stared at the dagger, a little fearful of reaching for it. Was this a trap? If he picked up the dagger, would she kill him and claim it was self-defense? What would be the point? She could easily plant the dagger in his hand after the fact.

Keeping his eyes on her, watching for any sudden movements, he slowly bent over to pick up the dagger.

Stacy laughed at him. “It's okay, Dave.”

She sounded sincere enough, so he bent the rest of the way over.

“Whoa, Dave!” said Cooper from behind him. “I mistook you for your mom for a second.”

His hand now gripping a deadly weapon for the first time in quite a while, Dave fantasized about plunging the dagger straight into Cooper's big gut. It wasn't the rat. He'd had similar fantasies long before he bit into that cursed turkey leg. He never intended to act on them, and he certainly didn't intend to now that Stacy was finally treating him like a human being.

“Feel better?” asked Stacy.

“Yeah,” Cooper responded. “I think I got it all out of my system. At least for now.”

“Great.” Stacy stood up, removed the meat from her stick, and wrapped it in a clean cloth. “Dave, do you have any spells that can restore these guys' sight?”

“I don't need a spell,” said Dave. “I can just dismiss the Blindness spells I cast. But why would you want –”

“Cooper and I talked it over, and I agreed to take them with me. But escorting two blind men through the wilderness would be a huge pain in the ass.”

“But if they can see, you won't –”

“I don't want you to restore sight to both of them,” said Stacy. “Just one. That way, the one that's still blind can be a pain in his ass instead of mine.” She looked over at them. “I'm thinking the one on the left. He looks weaker, don't you think?”

A yet unspoken implication of this conversation now occurred to Dave.

“Wait a second,” he said. “You're leaving?”

Stacy smiled at him again. It was just as unnerving as the last time. “That's right, Dave.”

“Is that why you –” Dave glanced back at Cooper, hoping to keep him from learning about Dave and Stacy's turbulent time together. Cooper's attention was firmly fixed on trying to skin and clean another rabbit carcass. Dave turned back to Stacy and whispered, “Is that why you haven't been treating me like a complete piece of shit this morning?”

“Pretty much,” she responded a little too candidly for Dave's liking. “You're not my problem anymore.”

“You're leaving me with Cooper? Why don't we all stick together? I promise I'll be good!” He felt like the child of two divorcing parents who were both fighting for the other to have custody.

“Sorry, Dave,” said Stacy. “But I've got somewhere to be.”

Somewhere to be? What does that mean? Where the hell could she possibly have to be?

“Where are you going?” As soon as he said it, he knew he'd slipped a toe over the line.

“I don't see how that's any of your business, Dave.” Her tone was distinctly more curt. The facade of friendliness she was projecting toward him in front of Cooper was starting to crack.

“I'm sorry,” he said, appreciative that she was even bothering with the facade. “Where am I going? Can you at least tell me that?”

Stacy leaned closer and whispered, “I don't know, and I don't give a fuck. I'm just happy it will be far away from me.” She smiled again and resumed speaking in her friendly voice. “Would you mind dismissing that spell for me?”

Dave was torn between doing her this favor and telling her to go fuck herself. As long as she'd already made up her mind to ditch him with Cooper, then why should he help her? Alternatively, if he refused to help her out of pettiness, he would only be reinforcing her justification for wanting to be rid of him.

Ultimately, he decided that he would rather help her than give her the smug satisfaction of thinking she'd been right about him all along.

He pointed to the smaller of the two blind men. “Dismiss.”

“Thank you,” she said with a little smirk that suggested she knew exactly what had been going through Dave's mind. It was a chess match for her, and she was four moves ahead.

“Mercy of the gods!” cried the man. “I can see!”

“I can't,” said the other. “Why can you see, and I cannot? It's not fair!”

Dave felt for the guy. Being blind was bad enough. But it was even worse to be arbitrarily chosen as the one not to have his vision restored. Add that to being under Stacy's thumb after pissing her off; this poor bastard was in for a rough time indeed.

“If you ever end up letting these guys go,” Dave said to Stacy. “Make sure you tell the blind one to seek out a cleric or wizard. A Dispel Magic spell will be enough to let him see again.”

“Take care of yourself, Dave,” she said, then waved at Cooper. “Good luck! Tell Nabi I said goodbye!”

“Yeah, all right,” said Cooper, then resumed unevenly cooking his mangled rabbit carcass.

Dave watched as Stacy untied her prisoners and laid down some traveling ground rules. When they disappeared into the woods with Alroth's leopard thankfully following behind them, Dave wondered if this might not be the worst thing in the world after all. For all Cooper's many faults, Dave had no reason to fear he would actually try to kill him.

But more importantly, this was an opportunity to truly turn over a new leaf. With Stacy around, his efforts to prove himself to her were motivated by his desire to climb out of the karmic crater he'd dug himself into. Despite her almost never giving him any credit, his constant need to seek her approval tainted the sincerity of his efforts.

Now, Dave had the opportunity to prove himself a good person for nobody else's benefit than his own.

“Hey Dave,” said Cooper now that they were alone together. He picked up a plump rabbit carcass by the back of the neck and made it hop up and down as if it were alive. “What's fat and furry and got penetrated so hard it can no longer feel anything?”

“I don't know, Cooper,” Dave responded with deliberate calmness. “Is it my mom's vagina?”

Cooper frowned. “Well, yeah. You were supposed to guess, 'That rabbit,' and then I was going to say 'Your mom's vagina.' Way to ruin the joke, asshole.”

Dave took a deep breath and smiled at him. “I'm sorry about that. Do you want some help cooking that meat? It's charred on one side and raw on the other. I'd be happy to help if you need me to – ”

He was interrupted by a plump rabbit carcass bouncing off his face.

“You cook your rabbit like you want it,” said Cooper. “Don't tell me how to cook mine.”

“You're absolutely right,” Dave responded as cheerfully as he could muster. “I apologize again, and I'll make a sincere effort to respect your culinary choices in the future.”

Cooper stared at him suspiciously for a moment. “Dude, what the hell is going on with you? You're weirding me the fuck out.”


Chapter 50

Katherine woke up in the same place she'd fallen asleep. Two hundred feet off the ground and trapped under the weight of a bird the size of one of those fat-ass dinosaurs with the long necks.

Through the gaps in the branches and logs that made up the nest, she could see it was well into the day. Mom wasn't the sort of bird that needed to worry about getting up early to compete for worms. Still, she had to get up sometime, didn't she?

Being unable to move when she was so exhausted was one thing. But now that she was fully charged, being helplessly trapped under a giant bird was starting to feel claustrophobic. Butterbean needed feeding, and Righteous needed rescuing. Katherine had shit to do.

She considered shrieking again. Maybe Mom would go out for food if her babies were hungry. Then again, calling too much attention to herself might make Mom remember that she only had four chicks.

Being a new day, wild shape options were back on the table. If she turned into a snake, she could squeeze her way through the gaps toward the tree, then slither her way down to Butterbean. Mom might not even notice the shifting shape under her big bird ass. But if she did, a snake was the last thing Katherine wanted to appear as just as one of her babies went missing.

Mom probably wasn't familiar with sharks. That would give Katherine the element of surprise. Of course, there was the issue with –

Katherine's thought's were interrupted by the muffled cries of her chick siblings. With eight tons of bird between them, the little brats almost sounded cute. Figuring that was the morning routine, Katherine joined in.

“CHEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!” She sounded anything but cute.

Thankfully, that did the trick. Mom stood up on legs that could have been mistaken for oak trees, spread her massive wings, and started flapping. The force of the wind she produced as she launched herself from the nest threatened to send Katherine careening over the edge, but her talons held firm, digging into the dead wood.

Catching a last glimpse of Mom before she disappeared around the side of the mountain, Katherine recognized her shape. The little tribesmen who had kidnapped Righteous each had a tattoo of this bird on their backs. Perhaps they worshiped it as some kind of god. Or maybe they just thought it looked badass. Or it could be that their only tattoo artist had a limited artistic repertoire. If she still gave a shit when the time came, she could ask them. In the meantime, daylight was wasting.

Taking advantage of her talons, Katherine made her way to where she thought her tree was while her brothers and sisters were still groggy. She was confident she could shift back into her half-elf form without three of them noticing.

Unfortunately, her tree was right under where the first one she'd encountered currently sat, and he was staring at her again. It's like he knew there was something off about her. If she turned back into a half-elf right in front of him, there could be trouble. He would almost certainly call for Mom to come back.

The only solution Katherine could come up with before the other chicks fully awakened wasn't one she was proud of, but time was a factor.

Spotting a suitable branch on one of the nearby tree trunks, Katherine grabbed it with a talon and snapped it off. She was surprised at how strong she was as a baby bird.

Carefully setting the branch aside but easily within reach, she turned back into a half-elf.

The chick nearest her tilted his big head to the side again as it gawked at her with its creepy big eyes.

Katherine grabbed her stick. “Shillelagh!”

The stick instantly grew into a magical quarterstaff.

“CHEEE–”

BONK!

Katherine made sure to stipulate in her mind as she clobbered it on the head that she only wanted to do subdual damage.

The chick fell forward, landing on its face.

Katherine quickly ducked behind it, obscuring herself from the other chicks, then pressed two fingers against its skinny neck until she felt a pulse. He would have a nasty headache when he woke up, but he would indeed wake up.

Scampering down the tree as quickly as she could, Katherine was relieved to find Butterbean not only unharmed but also apparently well fed. His muzzle was wet and red with the blood of whatever animals he'd managed to catch while she was gone. That was a little gross when he ran up to lick her, but she allowed it, returning the gesture with a big hug.

A cloud of guilt passed over her for feeling so relieved while Righteous was still in danger. Celebration would have to wait.

“Butterbean,” she said. “Find Righteous.”

Butterbean barked, then got to sniffing the ground. He spent a few minutes sniffing in random directions, and Katherine nearly lost hope when he stopped to pee. But after a few more minutes of what appeared to be arbitrary sniffing, his tail started wagging, and he headed in a discernible direction.

He picked up the pace to a trot, and Katherine followed.

They stopped when they reached the point where the tribe had camped the previous night. Butterbean took some time to sniff the camp, giving special attention to one spot in particular. Katherine guessed that was where they'd kept Righteous. After sniffing around the camp's perimeter, Butterbean took off again, following his nose along a faint game trail. If her memory of the island's layout was correct, they were headed for the thin strip of land that connected the dormant volcano to the active one.

“Stop,” said Katherine.

Butterbean lifted his head and looked back at her.

“Speak,” she said, casting the Speak with Animals spell. “Can you understand me?”

“Of course I can,” said Butterbean. “It has been a while since we've spoken.”

“Yeah, I'm really sorry about that. It's just been one thing after another, you know? And now Righteous has gone missing.”

“You seem very taken with him.”

Katherine felt her cheeks warm. “I don't know. He's nice, and chivalrous, and hot. It's just nice to have someone look at me the way he does who isn't a total shitbag. And as much of a hardass as he can be when it comes to certain things, there's also this sort of innocence about him when he talks to me that I find kind of sweet.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And that's with me looking like a hobo that's just been shat out of a whale. Wait until we get back to civilization. I'm going to get my hair done, my nails done. I'll get a nice dress that shows off my figure without being too slutty. We'll go somewhere nice, where they serve food on plates. And then we'll... Well, I don't even know. We'll do whatever it is people do on dates in this world.”

Butterbean yawned. “I apologize. Please, go on.”

“Were you even listening?”

“I was catching bits and pieces.”

That was just as well. Righteous might be getting farther away the longer they talked.

“Anyway, I think he's in some serious shit. Do you still have his scent?”

“It is faint, but the scent of the people who took him is strong.”

“That's good enough. Keep following that. I'm going to scout ahead. If you catch up to them, follow at a discreet distance. I think I know which way they're headed and where I can cut them off.”

“Very well. But please be careful.”

“You too,” said Katherine.

She turned into a raven, cawed once at Butterbean, then launched into the air and up through the treetops.

The canopy was too thick to spot any movement on the ground, but she was more or less correct with her assessment of her current position on the island. Taking into consideration the direction they were headed, their ultimate destination would be near the active volcano.

She didn't know where, exactly, but she didn't need to. The thin strip of land between the two mountains was the perfect bottleneck to set up an ambush.

Planning as she flew, Katherine decided it would be best to ambush them on the far side of the strip rather than the near side. If she spooked them too soon, they might retreat into the forest and lose her. But if she caught them by surprise somehow on the far side of the strip, they'd have to either try to plow through her or fight in the open, where they'd be sitting ducks for her magic.

The question then became how to hide in a way that wouldn't arouse suspicion until they were nearly right on top of her. The answer was simple when she finally got to the strip. It was sand. She'd just dig a hole.

As she'd anticipated, digging a hole in the sand was laborious, but easy enough. It would have been even easier if she'd turned herself into some creature that was naturally adept at digging, but she had plenty of time to do it as a half-elf. If she'd learned anything from the night before, she should save her Wildshapes for when she really needed them.

The biggest challenge was what to do with all the displaced sand. Not only did it pile up unnaturally, but the moisture made it darker than the dry sand around it, making the mound conspicuous from a distance. Katherine prioritized digging the hole, figuring she could just haul the piled up sand into the sea after she was done. But as the hours passed, the discoloration issue sorted itself out for her. As the sun's heat evaporated the moisture, the excavated sand turned just as white as the sand around it. That reduced the process of making it unnoticeable to just spreading it around.

She left a slight bulge of sand in front of the hole to conceal it from view, then walked fifty yards up the strip to look at her handywork. It was flawless. Those little savages wouldn't suspect a thing.

As afternoon faded into evening, Katherine waited in her hole, occasionally poking her head out ever so slightly to see if anyone was coming. Nobody was.

She tried mentally calculating how long it would take to walk the distance she'd flown to get there, taking into account the tribesmen's short legs and having to haul Righteous with them. She realized her calculations weren't based on any concrete data, and that her estimations might be way off, and that there might be variables she hadn't accounted for, but it seemed like they were taking a long fucking time.

Katherine sat sulking in her hole, wondering what the hell was taking so long, when a trickle of water ran down the side of the hole. She looked up at the sky. It was pink now, as the sun was setting, but there weren't any clouds. Another gush of water splashed into the hole, this time on her right.

Katherine stood up, shocked to discover that the strip of land between the two mountains had all but disappeared. She now stood on a razor-thin line of sand that was quickly being swallowed by the rising tide.

“Fuck,” she said, crawling out of the hole. Even as she said it, more and more water was splashing in with each crashing wave.

Bailing on her ambush plan, Katherine started running for the dormant volcano side of the island. She made it about halfway before the water completely swallowed the path. She managed to wade a little further along and, determined not to squander one of her wild shapes, swim the rest of the way.

There wasn't a midget in sight. A vast expanse of purple, orange, and pink wildflowers gave way to the forest beyond, filling Katherine's head with the heady scents of lavender, citrus, and herbs as she plowed through them. After trudging about a hundred yards through the flowers, she spotted Butterbean.

He was just sitting there, as if without a care in the world, with his head sticking out above the flowers.

“What's going on?” she asked when she got close enough so that she didn't have to shout. “What are you doing here? Where are the halflings?”

Butterbean barked in response, which Katherine didn't really know what to make of. She supposed that was fair. Her barrage of questions probably seemed like a bunch of nonsense to him as well.

Evening was closing in, which meant that Righteous had been taken captive for nearly an entire day. Her plan to outsmart his captors had failed miserably. Instead of catching them off guard, she'd lost them entirely.

“Speak,” said Katherine, casting Speak with Animals once more. “What happened? Why are you just sitting here? Where is Righteous?”

“I did just as you asked,” said Butterbean. “I followed the tribe while keeping a discreet distance. By the time I came out of the forest, they were nowhere to be seen. I followed their scent, and it led me to this very spot.” His tone shifted to that of mild annoyance. “Where I have been waiting for quite some time.”

“Where the hell could they have gone? They couldn't have just disappeared.” Katherine remembered that she was in the world of Caverns & Creatures, where being able to 'just disappear' wasn't a particularly uncommon ability. “Even if they could, it wouldn't mask their scent.”

Butterbean looked up. “Perhaps they flew away.”

Katherine followed his gaze up to a wide and empty purple sky. If they had flown away, they were long gone by now. But there was something off about that theory as well.

“If they could fly, why would they have bothered walking through the jungle?”

“It could be that they have been preserving their resources,” suggested Butterbean. “Saving their spellcasting abilities for when they are most needed. They were fine walking until one of their scouts spotted me following them, or you doing... whatever it has been that you have been doing over the past few hours.”

Katherine didn't appreciate the hint of mocking accusation she detected in his tone.

“I was...” Instead of finishing that sentence with “sitting in a hole”, she decided that Butterbean may be entitled to a snarky comment given the circumstances and how it must look from his point of view. Frustrated, she stomped through the thick mass of wildflowers to meet him. “Never mind what I was doing. Right now, we need to focus on –”

The ground creaked beneath her feet.

“What the shit is that?”

Butterbean lowered his head. “I apologize. That fawn I ate last night hasn't been sitting well in my stomach.”

Katherine gasped. “You ate a fawn?”

“I was hungry.”

To his credit, he hadn't clubbed a baby bird. Katherine put the thought out of her mind and focused on the matter beneath her feet.

“There's something down here,” she said, trying unsuccessfully to pull apart the tangled mass of wildflowers that seemed to cling to her legs all the way up to her knees. Now that she was actually paying attention to them, something seemed unnatural.

She stood up straight and put her hands on her hips. “Hang on a second. I think I know what this is. Detect Magic!”

The green aura radiating off the surrounding flora was almost blinding. She stumbled back a step and raised her hands to shield her eyes.

“Katherine,” said Butterbean. “Are you okay?”

“I'm fine,” she said, squinting. “Some jerk cast a Plant Growth spell on the area.”

“That doesn't seem so bad.”

Katherine would have thought the same thing. When she first sensed that spell as an option, she found it laughable that someone would ever use a third-level spell for agriculture. Thinking about it now, however, she realized that she could make a fortune with it back home... with the right crop, that is. But that's not what this particular use of the spell had been for. There was something under Katherine's feet that someone wanted to conceal, and there was only one way she was going to reveal it.

If there was any third-level spell seemingly more useless at first glance than Plant Growth, it was the reverse version of the spell, Diminish Plants. Never in a million years did Katherine imagine she would ever need to cast it. But here she was.

“Diminish Plants,” she droned, bummed to have to spend a precious third level spell slot for such a lackluster effect. In fact, it went beyond lackluster. The wildflowers were really pretty. Even if she was merely restoring the natural state of flora on the island, watching swaths of pretty flowers wither before her made her feel like a villain. She was like the opposite of E.T.

On the bright side, the retracting plant life did reveal something very interesting. A mass of old wooden boards lay at her feet. Not driftwood or foraged branches. These had been sawed, stained, and nailed to crossbeams, like a section of a fence. If Katherine had to guess, it had been scavenged from a ship that had crashed on the jagged rocks some time ago. But what was it doing here? And why did someone not want her to find it?

“What do you think, Butterbean?”

Butterbean barked. Her Speak with Animals spell had timed out.

Katherine grabbed one end of the wood and dragged it away. Sure enough, it revealed a hole with uneven stone stairs leading down to a tunnel.

“Those sons of bitches,” she said with a sigh. “They went right under me.”

It made sense that there would be a tunnel connecting the two mountains now that Katherine knew about the tide that separated them, but Katherine didn't know how wise it was to go through it. If it opened into an empty field on the other side, then she would be okay. But if it led to some kind of Temple of Doom, she'd be in deep shit, having once again depleted a lot of her powers throughout the day. To make matters worse, she had a strong feeling that one of those tribesmen was at least a semi-competent druid.

Then again, if it was a Temple of Doom situation, Righteous might be having his heart pulled out of his chest at any moment.

Her mind made up, Katherine ran to the nearby forest where she foraged for a hefty stick.

“Shillelagh!” she said, transforming the ordinary stick into a magical quarterstaff.

Nearby, she found a fist-sized, porous chunk of black volcanic rock.

“Light.”

Bright white light shone from the rock, illuminating everything in her immediate area.

With Butterbean at her side, she descended into the tunnel.


Chapter 51

“Look on the bright side,” said Tim as he locked the manacle around Margaret's wrist. “You've been tied to this chair so long that this is going to feel like a vacation by comparison. At least now you can walk around. And that's not all!” He grabbed the plastic five-gallon bucket he'd brought and drummed his fingers on the bottom. “Now you've even got a toilet!”

“What about me?” asked Mordred, his hands raised above his head in manacles. “I want to walk around.”

Tim shrugged. “Sorry, buddy. I can't let you move your arms freely, or else you'll be able to cast spells.”

“How am I supposed to use the bucket?”

“You're just going to have to aim as best you can. Mom's going to need to wipe, of course, but it's not like it'll be the first time, right?”

“You have no right to treat us like this!” said Margaret. “We're not some colored servants!”

Mordred winced. “Come on, Ma. That's not –”

“Please don't make me regret trying to improve your conditions,” said Tim. “And I realize this isn't ideal, but I'm –”

“Ideal!” cried Margaret. “It's inhumane!”

Tim scoffed. “Inhumane? I'll tell you what's inhumane, lady. Just take a look at what your son did to me!” He turned his back to her and started removing his clothes.

Margaret gasped. “Sweet Jesus, no! Michael, tell me you didn't touch that little boy's –”

“NO!” cried Mordred. “Tim, why are you taking your clothes off in front of my mother?”

Having stripped completely naked, Tim morphed into his hybrid rat form, turned around, and flashed Margaret an extra-slobbery grin.

Margaret screamed as she backed away from him as far as her chains would allow.

Unable to speak in his hybrid form, Tim snarled, drooled, and brandished his clawed hands as he crept slowly toward her.

“What is that?” cried Margaret. “Michael, do something!”

“That's enough, Tim!” snapped Mordred. “You've made your point!”

Tim wasn't sure that he had. But if he was going to make a point, he wanted to really drive it home. He continued snarling at Margaret, reveling in her terror and disgust as he got within ten feet of her.

“You need me!” said Mordred.

Tim may not have been able to speak, but he could laugh. What kind of leverage did Mordred think he currently had? Tim needed him? Tim fucking had him. He licked his rat lips, then slobbered all over his claws as he invaded Margaret's personal space.

“I'm not the only one here with vulnerable loved ones!” said Mordred.

Well, well. Look who finally grew a dick.

Tim turned from Margaret to Mordred and began creeping his way.

“You can drop the act,” said Mordred. “We both know you're not going to kill me.” Judging by his profuse sweating and wide piggy eyes, he wasn't as sure of that as he tried to let on. “You need me to toss a die so that you can go back to your normal life.”

Tim morphed back into his halfling form. “You have no idea what I need. Do you want some advice?”

Mordred averted his eyes. “I'd rather you just put your clothes back on.”

“Never create an enemy who's smarter than you,” said Tim, pulling up his boxer briefs. “You never know when he's going to come back and bite you in the ass.”

He finished getting dressed, then took the items he'd gotten from Stacy's house to a shelf near the back wall to keep them safe until he needed them.

When he returned, Margaret's sobbing had calmed to muffled whimpers, but she still cowered with terror as he approached.

“You shouldn't threaten me, Mordred,” said Tim. “You're really not in any position to do so. It's true that I can't kill you, and it would be unwise of me to give up my biggest source of leverage on you by killing your mom. But that doesn't mean I can't infect her. Or maybe I'll infect you. How do you think Mom would feel to see little baby Beverly turn into a bloodthirsty rat monster every full moon?”

“That's my middle name!” said Mordred. “It was my grandmother's name.”

Tim looked at his phone. It was three minutes after midnight. Setting up the manacles had taken longer than he'd expected.

“Stay the fuck away from my sister and my friends,” he said as he took back one of the packs of beef jerky he'd left for them. “Lycanthropy is a bitch.”

He grabbed two beers, cracked one open, and downed about half of it before tapping his heels together. He focused on Margaret's recliner, hoping to drink himself to sleep while watching a little TV.

Something went awry, however. He arrived in the living room slightly to the left of the chair. Disorientated and already letting himself fall into a sitting position, he fell on his ass and smacked his head against the side of the coffee table.

“FUCK!” he shouted. Feeling a sudden wet sensation in his crotch, he looked down to discover that he'd spilled his beer. “FUCK!”

“Are you okay?” asked Nadia, who was sitting in the recliner.

That explained the teleportation malfunction.

“Yeah,” said Tim. He drank what was left in the nearly empty can, then threw it across the room. “It's just been a hell of a day. What are you still doing up?”

“Couldn't sleep.”

Tim cracked open his other beer and looked at the TV. “What are we watching?”

“Bonnie and Clyde,” said Nadia. “You know, when you first asked me to drive you around, I kind of pictured it more like this.”

Tim chuckled. “Then I guess you were in for a pleasant surprise.”

“Not really. Whatever you're doing feels a lot... I don't know, creepier?”

“I don't want to spoil a fifty-year-old movie about a hundred-year-old event, but this doesn't end well for them.”

Nadia joined Tim on the floor and took his hand. “I know that. But we've got something they didn't have.”

Slightly disturbed and aroused by her unexpected display of affection, Tim feared she would say something crazy like love. That would be a huge red flag considering how long they'd known each other, as well as a gross misunderstanding of what was central to the legend of Bonnie and Clyde.

“Penicillin?” he guessed. “The talking pictures? Pez?”

Nadia laughed. “Your boots, silly.”

“Oh, right. Yeah, that would have gotten them out of a few jams.”

“I got to thinking while you were gone,” said Nadia, running a finger up Tim's arm. “How easy it would be for us to, say... rob a bank?”

Tim pulled away, got to his feet, and grabbed the beer-soaked crotch of his pants to shift his forming erection. “Didn't you explicitly say you didn't want me to drag you into any of my – quote-unquote – gangster shit?”

“Well, nothing dangerous, obviously.”

“What's not dangerous about robbing a fucking bank?”

“Think about it. We charge in with ski masks, guns blazing.”

Tim shook his head. “Already terrible.”

“We get everybody together so we can keep an eye on them while we get the money from the tellers.”

“And then I suppose we lock them all in the vault.”

“What?” said Nadia. “No, stupid! We lock ourselves in the vault!”

“How am I the stupid one when you want to –” Tim began to see some merit in the plan. “We'd have all the time in the world.”

Nadia grinned. “That's right. And by the time they finally do open the vault...”

“We're on a beach somewhere drinking piña coladas,” said Tim. “It's like we were never there.”

“Honestly,” said Nadia. “I don't know how you've never thought of this before.”

“I've been busy.” But that wasn't the only reason that occurred to Tim after giving it a little thought. “Also, what's the point?”

Nadia went into the kitchen and poured herself a drink. “What's the point of robbing a bank? I'm assuming it's the same reason you'd steal a bunch of guns. Shitloads of money. Except this is way less dangerous and will probably get you way more money.”

“American money,” said Tim. “Which has absolutely no value in a fantasy game world.”

“I don't care about your stupid fantasy game world!” snapped Nadia. “I'm going through a lot of shit right now, and having a bunch of money would solve a lot of it.”

“You're not the only one going through a lot of shit. If you had any idea how big of a burden it is to be the smartest person in a group of –”

SMASH!

Nadia's glass shattered on the wall next to Tim's head. She immediately got another glass from the pantry.

“What the fuck, Nadia!” said Tim. “Would you please stop throwing drinkware at me?”

“That's the second time you called me stupid!”

“I'm not calling you stupid. It's just that compared to me, you –”

Nadia, not yet having had time to pour herself another drink, raised her empty glass to throw at him.

“And now I realize how that sounds when I say it out loud,” said Tim. “I apologize.”

Nadia silently poured herself another drink.

Before Tim could relax enough to enjoy a drink himself, he wanted a little reassurance that he wouldn't be murdered in his sleep.

“Do you accept my apology?”

Nadia stared into her drink and shrugged.

Tim sighed. “Will you accept my apology if I promise to help you rob a bank?”

She smiled at him. “Apology accepted.”


Chapter 52

“My name is Edmire,” said the non-blind prisoner, glancing back at Stacy as he escorted his blind companion. When he spotted Lucia staring back at him, he immediately faced forward again. “This is Landis.”

“What makes you think I give a shit?” asked Stacy, hoping to reinforce the nature of their relationship.

“I was just –”

“I know what you were doing. You're attempting to humanize yourself so that I'll have a harder time slitting your throats.”

Landis, the blind one, began sobbing even louder.

“I was going to say, 'making conversation',” said Edmire.

“I have no intention of killing you if you don't force my hand.”

“Then what do you intend to do with us?”

Stacy sighed. “I don't know yet. I'll probably just ditch you somewhere, but I can't risk having you follow me or my friends.”

“Believe me. We would like nothing more than to be as far away from you and your friends as possible.”

“I do believe that, but not so much so that I'm willing to bet any of our lives on it. First, I need to figure out how to get where I'm going, then I'll decide where and how to release you. The best thing you can do to make that happen sooner is to shut the fuck up and let me think.”

Edmire frowned and lowered his head. “Yes, ma'am.”

Yes, ma'am?

Stacy didn't like the sound of that at all. Not in that tone, anyway. If she was asking for a refill of her root beer at a restaurant, a polite 'yes, ma'am' was always appreciated. But this sounded more like the sort of 'yes ma'am' a person uses to respond to a stern teacher or parole officer. It made her feel older and less fun and free-spirited than she liked to think of herself.

Even if she was a teacher, she wouldn't want the students to call her ma'am. She'd be a cool teacher. The kids would call her Stacy or Ms S.

At least, that's what she used to think. If she was thrown into a classroom right now, she honestly didn't know what kind of teacher she'd be. The cool, fun-loving image of herself felt more like the fantasy than being a rogue or ranger in a game world. She could more realistically see herself telling kids to shut up or taking spiteful pleasure in flunking students who got on her nerves.

As she continued reflecting, this hypothetical vision of herself became even more disturbingly specific.

Oh my god, I'm turning into Ms Harris.

She shuddered at the memory of the joyless hag that was her fifth-grade English teacher.

“I wasn't always like this, you know.”

Edmire dared not look back. “No, of course not.”

“Seriously,” said Stacy. “I was happy, and carefree, and a lot of fun to be around. If you knew me a few weeks ago, you wouldn't even recognize me now. I don't like the person I've become any more than you do.”

“We like you just fine. Isn't that right, Landis?”

Landis, still crying, nodded in agreement.

Stacy sighed. “You see? That's exactly what I'm talking about. You're only saying that because you think I'm having some kind of nervous breakdown, and you're afraid I'll lose my shit and kill you both.”

“Well, I wasn't thinking that until you just mentioned –”

“This wouldn't even be an issue with the old me. Dave made me like this. Dealing with him over the last couple of weeks has completely sapped all the joy out of me. He's like a fucking vampire that feeds on people's good nature.”

After a moment of silence, Edmire spoke again. “I do not think it fair to blame Dave entirely.”

“What the hell do you know about it?” asked Stacy. She was venting, not really interested in getting feedback. “Do you even know who Dave is?”

“I'm assuming it was the dwarf?”

“Yeah, well, even a broken clock and all that. You don't know what he's put me through, so don't pretend to understand what I'm feeling.”

“I know he abducted Lissa Balren and attacked Lady Balren.”

“Tip of the iceberg.”

“I'm sorry,” said Edmire. “I do not understand what that –”

“Actually, that was a pretty big chunk of the iceberg. But the shit he pulled before that was already enough to turn me into this mean, joyless bitch. And I'm supposed to be going to meet my boyfriend, Julian. What's he going to think when he sees me like this? I'll be surprised if he's able to last thirty minutes with me before he nopes the fuck out.”

“Nopes?”

“And the worst part is that you're right. It's not fair to put all the blame on Dave. It wasn't his fault he became a wererat. But what do I do with that? He still did the things he did. Do I just forgive him? Let bygones be bygones? I don't think I could even if I wanted to.”

“You could let it go.”

Stacy huffed. “Easy for you to say.”

“Trust me, it is not. I'm tremendously afraid of you and your leopard.”

“I'm not going to hurt you. You can say what's on your mind. What do you mean, let it go?”

“It is as you said to the half-orc. Dave is no longer your responsibility. Do not dwell on the time you spent with him. Instead, use this time to get your old self back for when you reunite with Julius.”

“It's Julian,” Stacy corrected him. “I don't know if I can get my old self back. I feel like Dave killed her.”

“Impossible,” said Edmire. “Others cannot change you. They can only present obstacles. How you choose to react to such adversity determines your true character. The joy you fear you've lost remains within you. You merely need to re-ignite it.”

“Okay, thanks. I'll keep that in mind. Now you can shut up.”

Stacy felt even worse than before. Soliciting generic life advice from an armchair therapist who wanted to see her hanged was a depth of pathetic she hadn't previously reached. Who the hell did this guy think he was? Re-ignite her joy? What kind of bullshit was that? She should re-ignite her foot up his ass.

No, that was lame and didn't make any sense.

But speaking of igniting things, it was probably time to settle down for the night and start a fire. Landis was stumbling more than his blindness could account for. All that crying had taken its toll. He was exhausted. As the waning evening light shortened her field of vision, she scanned her surroundings for a defensible place to set up camp for the night.

She settled on a nice big oak tree with its lowest branch about ten feet high. Low enough to access by rope and jump down from without hurting herself, but high enough to keep from getting mauled by bears or wolves.

“Let's stop here for the night,” she said. “Landis and Lucia stay here. Edmire and I will gather wood for a fire.”

“Who is Lucia?” asked Landis. “Is that the leopard?” Though he had finally stopped crying, his tone was still irritatingly whiny.

“Yes. So you should think long and hard before trying anything stupid.” Stacy turned her glare to Edmire. “Let's go. Move your ass.”

Edmire quickly began picking up the nearest sticks he could find. “Are you certain you can trust her?”

Stacy faced the leopard. “Lucia, don't kill Landis.” She turned back to Edmire. “Satisfied?”

“Can she understand you?”

Stacy shrugged. “I guess we'll find out.” She walked further away from the campsite in search of more substantial chunks of wood.

After three excursions and forty minutes, she was content with the amount of wood they'd gathered. She impressed herself with how quickly and easily she got a fire going with neither magic nor a flint.

“Not bad for a girl from Bay St. Louis,” she said, standing back to admire her work. It was only a small flame, but it was more than enough to catch the next level of kindling.

“Very impressive,” agreed Edmire.

“You stay here and get that fire burning bigger, and I'll get us some food.”

There was no shortage of deer in the forest, but that posed a minor ethical dilemma for Stacy. If she killed an adult deer, it would have lived a fuller life, but they would consume less of its meat in one sitting. Killing a fawn, however, would deny it the years that it might have otherwise lived. Hungry and tired, she decided that she'd kill the first deer she spotted.

Fortunately, it was an adult doe. Leaving meat behind wasn't that big of an issue. Something would eat it eventually. That was nature's way.

Armed with only a dagger, Stacy relished in flexing her Move Silently skill, eager to see how close she could get before it noticed her. She held the dagger by the blade, ready to throw when it finally took off running, but that started feeling less and less necessary the closer she got. With each perfectly silent step, it became more and more possible to engage her prey directly.

It wasn't until she got within five feet of the unsuspecting doe that it turned its head to look at her. But its reflexes were no match for Stacy's high Dexterity score. She plunged her dagger into its throat before it had a chance to even think about running away.

Its throat slit from one side to the other, the beautiful creature bled out quickly. Stacy closed its eyes, whispered her thanks for its sacrifice, grabbed its rear hooves, and began dragging the carcass back to the campsite.

She spotted the campsite a lot sooner than she expected to, thanks to the ridiculously enormous fire Edmire had built up.

Fucking idiot.

“What the hell is this?” she demanded as she deposited the dead deer next to Landis, who was out cold and snoring up a storm. “You used all the wood at once?”

“I'm sorry,” said Edmire. “Was I not supposed to?”

“That wood was supposed to last us all night. The fire is for warmth and cooking. Why the fuck would we need one this huge?”

“Again, I apologize. I thought –”

“You didn't think for shit,” said Stacy. “This thing is visible for miles. Are you trying to draw attention to –” Then it clicked. She nodded and smiled. “Well played, Edmire. Well played, indeed.”

Edmire stared innocently back at her as if she hadn't just caught him in front of a broken jar with a fistful of cookies. “I don't understand.”

“You were hoping someone would spot the fire and come investigate. This is your sad little attempt at getting rescued.”

“Nothing could be further from the truth!” Edmire insisted. “I would never –”

“Save it. Once this deer meat starts cooking, your little scheme is a lot more likely to draw the attention of hungry forest beasts than it is to summon a knight in shining armor to rescue you two damsels in distress. And when that happens, guess who's going to be up in that tree and who's going to be down here fending off bears.”

“I promise you, I meant no such –” Edmire went silent as his eyes widened. “Did you hear that?”

Stacy initially suspected this was just another one of his lame tricks, but then she noticed that Lucia had lifted her head and was looking alert.

“No,” she admitted. “What was it?”

“I'm not sure,” Edmire whispered. “Listen.”

Stacy closed her eyes to focus on finding a sound that didn’t belong. Not the fire crackling, not the wind in the leaves…. then she heard it. Something large moving slowly through the underbrush not too far away.

She opened her eyes and smiled at Edmire. “I guess it's time to see how your clever plan works out.” She bit her lower lip in anticipation. “I really hope it's an ettin.”

Edmire scoffed. “Of all the horrible creatures in the world, why would you hope for that?”

“Because I'm really in the mood to beat the shit out of something that deserves to get the shit beaten out of it. Come with me, Lucia.”

“Wait!” whispered Edmire as Stacy and Lucia backed away from the fire. “Where are you going?”

“Element of surprise.”

“I don't understand what that –”

“Don't fuck it up.”

Stacy pulled up the hood of her Cloak of Elvenkind and backed into the shadows until she was confident that she and Lucia were well hidden. Dagger in hand, she waited eagerly for the first glimpse of whatever horrible monstrosity was about to serve as her punching bag.

Instead, two half-elven men emerged from the darkness. They weren't even particularly large for half-elves. How could they have made enough noise for Edmire and Stacy to hear them coming from so far away? Was it possible that their Dexterity scores could both be so low that they'd both blow their Move Silently checks? Probably not, since each was armed with a crossbow.

“That's quite a fire you've got burning there,” said the shorter of the two half-elves. “We spotted it from miles away.”

Stacy shook her head. Way to go, Edmire.

“You're welcome to join us,” said Edmire, reaching for Landis.

The other half-elf raised his crossbow. “Don't even think about it. Empty your pockets before we each put a bolt in your head.”

You see? That's why you don't go out of your way to attract attention. Normal, decent people don't typically wander around the woods in the middle of the night.

“We have no belongings,” said Edmire. “No money, no weapons, nothing.”

“Poppycock. What kind of idiots travel through the forest with no weapons? You can either hand over everything you've got, or we'll take it off your dead bodies.”

“You should not have said that,” said Edmire. “For we are not alone.”

So much for the element of surprise. I asked you for one thing, Edmire.

Stacy's bloodlust had passed. She didn't like killing people. She also didn't like getting shot. Then again, if their aim was as bad as their Move Silently skills, they probably couldn't hit the side of a –

“Do you really expect us to fall for such a tired old ruse?” asked the half-elf still pointing his crossbow at Edmire. “I suppose you would have us believe we are surrounded. Perhaps we should surrender.”

Something didn't quite add up. These two half-elves gave away their positions at a distance, but they should have gotten louder as they moved in closer. Stacy couldn't recall hearing them at all after that first time.

Lucia's muscles tensed under Stacy's palm. She was ready for a fight.

“Easy, girl,” Stacy whispered. “There's something I want to check out first.”

“Perhaps you should surrender,” said Edmire. “It may be your only hope of surviving the night.”

Stacy and Lucia stalked silently around the perimeter of firelight as the half-elves laughed at him.

“Tell me, then,” said the half-elf who'd threatened him. “Where is this army of fierce warriors at your beck and call?”

“There is only one, but she is indeed fierce.”

“So why has she not yet unleashed her wrath upon us?”

“I'm actually wondering that, myself,” said Edmire, his tone now substantially less confident than it had been.

“Enough stalling. Nedly, search him.”

As Stacy moved further away from the fire, she picked up her pace. Finally, she spotted what she'd been looking for. Two brown horses tied to a tree.

“Stay here,” she whispered to Lucia, not wanting to spook the horses as she approached. Each of them had saddlebags full of food, supplies, spare weapons, extra ammunition, and even some money.

She stuffed a chunk of cheese into her mouth, then quickly transferred as much as she could from one horse's bags to the other.

After untying both horses, she slapped the one with the empty bags on the rear. It whinnied, then ran off into the woods.

“The horses!” said one of the half-elves. “Who's out there? If you so much as – OW!”

“Stacy?” Edmire called out amid the grunting and thumping sounds of a good old-fashioned fist fight.

Stacy climbed up onto the remaining horse, then shouted back. “Surprise!”

Now that she could travel that much faster, it would be impossible for Edmire and Landis to catch up to her before she reached Port Town and booked a boat to Pargos.


Chapter 53

Tanner stood on a tiny barren islet scanning the horizon between them and Isla de los Huesos. It was hardly more than a sand bar. The waters around the island were riddled with them, both above and below the surface. Randy had felt the bottom of the dinghy scrape against several of them as they approached this one. He suspected it was part of the appeal to pirates. Those who knew how to navigate around the tiny pseudo-islands could easily lose pursuing vessels, either grounding them or smashing giant holes in their hulls.

“Come on, man!” Denise called out to him. “We're only about a mile away from the island. Can't you wait to take a piss until we get there?”

Tanner jogged back to the dinghy. “Keep your voice down!” he whispered. “I was not taking a piss.”

Denise rolled her eyes. “Well shit, homeboy. If you needed to rub one out, you should have asked me to come along. I got a technique that'll drain your nuts so hard they'll look like little black raisins.”

“I was looking for scavengers.”

“You mean, like, seagulls?” asked Randy.

Tanner shook his head. “We are not the first to attempt to access the island this way. Aspiring pirates unable to get taken on at other ports will try to sneak onto the island just like we are. Some opportunistic established pirates like to hide out among the islets while their ships are being repaired, hoping to catch themselves a handful of slaves to sell. Those are known as scavengers.”

“How do you know all this?” asked Tony the Elf, gesturing for Dave the Dog to return to the dinghy from doing his business. “I thought you said you've never been here before.”

“I have not. But I once flirted with the idea of a life at sea. As part of my research, I spoke with pirates in every seedy tavern up and down the coast. I have yet to meet one who wouldn't gladly talk your ears off if shown even a modicum of interest.”

“What made you change your mind?” asked Randy.

“Rules, mostly,” said Tanner. “I do not handle authority well, and life aboard a ship is more regulated than even the most tyrannical government. Also, the women were much too few and far between for my liking. Ultimately, I decided I was better suited to remain a criminal on land.”

“Well, thank you for sharing your fuckin' life story,” said Denise. “But it was my understanding that we was under some time pressure.”

Tanner nodded. “Indeed we are, and I neither saw nor heard any sign of scavengers nearby. I believe we are safe to proceed to the next islet. But please try to row as quickly and quietly as possible.”

Neither of those were easy. The dinghy had been built to accommodate six passengers, but the designers clearly hadn't considered one of those passengers to be a quickly growing scorpionfolk child. Fatty not only took up more space than the rest of them, but the trip had also made him restless and noisy. He constantly cried out for “Nom-nom” which was his word for food, and Denise had taught him to call everyone “cocksucker,” which he did repeatedly like a broken record. He could only be calmed by letting him dip his giant pincers in the water, resulting in severe drag, forcing everyone to row twice as hard to go half the speed they normally would.

Despite Fatty's best efforts, they made it to the next islet unmolested by pirates. As evening turned to night, they repeated the process five more times. Each time, Tanner insisted that the closer they got to Isla de Huesos, the greater their risk of being attacked. But each time, Randy didn’t see or hear any trace of a scavenger... or anyone else, for that matter.

“What the fuck was all that for?” Denise demanded of Tanner when they finally landed on the beach. “We could have been here fuckin' hours ago!”

“Cocksucker,” said Fatty.

“That's right, Fatty! You tell him!”

“I don't understand,” said Tanner. “That should not have been so easy. I sincerely expected us to have to fight our way here.” He frowned at the scimitar he'd stolen from the fishing boat. “I was hoping to pick up a better weapon along the way.”

“Whatever,” said Tony the Elf. “We made it to the island. That means we're safe now, right?”

Tanner shrugged. “As safe as one can hope to be on an island full of criminals.”

Randy looked up and down the beach. His vision was limited by the dim moonlight, but he didn't see any criminals.

“This place don't seem to be full of nothing at all except sand and trees,” he said. “Are you sure we're on the right island?”

Everyone's gaze fixed on Tanner, who suddenly looked less sure of himself than Randy had ever seen him.

“I – I think so.”

“Goddammit!” said Denise, kicking sand at him. “Don't even tell me we went through all that shit just to get stranded on the wrong fuckin' island.”

“The crew said this was Isla de Huesos,” said Tanner.

“That crew couldn't find their own asses with big red X's tattooed on both cheeks.”

“They also could have been lying to us,” suggested Randy. “If they wanted to get rid of us, maybe they just dumped us at the first island they could find and told us what we wanted to hear.”

Tony the Elf shook his head. “No way. They didn't know I was listening, and they were genuinely scared. Right or wrong, they believed this was Isla de Huesos.”

Randy thought about it. “That might be true, but the captain didn't seem so sure. He said we should have taken a longer time to get here.”

“We had good winds,” said Tanner.

“Then fuckin' blow me!” said Denise.

“Cocksucker!” Fatty agreed.

“All right, knock it off,” said Tony the Elf. He turned to Tanner. “If you had to assign a numerical value to how certain you are that the island we're standing on is Isla de Huesos, what would that be?”

“I don't know, seventy percent?” Tanner looked up and down the beach again, then into the island's wooded interior. “Maybe sixty-five.”

“Son. Of. A. Bitch,” said Denise. “Well, I guess we can just forget about finding Seasucker now. But what the hell are we gonna do? All we got is that tiny ass boat, and fuck knows how far away the nearest island is, or even which fuckin' direction. I should have my goddamn head examined placing my trust in a long-eared nig–”

DOOOOOOOONG!

The sound reverberated in Randy's ears, lingering so long that he wasn't sure it was over until Denise spoke again.

“What the fuck was that?”

“Wake up call!” said Tanner. He was grinning.

“What does that mean?” asked Tony the Elf. “Is that good news for all of us? Or did you just find Jesus or something?”

“Wake up call!” Tanner repeated. “There's a place on Isla de Huesos called the Rusty Anchor. Whenever someone drinks too much and passes out on the bar, the bartender takes anything of value he can find off their person, rings a giant bell to wake them up, and then throws them out on the street while everyone else jeers and throws food at them.” He laughed. “Be mindful of how much you drink. You do not want to pass out on the bar at the Rusty Anchor.”

Denise folded her arms. “Bullshit. You mean to tell us you can recognize the sound of a bell in a bar you ain't never been to based on drunk pirates having described it to you? I'm starting to wonder if this ain't all some big trap you're leading us into.”

“You might be correct,” said Tanner. “It is possible that I implemented subtle mind control tactics to coerce Randy into sending Katherine and Righteous away. Then I planted a dead body on the beach so we could haul it to a village where I hired a cleric to make said body tell us to go to Isla de Huesos. Finally, I hijacked a fishing boat and tricked the crew into taking us to a different island so that I could use a giant bell to lure you into my trap and steal the vast quantities of riches that you all clearly have on your persons.”

Denise looked down at the filthy rags she'd been wearing for weeks, then at Randy's torn and bloodstained shirt.

“It is also possible,” Tanner continued. “That I made a reasonable deduction based on the number of giant bells on islands I've heard mention of.”

“I get your point,” said Denise. “You ain't got to be a dick about it.”

Tony the Elf tossed the oars inside the dinghy. “Even if it's not the Rusty Anchor, it might be a church or something. If nothing else, we might be able to get food and some idea of where the hell we are. Help me drag this boat into the trees in case we need it later.”

After a perfunctory effort to conceal the dinghy, they went deeper into the sparse trees, following their best guess where the bell's ring had come from. They only walked about half a mile before Randy spotted the flickering light of a fire up ahead.

“Wait!” he whispered as he came to a halt. “Look up there. Is that a campfire?”

Tony the Elf shook his head. “It's too small to be a campfire. It looks like a torch.”

Randy led the others slowly toward the light. “It sure is still. You reckon someone's holding it?”

“It's on a sconce!” said Tanner, not bothering to lower his voice. “That's a building. We've made it!”

As they got closer, Randy confirmed with his own eyes what Tanner had seen with his Darkvision. The torch was indeed mounted on the wall of a small wooden building about half the size of a trailer. It was one of a few dozen buildings on either side of a dirt road that appeared to be this village's Main Street. A few of the larger and more established buildings seemed to have been constructed by conventional means, but most of the smaller buildings were clearly made of the repurposed hulls of former ships. Every building, large or small, had sconces at the entryway for torches, but very few of them were lit.

“This is Isla de Huesos?” said Tanner, sounding disappointed. “Where is everybody?”

“It is late,” Randy reasoned. “Maybe they all gone to bed already.”

“But they're pirates! Pirates do not go to bed at a reasonable hour. This street should be filled with drunken maniacs laughing, shouting, and stabbing each other.”

Randy understood how he felt. He remembered a time when he was similarly heartbroken and put his hand on Tanner's shoulder.

“I know what it's like to have your dreams crushed by reality. When I was ten years old, my mama took me to see Santa Claus, just like she and my daddy done every year before.”

“Wait,” said Tony the Elf. “You still believed in Santa Claus when you were ten?”

Denise laughed. “I'm more surprised he don't now.”

“Who is Santa Claus?” asked Tanner.

“That ain't the point,” said Randy.

Tony the Elf sighed. “What is the point? You didn't get what you wanted for Christmas, and that's when you realized Santa Claus wasn't real?”

“No, I got what I wanted. A Nintendo. Thinking back, though, I reckon my daddy probably stole it on account of the games had some other kid's name written on them in permanent marker.”

Denise nodded. “Yeah, your daddy sure was a piece of shit.”

“Again, that ain't the point of my story.”

“Will you be getting to a point anytime soon?” asked Tony the Elf.

“If y'all stop interrupting.” Randy took a deep breath, then continued. “Normally, we used to pull around the back of the mall so daddy could go through the dumpsters, but that year, he was recovering from electrocuting himself when he tried to steal the neighbor's cable.”

“Jesus,” said Tony the Elf. “So many questions are being answered right now.”

“So that year, Mama pulled up at the front, and I saw the sign clear as day. Edgewater Mall. I knew that mall because sometimes we'd have supper in the food court. My folks preferred the Taco Bell at the mall to the one by the highway on account of they didn't have no greasy Mexicans working there. Their words, not mine.”

Denise shook her head. “Times sure have changed. Edgewater's fuckin' infested with Mexicans these days.”

“Please,” said Tony the Elf. “I don't think I can take much more of this story.”

“I'm almost done,” said Randy. “My point is, despite what the sign next to Santa Claus said, I knew we wasn't really at the North Pole.”

“Great,” said Tony the Elf. “So that's when you stopped believing in Santa Claus. Very tragic. Let's move on.”

“No, I believed in Santa Claus for a few more years after that. I only put two and two together after daddy started having suspicions about me being queer and wrapped my presents with pages from some of his old titty magazines.”

“What the fuck was he thinking?” said Denise. “Those only appreciate in value!”

“Hang on a second,” said Tony the Elf. “Rewind. If you still believed in Santa Claus after, then what the hell was the point of your story?”

“I figured out the North Pole wasn't a fifteen-minute drive from my house.”

Tanner stopped suddenly in front of one of the larger buildings on the street. It was surrounded by a distinct lack of vegetation. The sandy earth sparkled with chunks of crushed glass. The lower halves of the outer walls were darkened from years of being vomited and urinated on, though none of the stains appeared to be fresh, and the air only faintly smelled of piss.

Only one of the two torches outside was lit, but it shed enough light to read Rusty Anchor on the sign above the door.

“Gentlemen,” said Tanner. “We have arrived.”


Chapter 54

When Cardinia's city walls first came into view, Jay recognized them from his first visit. Red and gold flags flapped in the wind atop every tower. Beyond them, the white spires of the Cardinian Royal Palace stood tall against the blue morning sky.

As he and Fariq passed through the open northern gate, concern that someone might recognize him made him cautious. He kept his head down and steered clear of the Whore's Head Inn.

“I have never been to a city this large before,” said Fariq, gaping up at the rooftops as they walked down one of the larger streets leading toward the city center. “Some of these buildings could house my entire village.”

“Maybe you can take them to Arby's someday. It's pretty good if you're accustomed to a diet of rat.”

“I hunted what I could find and kill most quickly so as not to leave you alone for long.”

“Sorry,” said Jay. “Like I said before, I really appreciate it. I'm just a little agitated because I want to get this Mordred thing over with. He wants me to convince some wizard I've never met to teleport me to my home world. It feels like a big ask, and I'm not sure I'm up to the task.”

“If you are not, we will rise to the challenge together.”

Jay wasn't sure if that would amount to any tangible value down the line, but it felt good to have someone having his back again.

“The first thing we have to do is find Arby's,” he said. “It's going to be like trying to find a needle in a haystack, so we'd better get started.” He approached a city guard standing on the corner, identifiable by his red cape and spear. “Good morning.”

The stoic guard beamed when he saw Jay. “Good morning to you, sir. How may I be of assistance?”

Jay was a little put off by this much friendliness from an authority figure. It seemed unnatural somehow. But he'd take good fortune where he could find it.

“This is going to sound strange, but my friend and I are looking for a restaurant.”

“That does not sound strange at all, sir. We've all got to eat, after all.”

“Yes, I suppose that's true. But this isn't just any –”

“Have you tried Arby's?” asked the guard.

“What?”

“Arby's. I've only had the pleasure of dining there once myself, but I plan to go again very soon.”

“That sounds great,” said Jay, scarcely able to believe his luck. “Where is this Arby's?”

“Not far, sir. Turn left at that corner there, and it's about two blocks away. You cannot miss it.”

“Thanks!”

As Jay and Fariq followed the guard's directions, Jay started feeling a little more optimistic.

“You have a way with people,” Fariq observed as they turned the corner. “I have no doubt you will be able to convince this wizard to do as you ask.”

“I don't know,” said Jay. “Getting someone to teleport us to a different world is different from asking for simple directions. I've got an ace up my sleeve if I can't convince him with mundane charm alone, but it feels like a dangerous gambit to try against a powerful wizard.”

“Is it the flying banana?” asked Fariq.

Jay laughed. “No.”

Fariq didn't laugh. “Good.”

The guard was right that they couldn't miss Arby's. The giant glowing sign looked painfully out of place against the picturesque background of fairy-tale buildings. And then there was the crowd. Jay had walked past an entire city block of people before he realized they were all standing in line to get into Arby's.

“What the hell is going on here?” he wondered aloud. “Are they giving out new iPhones with every order of curly fries?”

“What is eye-fones and curly fries?” asked Fariq.

“You'll find out soon enough. Right now, we have to try to figure out a way to get in there without waiting in this ridiculous line.”

One potential solution shoved his way through the crowded doorway with a mop and bucket. He looked as out of place in this world as the big Arby's sign.

“Excuse me!” snapped the pudgy little man as he tried to squeeze his way past two monstrous furry humanoids craning their necks to get a look inside the restaurant. “Coming through!” When he finally got through the crowd, he muttered to himself on the way to the rear of the building. “Fucking animals.”

“Come on,” said Jay. “I may have found us a way in.”

Jay led Fariq to the building's rear to find an open doorway.

“Disgusting!” said the pudgy man's voice from inside. “Disgusting fucking animals, all of them!”

“Excuse me,” Jay called in from outside. The smell coming from inside plainly identified it as a high-traffic public restroom.

The man stepped outside, his eyes watering behind his thick glasses. The armpits of his shirt were stained with sweat, and his red tie was speckled with grease stains.

“I'm cleaning right now,” he said. “You'll have to go in the alley.”

“We don't need to use the bathroom,” said Jay.

Fariq cleared his throat. “I do.”

“Go in the alley.”

As Fariq stepped into the alley, Jay noticed the Assistant Manager pin on the man's shirt.

“Paul, is it?”

Paul squinted at him suspiciously. “What do you want?”

Jay was wary of casting his newly acquired Charm Person spell on Professor Goosewaddle without first getting a feel for how it worked. He felt like Paul would make a good guinea pig due to his distrustful inclinations and what Jay perceived as a lack of retaliatory capability.

He put his hand on Paul's shoulder and made up an incantation on the spot. “Let's be friends.”

Paul's already moistened eyes glistened brighter as he smiled up at Jay. “Really?”

“Absolutely,” said Jay. “I was wondering if you know someone called Professor Goosewaddle.”

Paul sighed and nodded. “He's my boss. He and Jennifer are out scouting locations for Waffle Houses.”

“Do you know when he'll be back? It's pretty important that I speak with him.”

“Are you from...” Paul glanced up and down the street, then lowered his voice. “Earth?”

Jay smiled. Now, they were getting somewhere. “As a matter of fact, I am.”

“You need to go right now,” said Paul. “He doesn't like you people coming around here.”

“You people?”

“He thinks you're all a bunch of lazy, degenerate lowlifes.”

“Is that so?”

“You bet. But it's Jennifer you've really got to watch out for. She looks up to him as this grand wizard, so she's always trying to keep the riff-raff away from him.”

“Professor Goosewaddle is a Grand Wizard?”

Paul nodded. “Oh yeah.”

“What the fuck is Mordred trying to set me up for?” Jay muttered to himself. Then, to Paul, he asked, “Do you know of any way I might teleport back to Earth without getting the professor involved?”

“I don't want any part of whatever trouble you're in,” said Paul, suddenly nervous again. “You need to leave right now. If the goblins see me talking to you, they'll beat me with sticks.”

Jay was quickly losing what might be his best chance for getting what he needed. It was time to turn on the Charm.

He waved his hand in front of Paul's face. “Peace, friend.”

Paul's shoulders relaxed, and his eyes looked less like those of someone about to shoot up their workplace.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “That was rude. I don't know what got into me. It's this job, you know? I was taken here against my will, the goblins treat me like shit, the customers... Don't even get me started on what they do to the bathroom.”

“It's okay,” said Jay. “I get it. Why don't you let me help you.”

“Help me how?”

“I could start by cleaning the bathroom for you.”

“You would do that for me?”

“Sure,” said Jay with a reassuring smile. “We're friends, right?”

A tear rolled down Paul's fat left cheek and got lost in the stubble.

“Yeah, I guess we are.”

Jay grabbed the mop handle. “And friends help each other out, right?”

Paul nodded as he let go of the handle. “Yeah.”

“Good. Stay here. I'll be right back.”

After taking a deep breath, Jay pushed the mop and bucket into the bathroom. Paul wasn't kidding. It ranked easily among the five worst public bathrooms Jay had ever been in. There was shit all over the floor and walls. The customers probably weren't entirely to blame, though. A lot of them were likely just too big or had body types incompatible with toilets made for humans.

He briefly entertained the idea of waiting in there long enough to make it seem like he'd cleaned it all mundanely. But he didn't have that kind of time to waste, and the smell was making him feel like he was going to throw up. The last thing this place needed was a big puddle of half-digested rat meat.

Instead, he would rely on his enchantment over Paul to help suspend his disbelief.

He snapped his fingers. “Clean.”

Just as he'd done with the flying banana, Jay projected the image of a clean bathroom over the filth. It did nothing to cover the smell, but that could be explained by saying it just needed some time to air out. As far as the eyes were concerned, it was as clean as the day they first opened for business.

Jay pushed the mop and bucket back outside and greedily breathed in as much fresh air as he could as Fariq returned from peeing in the alley.

“You couldn't do it, could you?” said Paul. “That's okay. I don't blame you.”

“What are you talking about?” said Jay. “I'm all done.”

Paul laughed. “Yeah, right.”

“See for yourself.” Jay gestured for Paul to enter the bathroom.

Paul stepped through the open door, followed by Fariq.

“Oh, my god!” said Paul. “I can't believe it.”

“This place reeks of shit,” observed Fariq.

“Yeah,” said Jay, following them inside, breathing as little as he could. “You'll want to keep the door propped open for a while. Let some air circulate through it.”

“I could eat off of this floor!” said Paul.

“I wouldn't recommend that.” Jay mustered all of his willpower to keep from vomiting. “Can we move this conversation back outside?”

“That's incredible,” said Paul once they were all back in the relatively fresh air outside the restaurant. “I don't know how I can ever repay you.”

Jay shrugged. “Some food would be nice.”

“Of course!” Paul removed his glasses and wiped some smudge marks away with his tie. “I don't want to brag, but I've worked my way up to a rather generous employee discount.”

“That's fantastic,” said Jay. “We also need to get to Earth. Is there anything you could do to help me out with that?”

Paul licked his lips, took a deep breath, and peeked around the corner. “I suppose I could let you use Professor Goosewaddle's distribution channels just this once.”

“Distribution channels?”

“They were Jennifer's idea,” Paul explained. “When this place first opened, we were getting all our supplies from one restaurant. That much food and equipment disappearing tends to get noticed, and the demands of our customers quickly outgrew a single restaurant's capacity to supply us anyway. So now, instead of stealing a bunch of food from a single Arby's, we steal a little bit from Arby's all across the United States. We're in and out with a single box of frozen curly fries, and it just gets chalked up to an inventory error.”

Jay wasn't sure how powerful a Teleport spell was, but it seemed like a lot of magical resources to spend on a single box of fries. That is, unless the Grand Wizard was creating permanent fixtures.

“Teleportation Circles?” he guessed.

Paul nodded. “Exactly. There's a circle in his office that takes you to the roof of an abandoned strip mall just outside of Tulsa, Oklahoma.”

“Why there?” asked Jay.

“Because who's going to accidentally wander onto the roof of an abandoned strip mall just outside of Tulsa?”

Jay nodded. “Good point, I guess. But why does Goosewaddle want to go there?”

“That's just a hub,” said Paul. “On that very same roof, there are hundreds of other Teleportation Circles leading to the walk-in freezers of Arby's all over the country, and one that leads right back here to his office.”

Jay was impressed. Klansman or not, Jay had to admit that Goosewaddle had a pretty sweet distribution system set up.

“So how do you get back to the hub?” he asked.

Paul stared blankly back at him. “What do you mean?”

“Teleportation Circles only go one way. When you get in a freezer and grab a box of fries, how do you get back to the strip mall from there?”

“Professor Goosewaddle considers me a flight risk, so I'm not allowed on distribution missions. I can only assume there's another Teleportation Circle in each freezer.”

“Those aren't that big,” said Jay. “Even if you hid one in the corner or something, people would be stepping on them all the time.”

Paul shrugged. “He must have figured out some way around that. I guess that's why Professor Goosewaddle is a grand wizard, and I'm not.”

“That's the reason?” Jay had no idea how much of a Klan presence there was in this game. He was also surprised at how powerful Charm Person was turning out to be. All things considered, it would be wise to skip lunch and get straight to Goosewaddle's Teleportation Circle before the spell wore off and Paul rounded up a posse to lynch him. “Would you mind taking us to the professor's office?”

“You bet!” Paul peeked around the corner again. “If any of the goblins ask, you've been recently hired as part of the distribution team.”

“I think we can handle that,” said Jay. He looked at Fariq. “Sound good to you?”

Fariq nodded. “I am skilled in the art of deception.”

“Good,” said Paul. “Hopefully, it won't come to that. Just follow me and look like you're supposed to be there.”

He pushed his mop and bucket around the corner and through the crowd into the front entrance of the building, and Jay and Fariq followed.

“Who are these guys?” grumbled a slender lavender-skinned man with green ram's horns on the sides of his head. “We have been waiting in this line for hours!”

“This is bullshit!” said a reptilian woman breathing smoke from her scaly nostrils. “I want to speak to the manager!”

Paul got up in the lizard woman's face and pointed to the pin on his shirt. “What does this say?”

The lizard woman frowned at the pin for a moment. “Ass Manager?”

The crowd around her laughed. Jay couldn't help but laugh as well, but he did his best to pretend it was a cough.

“It's short for Assistant!” screamed Paul, his face turning a little redder. “As in Assistant Manager. And this is my best friend...”

“Jay,” whispered Jay.

“Jay!” Paul repeated. “If you've got a problem with that, you can take it up with me!”

“I do have a problem with that,” said the horned purple man. “Why should they get special treatment just because they're your friends?”

Others in the crowd shouted their agreement.

“PAUL!” cried a high-pitched voice from inside. A short, green-skinned creature with a football-shaped head, fierce red eyes, sharp pointed teeth, and an adorable Arby's uniform glowered at them. It must have been one of the goblins Paul had mentioned several times. “What the fuck are you doing? Stop riling up the customers and get your ass in here! We need another man on the line.”

“Coming!” said Paul as the angry little creature returned to the kitchen area. “I'll be right there. Just need to run upstairs real quick and wash my hands!”

Jay and Fariq followed closely behind him as he pushed his mop and bucket through the booing and jeering crowd..

Paul led them past the counter where another goblin was taking orders from impatient and hungry customers. It glanced curiously at Jay but was quickly drawn back to an irate hobgoblin who insisted that he'd told her three times that he didn't want mayonnaise on his turkey club.

“Hurry!” whispered Paul. “We don't have much time!”

He led them up a curved stone staircase that ended with a thick wooden door, then fumbled with a ring of keys attached to his belt by a short length of cord.

“What do you need a key for?” asked Jay when he noticed the door had neither a keyhole nor even a knob.

After closely examining several keys, Paul held one and let the others fall to the bottom of the ring. When he touched the key against the door, it glowed with a soft golden light, and the door faded away.

One side of Professor Goosewaddle's office was exactly what Jay expected a wizard's office to look like. There were shelves full of dusty old tomes, colorful potions in glass vials, and an array of strange trinkets and charms.

The other side, however, was stacked with plastic trays of buns and cans of non-perishable food items. They seemed to be having storage issues, and Goosewaddle's private sanctum had to pick up the slack.

Paul hurried to the large window on the far side of the room, grabbing a lit candle from the desk along the way. On the windowsill stood a circle of eight unlit candles, which Paul began lighting one at a time. He seemed very particular about the order he lit them in.

“Paul,” said Jay. “We've got plenty of light in here. Would you mind just showing us where the Teleportation Circle is?”

“Quiet!” snapped Paul. “These need to be lit in exactly the right order for the circle to appear.”

“Sorry. I thought you were –”

“PAUL!” shouted an angry goblin standing in the doorway. Jay couldn't be sure, but it looked and sounded like the same goblin that shouted at him a few minutes ago. Only this time, he was brandishing a thin wooden rod.

“Fred!” said Paul with a nervous laugh. “Sorry. I was just fetching some jalapeños.”

“Don't give me that shit! We've got plenty of  jalapeños downstairs!” He pointed his rod at Jay and Fariq. “Who the fuck are they?”

“We are new members of the distribution team,” said Jay, attempting to draw the goblin's attention while Paul continued to light candles.

“Yes,” said Fariq. “We distribute iFries and curly phones.”

Fred narrowed his eyes at them. “We have no deliveries scheduled for today. What's going on here?”

“I'm helping my friend!” said Paul defiantly as he lit the last candle.

A glowing pink symbol appeared on the floor in front of the desk. It was made up of a five-foot-wide pentagram surrounded by a circular border containing strange symbols.

“Blow those out right now!” demanded Fred. “Or so help me –”

“Blow yourself!” said Paul. “You can beat me all you like, but Jay and I have a bond that can't be broken by your pathetic little –” Paul's eyes suddenly went as wide as the frames of his glasses as he dropped the candle. “No!” He gawked at Jay, then at Fred. “He tricked me! You've got to believe me! He cursed me with his black magic!”

Jay shook his head. “Unbelievable. I hope he beats the shit out of you.” He snapped his fingers, dispelling the illusion he'd created downstairs, then turned to Fred. “By the way, Paul didn't clean the bathroom.”

“I did!” cried Paul, trying to stomp out the fire lit by the dropped candle. “It's as clean as it's ever –”

“PAUL!” shouted Fred. “The candles!”

Jay clapped his hand on Fariq's shoulder. “Let's go.”

As Paul turned his attention from the rug fire to the candles, Jay and Fariq stepped onto the Teleportation Circle.


Chapter 55

“The ettins were really nasty,” said Dave in the middle of a story that felt like it could have been told in a quarter of the time. “Their leader had a dead head. It was just sort of hanging off to the side next to the live one. And we came up on this other one while its two heads were making out with each other. It was so gross. You wouldn't even believe it. So Stacy was all like, I'll sneak up on it from behind and –”

“Dude!” said Cooper, finally unable to stand it anymore. He had no idea how anyone could make a story about two-headed monsters making out with themselves so boring. “I don't give a shit. Shove some rabbit meat in your mouth. Or go suck on a log and pretend it's your mom's dick. Just be quiet for a few minutes.”

“Sorry,” said Dave. “It's just been a while since I've had anyone to talk to besides Stacy, and she's not much of a conversationalist.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” asked Cooper. “Stacy's awesome. We talked a bunch while you were sleeping. She tells that ettin story a shitload better than you do.”

“I'm sorry. I wouldn't have told you the story if I'd known you already heard it.”

What the fuck was going on with Dave? Why was he apologizing so much? He didn't even flinch when Cooper told him to suck on a log and pretend it was his mom's dick. It was like he'd been abducted by aliens and replaced with something even lamer.

“Seriously,” said Cooper. “You should eat. We've got a long road ahead of us, and you're slow as shit.”

Dave bit off a chunk of rabbit meat and started chewing.

“Where are we going?” He asked as rabbit grease dripped down his beard.

“Nabi's home. Glimmertwinkle Groove or something like that.”

“Glittersprinkles Grove,” Nabi corrected him as she suddenly turned visible next to the fire.

“JESUS!” cried Dave as he fell off the stump he'd been sitting on and started choking on his rabbit meat.

Cooper laughed, relieved that Dave was finally acting normal.

“Are you okay?” he asked as Dave continued coughing. “I don't know how to Hind Lick Manure or whatever, but I can punch you in the stomach if you think that will help.”

“I'm fine,” said Dave as his coughing subsided. “Your friend just caught me off guard. I wasn't expecting her to appear out of nowhere.”

“She does that. You'll get used to it.”

“So you're Dave, are you?” said Nabi.

Dave nodded and lowered his gaze. “I guess Cooper's told you all about me.”

“Not so much.” Nabi put her hands on her hips as she hovered over him. “Stacy, however, had quite a bit to say.”

Dave's eyes widened as he looked up at her with an expression almost like panic. “Oh?”

Cooper had used that same “Oh?” since he was a kid. Whether facing his parents, a teacher, or some other authority figure questioning him in the aftermath of some fuckup, it was his go-to response. Guilty or innocent, it helped give away as little as possible before finding out what they already knew. Cooper observed the conversation with more interest, wondering if Dave was hiding something.

Nabi glared down at Dave like a Spanish Inquisitor. “She said you were a wererat.”

“That's true,” said Dave. “But I'm not anymore. I was cured.”

“We shall see about that. I'll have my eyes on you.”

Dave nodded. “Of course. I'd expect nothing less.” After she continued glaring at him for an uncomfortably long moment, he asked, “Is there anything else?”

“She said you've been animating the dead.”

“Are you shitting me?” asked Cooper, scarcely able to believe Dave capable of anything that cool. “You can make, like, zombies and skeletons and shit?”

Dave shrugged. “Sure. It's a simple matter of casting –”

“It is a perversion of nature!” snapped Nabi. “The remains of the deceased are to be given back to the earth to nourish new life. They are not playthings for your twisted amusement!”

“Yeah, Dave!” said Cooper. “You sick fuck. What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I will not tolerate any such defilement of the dead under my watch,” insisted Nabi. “Do you understand?”

Dave nodded.

“Jesus, Dave!” said Cooper. “You defiled them? That's some Dahmer-level shit. Did you eat them, too?”

“No, I didn't fucking eat them!” Dave snapped back at him. “And that's not what defile means. At least, not in the context I was –” He took a deep breath, then stared at the ground. “I've made some mistakes during my time as a wererat that I'm profoundly ashamed of. Moving forward, I will do my best to make up for the damage I've caused and the people I've hurt.”

Whatever kind of meditative zen bullshit Dave was up to, Cooper had seen a crack in his defenses. With just a little more prodding, he was sure he'd be able to rile him up properly.

“What tastes better?” he asked. “Dead guys' dicks? Or your mom's?”

“COOPER!” Nabi snapped, shifting her glare to him.

“What? It's for persperity.”

“I think you mean posterity,” Dave said as calmly as a stoned sloth. “I notice you're still not completely healed. If you give me an hour to pray, I'd be happy to heal your remaining wounds.”

“Fuck your prayers,” said Cooper, growing even more frustrated with Dave's lack of reaction to comments about his mom's dick. “We've got a lot of ground to –”

“One hour isn't so long,” said Nabi. “We do have a long journey, but there may be perils along the way. It would be foolish of us not to prepare healing magic that is so readily available.”

Cooper sighed. “Fine. Go pray. Make sure you tell the gods your amazing ettin stories. If you bore the shit out of them enough, maybe they'll give you your spells early.”

While Dave waddled off to find a secluded place to pray, Nabi continued scowling at Cooper.

“What?” he finally said.

“Don't you what me. What's going on with you two? Why are you so mean to him?”

Cooper shrugged. “Because he's Dave. He sucks. You weren't exactly a bucket of rainbows toward him.”

“I have no tolerance for necromancy,” Nabi explained. “But if that was merely a case of him being under the influence of lycanthropy, I can forgive him as I have forgiven you.” She hovered closer to Cooper, staring deep into his eyes. “You have a way with words that often rubs people the wrong way and gets you into trouble, but seldom have I heard you treat anyone with such intentional cruelty unless you are deliberately trying to provoke them.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Are you trying to provoke Dave?”

Nabi's line of questioning was beginning to make Cooper feel uncomfortable.

“I don't know,” he said. “Maybe.”

“Why?” Nabi pressed on.

“Why what?” said Cooper, feeling like a fish on a hook, wanting nothing more than to get out of this conversation.

“Why do you wish to provoke Dave?”

“That's just how it's always been with us,” said Cooper. “Since we were kids. You wouldn't understand.”

Nabi fluttered down and sat on the stump where Dave had been sitting. “We have an hour to kill. Help me understand. Why do you treat Dave the way you do? Did he hurt you?”

“No.”

“Are you envious of him?”

Cooper scoffed. “Envious of what? He's Dave.”

“You often speak of his mother,” said Nabi. “When you were children, did she... do things to you?”

“What? Jesus, Nabi! No!” Cooper was quickly reaching his limit for how much of this he could take. “I talk shit about his mom because that gets the biggest rise out of him. It's fun to watch him lose his shit.”

“Fun?” said Nabi. “You mock and humiliate him for sport?”

“Yes!” said Cooper, grateful that she had finally put it in a way they could both understand.

“This is a side of you I was unaware of,” said Nabi, frowning. “I don't like it.”

“Oh, come on,” said Cooper. “This is just what guys do. If he could think of any decent insults, he'd be firing back at me all day long. But he can't.” He knew he should stop there, but he was compelled to add, “Because he sucks.”

Nabi flew up until she was looking down on Cooper. “Your behavior is atrocious, and I will not stand for it. If this is how you intend to continue treating your friend, I think it's best we go our separate ways.”

Cooper's heart sank into his feet. He was already heartbroken by the thought of eventually parting ways with Nabi, and pairing up with Dave was a burden he hadn't anticipated. Swapping Nabi out for Dave without the transitional lube of time would be a pain in his ass greater than he could bear.

“Don't say that, Nabi,” he pleaded. “I'll be good.”

Nabi crossed her arms as she scrutinized his face. “You will be respectful to Dave?”

Cooper felt the muscles in his brain tense up. Did she have to use the word respectful? Couldn't she have said nice? Civil? Even polite would have been okay. But respectful? For Nabi, he could fake it.

“Yes,” he said.

“And you will refrain from insulting him and his mother?”

That felt like too much to ask. But after thinking about it for a second, it seemed inherent in the promise he'd already committed to. But still, it felt like she was asking him not to take a shit after he'd just eaten a sackful of two-day-old burritos.

“How much further is it to Glitterpickles... Glimmernipples... to our destination?” If he was going to shit his pants before they made it to the next rest area, he might as well just get out of the car now.

“Cooper,” Nabi said in a tone that felt like a combination of warning and pleading. She didn't want to have to present him with an ultimatum, but she truly wanted to believe that Cooper was man enough to rise to the challenge.

“Yeah, okay.”

Whatever perils they faced on the journey ahead of them, Cooper doubted any would be as challenging as keeping this promise.


Chapter 56

The stage was set. That is to say, it was covered from one end to the other with a dusting of flour. Chaz could make out his own footprints and those his band members had left as they walked onto the stage. While they warmed up for this evening's performance, he focused on committing the existing footprints to memory so he could tell when fresh ones appeared.

He didn't stress over it too much, however. If Halbert made a move tonight, he would probably target the percussionist again. That was the most bang for the buck he could get from a single shove. That meant he would climb onto the stage from the left, so Chaz made a mental note to keep to the right and give him plenty of room and opportunity.

He also had an idea of when Halbert would likely get in striking position because he was going to set a trap for him.

But for everything to go exactly as he planned, he would need the support of his band.

“Gentlemen,” he said. “I know I let you guys down last night.”

“It wasn't your fault,” said Skinny D, the cellist. “I saw it with my own eyes. Something was up here on the stage with us, and it shoved those drums back. You were right to swing that stand at it.”

Chaz smiled, his heart warmed by the solidarity of his band. He would miss them as much as Rolando.

“Thank you, Skinny D. But right or wrong, our primary responsibility is to our audience. I shouldn't have lost my shit last night. That cast a bad light on all of us in their eyes.” Chaz gazed out at the crowd. Though bigger than when Chaz first started playing, it wasn't nearly as big as it had been in more recent nights. “I'm going to make it up to you tonight.”

“How's that?” asked Neeran Two-Step, the leader of the horns section.

“We play the same songs every night,” said Chaz. “You all know them backwards and forwards, right?”

The band murmured affirmatively and nodded.

“In fact, you could probably play them with your eyes closed.”

“Sometimes, I already do at the end of a set,” said Skinny D.

The rest of the band laughed.

“One might even go so far as to say you could play them with your eyes closed for a full minute. Maybe two?”

The laughter died out.

“What are you saying?” asked Benton, the percussionist.

“How would you feel about being blind?”

“Not great.”

“It would only be temporary,” Chaz explained. “But it would be a surefire way to expose Halbert Allerton next time he tries to fuck with us during a show.”

Skinny D shrugged. “I could live with that.”

“But could you keep playing?” asked Chaz. “The most important thing is that the music goes on uninterrupted.”

The band murmured to each other again, but this time it didn't sound nearly as confident. That is, until Benton spoke up.

“What are you fools worried about? Two minutes is nothing. We could play these songs in our godsdamned sleep!”

A few band members shrugged and nodded, then the rest of them started to come around.

“You got it, boss,” said Benton. “Any idea when this is going to go down?”

“If all goes according to plan, it'll be during America.”

“That sounds good to me,” said Neeran Two-Step. “I got no idea what that song's about anyway.”

A few minutes later, Chaz started the show. He warmed the crowd up with a few favorites to get them pumped up, including Cherry, Cherry, Girl, You'll Be a Woman Soon, and I'm a Believer.

Much to his surprise, the audience was just as receptive as ever. His antics the previous night might have scared away a few, but his core fans still stood by him. He was overwhelmed with gratitude.

When he was confident that he had them sufficiently enthralled, Chaz slowed things down with Brooklyn Roads. The crowd ate it up.

As they finished, Chaz signaled to the band that their next song would be Play Me.

“Another slow one?” asked Skinny D. “We usually try to alternate slow and upbeat.”

“Not tonight,” said Chaz. “Halbert hates the slow songs. He doesn't appreciate the true beauty of Neil – I mean, RazzmaChaz. This is going to get his blood simmering, primed for the trap.”

They played Play Me, then followed it up with Hello Again, at which point Chaz started to feel like he was losing the audience. He took this opportunity to address them directly.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “I want to sincerely thank you all for being here tonight.”

“I LOVE YOU, RAZZMACHAZ!” shouted a woman from the audience, who Chaz recognized as one of the women he'd recently slept with. Given their history, he thought it bold of her to scream that while sitting beside her husband.

“And I love you,” he responded without looking directly at her. “I love all of you, and so I'd like to apologize for my shameful behavior during last night's show. I was weak, and I gave in to my baser impulses. And for that, I'm sorry.”

“Play Sweet Caroline!” shouted an all too familiar voice. Halbert fucking Allerton.

Chaz scanned the crowd. If that fat piece of shit was visible, Chaz would have spotted him with ease. But he wasn't.

Acting as though he hadn't heard, Chaz smiled at the crowd.

“I'm going to play you a song about where I come from,” he said. “It's called America.” He turned around and nodded at the band. When they nodded back, he addressed the crowd again. “And then I'm going to attempt to win back your trust by playing you the song that was so rudely interrupted last night. Brother Love's Traveling Salvation Show.”

Most of the crowd cheered. Julian was easy to spot at the back of the room, massaging his forehead in frustration.

Chaz signaled the band to start. The soft, quiet beginning of America gave the audience a chance to settle down by the time it picked up.

Losing himself in his performance, he had to keep reminding himself to check for fresh footprints in the flour. When he'd gotten two-thirds of the way through the song without seeing any, he started to fear his trap hadn't worked. Had Halbert outsmarted him? Chaz had already committed to singing Brother Love. If Halbert found some new way to sabotage the show, Chaz would lose his dick for sure. Even if he played it to no ill effect, Argo would still be pissed at him for going against a direct order. And if he failed to play it at all after announcing his intention to do so, he'd just look like a stupid asshole. Any way he looked at it, he was totally fucked if Halbert didn't –

Chaz spotted a sudden movement in the flour. Two chubby footprints inched carefully toward Benton and his array of percussion instruments. As he moved ever so slowly, he disturbed more flour, perfectly outlining his ten little piggies. He was barefoot, no doubt as an extra precautionary measure.

“My country 'tis of thee!” Chaz bellowed as he came to the end of the song. “Sweet land of liberty! Of thee I sing!” Then, as he shouted, “TODAY!” he used it as his incantation to fire off a Glitterdust spell.

An explosion of shiny particles filled the air a split-second before Chaz lost his vision.

But the music didn't stop, and neither did he.

“Of thee I sing!” he repeated, following it with a series of “TODAY!”.

As the song came to a close, Chaz heard the even more beautiful sound of at least two bouncers dragging Halbert off the stage.

“Unhand me!” he demanded. “Do you know who my father is? I'll have you hanged!”

“Shut up!” said one of the bouncers. “You fucked with the wrong – Are you naked?”

Chaz had been careful to position the spell so that it only covered the stage so the audience would be unaffected. But they were affected by it in a different way.

Still unable to see, Chaz heard cheering and clapping unlike any response he'd ever gotten. The stage floor practically trembled. Did they really like America that much?

The applause continued well past the time it took for his vision to return. Looking around, he discovered they weren't responding as much to the song as they were to the theatrics. Every inch of the stage, the musicians, the instruments, were covered entirely in sparkly glitter. In hindsight, it must have looked amazing.

Peering out at the crowd, Chaz spotted Julian, who was cheering and clapping along with everyone else. He would never openly admit to seeking Julian's approval, but it sure felt good to have it for once. What felt even better was winning over the man who might otherwise be preparing to cut off Chaz's dick right now if things hadn't worked out so well. But Chaz spotted Argo as well, making a rare appearance outside of his office. He puffed away at his cigar as he clapped softly. When Chaz met his gaze, Argo nodded. Brother Love's Traveling Salvation Show had officially been greenlit.

It was a hell of a performance. Chaz was pumped, the audience was pumped, and the glitter enhanced his evangelical showmanship during the sermon.

Halbert Allerton's attempts to tank Chaz's career had backfired spectacularly. Instead of destroying him, they had pushed Chaz to find a way to make his art even more powerful. During the rest of his show that night, he was overcome with a feeling of transcendence, like he had grown tangibly as a person and as an artist, like he had somehow... leveled up?

At any rate, there was one thing he knew for sure. Glitterdust would now be part of every show.

He was feeling pretty pleased with himself when he finally sang Sweet Caroline, and he looked forward to winding down with a bottle of stonepiss. But the crowd wasn't about to let him go that easily. He had to sing Sweet Caroline three more times before he could finally tear himself away from the stage.

But even when he returned to his dressing room, his duties as an entertainer didn't end. Two gorgeous women greeted him like large-breasted spiders in a web. The stonepiss could wait.

Chaz had learned, after a few instances of making love to multiple women at once, that the best strategy for ensuring everyone left satisfied was for him to do as little as possible. The women knew how to pleasure each other much more effectively than he could ever hope to, and that was all the more arousing for him to watch. All he had to do was concentrate on not blowing his load prematurely. Then, when they were done, he could pretty much fire on command.

During this particular encounter, he also learned something new about Glitterdust. It turned out that magical glitter, just like regular glitter, was extremely easy to transfer to another person, but a real bitch to wash off. When they were done, the two women's naked bodies sparkled from head to toe. Not even a Prestidigitation spell in the tub would get rid of it.

The only thing that worked was a good hard scrub. Neither of the ladies had time to scrub their entire bodies, so they made do with only scrubbing away the glitter from their visible body parts and planned to scrub the rest after they got home.

When Chaz opened the door to let them out, smoke hung densely in the hallway. Alarmed, he thought the place might be on fire, but a quick sniff revealed it to be tobacco smoke, specifically that of Argo’s favorite brand of cigars.

Following the ladies out of his dressing room, he felt more than a little awkward to find Argo and Julian standing in the hallway, waiting for him.

“Hello,” he said as casually as he could fake. “How long have you been standing there?”

Argo took the cigar out of his mouth. “Are you fucking the customers?”

Chaz's heart fell to his crotch. He turned to Julian for guidance, but he looked just as blindsided by the question as Chaz felt.

“I, um...” Without knowing how much Argo had heard, he couldn't very well lie to his face. “I... didn't know that was... um...”

Argo laughed. “What do I care? Fuck their brains out. As far as I'm concerned, that's a service rendered that I'm not paying you for.”

Julian and Chaz both sighed with relief.

“Just make sure their husbands don't find out.”

Chaz nodded. “Of course.”

“May we come in?” asked Argo.

“Absolutely!” Chaz stood aside to let them by. “Please, have a seat.”

Argo stared doubtfully at the two chairs in Chaz's dressing room, covered in fresh glitter from different positions his guests had been experimenting with.

“I'll stand, thanks.”

“What can I do for you?” asked Chaz, eager to move the conversation along as quickly as possible.

“That was some show you put on tonight,” said Argo.

“Thank you, sir. I know you asked me not to sing –”

Argo raised a hand to stop him. “That was a bold move, kid. For a second there, I thought I might have to cut your dick off. But I'm happy to admit I was wrong.”

Chaz swallowed hard. “As am I.”

“I want you to know that you have my personal guarantee that Halbert Allerton will never interrupt another performance of yours again.”

“Did you...” Chaz nodded, hoping that Argo would recognize what he was asking. “You know...”

Argo merely stared back at him as if daring him to finish the question.

“Never mind,” said Chaz. “It's none of my business, really. That's between you and Mr. Allerton. I just want to thank you for giving me the –”

“I'd like to renew your contract.”

“Seriously?” Ever since Chaz and Julian had returned from going AWOL, Chaz had been under the impression that Argo considered him a costly mistake and couldn’t wait to get rid of him.

“He's willing to double your pay,” said Julian, who must have been doing some negotiating while Chaz had been entertaining two of his most dedicated fans.

“Double?” It was difficult for Chaz to conceptualize what that actually meant, seeing as how he'd essentially been working for free after using his advance to pay off Akane.

Argo held out his hand for Chaz to shake. “What do you say?”

It was a no-brainer, right? Whatever he was being paid before, Chaz and Julian had agreed to it. Double that amount was even more. Plus, he'd get to continue working with the band, and there was Rolando, and Julian could probably negotiate the removal of his explosive corset. And, of course, there were the fans to consider. Not just the benefits of having an established fan base versus having to start at a new club from scratch, but there was also the –

“We'll need to talk about this privately,” said Julian.

“What?” said Chaz, suddenly roused from his fantasy of an endless stream of lonely housewives eager to polish his knob. “No, we don't!”

Julian gave him a hard stare. “I think it's prudent that we take some time to consider our options carefully,” he said through gritted teeth, “before committing ourselves to another whole month. We might have other obligations.”

“What's another month?” said Chaz. “A month is nothing. It'll be over before you know it.”

“Take your time,” said Argo. “You've still got nine more shows to do here, so no need to make any hasty decisions right now. If you choose to stay, terrific. If not, the band knows the songs well by now. I'll find some other pretty boy to sing them easily enough.”

“Another pretty boy?” cried Chaz. “Singing my songs?”

“Chaz,” warned Julian. “Take it down a notch. Let's not burn any bridges before we actually cross them.”

Argo blew out a puffy cloud of smoke, then grinned at Chaz. “Think it over.” With that, he left.

Chaz made a Herculean effort to keep his mouth shut until Julian closed the door.

“What the hell do you think you're doing?” he finally demanded. “What's the point in negotiating a deal like that if you're not going to accept it?”

“I didn't negotiate it,” said Julian. “He just offered it.”

Chaz shook his head. “You see? You couldn't even do that much. But you'll bend over backward to fuck it up for me? Why do I even have a manager? I'm starting to wonder if you're not a negative influence on my career. You'd better start pulling your weight, or else I just might have to let you –”

“HOLD!” said Julian, thrusting an open palm toward Chaz, who found himself suddenly unable to speak or move. “You listen to me, and you listen good. While you've been living it up in this club, banging hookers and stuffing yourself with grilled cheese and bacon sandwiches, our friends have been out there risking their lives to get us all back home!”

They... weren't... hookers... As hard as Chaz concentrated, he was unable to force the words out.

“Our job, pathetic as it's been,” Julian continued, “was to sit tight and wait until Katherine got her ship back and came for us. And when she shows up, we will be ready to do our part. Akane is sitting on one of those dice as we speak, and you're the only one who has even a remote chance of getting her to give it up without anyone getting hurt.”

Fuck... that... She'll... kill... us... all... Again, Chaz's paralysis made him unable to articulate his thoughts.

“And if you want to see a negative influence on your career, I suggest you take a look in the mirror.” Julian pointed in the direction of Chaz's mirror. “Those aren't your songs! You're just doing a bunch of Neil Diamond covers. You are the other pretty boy!” He sighed. “But you don't have to be. You've got talent. I've heard you sing original songs. Well, semi-original, anyway. They've all been parodies so far, but they prove you've got the talent to come up with songs that are all your own. And I'll be there to support you when we have time to commit to that. But I'm not willing to put your showbiz career before helping our friends, and I'm not letting you do that either. If one of them dies because you chose to stay here and sing old Neil Diamond songs, you'll never forgive yourself. So like it or not, you're going to do your part, and that's just the way it is.”

That old familiar piano tune played in Chaz's mind again, clearer this time. He felt a tear roll down his left cheek. He finally remembered.


Chapter 57

The curved walls of the tunnel were made up of the same volcanic rock as the chunk that lit Katherine and Butterbean's way. A thick layer of sand made up the tunnel floor.

A multitude of footprints led in both directions, but it was impossible to tell how many people had used the tunnel or how long ago. No breeze stirred the air. Any impressions in the sand would go undisturbed for a long time. Armies might have passed through, or a solitary man pacing back and forth for months. The truth was most likely somewhere in between.

The stillness made everything feel eerie, but at least it made Katherine confident that there probably wasn't anything lying in wait to attack her. Even the stealthiest rogue would have trouble staying hidden in such complete and utter silence.

Still, she proceeded cautiously, fearful of what waited on the other end.

Just as she'd expected, the tunnel was empty. When they finally reached the end, a simple stone staircase led up to another scavenged piece of a ship.

Katherine climbed the stairs and pressed her ear against the wood. She could faintly hear waves crashing in the distance, which she took to be a good sign. People nearby would be noisier than distant waves.

Slowly and carefully, she pressed one end of her quarterstaff against the wood and nudged it open. The sound of crashing waves became a little louder and clearer, but Katherine still didn't hear anything else. She pushed the hatch up enough so that she could see.

Whether by design or by the effect of the island's natural evolution over time, this end of the tunnel opened closer to the beach than the other end. Wisps of grass poked out of the sand, but not enough for a druid to cover with another Plant Growth spell.

She lifted each side of the hatch to get a glimpse of her surroundings. Then, satisfied that there was nothing but sand within at least twenty yards of her, she shoved the hatch to the side and climbed out of the tunnel.

A clear trail of unmistakably fresh footprints led toward the looming volcano. Whether or not the halflings intended to toss Righteous into the volcano as some sort of sacrifice to their bird god, it was a possibility that Katherine certainly couldn't rule out.

The mountain stood tall and black against the night sky, with only a dim orange glow at the top where the molten rock deep in its bowels reflected against the lip. A tendril of black smoke danced like a charmed cobra above it.

As Katherine’s eyes adjusted to the view, she soon discerned tiny pinpricks of flame moving slowly in a line, like a caterpillar made of fire, on a slight incline about halfway up. There must be a path spiraling around the mountain.

With a pretty good idea of where the party was headed, Katherine briefly considered flying ahead and setting up another ambush. But that hadn't worked out so well last time, and the consequences of failure this time could be much more dire. These people were short, burdened, and still had quite a climb ahead of them. Katherine and Butterbean could catch up if they hurried.

She suddenly became aware of the glowing rock in her hand. If she could see their torches from here, they'd be able to spot her rock from up there. She quickly tucked it into the inner pocket of her cloak. The starlight didn't offer much in the way of visibility, but it was enough for her to see where she was going.

“Find Righteous,” she said to Butterbean, who immediately began sniffing the ground. Once he started moving in the same direction as the footprints, Katherine was confident enough in her assumptions to run ahead until the sand gave way to forest and the footprints disappeared.

She got a little anxious when she had to slow down for Butterbean to pick up the trail again. But once he did, it soon led to an obvious path with fresh footprints in the mud from the previous night's hard rain.

“Come on, Butterbean,” she said, running ahead. The trail became even easier to follow when it led up the mountain , simply because there was only one way to go. She would definitely catch up to them, but what then?

She could hit them with a Call Lightning spell from a distance, like she'd done with Lady Vivia. That might be enough to take down some and send the others running in panic, the outcome didn’t seem sure enough. If she was right and they did indeed have a druid in their group, they could just as easily hit her with the same spell.

And then there were the sleepy darts. If she got hit with one of those, it would be Game Over for her and Righteous.

Negotiation probably wasn't an option. Righteous had no doubt awakened from his dart-induced coma at some point and tried to talk his free to avoid any bloodshed. If she showed up out of nowhere and addressed them directly, they'd fill her with enough of that shit to put down an elephant before she got three words in.

A direct assault would likely have the same result, unless they weren't in the mood to haul two people the rest of the way up the mountain, in which case they'd just straight-up kill her instead.

She needed to come up with something that involved a little stealth and trickery. Make them look one way while picking them off one by one from the opposite direction. Maybe a series of unfortunate accidents involving falling rocks or...

“Animal attack!” she said aloud.

Butterbean looked up at her and growled.

Katherine laughed. “No, I didn't mean it like that. I just meant that I could cast a Summon Nature's Ally spell and send a pack of wolves at them. They wouldn't even know it was a spell. Then, while they're scrambling around dealing with wolves, we swoop in, rescue Righteous, and –” A thought suddenly occurred to Katherine. “Wait a minute. Can you understand me?”

A piercing simian scream made Katherine realize that Butterbean wasn't looking at her but rather past her. She turned around just in time to see two big, black apes leap down at her.

One of the apes grabbed her by the arm and flung her toward the edge of the path.

Katherine scrambled to grab something, barely managing to grasp a clump of weeds that kept her dangling from a ledge by her fingertips. Glancing down, she only now appreciated how far up the mountain she'd climbed. Where the path below her should have been was nothing but darkness.

“Spider bitch,” she muttered as she struggled to pull herself up. When the spell took effect a second later, however, getting up was no struggle at all. She shimmied up the ledge as easily as if she was crawling on the floor.

Butterbean bared his teeth and growled at one of the apes as it bared its teeth right back at him and beat its chest. The other ape was nowhere to be seen.

But what Katherine did see was her magical quarterstaff. She must have let it go when the ape threw her. Needing every advantage, she ran for it.

The missing ape revealed itself with another scream from above as it leaped down at Katherine, but this time she was ready for it. At least, more so than she had been the first time. She gave it credit for being smart enough to know she'd be going for her quarterstaff, but it was still dumb enough to telegraph its attack with a scream loud enough to wake the dead.

Katherine pivoted just in time to avoid getting smashed, then jumped onto a tree trunk Crouching Tiger style and parkoured her way up.

The ape palmed her head like a basketball player and slammed her down hard on the ground. That should have killed her instantly, but it was merely excruciating. She was still alive, but just barely.

Butterbean yelped as he got slammed down right next to her. He also looked to be in pretty bad shape. It was time to stop fucking around.

As the two furious apes closed in to finish them off, Katherine cast a Level 3 Summon Nature's Ally spell. Among the creatures she could choose from, one stood out as ideal.

“Fiendish Ape!”

The ape that suddenly materialized between her and the attacking apes was identical to them except for its glowing red eyes and the red tinge to its black fur. It immediately lunged at the nearest ape, screaming furiously as it swung its fists.

The other apes weren't as intimidated as Katherine hoped they would be. They fought back, matching punch for punch and bite for bite. Her fiendish ape was doing a fine job, but he wouldn't be enough.

Fortunately, Katherine had recently made the acquaintance of an ape, which added that to her Wild Shape repertoire.

The transformation was the least disorienting Katherine had yet experienced. Rather than a complete restructuring of her anatomy, this merely felt like growing bigger and stronger. Her quarterstaff seemed laughably small in her massive black hand, but she was determined to use it on something more threatening than a baby bird.

One of the apes disengaged with her fiendish ape to attack her, delivering a powerful punch to the side of her head. It should’ve knocked her out, considering that she was already in pretty bad shape, but instead it awakened some sort of primal rage. Her ape brain pumped out heavy doses of whatever chemicals had provided the ferocity that allowed this species to slaughter their way to the top of the food chain.

Almost purely on instinct, Katherine retaliated with a deluge of savage blows, any one of which should have shattered her quarterstaff to splinters. The magic held it together, however, and the ape she was fighting looked almost as fucked as she felt.

None of them, however, looked quite as fucked as her summoned fiendish ape. Getting double-teamed had taken its toll on him. And while he would go down fighting, he would go down soon. Katherine needed to end this before she got double-teamed as well.

That proved difficult when her opponent grew tired of getting beaten with a stick. Rather than punching and clawing at her this time, it grabbed her by her quarterstaff-wielding arm and yanked her over the path's edge.

She let go of her quarterstaff as she desperately tried to find something to cling to. There was nothing.

But Katherine stopped falling as soon as her feet made contact with the cliff face. Her Spider Climb was still in effect!

That gave her an idea. She climbed back up to the path and poked her head up just high enough to see what was happening. As she'd predicted, both apes were once again whaling on her fiendish ape, punching, clawing, and shoving him closer and closer toward the edge of the path. Finally, they shoved him off.

But he wouldn't go descending into the Abyss alone. Katherine pulled herself up over the edge, grabbed the nearest ape by the ankle, and used a combination of her weight and arm strength to yank him off the edge. His wild ape screams ended with a sudden thud.

She climbed up over the edge to find Butterbean and the remaining ape once again facing off. They both looked pretty janked, but Katherine also felt like she was barely hanging on to consciousness.

“HEY!” she shouted, briefly forgetting that she was an ape. The cry that came out from her mouth had the effect she wanted, getting the ape's attention on her rather than Butterbean. She could tell by the bloody lumps on its face that this was the one she'd beaten so savagely with her quarterstaff.

It seemed to recall that part of their relationship as well, lunging at Katherine with renewed rage. Katherine attempted a matador sidestep, hoping that the ape would take a nosedive off the edge, but it didn't work. It was a nimble creature, which Katherine would have appreciated more if it wasn't trying to tear her face off.

Stopping short of flying off the cliff, the ape grabbed Katherine by her upper arms, then pulled her toward him as if to kiss her. Instead, it sunk its teeth deep into her right cheek and tore away a chunk of her face.

Too amped up with adrenaline for the pain to register, Katherine struggled to break free from its grip while trying to bite back. She had neither the strength nor the angle to do either effectively.

Butterbean, however, had the perfect angle to clamp his jaws down hard on the ape's impressively-sized but unfortunately exposed balls.

The ape let out a howl that shook the surrounding trees, then flung Katherine away. She sailed right over the edge of the path, unable to make contact with the surface. To the sound of wild ape screaming, she fell into the darkness.


Chapter 58

“How did you not know you were in a mall?” asked Tony the Elf.

Randy was beginning to regret having shared this story with him.

“Of course I knew I was in a mall,” he replied. “I ain't blind. I just didn't realize I was at Edgewater Mall. One mall looks like any other if you ain't payin' close attention.”

“I'm just trying to wrap my head around this. You thought you were visiting Santa Claus... in a mall... at the North Pole?”

Hoping it would draw the matter to a close once and for all, Randy answered simply and directly. “That's right.”

“Why would there be a mall at the North Pole?” demanded Tony the Elf. Dave the Dog whined with misplaced worry until Tony the Elf took a deep breath and said, more calmly, “I mean, there’s no reason to build anything like that in the North Pole. Nobody lives there.”

“Well, I know that now. Why would Santa have his workshop there? I figured there must have been a little town there or something. It didn't seem all that far-fetched when I thought it was only fifteen minutes from where I lived.”

“You ever feel one of them mall Santas get a stiffy while you was sitting on their lap?” asked Denise.

This was not Randy's preferred direction for the conversation to steer toward. Fortunately, his honest answer wouldn't fuel the fire.

“No, I have not.”

“It's got to happen, though, right?” Denise continued. “I mean, think about it. What kind of man takes a job he can only work a couple weeks a year to invite hundreds of kids to sit on his lap and whisper secrets in his ear? When you think about all the mall Santas all over the country with all them kids; asses bouncing up and down on their holly-jollies, I reckon the amount of loads blown into those red pants could fill a fuckin' swimming pool.”

Randy didn't know how to respond to that. Judging by the blank expressions on Tony the Elf and Tanner's faces, neither did they.

It was the bartender who finally broke the disturbing silence.

“Welcome to the Rusty Anchor,” he said with all the enthusiasm of a man on his way to the gallows. “What can I get for you?”

Denise ordered herself a bottle of stonepiss, but Randy and the others decided to start with beer, at least until they got some food in their bellies.

The Rusty Anchor seemed to specialize in one thing above all else. If anything stood out in the bar more than the refrigerator-sized bronze bell hanging behind the bartender, it was the vast quantity of dusty glass jars filled with what appeared to be pickled eggs.

“I notice y'all got a lot of pickled eggs,” said Randy.

The bartender nodded as he fetched their drinks. “Indeed we do.”

To Randy's untrained eye, all the eggs looked the same, as did the liquid they were all floating in. But surely there had to be some kind of variety to justify having so many. The egg jars outnumbered liquor bottles three to one.

“So, are there different flavors?”

“No, sir. They are all pickled in brine.”

“Are there different types of eggs?”

The bartender glanced at a jar to his right, then back at Randy. “Types, sir?”

“You know, like maybe some are from chickens, and others are from more exotic birds, like turkeys or penguins or –”

“No, sir. They are all from chickens.”

Randy was too hungry to continue trying to solve this mystery. “I'll have five pickled chicken eggs.”

“Very good, sir.”

The beer was warm, and the eggs were some of the blandest food Randy had ever eaten. It was as if no effort whatsoever was put into making them anything more than serviceably edible. But at least they succeeded in that regard. Randy couldn't remember the last time his stomach felt so full, and he was grateful for it.

The others appeared to be even hungrier than he was. Tony the Elf shared ten eggs with Dave the Dog. Tanner ate his eggs with the efficiency of a competitive hot dog eater, two quick bites and a sip of beer to wash them down. Denise shoved entire eggs in her mouth, gobbling down seven and half a bottle of stonepiss before her eyes rolled back and her face thudded down hard on the bar.

“Ha!” cried Tanner, giddier than Randy felt the circumstances called for. “She is out!”

What did he mean by that? Why was he so happy about it? Was he expecting it? Had he done something to her drink?

Denise's loud snoring suggested that she wasn't the victim of any foul play. Her condition seemed instead to have been brought on by sleep deprivation and the stresses of motherhood. But that didn't explain Tanner's sudden mirth.

“What's up with you?” asked Randy.

“She passed out on the bar,” said Tanner. “Remember what I told you? The bell?” He turned eagerly to the bartender. “Why aren't you ringing the bell?”

“We don't do that so much anymore.”

“What are you talking about? We heard it! That's how we found the place.”

“That's why I rang it. Ever since everyone left, the only customers I bring in tend to be lost or shipwrecked sailors. I ring the bell every few hours, hoping to lead them here.”

“Would you mind, just this once?”

The bartender sighed as he grabbed what looked like a large, long-handled mace down from a hook on the wall. For a second, Randy thought he was going to club Tanner with it until he recognized it for what it was. The part of the bell that strikes the outer structure, causing the chime. Normally, it hung inside the bell, but Randy could see how it made more sense to keep it external here. The bell was far too big and heavy to swing back and forth inside the bar.

As the bartender raised the instrument, Randy braced himself for a deafening ring while Tanner's eyes darted eagerly back and forth between the bell and Denise.

DOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOONG!

Randy felt it in his teeth.

It was so loud that he couldn't hear what he assumed to be a string of profanity coming from Denise as she sat bolt upright on her stool right next to him. The first non-bell sound he heard after that was Denise crashing onto the floor shortly after being pelted in the face by a pickled egg, followed by Tanner's laughter as the ringing faded.

“The fuck is happening around here?” demanded Denise as she climbed back up onto her stool and brushed egg out of her beard. “Have you all lost your goddamn minds?”

“I'm sorry,” said Tony the Elf after everything calmed down. “You said everyone left. What did you mean by that exactly?”

The bartender stared at him quizzically. “How many things can that mean?”

“We thought maybe it was just a slow night, or we arrived after everyone had gone to bed.”

“Gone to bed? This is the Rusty Anchor. People do not leave here to go to bed. They leave because they've been stabbed too many times, or because they've been thrown out for stabbing too many people. A month ago, this room was filled day and night with the vilest outcasts society had the good sense to banish to the seas. Nowadays, I can count myself lucky to have four lousy customers. Why do you think I have so many eggs?”

Tony the Elf stared at the egg jar on the bar beside him. “To be honest, I'm not sure what the correlation is there.”

“Too many hens, of course!” said the bartender. “When business was thriving, I could sell these for two silver pieces each, and even then, I could never hope to keep up with the demand. Now, I'm practically giving them away for a measly copper piece each, and see how they continue to pile up. I fear it's my fate to die a poor man buried in eggs.”

“Why'd they all leave?” asked Randy. “Where'd they go?”

The bartender scoffed and shook his head. “Evidently, there's a new pirate island, more centrally located between popular shipping routes and with a much nicer climate.” He slammed his fist down on the bar. “Oh, what wouldn't I give to take a shit on the bones of whoever was responsible for bringing down the Ice Queen of Nazere!”

“That was –” Randy's stool flew out from under him a split-second before his face slammed hard against the bar. Finding himself suddenly on the floor with a throbbing nose, he looked up to see Denise laughing at him while Tanner and Tony the Elf merely gawked.

“You'd better take it easy on the sauce, Randy,” said Denise before turning her attention to the bartender. “I believe what my friend meant to say is, that was a damn shame about what happened to the Ice Queen. By all accounts, she was a sweet ol' gal.”

The bartender looked up from the glass he was wiping with a dirty towel. “Sweet?”

“Well, maybe sweet ain't the right word exactly. She was more like an aunt you don't much like but you kind of want to fuck. My aunt Gabby was ornery as fuck, but she had a set of titties on her that made you want to throw on a diaper and get to suckin' like a –”

“Jesus Christ, Denise,” said Tony the Elf. “Would you please just stop talking?”

“Why don't you please just suck my hairy ass? If you don't like what I got to say, feel free to hop on the first boat back to China with all the other commie Jews.”

“I don't even know what that's supposed to... You know what? Never mind.” Tony the Elf turned to the bartender. “Are you telling us there are no ships docked at this island?”

“There is one. A captain by the name of Logan has been here every day this week in search of sailors to replenish his crew. The poor bastard lost half his men to a bad batch of clams on the way here.”

“Bad clams, was it?” said Tanner. “That is unfortunate. Do you happen to serve coffee here?”

The bartender shrugged. “I could brew a pot.”

“If it's not too much bother.”

“Not at all.”

When the bartender retreated into the kitchen, Tanner brought everyone in for a huddle.

“Did you hear that?” he whispered.

“So they got coffee,” said Denise. “Who gives a shit? It's got to be close to three o'clock in the goddamn morning. The fuck do I want with a cup of coffee at this hour? I'll be up all night with the shits.”

Randy stuffed a balled-up piece of fabric from his torn shirt into his right nostril, just as he'd done to his left, to stop his nose from bleeding.

“I reckon he's more likely referring to the news about Captain Logan.”

Denise looked to Tanner for confirmation, then nodded. “Oh, right. I suppose that is more noteworthy. Carry on.”

“We've finally caught a break,” said Tony the Elf. “All we have to do is hang around here tomorrow and he'll serve himself up to us on a silver platter. Four of us against one of him, it'll barely count as a fight.”

Randy couldn't believe what he was hearing. “Tony the Elf, tell me you ain't suggesting we murder a man in a bar.”

“Your ethical concerns are noted,” said Tanner. “But we had an agreement, Randy. I will not force you to fight alongside us, but you are honor-bound not to interfere.”

“My ethical concerns aside, this just ain't practical.”

Denise shrugged. “Seems practical enough to me. We jump the motherfucker soon as he walks through the door. Easier than taking a dump on an anthill.”

“And then what?” said Randy. “It ain't like stealing a car. We can't just take the keys off his body and sail away. He's got a partial crew on that ship who recognize his authority. How do you think they're gonna react when we show up out of nowhere and claim the ship is ours now?”

Tanner sipped his beer thoughtfully. “That's actually a good point.”

“You ain't got to act so surprised about it.”

“Without at least a skeleton crew, we'll never make it out of the harbor. Even worse, news of the captain's untimely demise might inspire the crewmen to choose a successor from their own ranks. It seems unlikely they would accept one of us as their new captain.”

“They can accept us or die,” said Tony the Elf. “I'm sorry, Randy. But this is piracy. It's kill or be killed, and we've been screwing around for too long. This is the best shot we're ever going to get, and I'm not going to let you blow it.”

Randy took a deep breath. “I understand what you're saying. But I think there's a better way.”

“What's that?”

“He don't know none of us, right?”

Everyone glanced at each other then shook their heads.

“Then why don't we go to work for him?”

“Excuse me?” said Denise. “Your brilliant alternative to killing a man is to work for him? Did I hear that right?”

“Think about it,” said Randy. “That'll give us access to the ship, we'll get to know the rest of the crew better, and then we can take our time and form a proper plan when the right opportunity comes along.”

Tanner nodded. “I don't hate the idea. He is desperate for sailors, after all.”

“I don't know,” said Tony the Elf. “We've got Logan in the palm of our hand right now. We could crush him like a bug with next to no risk to ourselves. He's no fool, though, and we're not exactly the most discreet bunch.” He glanced at Randy and Denise. “If Logan catches even a whiff of mutiny, he'll be the one looking for an opportunity to strike while our guards are down.”

“That's right,” said Denise. “I say we take out Logan and any of his crew that got a problem with the new management. If we ain't got enough men to sail the ship, so be it. We'll hang out here and wait for more to arrive.”

“How long will that be?” asked Randy.

Denise shrugged. “It beats the shit out of doing hard labor under a bloodthirsty pirate captain. Besides, Katherine's bound to show up here sooner or later.”

“Not necessarily,” said Tony the Elf. “We didn't know about this place until we interrogated a corpse. The inevitability of Katherine turning up here assumes that she learns about this place but doesn't hear that everyone ditched it to go to Nazere.” He lowered his head slightly. “And that she's still alive.”

Randy had been concerned about Katherine's well-being ever since she and Righteous failed to meet them at that coastal town, and he suspected everyone else had been as well. He hadn't brought it up because he didn't want to lower the group's morale when there was nothing they could do for her. Tony the Elf had presumably kept his thoughts on the matter to himself until now for the same reason. So what had changed? Was it merely an unfortunate slip of the tongue? Or did he think that now, they actually could do something to help her?

“She's alive,” said Randy. “At least, that's the presumption we work with when one of us goes missing until we find out otherwise. Since she ain't showed up where we was supposed to meet, we got to assume she's in some kind of trouble. We ain't gonna be no help to her or nobody else sitting here on our behinds. We got to be proactive and seek her out. And to do that, we need a ship and a crew to sail it. Y'all finish your drinks and book us some rooms. Come mornin', we got a job interview to get to.”


Chapter 59

“Hey!” said Tim's tomato soup when he tried to put the spoon in it.

That's an unusual thing for soup to do, isn't it? Why does it even have a mouth?

The part where he poked it with the spoon felt rubbery. That didn't seem right. Maybe he should bring this to the waiter's attention. Just to be sure, though, he poked the soup again.

“HEY!”

“Keep your voice down,” whispered Tim. “We're in a restaurant. You're not supposed to be talking anyway. You're soup.”

“TIM!”

Tim dropped his spoon. “How do you know my name?”

A slimy red appendage emerged from the soup's mouth. At first, Tim thought it was a tongue. But it grew thicker as it continued to flow out, sprouting fingers just before grabbing Tim by the shoulder.

“TIM!” said the soup. “WAKE UP!”

How was there enough soup in that bowl to account for this arm? How is it still talking with an arm coming out of its mouth? Is it using telepathy?

“Fuck you, soup!” shouted Tim. “Get out of my head!”

“Excuse me,” said Nadia, letting go of his shoulder. “Did you just call me soup?”

“Nadia?” groaned Tim, transitioning from his dream. “What time is it?”

“Eight-thirty.”

Tim shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “Shit, have I been asleep that long?”

“In the morning.”

“Well, fuck. What the hell did you wake me up for?” He turned over, closed his eyes, and was immediately sprayed in the face with a mist of water. “What the shit, Nadia?”

Nadia loomed over him in a red hoodie Tim had stolen for her at Walmart. It was easily three sizes too large for her. She brandished a plastic spray bottle, ready to mist him in the face again.

“You've been gone for three days,” she said. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Doing research, getting supplies, just like I told you.”

Nadia looked down at the two black duffel bags on the floor. “It took you three days to buy two bags? I hope you got a good price on them.”

“Most of that time was actually spent on the research.”

“What research?” asked Nadia. “The whole point of the plan was how simple it is.”

Tim sat up. “Well, excuse me if I wanted to know a few things before storming into a bank half-cocked. Like, how many guards are there? What are they armed with? How many cameras? Where are they? Is the vault typically closed or open during business hours? Simple or not, I only plan on doing this once, so I want to make the most out of it.”

Nadia frowned. “I could have helped.”

“I'm a rogue,” Tim explained. “I do my best investigative work alone. Also, I didn't just get two bags. If you look inside them, you'll see I also picked up ski masks, gloves, and a state-of-the-art lock pick set. You know, in case the bank doesn't keep all their money in a big pile on the vault floor.”

Rummaging through one of the bags, Nadia pulled out an item Tim hadn't mentioned. A bamboo scroll tube.

“What's this?” she asked.

Tim grinned. “That's a little something I picked up in that other world. You should also find a bottle of red ink in there.”

Nadia found the ink bottle and removed it from the bag. “What's this for?”

“A demonstration. Please follow me into the kitchen.” Tim went into the kitchen, climbed up the step stool in front of the sink, put the rubber stopper in place, turned on the water, then poured himself a shot of breakfast vodka. “Do you have any money on you?”

“A little, I think.” Nadia put the scroll tube and ink bottle down on the counter next to Tim, then rifled through her pockets until she managed to produce a collective seventeen dollars. “Is this enough?”

“That'll do just fine.” He took the money from her, then poured ink all over it and his hands. “Oh no! The dye pack exploded. The money's all ruined. Whatever shall we do?”

Nadia folded her arms. “I'm assuming there's a point to all this.”

“Open that tube and pull out one of the scrolls from inside.”

“Scrolls?” She opened the tube, removed a scroll, and examined it. “What language is this? Is it a language?”

“It's magic,” said Tim. “And it just so happens that I've taken several ranks in the Use Magic Device skill.”

“I don't know what that means.”

Tim put his hands into the water, which turned slightly pink. But no amount of scrubbing could get the bright red ink off his hands or the money.

“Hold it up so I can read it,” he said.

Nadia did as he asked. Even for a simple cantrip like Prestidigitation, the arcane glyphs were difficult to decipher. But Tim was getting better with practice, and he managed to slur his way through a passable incantation. The water instantly turned crystal clear. Tim's hands were clean enough to perform surgery, and Nadia's money looked like it had just come from the printing press.”

“Wow!” she said. “That's incredible! How did you do that?”

“I told you,” said Tim. “Magic. After we hit the bank, we'll shove all the money into a bathtub or something and clean all the exploded dye off.”

Nadia sighed. Her eyes looked sad. “Maybe this isn't such a good idea.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” said Tim. “It was a good idea when you first brought it up. Now that I've accounted for all possible contingencies, it's a fucking great idea!”

“I got to thinking a lot while you were gone,” said Nadia. “I wasn't sure if you were ever coming back, and I was worried that I missed my opportunity forever.”

“What opportunity?”

“To go with you to that fantasy world. That could be just the fresh start I need. I mean, there's nothing keeping me here, right?”

Tim laughed. “You freaked the fuck out as soon as you looked out the window in that world. What about all the horrifying monsters?”

“Of course I freaked out!” said Nadia. “I didn't know anything like that existed, and I'd just been shot. How do you expect me to react?”

“I don't know if that's the right kind of place for you,” said Tim. “It can get pretty rough.”

“I'm tougher than I look. I can help you with your gun running or whatever it is you do over there.”

Tim considered it for a moment. “Maybe. But it doesn't hurt to have a nice stash of cash on this side of reality as well.”

Nadia grinned. Her eyes sparkled with hope. “So you'll take me with you?”

“I'll think about it. But first, we've got a bank to rob.”


Chapter 60

“Welcome to Arby's,” said Shorty, looking sharp in his uniform shirt, hat, and apron. “Would you like to try one of our – Oh gods, it's you.”

Stacy grinned at him. “Hey, Shorty. I was hoping I'd find you here.”

“And here is where I'm staying. I have no interest in joining you in any more of your suicidal adventures.”

“I understand.”

“You're not even supposed to be here! If Jennifer sees you, she's going to lose her shit.”

“Is she here? I scouted the place before entering, and I didn't see any sign of her or Professor Goosewaddle.”

Shorty shook his head. “They had to go to Cardinia. Apparently, Paul allowed some random people off the street into Goosewaddle's private office. They went to administer some advanced sensitivity training.” He glanced back at the kitchen. “But they could be back any minute, and if they catch you in here trying to poach more of their employees –”

“That's not why I'm here.”

Shorty narrowed his beady little eyes at her. “Then why are you here?”

Stacy shrugged. “It's Arby's. How about a roast beef sandwich and some curly fries?” She placed two gold coins down on the counter.

“Is that all?” asked Shorty, eyeing the coins suspiciously.

“Not quite.”

Shorty sighed. “What else do you want from me? I told you, I'm not interested in any –”

“I wanted to apologize,” said Stacy. “You were right. My behavior was self-destructive, and I never should have dragged you into it. I was so wrapped up in all that shit with Dave that I –”

“Dave was never your problem,” said Shorty.

Stacy took a deep breath and decided to let that slide. “With all due respect, you don't know what he –”

“And I don't care. Your problem is you and you alone. You are one of the most self-absorbed people I have ever met. I don't know how you can even speak to anyone else as high as you seem to think you are above them.”

This wasn't the reunion Stacy had been anticipating.

“Well, that's certainly some food for thought,” she said. “Should I wait here for the –”

“Over there,” said Shorty, pointing at a group of waiting customers who all suddenly seemed very interested at the ceiling and walls. “Your number is at the top of the receipt.”

The goblins in the kitchen were an efficient crew, and the orders were filled and bagged faster than most experiences she'd had with fast food back home, but it still felt like one of the longest waits of her life. Shorty's words burned in her heart. She wanted to be angry with him, but his criticism was so close to what Edmire had said that she had to consider the possibility that there might be some truth to it.

“Forty-two,” Shorty finally said, placing her bag on the counter.

Stacy confirmed the number on the receipt, then stepped forward. “That's me.” She paused, wishing they didn't have to part ways like this. But when Shorty continued staring at the bag, pointedly refusing to meet her eye, she accepted that he was done with her. “It was good to see you again, Shorty.” She took her food and left.

Lucia greeted her with an affectionate feline head butt outside. Stacy was happy at least someone wanted to be with her. With a couple of hours before her boat's scheduled departure, she thought it might be nice to watch the sunset from the pier where Julian had almost kissed her for the first time.

“Stacy!” Shorty called out after her as he exited the restaurant. “Wait.”

Stacy stopped and turned toward him but didn't say anything.

“That came out harsher than I meant,” he said. “For what it's worth, I'm glad you're not dead.”

“That's worth something.” Stacy squatted so that she wasn't literally looking down on him. “You really let me have it in there. I didn't know you felt that way.”

“I did,” said Shorty. “And I still do, but I realize I'm guilty of some of the same things holding you back. I resented you for encouraging me to quit my job, needlessly putting my life at risk, and making me walk back here alone through the hostile wilderness.”

“I didn't make you walk back here alone,” said Stacy. “You left!”

“I understand that now. You didn't make me do any of it. I made my choices, and now I have to live with the consequences and move forward with my life. I suggest you do the same.”

“Thanks,” said Stacy. “I'll keep that in mind.”

“Yeah, well, I'd better get back inside before Professor Goosewaddle and Jennifer get back. If they see me out here with you, I might have to join Paul in advanced sensitivity training.”

“Bye, Shorty.”

Despite parting on better terms with Shorty, Stacy didn't feel much better than she did after he'd told her off. The flaws that he and Edmire had pointed out felt even more undeniable now that Shorty owned up to having them as well. And now he was the more mature one for taking steps to address his flaws.

She led Lucia to the pier and set down her new backpack she'd bought with the money she'd taken from the half-elven bandits. It was filled with a lot of the supplies she'd also taken from them, along with a few nicer weapons she could afford after selling the horse.

Letting her legs dangle over the water, she stared out at the pink evening sky and sunlight glistening on the calm water. After one bite of her sandwich, she decided she wasn't in the mood for it. She fed it to Lucia, who was very much in the mood for it, but she saved her curly fries for the boat ride.


Chapter 61

“What is this place?” asked Fariq, squinting in the bright sunlight over the expanse of cracked beige paint, rubble, and bird shit.

Jay scanned the seemingly vacant rooftop for any sign of Teleportation Circles. “If Paul was right, it's the roof of a strip mall just outside Tulsa, Oklahoma.”

“I know not what those words mean.”

“You're in my world now.”

“It is bleak.”

“Yeah, well, hopefully we won't be in it for long.” Jay examined the rooftop closely as he stepped away from where they'd appeared. “Help me look for one of those Teleportation –” The world around him suddenly went completely dark, and the air was much, much colder. “Circles.”

Flailing blindly in the darkness, it didn't take him long to smack the back of his hand into the side of a cardboard box. Using that to guide him, he felt his way forward until he came to an icy steel wall about six feet away.

“Jay!” said Fariq. “Are you there?”

“I'm here,” whispered Jay. “Keep your voice down.”

“Where are we?”

“We're in a freezer.” Jay felt his way along the wall until he reached a corner. “Just stay put for a second. There should be a light switch around here somewhere. I just need to... Wait, I think this is it.” He flipped the switch, illuminating the freezer. Just as he'd expected, boxes of food were stacked on shelves from the floor to the ceiling.

“Cur-ly fries,” said Fariq, reading the side of one box before tearing it open.

“What are you doing?” said Jay, but Fariq had already shoved an entire coiled frozen potato in his mouth.

He nodded appreciatively. “Delicious.”

“You should try them when they're cooked. Now, stop fooling around. We need to find out where –”

The freezer door opened. Jay instinctively pressed his back against the wall and hoped not to be noticed.

Fariq took a more proactive approach, clapping his hand over the mouth of some poor high-school student while holding his big knife to her throat.

“Dude!” said Jay, closing the freezer door. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“I am merely being cautious. My blade has not penetrated her flesh.”

Jay read the terrified girl's name tag. “Peggy. My name's Jay, and this is Fariq. We're not going to hurt you. We just need to ask you some questions. If he lets go of you, will you promise not to scream?”

Peggy nodded. Tears were already welling up behind her thick fake lashes.

“Let her go.”

Fariq removed his hand and lowered his knife, and Peggy started sobbing.

“Calm down,” said Jay. “Nobody's going to hurt you. I just need you to tell us where we are.”

Peggy stuffed her hands in her pockets and took some shallow breaths. “A-Arby's.”

Jay's sigh was visible in the freezing air.

“I know that much,” he said. “What city are we in?”

“Tampa.”

“Shit.”

“Where is Tampa?” asked Fariq. “Is it far from – AAAUUUGGGHH!”

Peggy was spraying something at him from a thing she'd just pulled out of her pocket.

Jay realized that she was armed with pepper spray. “Oh fu-AAAAUUUUUGGGHH!”

When she aimed her spray at him, his eyes instantly felt like they'd lit on fire. He dropped to his knees and tried to press his eyes up against the cold wall.

“HELP!” cried Peggy as she opened the door and ran out of the freezer. “They got a knife! They said they was gonna penetrate my flesh!”

There was a cacophony of discussion from the rest of the crew, then the first clear words Jay could make out.

“I'll kill those motherfuckers!”

Judging by the man's volume and tone, Jay had little doubt of his sincerity. Still unable to see clearly, he managed to feel his way to the door and shut it shortly before the pounding started.

“Open this fucking door right now, motherfucker!”

It was the Brynnwick library all over again. But for some reason, Jay was a lot more frightened now.

“Fariq!” he said. “We need to barricade the door! Get some shelves!”

As his vision slowly returned, Jay could barely distinguish the shape of Fariq flailing blindly for shelves. He'd clearly gotten more of the spray in his eyes than Jay had.

“Open the door!” bellowed the increasingly infuriated man outside as he continued to pound on it. “Open the fucking door!”

Even with all his weight pressed against it, Jay could barely keep the door closed. His feet were already slipping on the refrigerator floor.

“FARIQ!” he shouted.

“I'm trying to – Oh no...”

“What?”

Jay's answer came in the loud crash of a shelving unit full of heavy cardboard boxes falling to the floor. He had to press himself flat against the door to narrowly avoid it.

Mercifully, the pounding on the door finally stopped.

“Hello?” said a more level-headed voice from outside. “Whoever's in there, I just want you to know that the police have been called, and they're on their way.”

Jay responded the only way he could think of in the moment.

“Okay.”

“What does that mean?” asked Fariq.

“It means we're fucked unless we can find another way out of here.” Jay's vision was almost clear now, though his eyes were still in a massive amount of pain. “There's got to be a Teleportation Circle in here somewhere. Just keep stepping on different parts of the floor until we find it. Turn over every shelf if you have to.”

It wasn't a huge freezer, so stepping on every part of the floor didn't take much time. Unfortunately, that left them still stuck in the freezer with no idea how to get out.

“Light a torch,” suggested Fariq. “Consult with your devils.”

“Mordred's not going to be of any use here.”

“Have you any better ideas?”

Jay shook his head. The police would arrive any minute. Mordred might not be able to grant him any more powers if what the little demon man had told him in his dream was true, but he had as much to lose as they did. So Jay figured it wouldn't hurt to have one more desperate mind working on their conundrum.

He lit up his torch and sprinkled some magic dust over the flame. Both were a bit of a struggle as his fingers grew numb.

“Jay?” said Mordred through the flame.

“M-M-M-Mordred,” said Jay. “We n-n-need help.”

“Why are you talking like that?”

“Because I'm f-f-fucking f-f-freezing!”

“Where are you?”

“Tampa.”

“What the hell are you doing in Tampa?” asked Mordred. “Wait a second. Since when does it get that cold in Tampa?”

“Shut up and listen. We're trapped in a f-f-freezer. We need to find a Teleportation Circle.”

“Those are really hard to spot without a Detect Magic spell. You're probably better off just trying to step on every part of the floor.”

“We've already t-t-tried that,” said Jay.

“Well, are you sure there's one in there?”

“There's got to be.” Jay wasn't just saying that because they were all kinds of fucked if there wasn't. It only made sense. Goosewaddle wanted to get his stolen food and get out as quickly as possible without being seen. It wouldn't make sense for him to hide a Teleportation Circle in a different part of the restaurant or somewhere outside it. “C-c-could it be on the wall or something?”

“No. A Teleportation Circle can only be made on a horizontal surface. So if you've already tried the whole floor, then –”

“Then it must be the ceiling!”

“I was going to say, then I guess you're screwed. But I guess the ceiling is technically a –”

Jay put out the torch in the open box of curly fries, then stared up at the freezer's frosty ceiling. In the far left corner, scuff marks marred the frost.

“There!” he said.

Fariq frowned. “What am I looking at?”

“That's where Goosewaddle hid the Circle so nobody would accidentally step on it. See those scuff marks in the frost up there?”

“Yes.”

“I'll bet both our asses that those are from someone struggling to put both their feet flat on the ceiling at the same time.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” he lied. “You give it a try, and I'll reinforce the barricade on the door.”

Fariq climbed the corner shelves while Jay lined the floor with boxes so that there was a sturdy line of obstruction all the way from the door to the rear wall. It wouldn't keep the cops out forever, but at least they might get to freeze to death instead of being shot.

An even louder pounding on the door startled Jay.

“Tampa Police Department. Open this door immediately.”

“Just a minute,” Jay shouted back at them. “We're, um... getting dressed.” He realized too late the implications of what he’d said.

“The fuck he say?” said a second police officer.

“Looks like we got us a couple of queers sneaked in to fuck in a restaurant freezer.”

“Again?”

Jay looked up at Fariq, but the shelf where he'd just been was now empty. He must have made it.

“Fuck yeah!” whispered Jay, then started climbing the shelves.

“Listen up in there!” shouted the first officer. “You've got until the count of three before we break down this door! You understand me?”

Jay pulled himself up onto the top shelf and pulled his knees up to his chest. The ceiling was too close for him to position his feet right.

“ONE!”

“Just a second,” called Jay. “We're almost done!”

“TWO!”

Jay twisted his legs every which way he could conceive but couldn't manage to get his feet flat on the ceiling.

“THREE!”

Immediately following was a pounding far too hard to be a human fist. They must be using a battering ram. Jay's barricade of curly fry boxes immediately began to give way.

“Fuck.” Jay needed to buy himself some time. He pointed at the floor in the middle of the freezer. “Me.” An image of himself appeared, his hands raised in surrender.

Another pounding on the door demolished the barricade, swinging the door open wide. Jay flipped over onto his belly to get a better look.

“He's got a gun!” shouted the second cop, and they both opened fire on Jay's illusion of himself. They kept firing until their guns started clicking.

“The fuck?”

“He's all translubricant, like one of them hulagrams on the Star Track.”

Jay stayed as still as he could, hoping the image of him that remained unfazed by their bullets might spook them into exiting the freezer to call in a scientist or medium or something. But it was not to be.

By whatever inspiration, the first officer glanced upward and immediately locked eyes with Jay.

“Shit!” he said. “There's the other one!”

As the two of them scrambled to reload their guns, the second officer turned to face the open freezer door and once again shouted, “He's got a gun!”

There was no longer any point in trying to keep quiet, so Jay kicked up at the ceiling as hard and fast as he could. Fortunately, from this angle, it was a lot easier to get his feet flat on the surface.

As he lay panting on the hot rooftop, his eyes adjusting to the sudden brightness, he was more grateful than he ever thought he'd be to find himself in Oklahoma.


Chapter 62

Trying to keep up with Cooper and Nabi in the Cedar Wilds was challenging enough for Dave with his significantly slower walking speed. But at least the tree canopy kept the worst of the sun's heat at bay. Now, during their second day of travel, the woods gave way to barren, rocky ground with very little vegetation. In fact, the only things not dirt brown or rock gray were the colorful wildflowers Nabi had picked up in the forest and tucked into her hair.

The sun's heat beat down mercilessly, and the padding under Dave's armor grew heavy with sweat. As much as he didn't want to be a burden to Nabi or give Cooper any excuse to be an asshole toward him, he couldn't help sitting down to take a short break when the opportunity arose.

Stumbling upon a rock perfectly sized to support his weary ass, he sat on it. A few precious seconds were all he needed to stand back up and keep moving. He'd be back on his feet before Cooper or Nabi knew he was –

“Goddammit, Dave!” shouted Cooper, about thirty yards ahead. “Would you –” He paused as Nabi appeared beside him. “...like some water?”

A little weirded out by Cooper's uncharacteristically generous offer, Dave held up his own waterskin. “No, thank you.”

Cooper had been acting strange ever since they’d split off from Stacy. What was even stranger, though, was that Cooper's shift in behavior began shortly after Dave resolved to suffer his abuse willingly, accepting it as part of his penance for his own recent wrongdoings. Was this phenomenon perhaps a case of divine intervention?

Back in the real world, Dave had always been a staunch atheist. But here in the Caverns & Creatures game world, he couldn't deny the existence of gods. The very magic he wielded came directly from them; he'd even seen one with his own eyes in its glorious doughy flesh.

But if the gods were, in fact, intervening, what was he supposed to make of it? Were the gods absolving him of his sins, trying to communicate that no further penance was required? Or were they denying him his penance altogether, not satisfied with him shrugging off mere insults, insisting that he work harder to suffer?

The thick hair on the back of Dave's neck started to stand as Cooper came back to come join him.

“Nice spot for a break,” said Cooper. It didn't sound overtly sarcastic, but Dave chalked that up to the heat.

“Sorry,” he responded. “I just need a few seconds.”

“Please.” Cooper sat down on another rock and made the most disturbing grin Dave had ever seen. “Take your time.”

Dave didn't need this shit right now. If he didn't stop to rest occasionally, he wouldn't be able to keep moving at all.

“Thank you,” he said with a tiny hint of aggression. “I'll do that.”

“Good!” said Cooper. “I hope you're comfortable!”

“I am!”

“FFFFFFF...” Cooper's lower lip was quivering like he was in the middle of having a stroke. “FFFFine!” he finally spat out.

They both disengaged eye contact and drank from their waterskins.

“We have a choice to make,” said Nabi, hovering over a rock about the size of a watermelon.

“Is it who we're going to eat first?” asked Cooper. “Because I can say without any personal feeling entering into it, that it makes the most sense to –”

“No, Cooper,” said Nabi. “We're not starving.”

Cooper shrugged. “I could eat.”

“We have to choose which way to go from here.” Nabi stared at the southern horizon. “Normally, I would have traveled around the southern border of Meb Gar'shur. But our rendezvous with Dave and Stacy took us too far north into the Cedar Wilds. From here, we could travel north into the Fertile Desert, or we could head directly west, cutting through some long abandoned mine tunnels that run under the narrowest part of Meb Gar'shur.”

“I'm not familiar with Meb Gar'shur,” Dave admitted. “Is it dangerous?”

“It sucks,” said Cooper. “If they capture us, they'll make us fight in the gladiator pits. You wouldn't fare well.”

“The Fertile Desert is probably safer,” Nabi agreed. “But there's no guarantee of that.”

Dave thought about it for a moment before asking the next logical question. “How much time could we save by going through the tunnels?”

“At the pace we've been moving?” said Nabi. “I would guess about three days.”

Dave and Cooper exchanged a panicked glance with each other, then turned to Nabi.

“Tunnels!”

As they continued traveling through the barren wasteland, their westward path was increasingly interrupted by jagged red rock formations jutting up out of the ground. Dave had noticed a few in the distance at first, but their occurrences increased significantly as they traveled farther west until making their way around them was like navigating a maze. Fortunately, Nabi's ability to fly kept them from running into too many dead ends.

Dave actually appreciated the obstructions. Not only were the rocks themselves fascinating to look at, but they hindered Cooper's movement enough so that Dave could easily keep pace with him.

“What the fuck is with all these big-ass red rocks?” asked Cooper. “I feel like a louse in a leprechaun's pubes.”

“They're called Devil's Teeth,” said Nabi, flying up a little higher to scout a clear path forward. “Nobody knows how old they are or how they were formed. Some say they are the fossilized remains of some terrible ancient beast. Others claim they are caused by a powerful demon trying to break free of its eternal imprisonment deep underground.”

“They're just rocks,” said Cooper. “We've got the same shit back home. You see them in caves.”

“You're thinking of stalagmites,” said Dave.

“And you're thinking of blowing –” Cooper paused as he glanced up at Nabi, “...my mind.”

Dave wasn't sure exactly what Cooper meant by that.

“What?”

“Are you suggesting these are not stalagmites?”

“That's right,” said Dave, surprised to suddenly discover how much he knew about stalagmites and rock formations in general. He figured it must be a dwarf thing. “Stalagmites are found in caves because they're formed when water dissolves minerals in the ceiling before dripping down to deposit those same minerals on the floor.”

Cooper raised his hand to his forehead and made an explosive gesture. “Mind blown.”

“Over the course of thousands of years, those minerals pile up to form stalagmites.”

“Okay.”

“That's why they're always vertical, whereas these rock formations are jutting out in random directions.”

“You can stop blowing now.”

“Because of how they're formed, stalagmites are classified as sedimentary rocks, and they'll often have visible horizontal layers, like a stack of pancakes.”

“Uh-huh.”

“But the wavy patterns running along the sides of these rocks suggest more of a metamorphic than sedimentary origin.”

“Jesus, Dave!” snapped Cooper. “A man's mind can only take being blown so fucking hard!”

“Sorry,” said Dave. “I just get really excited with all these big shafts all around me, you know?” He winced as soon as the words escaped his lips. How could he have opened such a big door?

Cooper snorted. “So does...” His face tensed up like he was about to have an aneurysm or take a massive dump, but he did neither. “...any self-respecting geometrist. I mean, they would if they were here.”

Dave stared at Cooper for a moment, unsure of what to make of that. “You mean geologist?”

Cooper balled his fists tightly. “I swear to fucking God, Dave.”

“I found one!” said Nabi, suddenly appearing directly over Dave's head.

“Thank fuck,” said Cooper, which Dave found a little confusing because he wasn't sure what she was referring to. “What did you find?”

“An entrance to one of the mine tunnels.” Nabi flew around a cluster of Devil's Teeth. “It's just over here.”

Cooper hurried after her like he was running from a ghost, leaving a trail of fart in his wake. Dave likewise hurried to get through the fart as quickly as possible.

When he caught up to them, he found a small clearing inside the cluster of rocks. At the far end, he spotted the tunnel entrance, just as Nabi had claimed. A perfect ten-foot square hole. If Dave knew anything about dwarven mining practices, which he was always surprised to discover he did, the hole would go straight down ten feet into the earth, at which point it would descend further in at a slope of twenty-three degrees.

But before he could confirm these specifications of dwarven engineering, he spotted something else. One of the Devil's Teeth forming the perimeter of the clearing had writing carved into its side.

“What is that?” asked Nabi, noticing what had caught his attention.

Dave examined it more carefully. “I think it's dwarvish.”

“You think?” said Cooper. “Dude, you're a fucking dwarf.” When Nabi glanced back at him, he cleared his throat. “And I respect that.”

“This must be hundreds of years old,” said Dave as he tried to make sense of the archaic symbols. “A lot of these letters are hard to make out.”

“It's okay that you can't read. I can't read.”

“I can read,” Dave insisted. “It's just going to take me a minute.” He focused on one word at a time. “I think this says hole.” The ancient symbols started coming back to him. “Yes, yes. I can read it now. The Hole of...” He couldn't believe his shitty luck. Of all the tunnels of all the mines Nabi could have led them to.

“Hole of what?” she asked.

There was no point in pretending he couldn't read it, but he felt it was important to present it in the right context.

“This is an archaic dialect of the dwarven language,” he explained. “A lot of the words have different nuances and connotations that I'm unfamiliar with. For example, the word for hole is a literal translation to modern dwarven, but it probably means something more along  the lines of entrance or passage.”

“That's fine,” said Nabi impatiently. “What else does it say?”

Dave sighed. “The Hole of Dhav Math'ir.”

Cooper snorted, which Dave was expecting. But he didn't follow through with continued laughter or lewd remarks. Was it possible that it was a coincidentally timed snort? Had Cooper completely missed this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity?

“What's wrong?” said Nabi, who had also noticed Cooper's snort. “What is Dhav Math'ir?”

Cooper pressed his lips tightly together and shrugged. Dave couldn't be sure, but he appeared to be trembling a little. Whatever his issue, at least it was distracting him from picking up on what Dave considered to be some very low-hanging fruit.

Nabi turned back to Dave. “What else does it say?”

Dave continued reading. It was becoming easier now that he recognized the letters. “On the eighth day of the third moon of the four hundred fifty-sixth year of the second age, two hundred men entered the hole of Dhav Math'ir.”

“Is that all it says?” asked Nabi when Dave paused.

Dave resisted the temptation to say yes. This was part of his penance, and he would accept it. Fortunately, Cooper still hadn't picked up on anything. He was bending a finger far enough back to make his eyes water.

“There's a little more,” he said, then cleared his throat to read the last line. “Again, these words aren't necessarily direct translations to modern-day dwarven.”

“We understand, Dave,” said Nabi, her annoyance spiking. “Just read it!”

“They came. She swallowed. They were never heard from again.”

Nabi flew closer to the engraved stone. “That is so sad.” She removed a small yellow flower from her hair and laid it at the base of the stone. “We should take a moment of silence to honor the memory of – Cooper, what are you doing?”

Cooper's face turned purple as he stood shaking like he was operating a jackhammer. He looked like a tea kettle about to explode.

He failed to stifle a snort before he squeaked out a response. “Nothing.”

“You don't look so good. Do you need Dave to cast a –”

She vanished as abruptly as she stopped speaking.

“Nabi?” whispered Dave. “Are you –”

“Shut up!” she whispered from somewhere close by. “Someone is coming.”

Now that Dave was listening for it, he heard faint sounds of scraping boots and rattling chains. Looking in the direction of the sounds, he spotted a large human man climbing down from a nearby ledge between two Devil's Teeth. He was dressed in a suit of studded leather armor that looked to have been crafted for someone an inch or two shorter than he was. At his hip, he had a rapier in a scabbard. Hanging from his the other side were three thick manacles with about a foot of chain between them.

When he hopped down from the rocks and entered the clearing, he looked as surprised to see Dave as Dave was to see him.

“How do you do?” asked the man.

When his hand moved toward his belt, Dave instinctively put his hand on his mace. But the man wasn't going for his sword. Rather, he reached into a small belt pouch and pulled out a sausage, which he then bit into. It seemed like he was going out of his way to act casual to put Dave and Cooper at ease. Whether he was genuinely striving to avoid confrontation or attempting to lull them into a false sense of security was yet to be determined.

“I'm fine,” said Dave, shifting his weight in a sad attempt to mirror the man's casual nature while still keeping his hand on his mace. He was far out of his element. He didn't have a high Charisma score, and he was under no delusion that he was good with people. If he wasn't currently standing next to the last person who should be the face of a party, he would have claimed that title as his own.

“The name's Digby,” said the man after taking a small bite of his sausage. He glanced at Cooper, who looked like he was struggling very hard either not to laugh or not to cry. “What's with your friend.”

“Nothing,” said Dave. “He's just going through some stuff. I'm Dave, and this is Cooper. It's a pleasure to meet you.”

“Thinking of taking a shortcut through here, are you?”

Dave didn't know how to answer. He didn't want to give anything away to a stranger carrying around manacles, but neither did he want to lie. If he said they weren't going into the tunnel, then immediately went in, that could arouse unwanted suspicion. Where the hell was Nabi? She should be the one doing the talking.

“Maybe,” he settled on. “We haven't decided yet.”

Digby frowned at the tunnel entrance. “Bad idea if you ask me.”

“Oh yeah?” asked Dave, genuinely curious. “Why's that?”

Digby tossed what was left of his sausage into the tunnel, where it disappeared into the darkness. The image was one that Cooper would have had a field day with if he'd been paying attention.

Fortunately, Cooper's full attention seemed focused on containing whatever emotion he was trying so desperately to keep bottled up. Snorts squeaked out of him like the first sprays of water through a failing dam as a trickle of piss ran down his right leg.

Strange clicking and chittering noises came from inside the tunnel, drawing Dave's attention.

“What is that?” asked Dave.

“Crabs,” said Digby. “Dhav Math'ir is crawling with them.”

That was the straw that finally broke Cooper. He doubled over with raucous laughter before collapsing into a growing puddle of his own piss. Dave strongly suspected that none of the low-hanging fruit had gone over Cooper's head after all, but rather that he'd been somehow compelled or incentivized not to make any jokes at the expense of Dave or his mom. He would test that theory at a more opportune time.

“Is he all right?” asked Digby.

Dave looked down at Cooper and shook his head. “He's fine. He's just an asshole.” He grew more and more uncomfortable with this situation. Why was this guy out here all alone? Why did he have multiple sets of manacles? These were obvious red flags to anyone but Cooper, and Dave needed him to realize the potential gravity of their situation.

“What's with the manacles?” he asked as casually as he could fake, hoping to bring them to Cooper's attention and buy some time for Cooper to get his shit together.

Digby looked down at the manacles hanging from his belt, then smiled at Dave. “Oh, these? I found them in the desert.”

Dave didn't believe that for a second, but what could he say?

“Are you a collector?”

“Not at all. But who's going to pass up a free set of manacles?”

“I guess.”

“Would you like a set?” Digby removed one of the sets from his belt and held it out toward Dave.

“No, thank you,” said Dave. “I couldn't possibly.”

“But I insist.” Digby tossed the manacles to Dave. They landed at his feet with a deep thud and a puff of dust. “Go ahead. Try them on.”

Dave found that to be a particularly peculiar offer. They weren't fashion accessories.

He politely smiled and shook his head. “I don't think I –”

“They're very comfortable.”

What the hell difference was that supposed to make? To Dave's understanding, comfort wasn't typically a top priority for most people in the market for a good set of manacles. Despite Digby's continued friendly demeanor, Dave couldn't help but feel that this encounter had just taken a sudden turn for the sinister.

“No, thank you, sir!” Dave said, raising his voice slightly in an attempt to get Cooper's attention. “I don't want to put on your manacles!”

Digby frowned. “It truly saddens me to hear you say that.”

Again, Dave had no idea how how to respond. They were waist-deep in sinister territory, but not quite in openly hostile waters.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “It's just that I'm not comfortable with the idea of –”

“Perhaps my friends can convince you to change your mind.”

“Huh?” said Dave. “Friends?”

Digby nodded past Dave.

When Dave turned around, he spotted two more men stepping away from the Devil's Teeth they'd been hiding behind. One was a human man who must have been at least seven feet tall and three hundred pounds of pure muscle. He wielded an axe that Dave would probably struggle to pick up.

The other man, a half-elf, was considerably smaller, dressed in what looked like a brand-new set of leather armor. Two sword hilts poked out from above his shoulders, but he made no move to grab them.

Dave, on the other hand, did grab his mace. As far as he was concerned, they'd passed point of pretending hostilities weren't imminent.

“What is this?” he demanded. “Some sort of ambush?”

“Not at all,” said Digby with a cocky grin. “It is a thorn bush.”

From the expectant look on Digby's face, Dave assumed that was supposed to have been some sort of joke. But for the life of him, he didn't get it. At least Cooper was still laughing.

“I'm sorry,” said Dave. “I don't understand what you mean by that.”

Digby sighed, then spoke more loudly. “I said, it's a thorn bush!”

“No, I heard what you said. I just don't understand what it was supposed to –”

The barren ground around Dave and Cooper suddenly erupted in a mass of thick, green vines. They tangled and twisted around each other like a snake orgy.

Dave froze still as a statue when he felt the inch-long razor-like vine thorns dig into his skin. In a tangle of vines this dense, the slightest movement would shred his skin like a cheese grater. Surrounded by thirty feet of thorny vines in every direction, Dave didn't know if he could survive trying to escape. Even if he managed to get free of the vines, he'd have so few hit points that a toddler armed with a pool noodle would be able to finish him off.

“Thank you, Ramon,” Digby called out to one of his friends, then squinted through the vines until he met Dave's gaze. “Now, do you get it?”

“Dude!” said Cooper, no longer laughing as he lay in his piss puddle with hundreds of thorns digging into his exposed flesh. “What the fuck?”

Digby rolled his eyes. “The dwarf said, 'Is this an ambush?' to which I replied, 'No, it is a thorn bush.' You know, because of all the thorns.”

“We get it,” snapped Dave. “It's just not funny.”

“It would have landed better if Ramon hadn't missed his cue.”

“No, it wouldn't. It was a lame joke, and you should be ashamed of yourself for having said it at all.”

“He knows what he's talking about,” said Cooper. “He can't tell a joke for shit.”

The cockiness disappeared from Digby's face. Flustered, he reached for his manacles. He tossed one set over the vines toward Cooper and the other toward Dave. Dave's set got caught in the vines, but they were easily within reach.

“Just put these on so we can get moving.”

“Moving where?” asked Dave.

“To Meb Gar'shur, of course. Two sturdy lads such as yourselves will command a fine price indeed.”

“No thanks,” said Cooper. “Once was enough for me. Besides, the arena's been destroyed. There's no way they rebuilt it that fast. What the fuck do they need gladiators for?”

“Who said anything about gladiators?” Digby responded. “Meb Gar'shur requires slaves to rebuild the arena.”

“Hang on.” Cooper's brow furrowed like he was trying to crack the Enigma code. “You expect us to work?”

“I could not care less about what you do, but I suspect the orcs we sell you to will expect a certain amount of labor from you. That is what slavery is, after all.”

“Fighting to the death is one thing. At least it was fun, and we had a crowd cheering us on. Working sucks.”

“We're not putting on these manacles,” said Dave. “As long as we don't move, these thorns won't hurt us. This spell won't to last forever, and we both know it.” The uncharacteristically united front he currently had going with Cooper bolstered his confidence. “Walk away now, and you might get far enough to not be worth hunting down like the dogs your mother fucks.”

Cooper snorted. “Damn, Dave. That was actually not bad.”

Digby stomped up to the very edge of the vines and glared at Dave. “You would be wise to do as you are told and not to anger me.” He held up both hands, palms open toward Dave. “Boo!”

It was the most frightening display Dave had ever witnessed. His heart racing with sudden terror, he scrambled back from Digby. Thorns tore gashes into his arms, legs, and the back of his neck. They even poked through the soles of his boots, digging into the bottom of his feet. It was excruciating, but he was overcome with the need to get as far away from Digby as possible... until he wasn't.

“What the fuck are you doing, Dave?” said Cooper. “You just said the plan was for us not to move.”

Dave took a series of quick and shallow breaths until his heart calmed down and he could think clearly again.

“He used a spell on me.” That gave Dave an idea.

In immense pain and leaking blood from dozens of shallow wounds, he grinned at Digby and cast a Command spell.

“Approach!”

“What?” said Digby, struggling to fight his compulsion to enter the mass of thorny vines. His struggle was no match for Dave's divine magic. He screamed as the thorns tore into his flesh, clothes, and up into his feet. Fifteen feet closer to Dave now, he was as trapped as they were.

“BOO!” he shouted again at Dave.

Dave closed his eyes and told himself that the terror in his heart was unsubstantiated.

It's just a spell. It's just a spell. It's... just... a...

And just like that, he wasn't afraid anymore. So that's what a successful Willpower saving throw felt like. It felt pretty damn good.

“Approach!” Dave repeated, then watched the anguish in Digby's face as he tried to resist his compulsion to move further into the trap his friend had set. He was okay with feeling a little smug, so long as he didn't let himself feel giddy about watching a man have his flesh torn off.

Unfortunately, he wouldn't have to endure that test of his character. Digby also passed his saving throw.

“This fucking sucks,” said Cooper. “I'm really angry.”

Thorns ripped into his skin as his muscles expanded, but he barely seemed to feel them. Swiping away masses of vines as he made his way slowly toward a visibly terrified Digby, he left a trail of his own blood dripping from thorns in his wake.

“What are you doing?” said Dave. “I've got this covered!”

“He's right!” said Digby, reaching for the manacles he'd tossed to Dave. “This really isn't necessary. You can sell me instead!” When Cooper made no response other than continuing to plow through the thorny vines, looking more and more horrifying with each new bleeding gash in his skin, Digby took his own chances with the vines in an attempt to flee.

Cooper was faster, had more hit points to spare, and enjoyed the benefits of damage reduction as a barbarian feature. He easily caught up to Digby, grabbed him by the neck, and began dragging him deeper into the mass of vines.

The damage reduction was particularly evident when Dave saw the rate at which Digby's skin tore away compared to Cooper's. By the time Cooper's cuts were turning into lacerations, Digby's bones were beginning to show. That's when Dave finally threw up.

“Norbarg!” cried someone from behind Dave. “No! Stop! What are you –” His words were cut short by a sudden wet crunch, like a frog being smashed with a hammer.

The vines surrounding Dave, Cooper, and what remained of Digby all withered, turning brown and frail, until they crumbled  into a pile of harmless, brittle twigs.

“Jesus, Dave,” said Cooper, having farted away his Barbarian Rage. “How the fuck did you do that? You been chugging RoundUp?”

“What are you talking about?” asked Dave. Then he looked down at his vomit puddle. “That's not what did this. It must have been –”

“NOOOOO!” bellowed a distinctly deeper voice from behind them.

Dave turned around to see the huge guy with the axe, Norbarg, looking down in horror at his companion, who he'd just chopped in half.

“RAMON!” he cried. “What have I done?”

Cooper dropped Digby's half-flayed corpse. “Oh, shit.”

“What is it?” asked Dave.

“Looks like Nabi fucked with his mind, got him to kill his friend. He must feel like total ass right now.”

Norbarg looked up from his dead friend, straight at Dave with hate in his eyes. “YOU!”

Dave, already a good fifty feet away from him, took a step back. “Me?”

“YOU DID THIS!” shouted Norbarg, charging at Dave with his axe held high.

Dave tried to continue backing away, but he still had thorns digging into the bottom of his feet.

“How do you know it was me?” he asked, then pointed at Cooper. “Why not him?”

Cooper scoffed. “Dude!”

“Or maybe it wasn't either of us,” Dave continued, trying to reason with the man wielding the bloodied axe. “Maybe it was an invisible pixie!”

“You will pay for the lives of my –”

Something like a tiny arrow or large toothpick suddenly appeared poking out of the side of the furious warrior's neck. He immediately fell forward, slammed his face hard into the ground, and started snoring.

“Nabi,” Cooper explained. “She's got some kind of special pixie arrows that puts people to sleep.”

Just when Dave was about to let himself relax, however, Norbarg raised his head. It was weird, though, because no other part of his body moved except for his hair, which rose up in an Ed Grimley spike at the front of his head. Also, his eyes were still closed.

“What's he doing?” asked Dave. “Is he awake, or is this some kind of –”

Norbarg's neck opened from left to right like it was being unzipped. Blood sprayed out of it in a crimson mist, and the droplets quickly coalesced into a distinct pixie-like shape in front of him.

“Holy shit!” Dave whispered as Nabi dropped Norbarg's head and shook some of the blood from her wings.

“You don't want to fuck with her or her friends,” said Cooper. “She's been through some shit.”

As the pixie-shaped blood blob flew toward them, Dave tried to be on his best behavior. She made herself visible as she got closer, but that was only marginally less terrifying.

“Look at you!” she snapped at Cooper. “You're covered in blood!”

“So are you!” said Cooper.

“Not my own. Don't you know better than to move through a Spike Growth?”

Cooper shrugged. “I do now.”

Nabi glared at Dave. “Why didn't you stop him?”

Dave was taken aback. “What the hell was I supposed to do?”

“You are supposed to be his friend. You are supposed to look out for each other.”

“I told him to stay put!” Dave snapped back at her. “I had the situation under control, but he wouldn't listen. Besides, you don't get to lecture me on what I'm supposed to do right after you kill a guy in cold blood.”

Nabi scoffed. “If I had not intervened, he would have cleaved you in half just like he did his friend.”

“And you made him kill his friend! Don't you realize how fucked up that is? But at least that part was justifiable. Slicing his throat open after you already put him to sleep is straight-up murder. We have manacles! We could have easily restrained him!”

“We have manacles because they were slave traders,” said Nabi. She folded her arms and spat on the ground. “I do not like slave traders.”

“She has similar feelings toward wererats,” said Cooper. “So let's hope that cure of yours took.”


Chapter 63

“We may have a little problem,” said Denise when she and Randy joined Tanner and Tony the Elf at the bar. They’d agreed it would be best to meet for morning beer and sausages in preparation for their attempt to get hired into Captain Logan's crew.

“Can it wait?” asked Tony the Elf. “It's too early in the morning for more problems or... well, you.”

“What is it?” asked Tanner. “A surprise is the last thing we need right now.”

Denise took a deep breath. “I may have overindulged a bit last night with the stonepiss. By the time Randy and I got up to our room, I was feeling kind of frisky, if you catch my drift.”

Tony the Elf shuddered. “I don't want to catch anything of yours.”

Randy vividly recalled the event she was referring to and saw no need to share it with the others.

“It's okay, Denise,” he said. “You don't got to –”

“I had certain womanly urges,” Denise continued. “And in my intoxicated state, I convinced myself that I could exert the force of my raw feminine sexuality to such a degree that I might tempt Randy here away from his predilection for cock.”

“Honestly, it's water under the bridge. There's no need to –”

“Needless to say, I was unsuccessful. But that didn't stop me from trying a second time, and then a third.” Denise placed her hands atop her breasts and squeezed them together. “Thrice did I thrust my bosoms in his face and spread my legs wide open, inviting his girthy manhood into my moist cooter, and thrice was I denied.”

Tony the Elf nudged his dish forward. “Does anyone want my sausages?”

Distraught as she was, Denise eagerly took him up on the offer as she continued making everyone at the table as uncomfortable as possible.

“The third time he turned down my advances, he said something to me. Do you remember what you said, Randy?”

This wasn't what Randy had expected to be the focus of the story. He thought she was confessing her shameful behavior, but now it seemed like he'd hurt her feelings with a comment he'd made to try and drive home the point that he wasn't interested.

“I'm sorry, Denise,” he said. “I didn't mean nothing by that. I was tired, and I let my temper get the better of –”

“Go on,” said Denise. “Tell them what you said, Randy.”

Randy lowered his head in shame. “I'd rather put my dick in a tank of starved piranhas.”

Tony the Elf laughed while Tanner coughed up beer through his nose. Their laughter made the situation seem a heck of a lot lighter than it had felt just a second before, and Randy had to force himself not to join them out of respect for Denise's feelings.

Denise shook her head angrily. “It's a goddamn double standard. Tell me how a straight hardworking law enforcement officer can get censured for letting a dog lick peanut butter off his jimmy, but when a queer wants to put his dick in a fish tank, he's the life of the fuckin' party!”

Tony the Elf swiped his last sausage just as Denise was reaching for it. “Was there anything even remotely resembling a point to that story?”

“I'll tell you what the point is,” said Denise. “Randy has certain compulsions that might cause problems when we talk to Captain Logan.”

Tanner cocked an eyebrow. “He has a piranha tank on the ship?”

Tony the Elf laughed. “Don't worry, Denise. I don't think Randy actually wants to put his –”

“I ain't talkin' about the goddamn piranhas!” said Denise. “I'm talkin' about Randy's compulsive honesty. How good do you think this interview is gonna go when Randy blurts out our whole plan as soon as the captain lets us on board?”

“I don't think you can count the piranha thing as compulsive honesty. Any man would have said something similar if you came on that strong.”

Denise gasped.

“Well, maybe not any man,” said Tony the Elf. “My point is that Randy simply had to go to excessive measures because you refused to take a hint.”

“Perhaps you're right,” Denise admitted with a hint of sadness in her voice. “Maybe that specific incident wasn't a good example, but it set me to thinking about it with a clear mind after I rubbed one out last night, and I reckon there's a good chance Randy will fuck this whole plan up as soon as he opens his mouth.”

“I'm infinitely more worried about that for you.”

“Nevertheless, it is worth our consideration,” said Tanner. He looked Randy in the eye. “Pretend I am Captain Logan.” He cleared his throat and spoke in a lower voice. “Welcome, gentlemen. What brings you aboard my ship this fine morning?”

“We're here to take this ship back for my friend, Katherine,” said Randy, then immediately clapped his hands over his mouth.

Tanner frowned. “Yes, that is going to be a problem.”

“Just the opposite,” said Tony the Elf. “That solves our problem. Things just got way simpler. We clearly can't move forward with the infiltration plan, so we'll just have to go back to taking out Logan.”

“Not necessarily,” said Denise. “Randy, you still got that shirt you was wearing yesterday?”

Randy looked down at his bag. “Yeah, but I ain't had time to wash it or stitch it up yet.”

“That's all right. Give it here. I got an idea. Any of y'all got a length of rope?”

Tanner reached down and grabbed a coil of black silk rope, which he placed on the table. “Will this do?”

“I only need a couple feet,” said Denise as she used a dagger to cut away about three feet of it. Then she tore off a section of Randy's shredded shirt, which she bunched up into a ball. “Now, open wide.”

Distracted by annoyance that she'd completely destroyed a shirt he'd planned on repairing, it took Randy a second to realize she was talking to him.

“What?” he said, not liking the limited range of outcomes he could imagine as a result of obeying her. “Why?”

“I'm testing a theory,” Denise explained. “Captain Logan could walk through that door any minute now. If you want us to pull a Little Caesar's on him, then that's fine by me. But if you still want to do your bullshit plan, then open that cockpit.”

“What is a Little Caesar's?” asked Tanner.

“It's a pizza place,” said Randy. “I think what Denise meant to say is Julius Cae–”

Denise shoved the balled-up shirt in his mouth. It was every bit as awful as Randy had imagined. The saltwater couldn't completely mask the distinct tastes of blood, sweat, and general BO that had permeated the fabric after having gone so long without a proper wash. Impeccable hygiene and good fashion sense were some gay stereotypes Randy wished he tried harder to reinforce.

When she had forced the entire wad of moist, salty fabric into his mouth, Denise secured it by tying the rope around his head. Then she nodded at Tanner.

“Now, say it again.”

Tanner stared blankly at her for a moment. “Little Caesar's?”

“No, goddammit!” said Denise. “Pretend you're Captain Logan. Ask him why he's on your ship.”

Tanner cleared his throat, looked at Randy, and lowered his voice. “Good morning. What business do you have upon my ship?”

Again, the honest truth gushed out of Randy's mouth before he could stop himself.

“Hmmf frrrmm hrrm frmmhm mm hmm frmm hmmmrmmm fmmhmm.”

Denise clapped her hand down on his shoulder and grinned at the others. “Perfect!”

“How is that perfect?” asked Tony the Elf.

“Randy was compelled to tell the truth, but not to remove his gag before doing so. As long as we keep his mouth stuffed, he won't be able to fuck up our plan.”

“But how are we going to explain this to Logan? Is he supposed to be our prisoner or something?”

“Well, I ain't thought about that,” Denise admitted. “I got us this far. It wouldn't kill y'all to pitch in some ideas of your own.”

“He looks like our gimp,” said Tony the Elf. “I don't care how desperate Logan is for crewmen. He's not going to hire three perverts who don't have sense enough to leave their sex slave behind when they apply for a –”

The door opened, flooding the dark, seedy bar with morning light from outside. Silhouetted in the doorway was a large figure in a long coat and wide-brimmed hat. Dave the Dog stood up and growled until Tony the Elf tossed him a sausage.

“Shit,” whispered Denise. “Do you think that's –”

“It could be anyone,” said Tony the Elf. “Just stay calm.” He felt for the pommel of his scimitar as the man stepped into the bar and closed the door behind him.

The stranger appeared to be in his early forties, but his face was weathered a decade or two beyond that. He wore black boots that came up to his knees and a faded brown leather coat that was missing one of its tarnished brass buttons. His eyes were cold and calm as he stared curiously at Randy.

“Morning, Captain,” said the bartender, drawing the stranger's attention. “What can I get for you?”

Denise glanced at Tony the Elf, who shrugged.

“He might call everyone that,” whispered Tony the Elf. “You know, like some guys call everyone 'Chief'.”

“He ain't called us Captain.”

“Just stay calm,” said Tanner. “We need to be absolutely sure about this before we attack.”

“Hmm frrmmm hrrm frm,” said Randy, who wasn't sure they could take him. Even if they were absolutely sure this was Captain Logan, Randy couldn't bring himself to attack a man unprovoked. He worried that he might even try to defend him like he'd done the captain of the fishing boat.

After taking a sip from the tall glass of beer he'd ordered, the stranger approached Randy's table. Tony the Elf, Denise, and Tanner stood up, each keeping a hand close to their weapons.

“Good morning,” said the stranger. “I do not believe we have met.” He offered a scarred and calloused hand to Tony the Elf. “I am Logan, captain of Seastalker.”

After a brief hesitation, Tony the Elf let go of his scimitar pommel and shook the captain's hand. “I'm Tony the Elf. This is Tanner, Denise, and Randy. We heard you're looking for sailors.”

“Indeed I am. Do you have much experience aboard a ship?”

“Hrrmm fmmm mmmrrf,” said Randy.

“Some of us more than others,” said Tony the Elf.

Logan looked down at Randy. “Why is this one gagged?”

“Huh?” Tony the Elf followed his curious gaze. “Oh, he's, um...”

“He's a retard,” said Denise.

“Hmmmf?”

“Jesus!” said Tony the Elf, wincing. “You can't say that.”

Denise rolled her eyes. “Sorry. I meant, he's got shit for brains. His parents was twins.”

Captain Logan grimaced. “How very... disgusting.”

“Yeah, so he's got like eighty-seven chromosomes or whatever. We keep him gagged to stop him from biting his own tongue off. But he's a hard worker and good at following orders. Watch this.” Denise grabbed Randy's beer and poured what was left of it onto the floor. “Clean that up!”

While Randy didn't appreciate having this role suddenly thrust upon him, he could think of no better option than playing along. He balled up what was left of his shirt, got down on his hands and knees, and began soaking up the spilled beer.

“Obedience is indeed a quality I place much value in,” said Logan. “I expect my orders to be followed without hesitation.”

Denise took a step toward him and batted her eyes. “You say the word, and I'll suck your cock right here, right now.”

Logan whipped his arm downward suddenly, releasing a slim, straight blade from his sleeve, which he brandished at Denise. “Move an inch closer to me, and I'll be baiting a hook with those whore lips of yours.”

“Forgive my colleague,” said Tanner. “I believe she meant to suggest that we are completely at your disposal. What we lack in experience, we will more than make up for with absolute recognition of your supreme authority aboard your ship and unflinching obedience to whatever command you give us.” He narrowed his eyes at Denise. “No matter how extreme or distasteful it may be.”

Logan produced a small block of wood, about the size of a matchbox, from his pocket. It had a small slit on one side, which he fitted over the tip of his blade, then pushed it back down into his sleeve.

“Well said, drow. You sound like a man who knows his place. My current crew could take a lesson from you.”

“Each of us has a goal beyond piracy,” said Tanner. “Mine is to be a potato farmer. A captain who has absolute command over his crew most efficiently acquires plunder. The more quickly I can make my share of that plunder, the sooner I can buy the land I require to achieve my goal.”

Randy wasn't sure Tanner's aspiration to be a potato farmer was the best foot to put forward when applying for a job as a pirate, but he wasn't in any position to object.

“I appreciate your candor,” said Logan. “Finish your drinks and meet me aboard Seastalker this afternoon. My men will show you what you need to do for us to set sail, and you can pick up the rest on the way. We leave tonight.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Tanner. “We will not let you down.”

Captain Logan finished the rest of his drink, then left to tell his crew to prepare to train a new crop of novices.

“What was that all about?” asked Tony the Elf a few seconds after Logan was gone.

Tanner stared at him quizzically. “What was what all about?”

“You want to be a potato farmer?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Tanner shrugged. “I like potatoes, and I enjoy watching things grow. Is that so strange?”

“No,” said Tony the Elf. “I meant, why did you bring that up?”

Randy pulled the gag out of his mouth and relished the taste of fresh air. “I was wondering the same thing. You sounded like you wasn't too committed to the job, like it was just a temporary means to an end.”

“There were several reasons,” said Tanner. “First and foremost, I wanted to avoid any hint of a threat. Logan might be disinclined to hire a group of people who know one another than he would a collection of strangers. Our loyalties to each other might be perceived as stronger than to our captain. We could freely discuss such things as mutiny without fear of being ratted out. Desperate as he is, he might not take the risk with a group of strong men. Tony the Elf and I are slender, so our strength is not betrayed by our bulk. Denise is a woman, and while Randy is big, he is also –”

“Retarded,” said Denise.

“Touched in the head,” Tanner corrected her. “I reinforced my perceived weakness with my aspiration to be a potato farmer.”

Denise scratched her left armpit. “But what the hell does he want with a bunch of pansy-asses? Crewing a pirate ship ain't just about sailing. Pirates got to fight, else they don't get none of that sweet pirate booty.”

“Exactly,” said Tanner. “That is the other reason I feigned weakness. I was testing a theory.”

“What theory?” asked Tony the Elf.

“If Logan had enough of a crew to sail out of Hollin, then why does he not have enough to sail out of here? More crew is required to get a boat sailing than it is to stop it. We know of at least one man he killed. It is my conjecture that he killed a significant number more, and that he intends to do the same to us.”

“I understand the first part,” said Randy. “But why would he want to kill us? You reckon he's onto us for wanting to take back Katherine's ship?”

“Not at all. But think about why Logan came here in the first place. He had a ship full of useless reformed Knights of Jordan. They were enough to get the ship moving, but not worth trying to train as pirates.”

“Shit,” said Tony the Elf. “He's going to make a beeline straight for Nazere.”

Randy was still confused, but Denise lifted her head like something had just clicked.

“As far as he's concerned, we're just a bunch of useless pieces of shit.”

“Correct,” said Tanner.

“He just needs warm bodies to get the boat moving.”

“Also correct.”

“He's organizing his crew right now. Soon as we're out on the open sea, they're gonna take us out.”

Tanner nodded. “That's the theory, yes.”

As much as Randy was predisposed to giving people the benefit of the doubt, Tanner's theory sounded very plausible.

“So what do we do?” asked Randy. “Call it off?”

Tanner grinned. “Absolutely not. Knowing we are walking into an ambush gives us an advantage. We ambush the ambushers.”

“And how do we do that?” asked Denise.

“We have an exceptionally small window of time to figure that out. Ideas, anyone?”


Chapter 64

Katherine opened her eyes to discover that she was somehow still alive, if only barely. She was in tremendous pain all over; her vision out of her left eye was blurry, and she was covered in blood. Evidently, she'd gotten herself into some shit the night before. She closed her eyes and tried to go back to sleep. In that, she was decidedly unsuccessful.

Beyond the pain, what bothered her most was that she was terribly uncomfortable. The closest she'd ever been to waking up in this much pain was being severely hungover, and that required, above all else, restful sleep. Whatever shitty mattress she was currently lying on was anything but conducive to that.

She tried tossing, turning, and elbowing the lumps, but nothing worked. Maybe she'd fallen asleep wearing a backpack or something. She opened her eyes again, sat up, and looked down to see what kind of shitty pillow she was on that was jutting into her head.

Instead of a pillow, she saw the manic eyes and wide open mouth of a dead ape.

“YAAA!” she cried as she jumped to her feet. “WHAT THE FUCKING FUCK?”

The rest of the ape's twisted and mangled body looked like it had been hit, then repeatedly run over, by a bus.

What is it... How did I... Where is...

Katherine woke up most mornings in a half-dreamy state that transitioned her memories of her life in the real world to her current reality. But every once in a while, her current reality had a way of catching her by surprise before the transition was complete. It didn't usually last more than a few seconds.

Memories of the previous night seeped into her aching head as the overall pain in the rest of her body bloomed in intensity.

Those fucking apes. They'd come from out of nowhere to attack her and...

“Butterbean!”

The last thing she remembered was the ape biting her while Butterbean bit him in the nuts. Everything after that was a blur.

She scanned up and down the path but found no sign of her wolf. Had the ape thrown him off the edge? Limping to the path's edge, she held a tree branch while leaning over. The path below her was completely visible in the light of day. It was also completely free of dead wolves. As a matter of fact, there wasn't a dead ape down there either, and she distinctly remembered throwing an ape down there.

Katherine turned around. Something was off. She glanced over at the dead ape she'd woken up on top of. It was pretty jacked up, but it had neither the severe testicular damage that came from having a wolf clamped to one's balls nor the lumps and bruises from Katherine's vicious Shillelagh attack.

Then, just beyond the dead ape, Katherine spotted her stick on the path, the one she'd used for her Shillelagh spell. But hadn't that flown out of her hand and over the side of the –

“Fuck,” Katherine whispered to herself as one more memory came flooding back.

She had also flown over the edge of the path. This wasn't the ape she'd been trading blows with. This was the one she'd pulled over the edge. The screams she heard as she fell weren't coming from the ape she'd been fighting, but from this one. It must have survived the fall and started climbing back up to them along the mountainside... until she intercepted it on the way down. It broke her fall.

“Thanks for that, Fuckface,” said Katherine.

A pebble clattered down the mountainside, and Katherine traced the path it had taken. Along the ledge 60 feet above her, Butterbean's head popped into view. He barked at her.

“Stay there!” she shouted up to him. “I'm coming!”

The hell with walking around this mountain again. Using one of her Wild Shapes would not only get her back up to Butterbean a lot faster, but it would also restore some much needed Hit Points.

After grabbing her stick, she took her raven form, flew up to Butterbean, then changed back into a half-elf. She wasn't completely healed up, but her vision had returned to normal and she felt a hell of a lot better than she had a few seconds ago.

She sighed with relief to see Butterbean still alive, but it broke her heart to see how badly they’d hurt him. Blood still seeped from from deep gashes in his side, and one of his ears hung on by a piece of skin. Still, he limped toward her and eagerly licked her face.

“Heal!” she said, holding his face in her hands as she expended her highest-level Cure Wounds spell.

His wounds immediately closed up and his ear fused back together. He was as good as new.

The same could not be said, however, for the other ape. This was definitely the ape she had tangled with last night, as evidenced by the swollen right side of its face and the gaping wound where its balls used to be. The dead ape lay in a thick, sticky puddle of its own blood that had expanded out from its crotch wound.

“Good boy,” she said to Butterbean.

That was too close. The apes hadn't attacked the tribesmen because of their numbers and the fact that they were all carrying torches. Katherine and Butterbean, however, must have looked like easy pickings. As long as it was just the two of them, there would likely be more attacks like that, possibly from more dangerous creatures.

Following those fuckers on foot had proved even more disastrous than her ambush plan. Katherine knew they were headed up the mountain. The farther they climbed, the less area there was to search. It was time to go back to Wild Shape, but this time she would take Butterbean with her. In her raven form, she could comb the mountaintop while avoiding danger. Even if it took her all day, she'd find these assholes.

“Come here, Butterbean,” she said. When she had her arms tightly wrapped around him, she turned into a raven, absorbing him into her body.

As it turned out, it did indeed take her most of the rest of the day to find the tribesmen's village. The forest covered more of the mountaintop than she’d thought, and the tree canopy hid most of the forest floor. As the sun set on yet another day of failure, she finally spotted something. A prick of firelight through the treetops.

Circling down closer, she spotted another, then another. They were lighting their torches again. But this time, the torches weren't moving. She'd found the village!

Katherine flew down to investigate further, confident that no one would attack, or even notice, an innocuous black bird skulking about.

The village consisted of collapsible structures built with wood and animal hides, which made sense for people living on an active volcano. But they didn't have a primitive look about them. Their uniformity and sophistication suggested a purposeful design. Among them were a few more permanent-looking structures made from bricks of volcanic rock. They had no windows and appeared formidable. If Katherine had to guess, they would keep Righteous in one of those.

The villagers all bore the same large bird tattoo on their backs. They scurried about, doing normal villager things. Cooking, gathering wood for fires, tinkering with complex-looking gadgets made of wood and stone.

Now that she had a closer look at them, they were different from Tim. Slightly taller and more slender, they looked more like that professor guy who'd opened an Arby's in the middle of Cardinia. They must be gnomes.

Each adult was armed with a spear and a tube, the latter of which Katherine assumed was for launching their little sleepy darts. The feathered back ends of the darts poked out from a small hide satchel each wore slung over their shoulder.

Escaping would be challenging if she attempted it tonight. She'd used her last Wild Shape for the day on her raven form, which meant that busting Righteous loose and escaping wouldn't be as simple as absorbing him into her body and flying away. Unless she could come up with some way to protect them from those darts, they had almost zero chance of making it out. Her best bet would be to find Righteous, make sure he was okay, then wait until dawn to bust him out.

Katherine flew to a tree next to the nearest volcanic brick structure to get a closer look. From there, she found the entrance: a steel barred door with a big sturdy lock, which Katherine suspected were scavenged from the wreckage of a ship. She couldn’t see far enough inside to tell if anyone was in there or not, and she was reluctant to go any closer until she checked out the other two structures or spotted a key lying around. While a raven skulking near a prison cell might not send the whole tribe into a panic, it might arouse enough curiosity and suspicion to make further investigation difficult.

After checking to make sure no one was paying attention, she flew to a tree near one of the other stone structures. The barred door on this one stood ajar, which probably meant it was empty. Still, it might be worth checking out. Katherine flew as fast as she could through the gap between the open door and the stone wall, disappearing into the shadows within.

As she'd expected, the structure consisted of a single empty room. No cot, no bench, not even a stool or bucket. This wasn't a long-term penal facility but rather a holding cell from which prisoners quickly moved on to their unfortunate fates. The stench of old sweat and blood corroborated that theory, as did the humanoid bones scattered around. None of the bones appeared fresh enough to be Righteous.

Still, the stench of death ruffled Katherine's feathers, and she didn't want to stay in that cell any longer than she had to. Without a cautionary look outside, she flew out the way she came in and savored the fresh air while she looked for a place from which to case the third and final cell.

There weren't any trees near the entrance to this one. But even from a distance, she could see the door was wide open. Another empty cell. Rather than go snooping around in there, she focused on trying to find the key to the cell that likely held Righteous. Acquiring it would not only let her spring him more easily, but it would also make it more difficult for his captors to do whatever it was they intended to do with him.

It wasn't a large village, consisting maybe of a hundred gnomes among two dozen tents. Sneaking into each of them would be a pain in the ass. But with the whole night at her disposal, Katherine was confident that, with caution and patience, she'd be able to do it.

Attempting to make the most efficient use of her time, she took a position in a tree near the most remote tent. No one was around, so she flew down to the simple flap that served as the entrance and slipped under. Unfortunately, it was pitch dark inside, and she couldn't see a thing.

Katherine had lost her keys enough times to know that they were a bitch to find even with the lights on in her apartment. It would be impossible to blindly feel her way, as a bird, through two dozen tents. She slipped back under the entrance flap to reassess her strategy.

The flap was held shut by a simply knotted string in the upper-left corner. Katherine untied it by yanking on one end with her beak. The open flap didn't allow in much light, but it was enough for her low-light vision to see what she needed to see. This wouldn't work for less remote tents, and she had no idea what she would do for occupied tents, but those were bridges she could cross when she came to them. For now, she would investigate what she could.

Inside of the tent were four bedrolls delicately crafted from strips of tree bark tied together with twine. She found handmade tools and weapons, and trinkets that were likely scavenged from shipwrecks. Sadly, no keys.

Katherine scoped out two more similarly remote tents. One of them looked to belong to the village's dart maker. She found a pile of darts in various stages of production as well as a small crucible containing thick purple paste probably made from the purple berries in a sack sitting next to it. The other tent contained nothing of interest. Neither tent had keys. These were the only tents far enough away from the population center that Katherine could stealthily access. She would have to take more precautions before investigating the rest.

Attempting to get a feel for the comings and goings of these people, Katherine perched on a branch a cautious distance from the center of activity, a raging bonfire around which many of the villagers cooked, ate, and conversed in their incomprehensible language.

One of the villagers stood out from the others. He was older, plumper, and wore a hat that Katherine strongly suspected once belonged to a naval officer. The most important distinction, however, was the big steel key ring hanging from his dart satchel.

Finding the keys without exposing herself felt like a lucky break, but how the hell could she get them off this guy who was obviously the chief of the tribe? He was entirely surrounded by his people. They were talking to him, laughing at whatever he said, offering him pieces of food, and plying him with drinks.

Katherine observed for a time, keeping track as best she could of who was drinking from the same barrel as the chief, how much they drank, and how their behavior changed over time. After witnessing an unmistakable pattern of increased stumbling and slurring of words, she determined that the drink was not only alcoholic but pretty damn strong as well.

That was something Katherine could work with. A plan began developing in her tiny bird mind.

Although the plan was not yet fully-formed, it was time-sensitive and the first part involved gathering supplies. Katherine abandoned her post and flew back to the dart maker's tent.

When she got there, a flickering light was shining out from the open flap. Someone had come home.

“Shit,” she whispered to herself, but it came out as a caw, louder than she would have liked.

After looking around to make sure no one heard her and that the coast was clear, she hopped down from the tree she'd landed in and approached the entrance on foot.

Chancing a peek inside, she spotted the small tent's single resident sitting on a pillow between two short tables that stood against two sides, forming a corner. One table held a pile of darts, while the other table held the sack of poison berries and several jars of purple substances in various stages between liquid and paste. One by one, the dart maker carefully applied paste to the tip of each dart while he sipped from a mug of steaming hot liquid.

For her plan to succeed, Katherine needed at least one of those darts. With luck, she might be able to fly into the tent, grab one, and fly back out before the dart maker could react. But as much as she tried, she couldn't delude herself into thinking there was any chance that he would buy that as a random act of bird theft and go about his business. Rather, he would immediately sound the alarm that there was a Wild Shaped druid among them who had just stolen one of their most potent weapons, and her plan would be fucked. No, Katherine had to be patient and resourceful. She needed to create a diversion to get this fucker out of the tent.

If there was one thing she'd been good at while working at the Chicken Hut, it was annoying the shit out of Tim while he was trying to do inventory or figure out their taxes. If she so much as answered the phone while near him, he would get all bent out of shape. Likewise, the dart maker seemed very focused on his work and would probably be pissed at a noisy-ass bird right outside his tent.

She wasn't sure whether or not ravens were native to this island, but they were gifted at mimicry. She could easily imitate the sound of any bird call she heard, and the forest had plenty to choose from. After a moment of listening, she chose a particularly annoying call, then hopped to the side of the tent opposite the entrance.

“NEEEEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PAW!”

After a few seconds with no reaction, she tried again.

“NEEEEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PAW!”

The dart maker shouted something that Katherine didn't understand. She hit him again.

“NEEEEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PAW! NEEEEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PAW!”

He shouted again, but Katherine didn't hear any signs of him moving.

Startled by a sudden movement in her periphery, she thought for a second that he had stealthily outmaneuvered her, but it was just another bird that had flown down to check her out. It was a little bigger than she was, bright green with a ridiculous orange crown. It stared curiously at her.

“Fuck off,” Katherine whispered, but it came out as a low caw.

“NEEEEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PAW!” the green bird answered, then Katherine finally heard movement from inside the tent.

Katherine wanted to thank the bird and warn it to leave, but she only knew how to say one thing in its language.

“NEEEEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PAW!” she said, then flew over the tent just as the dart maker stomped his way around the side. Amid the sounds of angry gnomish shouting and frightened bird squawking, she flew into the tent.

The distraction didn't last as long as she'd hoped, though. She had been counting on him being confused by the absence of any birds. But since he immediately discovered a bird that he mistook as the source of the noise and drove it away, the issue was resolved faster than Katherine had anticipated. She wasn't sure whether or not she'd have time to grab some poison-tipped darts and fly out of there without being seen. But if she stayed here, she was fucked. Unless...

She hopped onto the sack of purple berries, grabbed as many berries in each talon as she could, then flapped over the mug and let her feet dip down in the brown, steamy liquid. It was hot as shit, which facilitated her squeezing as much juice out of the berries as possible. Thankfully, she managed not to scream.

Having delivered her payload, she pulled her scalded feet out of the hot liquid and ducked behind one of the small tables. If the dart maker didn't go out of his way to look under the table, she should be okay.

As it turned out, she would have had plenty of time to escape with the darts, as the dart maker seemed to have taken her ruse as an opportunity to go pee. By the time she realized that, however, he had entered the tent.

Katherine held her breath and tried to remain as still as possible, only daring to breathe as the dart maker sat down on his pillow and resumed working. Occasionally, she heard him slurp his drink. He mumbled to himself, as if there was something strange about the taste, but it wasn't enough to keep him from drinking it.

Unfortunately, it also didn't seem to be enough to knock his ass out. Maybe fresh berries weren't potent enough on their own. Or perhaps, in his years of exposure to the poison, he'd developed an exceptional level of tolerance for it.

A dart shaft fell on the floor and rolled under the table toward Katherine. She was tempted to push it back toward him, but that would give her away just as surely as if he were to look under the table.

While she didn't understand his language, she picked up on some slurring as he grumbled to himself. Getting on his knees, he groped under the table with his pudgy, purple-stained fingers, reaching nearly every single square inch of floor except for where the dart shaft actually was.

Come on, man. You've got this! It's right there, you dumb fuck!

The dart maker gave up trying to feel for it and moved the pillow out of the way so he could lie flat on the floor. This was it. Katherine was fucked.

He lowered himself flat on his belly and was about to turn his head toward her when a loud, shrill noise sounded from outside the tent.

“NEEEEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PAW!”

The dart maker muttered something that was definitely not safe for work as he pushed himself up off the floor. He took two heavy steps toward the tent flap, then fell flat on his face with a hard THUD.

Katherine hopped back up on the table, grabbed a poison-tipped dart in each of her tender talons, then flew out of the dart maker's tent and around to the back. Sure enough, her green admirer was there waiting for her.

“NEEEEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PEE-PAW!” she said, then flew off to find the chief.

Her feet still tender from the dart maker's scalding hot drink, trying to perch in a tree overlooking the chief was made extra difficult by trying to hold on to two darts. Katherine managed to find a nook that, uncomfortable as it was, would accommodate her special sitting needs.

The only time she would be able to access the chief alone would be when he stepped away to pee. At the rate he was drinking, she didn't have to wait long. About five minutes after Katherine began her stakeout, he excused himself from those gathered around him and stumbled off into the woods alone. Katherine waited until he distanced himself enough from the crowd, then followed him to where he got down on his knees next to a tree and started digging a small hole with his hands. Apparently, this was going to be a Number 2.

Rather than waiting around to witness that, Katherine decided to dart him now. While he was bent over, his back made for a nice big target. Her original plan had been to hold on to a dart in case she missed with the first one. Now that it came time to act, however, she decided against that. A missed first dart would likely catch her target's attention, giving herself away and making the second attempt vastly more difficult. Instead, she decided to drop both darts at once, doubling her chances to hit with at least one of them. If she was lucky, she'd be able to pull them out and bury them somewhere, and the chief would think he had just passed out from having drunk too much.

Flying about twenty feet above the chief, Katherine unleashed her payload, raining darts down upon him. But just as she released them, the chief rose to a squat. Both darts hit him directly on top of his head.

Katherine winced, imagining how badly that must have hurt. The chief, however, had no such reaction. Hell, he didn't even blink. He merely took his shit like a man, albeit a messy man. It sprayed out of him like he was Cooper, completely disregarding the little hole he'd dug. When he was done, he fell backward into it.

Katherine felt kind of bad about that. If ever there was an unfortunate time for the poison to take effect, it was then. But what was done was done. She flew down to retrieve the evidence and noticed something unnerving. The chief's eyes were still wide open.

Shit.

Shit shit shit.

She stood on his chin and held her tail feathers over his mouth. Not a single barbule fluttered. In Katherine's amateur medical opinion, this dude was dead as fuck.

Were two darts' worth of poison instantly lethal? That seemed like a pretty steep step up from the effects of just one. Maybe she had misunderstood the dart maker's process. Was there more refining to be done after the poison had been applied? That didn't seem likely. Or was this simply a different poison. Someone like the dart maker, who dedicated his life to working with poisons, would surely have knowledge of how to make more than one kind to serve the tribe's different purposes.

The more obvious answer occurred to Katherine as she attempted to remove the evidence. Those darts were really jammed in there. Their sharp, pointed tips had penetrated the chief's skull and stabbed his brain. The poison probably didn't help matters, but the darts alone would have been just as effective.

She finally managed to yank the darts out by grabbing them by the shaft with her beak and shoving as hard as she could with her feet against his head. With the release of each dart, she fell on her back into his shit. She supposed she deserved that.

Removing the key ring from his satchel proved equally difficult. It was tied on there pretty well, and Katherine lacked the manual dexterity with her feet to untie the knot. Fortunately, her talons were sharp enough to claw through it with some effort.

Having finally acquired the keys, Katherine took them and the two darts and flew off to find the nearest stream. Fortunately, there was one very close by.

The cool water felt good on her sore feet. She flapped her wings and ruffled her feathers while half-submerged, trying to get as much gnome shit off her as possible.

Not seeing much point in trying to hide the darts, she decided to leave them in the stream. A sleeping chief might have just passed out from excessive drinking. A dead chief with two bloody pricks in his head was more than enough to arouse suspicion of murder. The cause of the murder, whether by a pair of poison darts or a bite from a severely inept vampire, wasn't going to make Katherine's life any easier or harder. Foul play was afoot, and the villagers would soon be on high alert.

She needed to rethink her plan. Not knowing how the villagers would react to this news, she wasn't sure whether or not her rescue mission could wait until she got her Wild Shape uses replenished at dawn. When they found their dead chief, they were bound to notice his keys missing. That was a clear motive for murder directly tied to Righteous. In trying to set him free, Katherine might have hastened his death.

Wild Shape or not, she definitely needed to speed up the timeline on setting him loose. She still had a few spells left. Maybe, with Righteous's strategic input, they could come up with something. At least they'd have a chance.

Katherine picked up the keys and flew high over the locked cell, circling above it until she felt confident about being able to slip through the bars unseen. When it was as clear as she figured it would ever be, she flapped down to land in front of the cell. Soft moaning and heavy breathing came from the darkness inside.

Was Righteous rubbing one out to her while awaiting his untimely demise. Katherine was flattered but felt a little bad about overhearing him. She could make it up to him later if they got out of this alive.

Katherine slipped between the bars, careful not to let the key ring clang against them.

“Alessandro,” the moaning voice whispered, and it didn't sound at all like Righteous. “Punish me! Punish me harder!”

In her horror and disgust, Katherine dropped the keys.

The moaning and heavy breathing suddenly turned to movement in the darkness.

“Hello, little birdie,” whispered Lady Vivia. “Do you have something there for me?”

Katherine picked up the keys again as her persistent nemesis crept into the dim light toward her. She looked like shit.Her greasy white hair was all over the place, brown with filth, and she wielded what appeared to be a human femur that was glistening on one end.

Had she... No, she couldn't. She wouldn't. Of course she had.

Katherine ruffled her feathers in disgust.

“That's it,” she said, creeping closer as she raised the moistened bone. “Stay right there.”

If there was one way Katherine was determined not to go out, it was being clubbed to death with a bone dildo. She turned into her half-elven form.


Chapter 65

The next few days and nights flew by as Chaz performed what seemed, for now, at least, to be his final performances.

Argo took the news of Chaz and Julian's planned hiatus better than Chaz expected... or hoped. Chaz was a little hurt to discover that he already had a replacement lined up, but he recognized that was just good business sense.

As if to shove salt in the wound, Argo even charged Chaz with the task of training his own replacement. Flash Thunderbolt, as he insisted on being referred to, wasn't a bad singer. He was young and cocky enough to make Chaz feel old for constantly wanting to slap him in the face, but he recognized a lot of himself in the kid. Flash had a long way to go before he could pull off a performance like RazzMachazz, but Chaz had little doubt that he'd eventually get there. In the meantime, he was more than competent enough, standing on Neil's shoulders and with the band backing him up, to keep a crowd entertained for a couple of hours.

Between his own shows and training Flash, Chaz was busier now than he'd ever been since starting this gig. But it was a new obsession that demanded more time than he currently had at his disposal. For weeks, a new song had been trying to claw its way out of his head, and he finally starting to get the lyrics and music together. Something had to give.

One aspect of this temporary superstardom he was not willing to sacrifice was sex with adoring fans after every show. When he and Julian got back together with the Whore's Head gang, there was no telling where his next lay would come from. Much the opposite of a responsible squirrel, Chaz had to seize every opportunity to empty his nuts for the coming winter.

Every night, he sent two or three women out of his dressing room covered in glitter. His post-ejaculatory clarity being both crucial to his songwriting and frustratingly short-lived, he even hurried them out of his dressing room before they had time to properly scrub all of their incriminating glitter away.

This, as most decisions in life primarily governed by his dick, would soon come back to bite him in the ass.

Two nights before the end of his contractual obligations, Chaz's post-coital lyric writing had hit a snag. Stuck on a choice between two words, he needed to hear how each sounded with the music to determine which would fit the song better.

He left his dressing room and returned to the stage to use the piano, as he often did. The few regulars who lingered that late into the night enjoyed what they felt was a bonus quasi-performance. But they also recognized his behind-the-scenes work for what it was and were respectful enough not to badger him to play Sweet Caroline or even approach him.

The two women Chaz had entertained in his room earlier sat with their increasingly drunk husbands. As hard as he tried to focus on his song, he could feel them staring at him. Every time he glanced their way to confirm it, they shot him a flirty smile or wink, which made him increasingly uncomfortable. Their faces, necks, and arms were already sparkling with more glitter than could be easily explained. Open flirtation right in front of their husbands would only draw already justifiable suspicion.

Then the first domino fell.

One of the women's husbands caught his wife giving Chaz a thirstier look than he was comfortable with. As if to mark his territory, he put his arm around her waist, yanked her toward him, and shoved his tongue down her throat. When she pulled away from him, he doubled down by slipping his hand under her dress to grope her tit. His friend, who he'd been drinking with, roared with laughter and cheered him on.

Disgusted by the flagrant disrespect this guy was publicly displaying for his wife, Chaz could better understand why she sought her sensual pleasures elsewhere. But he dared not intervene. Getting involved would be akin to painting a big-ass scarlet A on his glittery shirt, and that wouldn't end well for anyone.

However, Chaz's silence only bought him an additional moment free of suspicion. The woman being groped against her will slapped her husband hard in the face, then pulled herself free of his forced embrace.

As surprised as he was at the action of his wife's hand, he was even more so when he got a good look at his own.

His reddening jowls quivered as he held his sparkling palm out for his wife to see.

“What is this?” he demanded loudly enough for the entire room to hear.

The woman's angry expression quickly turned to fear.

“It's nothing,” she said. “I –” Having nothing to follow that up with, her gaze shifted suddenly to Chaz, then her friend she'd shared him with — anyone in the know to throw her a lifeline.

All Chaz could think was, Fuck.

The other woman's husband, who'd been howling with laughter just a moment ago, now appeared confused. He grabbed the top of his own wife's dress and yanked it down hard, exposing a glittery boob.

Both men turned suddenly to face Chaz, who quickly got back to playing the piano and pretending not to have noticed any of this.

“You son of a thousand fathers!” shouted the glitter-handed man.

“I'll kill you!” shouted the other as they both stood up.

Both of these men were a good ten or fifteen years older than Chaz, overweight, and extraordinarily drunk. Chaz had no doubt he could defend himself if either of them even managed to stumble their way onto the stage, but he doubted Argo would be as forgiving with him for beating the shit out of the customers as he was for him fucking their wives.

Fortunately, Chaz wasn't the only one who witnessed the situation as it steadily deteriorated. As soon as the two men took their first staggering steps toward the stage, two of Argo's goons ran out from either side of the club and apprehended them.

“What is the meaning of this?” demanded the glitter-handed man. “Unhand me at once!”

“The Howling Owlbear is not a five-copper brothel,” said the goon restraining him in a calm, dispassionate tone. “Your behavior is unbecoming of this establishment, and management has requested your immediate removal.”

“Our behavior?” bellowed the other man as they were both forcefully escorted toward the exit. “What about him? He fucked our wives! Do you hear me, you ignorant brute? He fucked our – BLAAAUUUURRRGGGGGHHHH!” A Vesuvian eruption of vomit gushed out from his mouth, splattering into a five-foot diameter puddle on the floor.

The goon handling him let out an exasperated sigh before hauling him the rest of the way out of the club.

The men were gone, but their women remained behind to collect themselves and finish their drinks. Neither seemed particularly upset or in any need of comfort. But as much as Chaz wanted to pretend nothing had happened and get back to his songwriting, the awkwardness of their continued presence was too much for him to ignore.

Begrudgingly, he got up from behind the piano and approached their table.

“Are you ladies okay?” he asked.

Glitterhand's wife smiled and winked at him. “Better now that you're here. Would you like a drink?”

“No, I don't want a –” Chaz was a little unnerved by their apparent lack of concern. “What are you going to do about your husbands?”

The other woman shrugged. “What more is there to do? The bouncers took care of it.”

“But what about when you get home?” asked Chaz. “And tomorrow? You're not worried?”

She laughed. “I'll be surprised if they even remember what happened.”

“And if they do?”

“Then they'll mope around for a few days,” said Glitterhand's wife. “Then they'll fuck some whores.”

“The cycle continues,” said the other one, then they clinked their glasses together and drank.

Chaz wondered just how many more whore-fucking cycles his dick had recently been caught up in and where he might find a cleric who would cast a Remove Disease spell without asking questions.

“So, you're okay then?” asked Chaz for a final confirmation so he could politely disengage and get back to work.

“We'll be fine,” Glitterhand's wife reassured him. “I'm not sure we can guarantee the same about you, though.”

Chaz was far from reassured.

“What?”

“You probably don't have anything to worry about. But I wouldn't go walking the streets alone at night if I were you. Not until they've had some time to cool down, anyway.” She flashed another flirtatious smile at Chaz. “We've got nowhere to be for a while if you'd like to take this party back to your dressing room.”

Chaz couldn't believe what he was hearing. She'd all but told him flat out that their husbands would be hunting him down like an animal, but she was seriously suggesting they all have one more roll in the hay. Now that he thought about it for a second, though, it kind of made sense. It wasn't like their husbands were going to be more angry if he fucked their wives again.

He shook the thought out of his head. He still had work to do, and the thought of having a target on his back was already more distraction than he needed.

In the darkness near Argo's office, Chaz spotted the glint of atmospheric candlelight reflecting from Argo's glasses amidst a cloud of cigar smoke. He was watching, judging.

“Thanks,” said Chaz, who had already made up his mind without being aware of Argo's watchful eyes. “But I don't think so. You ladies should probably get going.” He frowned at the large puddle of vomit on the floor. “I've got work to do.”

As the ladies got up to leave, Argo nodded and blew another puff of smoke before retreating into his office.

“What was all that commotion?” asked Julian, yawning as he walked out into the main room in his pajamas. “Is everything all right?”

“It's fine,” said Chaz. “Just some rowdy customers. One of them threw up. Argo asked me to tell you to clean it up.”

Julian, still a little foggy from having just woken up, scratched his head as he stared blankly at the vomit puddle. “Okay.”


Chapter 66

Tim knew Southern Magnolia Bank well from making regular Chicken Hut deposits, first as an employee, then as the owner. He'd lied to Nadia about having to research it.

“Pull over here,” said Tim about five blocks north of the bank. “A little further... a little further... Okay, stop. We'll go the rest of the way on foot.”

“We're parked in front of a fire hydrant,” said Nadia. “There's plenty of room up ahead. I can just –”

“This is where we're parking,” Tim insisted. “Remember what we agreed on?” He hoped she did, because he was a little too tipsy to remember exactly how he'd worded it.

Nadia nodded. “Immediate, unconditional obedience.”

“That's right. We need to work like a hive mind. If you hesitate during the mission, you put both our lives at risk.”

“I know, but I just thought –”

“You don't think,” Tim corrected her. “I think. You act. Now let's go.”

Tim chose to park five blocks away so that they could approach the bank from behind while avoiding cameras from neighboring buildings along the way. He chose to park in front of the fire hydrant because he thought it would be hilarious for Mordred to return home to find his shitty car in an impound lot with hundreds of dollars' worth of unpaid parking tickets.

Nadia kept up with him easily enough, even if her footsteps were a little noisier than Tim would’ve liked. But it was 9AM on Wednesday in Gulfport, Mississippi. Groggy residents were parking their shitty cars and sipping their overpriced coffees, gathering up the will to trudge another day on the hamster wheel of their pathetic existences. Total stealth was both unrealistic and unnecessary.

When they got to the side of the bank, Tim stopped before rounding the corner to the front.

“This is your last chance to call this off,” he warned Nadia. “Once we put on these masks, there's no turning back.”

Nadia snatched a ski mask out of his hand, pulled it down over her face, and pulled out the Glock 18 from which Tim had removed all ammunition. “Let's fucking do this!”

That's what Tim was hoping she'd say. Despite having little to no use for the money, he was excited to be pulling a good old-fashioned bank robbery. Now that he thought about it, he was even more excited to be hitting Southern Magnolia. He was about to reimburse the fuck out of himself for all those overdraft fees they'd charged him over the years.

But despite the simplicity of the plan, this was an inherently dangerous undertaking, the likes of which he'd never attempted before. He pulled out his flask and steadied his nerves with a few gulps of stonepiss.

“Are you sure that's a good idea?” asked Nadia.

“No,” said Tim, then pulled down his own ski mask and rounded the corner.

He didn't bother to check if the coast was clear before running toward the front doors. They were already pretty well out in the open, and every second they spent outside wearing ski masks next to a bank was exponentially more likely to cause the cops to show up before he and Nadia were done with the tellers.

Barging through the doors, Tim reached into his Bag of Holding. “TEC-9!” he said. When he felt the cold steel grip in his hand, he pulled it out of the bag and fired a spurt of bullets into the ceiling. “Everybody on the floor! This is a robbery!”

The elderly guard dropped so fast that Tim was concerned he might have broken his hip.

As planned, Nadia went straight to the teller window furthest from the vault.

“And don't even think about tripping the alarm!” she warned them. “Or else I'll paint the fucking walls of this place with your hillbilly brains!”

As Tim relieved the guard of his sidearm, he noticed that the vault door was closed. He could probably still get them inside with a teleport, but that would  ruin an otherwise perfect crime that boggles investigators for decades to come. He'd give her one more minute with the tellers, then tell her to get the manager to open the vault.

In the meantime, he went to work on crowd control. It wasn't much of a crowd, and they didn't need a lot of controlling. Only five customers were currently in the bank, and every one obediently lay face down on the floor with their hands over their heads, patiently waiting for this all to be over.

Tim tossed his duffel bag between two of them. “Wallets, jewelry, cell phones, in the bag! Do what I say, and you'll all go home without any extra holes in your face.”

As the terrified customers scrambled to put their belongings into the bag, Nadia moved on to the second teller window. Tim kept an eye on the door. Between his initial spray of gunfire and the likelihood that one of the tellers tripped the alarm, he suspected the cops would be arriving any minute now.

“That's enough with the tellers,” he said to Nadia as he picked up his duffel bag. “Get the vault open.”

“Which one of you is the manager?” Nadia demanded.

A middle-aged woman in a green pants suit raised her trembling hand. “I am.”

Nadia stomped toward the woman, her gun pointed straight at her face. “You heard him. Open that vault before I open the back of your fucking head!”

Tim smiled under his ski mask. He was happy to see Nadia having a good time.

“Yes, ma'am!” said the manager. Despite being totally compliant, she wasn't setting any speed records.

Tim glanced at the front door again, expecting a SWAT team to burst through. He didn't want to ditch Nadia like he'd ditched Cooper in the arena in Meb Gar'shur, but he wasn't about to risk getting shot for her. He started to wonder if maybe this plan wasn't as he'd thought it was when the lock on the vault door finally clicked.

“Oh, thank fuck,” he said as he watched Nadia swing the thick steel door open.

“Drop your weapon and put your hands in the air!” bellowed a deep, not-entirely-unfamiliar voice behind Tim. It was punctuated by the unmistakable sound of a cocking gun.

Shit.

Tim lowered his gun, then dropped it on the floor. He had plenty more where that came from, after all. Raising his empty hands, he turned around to see one of the customers, a white-haired old black man, pointing a tiny pistol at him, probably from an ankle holster. Dressed in civilian clothes, it took Tim a second to realize where he'd heard that voice before.

“Officer Williams?” he blurted out.

The old man squinted at him. “Tim?”

Shit!

“Um... No.” It was worth a shot.

“TIM?” shouted Nadia from the vault.

Goddammit.

“WHAT?” replied Tim.

“Is everything okay?”

“It's fine! I've got it handled. Just stay in there.” He reached into his vest for his flask.

“Don't even think about it!” shouted Officer Williams.

It took Tim a second to realize he was shouting at him. By the time he did, he'd already gotten his flask out.

“Take it easy, Barney Fife.” He lifted the bottom of the ski mask to his nose and took a swig from his flask. Realizing how close he just was to being shot in the face, he took another.

Officer Williams glanced over to the first teller. “How long until the police arrive?”

The teller, a dim-looking, pudgy young man in a suit that was two sizes too small for him, stared blankly back at him. “Huh?”

“Did you trip the alarm?”

The teller shook his head. “She said she was gonna paint the walls with our brains.”

“It's a silent alarm,” said Officer Williams. “The whole point is that the robber doesn't know it's been tripped until the police actually show up.”

“Sorry,” said the second teller, a tall black woman in her thirties. “But I make fifteen dollars an hour, so –”

“Are you shittin' me?” said the first teller. “You make fifteen? What kinda affirmative action bullshit is that?” He turned angrily toward the vault. “Miss Wanda!”

“Crystal's been here two years longer than you, Glen!” the manager shouted back from just outside the vault.

“That's right,” said Crystal. “Besides, you ain't got brains enough to paint the inside of a matchbox.”

“Goddamn, Crystal!” said Tim. “Roll for burn damage!”

“Shut up!” said Glen and Officer Williams simultaneously. The latter added, “And will someone please trip the goddamn alarm?”

“I wouldn't recommend that,” said Tim, slowly walking backward toward the vault. “Need I remind you, one of us is still armed?”

“Stay where you are!” demanded Officer Williams, thrusting his gun at Tim.

“Or else what?” If Officer Williams didn't shoot him when he went for his flask, he sure as shit wasn't going to shoot him now. Tim took off his mask. “Are you really going to shoot an unarmed white kid in the face, in Mississippi, in front of a bunch of cameras and witnesses?” He backed away faster, smirking at the frustrated police officer. He was happy to see that Officer Williams was doing well, but he was also really enjoying this.

Once inside the vault, Tim pushed the big door shut. He was surprised at how clearly he could still hear everything going on outside.

“You should have shot that little shit,” said Glen. “I woulda vouched for you.”

“Why bother?” said Officer Williams, sounding less frustrated than Tim expected, and more confused. “He just locked himself in the vault. Now, will somebody please trip the alarm?”

“We might not have as much time as we thought,” said Tim. “Maybe we should have taken a hostage or something. I don't know how long we'll be able to stall them.”

Nadia took off her mask and grinned at him. “I don't think that's going to be a problem.” She held up a ring with a bunch of keys and cards attached to it.

“What's that?” asked Tim.

“The manager's keys. She needs one of these cards to open the vault.”

Tim nodded. “Nice work. But we still shouldn't waste any time.” He took out his new lock pick set, ripped open the package, and tested his new tools on the nearest safe deposit box. In lesser-skilled hands, it might have been more challenging, but Tim was able to pop it open almost immediately.

“Holy shit!” he said. “This is easy as fuck!”

It was a full ten minutes before Officer Williams finally got some backup. Tim had loaded their duffel bags with a bunch of jewelry, a few passports, and over one hundred thousand dollars in cash and bearer bonds. And there were still so many little treasure boxes left to open.

“Can you hear me in there?” bellowed the voice of a man who clearly didn't take shit from anyone. “This is Police Chief Warren Teal! Surrender immediately and open this door or –”

“Fuck you, Teal!” shouted Tim. “I want a helicopter!”

“You are not in a position to be making demands. Open this door at once, or I'll be forced to –”

“Fully fueled!” said Tim, trying to think up some more ridiculous demands while he continued to pop open safe deposit boxes. “And I want a Norwegian pilot!”

“You listen to me, you little – Did you say a Norwegian pilot?”

“I want it on the roof in ten minutes!”

“What?” said Chief Teal. “This building doesn't have a helipad on the roof!”

“My turn,” whispered Nadia. She turned to the vault door and shouted her own demands. “We want four million dollars in unmarked non-consecutive one-dollar bills!”

“Are you insane?” shouted the chief. “That won't even fit on a helicopter!”

“And a cooler full of ice cream sandwiches!”

Tim licked his lips. “Good one.”

This went on for some time until Tim finally filled up both duffel bags with close to half a million dollars. He looked around the vault and saw that there were still a bunch of boxes he hadn't opened.

“We probably should have brought bigger bags.”

Nadia's eyes lit up. “We didn't need bags at all! You've got that magic bag, right? We can put the rest of the money in there!”

Tim shrugged. “I feel like this is probably enough. I'm getting bored, and a little hungry. I say we call it a day.”

Nadia sighed. “Fine.”

Lying on his back on the vault floor, Tim hefted one of the duffel bags up onto his chest. Nadia stacked the other one on top of it, then lay on top of that, facing Tim.

She smiled at him. “This was fun.”

Between Nadia and the two bags, Tim could barely breathe.

“Yeah, it was,” he whispered. Then he took as deep a breath as he could manage and shouted at the bank vault door, “Hey Teal! How are we doing with that chopper?”

“For the last time, you little shit! You don't have any hostages! There isn't going to be a fucking chopper!”

“Dude, language! Do you kiss your mother with that tongue?”

Nadia laughed. “Come on, Tim. Let's go.”

Tim closed his eyes, held his breath, braced himself for a sudden increase in temperature, and tapped his heels together.

When he felt himself surrounded by nearly scalding-hot bubbling water, he squirmed out from under the bags and stood up.


Chapter 67

“What manner of living kraken shit is that abomination?” demanded Captain Logan from the deck of Seastalker as Randy and the others arrived on the dock.

“What are you talkin' about?” asked Denise. “This is Randy. You just met him a couple hours ago.”

“Mmhrrrmmmf,” said Randy.

Logan picked up a large crossbow and leveled it at them. “Need I point out more precisely which one of you I am referring to?”

Denise spread her arms wide and stepped in front of Fatty. “Ain't no need for that, now. I was only pullin' your peg leg. This here's my son, Fatty. He's only a toddler. Y'all won't even know he's here.”

“Your son? Did you anger the gods? Or do the crabs that no doubt infest your rancid crotch routinely ejaculate inside you?”

Randy felt that was a uniquely horrible thing to say about a mother and her son. Unfortunately, his objections were stifled by the wad of shirt currently stuffed in his mouth. Logan's crew seemed to think it was funny, though. Eight burly, sun-baked men who would have looked out of place anywhere in the world except on the deck of a pirate ship howled with laughter and elbowed each other. Rough work, rough play, and a rough sense of humor had bound these men to each other and their captain in camaraderie. If there was going to be a mutiny, these men would not be a part of it.

“What breed of dog shot his load into your mama's fuckhole to produce the likes of you?” said Denise.

The shocked silence that followed was broken by the sounds of eight equally large crossbows cocking, all pointed at Denise.

“It was a mongrel, to be sure,” said the captain, inspiring another round of laughter from his crew as they lowered their weapons. “Welcome aboard Seastalker!”

“What the hell was that?” whispered Tony the Elf as they began crossing the gangway to board the ship.

“Relax,” said Denise. “You got to give as hard as you take with these sort of folks. Otherwise, you come off lookin' like a pussy. Besides, they aim to kill us anyway.”

“It would be in all of our best interests if that didn't happen until after we set sail.”

“Kindly deposit your weapons into the barrel,” Logan instructed them as they boarded. “In the event of impending battle, appropriate arms will be dispensed according to the circumstance. In the meantime, my men shall guide each of you to your stations and instruct you as to each of your sailing duties.”

Tony the Elf was the first aboard, with Dave the Dog at his side. He surrendered the scimitar he'd taken from the fishing boat and was accompanied by a large hairy man in mismatched pieces of leather armor toward the ship's stern.

Tanner likewise surrendered his weapon without question and was escorted to the bow by a lean, muscular man. The multitude of scars on his bare torso looked almost like art. It served as a record of the many battles he'd fought over the years and a warning to anyone who entertained any thoughts about messing with him.

“You are the big one's handler?” asked Captain Logan as Denise and Randy boarded the ship.

“Hrrmmmf,” objected Randy.

“That's right,” said Denise. “He'll do whatever I tell him.”

The captain nodded to a big beast of a man with words tattooed all over the visible parts of his dark bronze skin. The tattoo artist was either not very skilled, in a hurry, or quite possibly working under duress, and the words were partially obscured by the man's ample body hair, so Randy couldn't make out what any of them said without getting too close.

“This way,” he said in a barely articulate grunt as he led them to the middle of the ship near the mainmast.

“What's all that shit you got written all over you?” asked Denise with her usual level of tact.

“Can you not read?”

“As a matter of fact, I can't.”

The big man turned around to stare at her and Randy. “I thought he has shit for brain. Are you shit brain?”

“No, I'm Denise. I may not be able to read, but I have certain other talents a big feller like you might be interested in.” She offered him her hand.

“Dense,” he responded.

“No, Denise.”

He pointed at her. “Dense.” Then at Randy. “Shitbrain.” Finally, at himself. “Gundhor.”

“Mrrm hrrrf frmm,” said Randy.

Denise lowered her ignored hand. “He says he's pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“Can Shitbrain turn a crank?”

“Yes, I believe that falls within his repertoire of skills.”

“Good.” Gundhor placed a meaty hand on a crank handle near the mainmast. “This raises the mainsail. Once the sail catches some wind, this gets harder to control. It must be raised slowly and steadily. Can he handle that?”

Denise looked up at Randy. “You got all that, Randy? Slow and steady.”

Randy nodded. “Hrrmf.”

“Piece of cake,” said Denise. “What's my job?”

Gundhor unbuttoned his fly and pulled out a dick like a baby elephant's trunk.

Denise licked her lips and rubbed her palms together. “All right. Now we're talkin'.”

Randy turned his head. He didn't care to have them do this right there in front of him, but he was happy for Denise. She'd been throwing herself at every man she encountered, and he was glad that someone was finally showing her the interest she so desperately craved.

The steady splatter of liquid on wood brought his attention back to find that Gundhor was pissing on the deck at Denise's feet.

“Your job is to clean that up.” He pointed at the deck behind her. “There is a bucket and sponge.”

Randy could tell Denise's kettle was starting to bubble with rage. He pleaded with his eyes for her to keep her cool. If Tanner was right about their intentions, which seemed even more likely with how they'd all been immediately been separated, then she could have her revenge soon enough.

“Fine,” said Denise. “It appears my talents will be wasted once again.” She picked up the bucket and sponge, then got on her knees to start sopping up pee. “Pearls before fuckin' swine.”

“Dense,” said Gundhor.

She glared up at him. “What?”

“If you ever disrespect the captain like that again, the last thing you'll ever see is me eating one of your kidneys while I fuck the other.”

For the first time Randy could remember, Denise actually looked shaken.

“Y-yes sir,” she said, then started soaking up his piss and squeezing it into the bucket.

“When you finish, you and your bug climb up there.” Gundhor pointed up to the crow's nest. “Your job is lookout.”

Once again, Logan's crew was further separating them. With no spellcasting abilities or ranged weapons, the crow's nest was the least beneficial place Denise could possibly be when a fight broke out.

Denise looked up. “How the fuck am I s'posed to get up there? Look at my little arms and legs. I ain't no goddamn Spiderman.”

“Your choice,” said Gundhor. “You can climb the ropes, or you can try to climb the hull when I throw your fat ass overboard.”

“Fine,” Denise said with a heavy sigh. “I'll be the goddamn lookout.”

When Denise and Fatty were about halfway up to the crow's nest, Gundhor stared menacingly at Randy.

“Do you understand what I'm saying, Shitbrain?”

Randy nodded. “Hrmf.”

“Good. We've got a few hours yet before we're due to sail. I've got another job for you until then. Follow me.”

Gundhor started walking to the ship's stern, and Randy followed. He couldn't help but notice the muffled snickering of the other pirates as he passed them.

“Don't wear him out,” shouted one of the others. “I call next.”

“Third!” shouted another.

Randy didn't like the direction this was headed in. But when Gundhor opened the door to the cargo hold, Randy obediently stepped through and made his way down the stairs. When Gundhor followed him inside and closed the door behind him, the big, empty cargo hold went completely dark.

It lit up again suddenly, revealing Gundhor standing uncomfortably close to Randy. In his hand was a glowing tooth. A molar, complete with the root, shedding enough light to illuminate the entire hold.

“I pulled this from a merman after I made him watch me fuck his wife,” said Gundhor.

Randy wanted to chastise him for the evil act he'd just confessed to, and to ask him if all mer-people had glowing teeth. But all he could say was, “Mrrrhrrf.”

“I paid a wizard to enchant it. It brings me luck.”

Randy was grateful for the gag sparing him from the embarrassment of having asked that question about mer-people teeth.

Gundhor dropped the tooth on the floor and began unbuttoning his fly. “Get down on your knees, Shitbrain.”

As Gundhor pulled out his now fully erect member, Randy was once again grateful for the gag in his mouth.

“Take out that gag.”

Randy's gaze darted up and down between Gundhor's threatening glare and his equally threatening penis. He left his gag right where it was.

“Hrrmf frrm mrrhrrmf.”

Gundhor grabbed the rope and yanked it down out of Randy's mouth, then pulled out the wad of his former shirt. “There. Now start sucking.”

“I really don't want to do that,” said Randy.

Gundhor stumbled back in surprise, barely keeping from tripping over his lowered pants. “You can talk?”

“Yes, I can.”

“You don't sound shitbrained at all.”

Randy supposed that counted as a compliment. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

“Why do you wear the gag, then?”

“So I won't be able to reveal our plans to take over the ship.” Randy sighed. “See what I mean?”

Gundhor's eyes went wide. He went for the stairs leading up to the door, but Randy caught him by the pants, pulled his legs out from under him, then positioned himself between Gundhor and the stairs.

“I'm real sorry,” said Randy. “I can't let you leave.”

Gundhor grinned as he got to his feet, pulled up his pants, then produced a dagger from his left boot. “And how do you propose to stop me?”

“Basil.”

Gundhor squinted curiously. “What?”

The entire boat tilted back slightly from the weight of the celestial basilisk suddenly occupying a large portion of the cargo hold.

Turning around to face it, Gundhor didn't even have time to scream before Basil chomped down on his head. His dagger clattered on the floor as his arms and legs went limp. His penis, however, remained erect until Basil gobbled down the rest of him.

“Thanks, Basil,” Randy whispered as Basil finished licking Gundhor's blood off the floor. “You run along now. I'll call you back when I get a chance.”

As soon as he dismissed Basil back to the Celestial Plane, the ship shifted forward slightly. With no idea how he meant to explain that or Gundhor's sudden disappearance, he decided his best move would be to put his gag back in place. After slipping Gundhor's dagger into his own boot, he wrapped his shirt wad around the glowing merman tooth, stuffed it in his mouth, then put the rope back in place.

He was standing alone in the pitch-dark cargo hold when the door finally swung open. Captain Logan stood in the open doorway with two of his men behind him.

“I see only the simpleton,” said Logan. “Where is Gundhor?”

“He was in there with him,” said one of his accompanying crewmen. “We saw them go in together.”

Logan stomped down the stairs and looked around. The open door didn't provide much light, but it was plenty enough to see the hold was completely empty but for himself and Randy.

“He is not here now,” Logan called up to his men. “How do you explain that?”

One of the men shrugged. “I cannot, sir.”

“Well, somebody had better explain it!” Logan shoved Randy toward the stairs. “On deck with you, simpleton! Move now!”

Randy ascended the steps quickly as Logan followed behind him. When he reached the deck, he found all of Logan's crew gathered around. Tony the Elf stood back a bit, slowly fashioning a length of rope into some kind of knot. He looked attentive like a cat, ready to pounce immediately if the situation called for it.

Likewise, Tanner was creeping away from his station at the bow, armed with a mop and looking ready to use it. Denise, however, remained up in the crow's nest, offering only a small wave when Randy looked up at her.

Captain Logan pulled the rope down from Rnady's mouth, pulled out the wad of fabric, and grimaced as he pushed the moist wad into Randy's hand.

“You were with Gundhor, were you not?” he asked Randy.

Randy nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Do you know where he is?”

Randy spotted Tony the Elf staring at him and shaking his head.

“Not exactly,” Randy answered honestly, lacking knowledge of the Celestial Plane.

“What do you mean, not exactly?” demanded Captain Logan. “Either you know where he is, or you do not!”

“He is beyond this world, sir.”

Logan released his spring-loaded sleeve blade and held it up to Randy's throat. “Speak not in riddles to me, simpleton. Are you suggesting Gundhor is dead?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And how, exactly, did he die?”

“A basilisk ate him.”

Captain Logan lowered his head and sighed. “Useless bloody simpleton.” He pushed the blade back down his sleeve, walked to the side of the ship, and leaned over the bulwark to peer down into the water. “Everyone back to their stations. Gundhor or no Gundhor, I want to set sail immediately. There's something big down there nudging the ship, and I want to get moving before it gets more aggressive.”


Chapter 68

“This doesn't feel very respectful,” said Dave as he helped Cooper drag Norbarg's body across the dirt toward the tunnel.

“Fuck 'em,” Cooper replied. “If they wanted respect, they should have picked a different profession. I'm tired as fuck, and there's no way I'm digging a big-ass hole for this big asshole.”

Dave chuckled. “Nice one.”

Having no recollection of farting recently, Cooper had no idea what Dave could be referring to. “What are you talking about?”

“A big-ass hole for a big asshole.”

It had been a long day of traveling, and Cooper had lost a lot of blood. If Dave was making any sense, it wasn't registering.

“What the fuck is that?” he asked. “Some gay Hammurabi shit?”

Dave looked just as confused as Cooper felt. Had Nabi shot them both with her confusion arrows?

“Never mind,” said Dave. “My other concern is why we're dumping the bodies in the tunnel when we're about to go through it anyway. How is that any different from leaving them to rot out here?”

“I have some theories about the cave crabs,” sad Nabi, suddenly appearing in front of him.

Dave dropped the arm he was pulling and fell on his ass. “I keep forgetting you're there. Would it kill you to stay visible?”

Nabi ignored him, flying down to where Cooper had tossed Digby's shredded remains onto the ramp leading down into the tunnel.

“Why would these ravenous crabs so greedily jump on a tiny sausage but not come near the body of a full-grown man?”

Cooper closed his eyes, held his breath, and continued dragging the heavy corpse, all the while trying not to respond with a joke about Dave's mom being a pedophile.

“Do they prefer their meat cooked?” posited Nabi. “Or do they simply not like the taste of human flesh?”

“That doesn't seem likely,” said Dave, getting back to his feet. “Crabs are scavengers, which means they shouldn't be that picky about what they eat.”

“I came to the same conclusion. So I'm testing a different theory.” She looked up at Cooper and nodded.

As she'd instructed him to do, Cooper had dragged Norbarg's body to the far side of the tunnel, opposite the ramp. On her signal, he nudged the big corpse over the edge. It landed with a thud about fifteen feet down into the dark shadows cast by the setting sun.

A frenzy of gurgling, hissing, and snapping ensued as glistening white crabs the size of footballs swarmed over the corpse.

“Oh my god,” said Dave, joining Cooper at the edge of the tunnel. “That's so... I can't even...”

“Is anyone else hungry?” asked Cooper, feeling a rumbling inside his belly.

Dave shuddered.  “How can you even think of food while you're watching a man get the flesh ripped from his bones?”

“I'm not watching him. I'm watching those fat-ass, delicious-looking crabs.”

“You want to go down there and grab one? Be my guest.”

“I've got a better idea,” said Nabi as she rummaged through Ramon's belongings. She pulled out a spool of twine. “This should do nicely.”

There must be a million uses for twine, but Cooper couldn't think of a single one that would apply to their situation off the top of his head.

“Do for what?” he asked.

Nabi smiled. “I'll show you. First, I need you to rip one of this guy's arms off. Dave, you can start a fire.”

Cooper nodded. “You got it.”

“What?” said Dave.

“A fire,” Nabi repeated. “You can use the remains of the Spike Growth spell for fuel.”

Dave sighed. “Thank you. I know how to start a fire. I meant, what about ripping that guy's arm off?”

Nabi looked down at Ramon's corpse, then back at Dave. “No offense, but I think Cooper is much better suited for that task.”

“Why are we ripping people's arms off at all? Isn't it bad enough that we're feeding them to crabs? Do we really need to mutilate them as well? How is that any better than animating them?”

Cooper had a sudden recollection of the faces of everyone around him whenever he said something so stupid that it would inevitably lead to violence.

Nabi dropped her spool and flew up in Dave's face, her cheeks bright red with exasperation. “There is a natural order in life and death, and there is magic that perverts the natural order. Dead bodies get eaten, be it by worms, bugs, wolves, or crabs. Life is nourished by death. That is nature's way. Using the dead as puppets is a perversion of the natural order, and I will not stand for it. Do I make myself clear?”

Dave nodded like he was in the principal's office. “Yes, ma'am.”

“Despite numerous warnings, I have made every effort to give you the benefit of the doubt. Vindicate my trust, and you will be nourished by cave crabs. Betray my trust, and it will be the other way round.”

Dave nodded again. “Y-yes, ma'am.”

Nabi smiled warmly at him and her face returned to normal color. “Excellent. Now, let's all get to work. This will serve as the perfect test to confirm my light sensitivity theory and hopefully catch us some crabs.”

While Dave collected pieces of wood from the Spike Growth and Cooper chopped off one of Ramon's arms with his axe, Nabi tied the twine into a noose.

Cooper laughed as he brought her the arm. “If that's for Dave, you're going to need some thicker rope.”

Nabi looped the twine around Ramon's wrist and pulled the knot tight. Then she let out about fifteen feet of twine before severing it and tying another noose.

Instead of tightening the second knot, she loosened it so the loop was roughly a foot and a half wide. Satisfied with her work, she flew down the ramp just short of where the light ended, then tossed her lasso into the shadows.

“Perfect,” she said. “Now try to toss the arm into the loop.”

Not really understanding what they were trying to accomplish, Cooper did as he was told. He overshot the loop by a couple of inches.

“Cooper!” cried Nabi.

“Geeze! Sorry! It was my first try!”

Nabi watched with annoyance as crabs swarmed over the severed arm and carried it deeper into the cave.

“You were supposed to hold on to the other end of the string.”

Her plan grew clearer in Cooper's mind.

“Oh, shit. Sorry about that. I'll go get another arm.”

Digby's arms were shredded to shit, sticky with coagulating blood, so Cooper made a concerted effort to make Ramon's other arm count. After he chopped it off and returned to where Nabi was waiting with a new length of twine, he made sure to keep hold of the other end as he attempted to toss the arm into Nabi's snare.

Unaccustomed to using finesse over raw strength to solve problems, he once again overshot the loop. Crabs immediately seized the opportunity, swarming the arm, but Cooper was now able to reel it back toward him. Two of them held on, greedily devouring the skin and muscle of Ramon's upper arm.

“Fuck yeah!” he said as he pulled them in. “It's working!”

Nabi sighed. “I wouldn't be so sure about that.”

“What do you mean? They're as good as – Hey!”

As soon as Cooper pulled the arm beyond the reach of the tunnel's shadow, the crabs hissed and squealed, let go of the arm, and scuttled back down into the darkness.

“Ungrateful little shit!” Cooper called out after them as he examined his bait. The crabs had cleaned it to the bone nearly as far down as the elbow.

“Wow,” said Dave, who had gotten a pretty good fire going. “Those things are pretty vicious. Maybe we should consider taking the long way.”

Cooper wasn't sure which he dreaded more, getting devoured alive by crabs or spending three more days than necessary with Dave. At least the crab thing would end quickly.

“Because of the crabs?” said Nabi. “Don't be silly. We now know that they can't come into the light. As long as we have a light source, we have nothing to worry about.” She turned to Cooper. “Throw the arm in again, and not so hard this time.”

Taking care to restrain himself, Cooper gave the arm the lightest underhand toss he could. The arm landed two feet short of the loop. Half a dozen crabs immediately scuttled toward it, but Cooper was ready for that. He jerked the arm back before they could eat any more of it.

Now that he had a feel for what was too hard and what wasn't hard enough, he tried again. Finally, he landed the arm right in the center of Nabi's lasso. When the crabs swarmed it, Nabi flew backward quickly, tightening the noose on one of their legs. With a bit more effort, she managed to pull it away from the others.

Not wanting to waste the bait, Cooper likewise reeled in the arm. Just as they had before, the crabs hissed and squealed, abandoning the arm as soon as Cooper pulled it into the light. He tied the twine around his waist, the arm hanging by his side, in case they wanted to try again.

Nabi's crab also hissed and squealed, but couldn't free its leg from Nabi's noose. When it reached the edge of the shadow, it doubled down on its efforts to resist, digging its spiny feet into the ground as it pulled as hard as it could in the other direction.

“Cooper!” she said, her wings a blur. “Some help, please?”

“Oh, shit!” said Cooper, grabbing Nabi's twine.

As determined as the crab was to stay out of the light, its strength was no match for Cooper's.

Bubbles poured out from its twitching mandibles as the hissing increased in pitch.

“It's suffering,” said Nabi. “Hurry and put it on the fire.”

Having grown up on the Gulf Coast, Cooper had attended enough crab boils to know how to pick up a crab, even if that knowledge came at the price of getting pinched more times than it took the average person to acquire it. All he had to do was grab it from the back, and the claws wouldn't be able to reach him.

This crab, however, was much bigger, faster, and more pissed off than the blue crabs he was used to dealing with back home. He tried to circle around it several times, but the enraged crab was too quick for him.

“What are you doing?” asked Nabi.

“What does it look like? I'm trying to grab it without getting my hand cut off.”

“Use the rope!”

Cooper stopped circling the crab. “Oh yeah.” He held up the twine until the crab was suspended in the air. All its legs but the one it was hanging from wriggled furiously as it snapped its massive pincers at him. Now that it couldn't maneuver, it would be much easier for him to grab.  He nodded appreciatively at Nabi. “Clever.”

Trying to grab it by the back still proved challenging. Its pincers had a lot more range of movement than Cooper was expecting.

“COOPER!” snapped Nabi.

“WHAT?”

She took a deep breath. “Just lower it onto the fire.”

It took Cooper a second before it clicked, but she was right. That would be way easier.

The crab's squeals reached a near-deafening pitch as Cooper suspended it in the fire. Thankfully, it soon stopped squealing and its legs went limp. Cooper let go of the twine and stepped back from the fire.

“How long do you think that needs to cook?” he asked.

Dave shrugged. “I've never cooked cave crabs before, but I think it would be wise to leave it on there for a few minutes.”

Five more minutes was as much as Cooper could stand to wait. He used the blade of his axe like a spatula to scoot the roasted crab out of the fire. After giving it a couple more minutes to cool, he tested the shell with his hand. It was still painfully hot, but he could withstand the pain for as long as it took to yank out one of its legs.

Fortunately, the effort yielded a bouquet of meat from the main body, which appeared to be sufficiently cooked. He held up the leg to Nabi and Dave. “First bite?”

Nabi shook her head.

“No, thanks,” said Dave. “You go ahead.”

“Suit yourself,” said Cooper, then bit into the meat. It had a similar texture to what he expected from a crab, but a little more rubbery. The taste, however, was a big let down. It wasn't bad, but it was a far cry from good. It was disappointingly bland, not at all the kind of food that would inspire a group of friends to come together.

“How is it?” asked Nabi.

Cooper swallowed. “It tastes like shit, but it's food.”

That was good enough for Dave, who braced his boot against the crab's body to yank off another leg. He pulled too fast, barely getting any meat from the main body.

Apparently enraged by that, he started smashing it against one of the Devil's Teeth like it was a Hitler piñata.

“Dude,” said Cooper. “Chill the fuck out. It's got more legs.”

Dave ignored him, repeatedly attacking the stone until he finally heard a crack. Having successfully broken the shell, Dave pulled out a slender chunk of meat about the size of a thin banana. He held it up to show Cooper and Nabi, then shoved it into his mouth.

By the time they got through all the legs, the main body had cooled enough for Cooper to pry apart, allowing them to access the meat they hadn't been able to extract by ripping out the legs.

“I was a little put off by the taste at first,” said Dave as he tried to scrape more meat out from one of the pincers. “But it's really not that bad. I could actually go for another one.”

While Cooper hadn't grown to like the taste any more, he was still hungry.

“That shouldn't be a problem,” he said. “There must be a million of those motherfuckers in the –” When he looked back at the tunnel, he was surprised to find thousands of cave crabs staring back at him, the nearest of which was only fifty feet away. Their shells glistened like a moonlit sea against the pitch blackness of the cave. He tossed the chunk of shell he was holding into the fire. “Fuck.”

“Jesus!” said Dave, looking up from his husk of a crab claw. “Where the hell did they all just come from?”

“The sun!” said Nabi, dropping the crab leg she'd been working on as she flew out of reach and disappeared. “It's almost completely set! Why didn't we think of that?”

Dave shrugged. “We were hungry.”

The crabs inched silently closer as the expanding darkness allowed.

“It's cool,” said Cooper, backing away from the crabs. “We're just going to have to make a run for it.”

“No!” said Dave as he made the very bold decision to grab Cooper by the arm. “In a couple more minutes, it'll be dark enough for them to go wherever they want. They're too fast. We can't outrun them. The safest place is here by the fire.”

Cooper pulled his arm out of Dave's grip. “Your fat ass can't outrun them.” Then he considered that Nabi was probably observing him. “Which is why we should go with Plan B.”

Dave let out a relieved sigh. “Great. What's Plan B?”

“How the fuck should I know? I came up with Plan A.”

As the last sliver of sun sank below the western horizon, Dave's prediction proved true. Unrestrained by daylight, the hungry crabs closed in on them, stopping just short of the light produced by the campfire. They inched closer in unison, a wave of clicking chitin, firelight reflecting in their white shells and soulless black eyes.

“Hurry!” said Nabi. “The fire is dying. Light a torch!”

Cooper turned to Dave, who was staring expectantly back at him. “Do you have a torch?”

Dave shook his head. “You?”

“I don't need torches,” said Cooper. “I can see in the fucking dark.”

“So can I!”

“But you were traveling with Stacy. She's human. Didn't she have torches?”

“Probably,” said Dave. “But if she did, she took them with her.”

“Fuck!”

Dave's eyes widened. “The slavers!”

“What about them?”

“They were human. They probably had torches!”

Dave and Cooper looked to where Ramon's armless body lay. It was swarming with cave crabs.

“Go for it,” said Cooper. “I dare you.”

Dave sighed. “Sorry. I'm doing my best.”

Ever aware of Nabi's presence, Cooper wondered if he was being too much of a dick.

“It was a good idea,” he grumbled. “Or it would have been if you'd thought of it two minutes earlier.”

“Thanks, Cooper,” said Dave. “It means a lot to hear you say that.”

Dave's gratitude was worse than being shunned by Nabi while getting devoured by crabs. Cooper couldn't take it.

“Shut the fuck up and think of another one,” he said. “Don't you have any magic that could help?”

Dave stared at the dying fire, thinking for a moment, then shook his head. “Nothing that seems helpful in this situation.”

“Come on, dude. You must have something. What fucking level are you?”

“I can cast a lot of spells,” said Dave. “But I have to prepare them at dawn, and I wasn't expecting to face a gazillion cave crabs when I woke up this morning!”

Their perimeter of safety was getting smaller and smaller. They needed to do something quick, and Dave's spells were all Cooper could think of to save them.

“What are the highest level spells you have prepared right now?” he asked, hoping they might brainstorm some outside-the-box solution.

“Flame Strike and –”

“Flame Strike?” shouted Cooper. “You can't see how something called fucking Flame Strike might come in handy right now?”

“It's just a damage spell,” said Dave. “It'll kill some crabs, but not enough to make a difference.”

“Just cast it. Maybe it'll cause the others to scatter.”

“Sure.” Dave pointed at a densely populated area of cave crabs. “Flame Strike!”

A roaring twenty-foot-wide column of fire swirled down from the sky, briefly turning the surrounding darkness into what looked like early afternoon. It proceeded to spiral down as if it was being sucked into the earth, and then it was gone. Every crab in the twenty-foot-wide strike zone was now a smoking carcass, and every crab within another thirty feet of it hissed and scuttled away. But as soon as it was over, more crabs swarmed in to take their places.

“Well,” said Cooper. “At least it took some of those little shits to Hell with it, and it looked pretty fucking cool.”

Dave nodded. “It should. It's a fifth-level spell.”

Thinking about it more, Cooper had an idea.

“Ramon's backpack is only about thirty-five feet away. If you cast another one of those between us and that, it might buy me enough time to run over there, grab his shit, and get back here before the crabs can eat me.” An even better thought occurred to him. “I don't even have to get back here. All I've got to do is get over there and light up one of his torches! I can make it that far, no problem!”

Dave frowned down at the fire. “I only had the one Flame Strike prepared.”

“Shit,” said Cooper. “You've only got one fifth-level slot?”

“No, I've got two. But I only prepared Flame Strike for one of them.”

“What's the other one?”

“Don't worry about it,” said Dave. “It's not helpful.”

“Dude, we're running out of time. Just tell me what it is, and we'll see if it's helpful or not.”

“It's not! Just think of something else. What about Nabi?”

“What about her?”

“She can fly, and she's invisible. Why don't you ask her to go get the torches? The crabs probably won't even know she's there.”

“Fuck that,” said Cooper. “Those crabs live in a fucking mine. They could be blind for all we know. Just tell me what your other fifth level spell is!”

“Fine!” said Dave. “It's Wall of Stone!”

“Wall of Stone?” Cooper considered it for a moment. “Does that do what I think it would do?”

Dave took a deep breath. “Yes. It creates a wall made out of stone. Happy?”

“No, I'm not fucking happy!” Cooper pointed out toward the twenty-foot-wide circle of smoldering crab carcasses. “You've got a spell that does that! Why wouldn't you just take two of those? What the fuck are you going to do with a Wall of Stone?”

“I thought it was wiser to split my spell resources between offense and utility. You know, be prepared for whatever the day brings my way.”

“So you didn't expect to face a gazillion cave crabs today, but you did expect you might have to keep deer from eating the fucking daffodils in your garden!”

“Deer don't eat daffodils! They're toxic!”

“Why do you know so much about daffodils?”

“I don't know!” Dave mused on it for a moment before shouting again. “I must have passed a Survival check!”

“Shut up, both of you!” snapped Nabi. She scowled down at Dave. “How long of a wall can you erect?”

Cooper tried to hold back his laughter, but he snorted out some snot despite his best efforts. Dave also appeared to be trying not to laugh, his reddening face quivering as his lips remained tightly sealed.

Nabi put her hands on her hips. “What's wrong with you two? That fire is going to die in a few minutes, and so are you unless you do something about it right now!”

“Sorry,” said Dave, attempting to regain his composure. “It can be up to five feet high, fifty feet long, and two inches thick, or I can make it half as long and twice as thick.”

Nabi bit her lower lip and looked at Cooper. “Do you think you could walk across a four-inch-wide wall?”

Cooper didn't really like the sound of that.

“Maybe,” he said. “Why?”

“A twenty-five-foot wall could get you nearly all the way to Ramon's pack without getting attacked by crabs. If you can make it that far, you might be strong enough to make it the rest of the way to the pack and light up a torch before they kill you.”

Cooper looked around at the crabs surrounding the dimming firelight. They were only about ten feet away now, eagerly snapping their claws and bubbling at the mouth with anticipation of fresh meat.

“I guess I have to try,” he said, not feeling great about his chances. His Dexterity score wasn't terrible, but four inches seemed like a narrow balance beam for someone his size. “Let's fucking do this.”

Dave nodded, then pointed at the ground toward Ramon's pack. “Wall of Stone!”

A cloud of dust rose up from the ground in a twenty-five-foot line and quickly coalesced into a smooth and shiny five-foot-tall wall. It wasn't at all what Cooper was expecting, looking less like something one would find outside a cottage in the woods and more like the Vietnam War Memorial.

The width was surprising as well. Four inches turned out to be even thinner than what Cooper had imagined.

“There's no fucking way,” he said, looking at how far he'd have to walk. “We're so dead.”

“You can do it,” said Nabi. “I believe in you, and I'll be right there with you, holding your ears.”

That didn't sound helpful at all. If anything, it would be distracting as shit.

“What?”

“To help you keep your balance,” she said. “If you start leaning too far one way or the other, I won't be able to hold your weight, but I might be able to support you enough to keep you from leaning that far to begin with.”

“I guess,” said Cooper. “Thanks.”

“I believe in you, too,” said Dave. He held up his mace. “Take this.”

“What the fuck am I going to do with that? I've already got an axe.”

“Exactly. Hold your axe out on one side, and the mace out on the other. It will help you keep your balance, like the tightrope walkers at the circus holding those big poles.”

Cooper's instinct was to say something about Dave's mom holding big poles. But with Nabi right there, and the very real possibility that he and Dave were about to die, it didn't feel quite as funny.

“Thanks, Dave,” he said, accepting the mace. “Here goes nothing.”

Hoisting himself up onto the wall was easy enough, but bringing himself to a standing position once he was up there was much more challenging. He fell off the wall twice while trying to stand up. The second time, he fell forward, landing too close to the crab perimeter, and the excited crabs eagerly began digging into him.

“FUCK!” he cried as Dave pulled him back into the firelight. His bleeding forearms, which he'd used to protect his face, hurt like a son of a bitch, but it was worth it when he took his revenge on the crabs with his axe and Dave's mace at the same time.

He relished each satisfying crunch. If the fire wasn't so close to dying out, he would have enjoyed solving their current problem by smashing the shit out of each and every crab individually until he'd rendered those motherfuckers extinct.

Sadly, they didn't have time for that. With what little help Dave could offer from the ground, Cooper finally managed to stand upright atop the wall. The more he looked toward the other end, the thinner and farther away it seemed.

When he felt Nabi's little hands grab tightly on his ears, he held his weapons out as far as he could to either side and took a first, tentative step. Much to his surprise, he didn't fall.

“Good job, Cooper!” said Nabi. “You've got this!”

Cooper took a few breaths and nodded. “Yeah, it's not so bad. I think I might actually be able to pull this off.”

One step, and then another. One step, and then another. He was doing fine. Moving forward got a little easier when he considered how fucked he'd be if he needed to turn around and go back. By the time he got to what he estimated was the halfway point, he felt like he had a rhythm going. By the time he was two-thirds of the way across, however, he was really feeling the strain of holding two heavy weapons straight out at his sides.

“I don't know if I can make it,” he confessed to Nabi. “My shoulders are fucking killing me.”

“Don't you give up now!” she said. “We're almost there, for fucksteak!”

Cooper snorted as his arms trembled. “Don't make me laugh.”

“I wasn't trying to. What did I say?”

“It's for fuck's sake, not fucksteak.”

“Sorry.”

Cooper's shoulders burned with pain. He simply couldn't maintain this any longer.

“I'm just going to lower my arms a little bit. I should sill be able to keep my – OW!”

Nabi yanked hard on his ears. “You keep those arms UP!”

“Fucking hell!” said Cooper. “That hurts!”

It did, however, provide the motivation he needed to make it a few more steps. But by the time he got to within the last five feet of the wall, the thoughts of getting torn apart by crabs or getting his ears ripped off by Nabi were starting to seem better than continuing to suffer the pain in his shoulders. Consequences be damned, he let his arms fall to his sides.

“No, Cooper!” cried Nabi. “We're so close!”

Cooper was genuinely shocked by how much of a difference the axe and mace made in maintaining his balance. Standing perfectly still, he was severely teetering, barely able to keep himself from falling. Taking another step forward was completely out of the question.

“I just need a minute,” he said. “Just let me rest my shoulders, and I'll –” He felt something strange by his side between his mace hand and his upper thigh. It felt fleshy, like someone else's – “Holy shit!”

“What is it?” said Nabi. “What's wrong?”

“I've got an idea!” Cooper dropped his axe and mace to either side of the wall.

“Cooper! What are you doing?”

“You'll see.”

Not daring to look down, Cooper felt for the knot in the twine he'd tied around his waist. After releasing it, he held up what remained of Ramon's severed arm. He swung it around a couple of times, then sent it sailing twenty feet ahead of him.

“Go fetch, you stupid motherfuckers!”

Just as he'd hoped they would, the crabs swiftly abandoned the wall to devour the severed arm. That was fortunate for Cooper, who finally lost his balance and fell hard on his back against the unforgiving earth. Nabi did her best to stop his fall but only succeeded in causing additional pain.

“Get up!” she said, releasing his ears. “They're coming back! You need to get the torches!”

Since his axe was right there next to him, Cooper grabbed it, then ran for Ramon's pack. He smashed a few crabs along the way, but most of the ones that had scuttled away after the arm were now more interested in the bigger chunk of meat that had just hit the ground.

“I'll hold them off,” he said to Nabi. “You look for torches!”

Cooper swung his axe and kicked away crabs as efficiently as he could, but they would overwhelm him soon.

“I've got one!” cried Nabi. She flew it over to him. “Here. Light it!”

Light it?

Fuck.

“DAVE!” shouted Cooper.

“What?” Dave shouted back.

“I don't have anything to light a torch with!”

“Why not?”

Frustrated, Cooper brought his axe down extra hard on the unfortunate crab who had decided to attack while Dave was asking stupid questions. He cleaved it in half.

“Just throw me something to light it with!”

Cooper killed three more cave crabs before finally hearing a surprising response from Dave.

“AAAAAAAUUUUUUUUUGGGGGGHHHHHHH!”

A second later, a large chunk of red-hot glowing wood landed five feet in front of Cooper.

“Damn,” he said, wincing at the pain Dave must be in. He took the torch from Nabi and touched the end of it down on the glowing ember. It flared up immediately, shedding bright light and sending the hissing crabs scuttling back.

Nabi breathed a sigh of relief. “That was a close one.”

“Too fucking close,” said Cooper. “Let's get the hell out of here.”

On their way back to the tunnel, Cooper stopped to pick up Dave's mace.

“Cooper?” Dave called out to him.

“Don't worry,” Cooper called back. “I've got your mace.”

“That's nice. Are you hurt?”

“A little,” said Cooper. “I'll live.”

“Okay, good,” said Dave. After a few seconds, he said, “I heal me!” He then let out a long, loud sigh.


Chapter 69

“Stand down, Butterbean,” said Katherine, hoping to calm Lady Vivia before a villager heard their commotion and raised alarms.

Lady Vivia, brandished her glistening femur at Katherine and Butterbean. “Filthy mongrel! Have you come to finish me off?”

Unable to take her eyes off the bone, Katherine shuddered. “What? Fuck no! I didn't even know you were doing that until I was –”

“Shut up!” Lady Vivia swung the bone at Katherine, who blocked it with the stick she'd been carrying before she turned into a bird.

Butterbean growled but continued following Katherine's order.

Katherine jabbed one end of the stick at her, not to harm her, but to keep a safe distance between them. “Don't touch me with that!” Lady Vivia might be able to answer some questions about Righteous, but she needed proper motivation to cooperate. “Shillelagh!”

Her stick again transformed into a magical quarterstaff, Katherine swung it hard at Lady Vivia's right hand.

“OW!” Lady Vivia cried as her improvised weapon flew out of the cage between two bars. Cradling her wounded hand, she backed herself up against the wall and scowled at Katherine. “Kill me, mongrel whore. Do it now before these savages have their way with me.”

Katherine lowered her staff. “No.”

Lady Vivia rolled her eyes and sighed. “Why not? Are you nourished by my suffering?”

“Don't be so fucking dramatic.” Katherine spotted one of the tribesmen stopping to examine Lady Vivia's discarded bone on the ground. She stepped back into the shadows, crouched down, and whispered, “Turn me in, and we both die. I propose a truce. Accept, and I can get us both out of here.”

The tribesman picked up the bone and stomped toward the cell, shouting in their incomprehensible language.

Much to Katherine's surprise, Lady Vivia shouted back at him in what Katherine could only assume was the same language.

She couldn't make out what either of them said, but she was satisfied that neither appeared to be gesturing her way.

The tribesman struck the metal bars with the bone before shoving it back into the cell. Then he sniffed his hand, grimaced, and stormed off in disgust.

“You speak their tribal language?” Katherine asked when she deemed it safe.

Lady Vivia scoffed. “Tribal language? They speak gnomish.”

“Oh, right. He seemed pretty upset. What did he say to you?”

“The usual. I am drow trash, an unsuitable offering for the Rock.”

“They worship Dwayne Johnson?” Katherine supposed that if Mordred was going to impersonate Jordan Knight, this wouldn't be too much of a stretch. “Is he here on the island?”

“Cease your idiotic blubberings!” said Lady Vivia. “The roc is a very large bird that lives on the island. These simpletons revere it as a god.”

“I met that bird!” said Katherine. “It threw up in my mouth.” She glanced down at Butterbean, who was gnawing on Lady Vivia's discarded femur. “That was the second most disgusting experience I've had on this island.”

“Do you mean to bore me to an early grave? There is no better time than now for us to flee.”

Katherine sighed. “Yeah, it's going to be a lot more challenging when these guys find their dead chief.”

Lady Vivia's eyes widened. “You didn't!”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“It was an accident. I swear!”

“Why are we still talking about this?” cried Lady Vivia. “Unlock the door at once!”

Katherine smiled apologetically. “There's a little problem with that.”

“What problem? You have the keys, do you not? I saw them when you flew in here.”

“When I turned into a half-elf, they were absorbed into my body.”

“So turn back into a bird. This is not complicated!”

“Well, it is, and it isn't.”

“Speak not to me in riddles, mongrel. What, precisely, is the problem.”

“I can only Wild Shape three times a day, and I've already used all three today.”

“Why wouldn't you drop the keys before changing? You stupid, filthy, cat-murdering mongrel!”

Katherine's patience only extended so far. She stood up straight and readied her shillelagh to do some dental work.

“Well excuse me if I got distracted when you tried to club me to death with your fuck bone. Everybody makes mistakes. But if you call me mongrel again, that will be the last one you ever make.”

Lady Vivia took a deep breath to compose herself. “Very well. What do you propose we do?”

Katherine shrugged. “I don't guess you have any spells that can get us out of here.”

Lady Vivia closed her eyes as if trying to keep her rage from boiling over. “Don't you think if I had such spells available, I would have used them by now?”

“It was worth a shot. Our only other alternative is to wait until I can change again. In the meantime, I've got some questions.”

“Make no mistake, half-elf. This truce of yours does not make us allies. Why would I answer your trifling questions?”

Katherine sighed. She really wished they could get past having to go through the same little song and dance every time she asked for anything. She recited her threat like a mantra she was tired of repeating. “Because if you don't, my wolf is going to bite your face off while I beat you with my magic stick.”

Lady Vivia huffed. “Positively barbaric. Ask your silly questions!”

“Thank you,” said Katherine. “First, how did you get here?”

“The same as you, I assume. We were thrown off course in the storm and crashed on the rocks.”

Katherine remembered seeing her boat in better shape than she'd left it, and seemingly in a different place. That must have been Lady Vivia's boat. She also just now remembered that Lady Vivia had two other drow with her.

“What happened to your companions?”

Lady Vivia lowered her head. “They were sacrificed to the roc. Thrown into the volcano.”

“Shit!” said Katherine.

“You murdered one of my men on the beach, and you would have murdered us all if your friend had not intervened. Do not insult me by pretending to mourn the loss of my people.”

“First of all, that wasn't murder. It was self-defense. You were shooting off spells at me as well. Secondly, I didn't mean to insult you, so I'm going to level with you. You're right in that I don't give a shit about the loss of your people. And by 'your people' I mean the ones that were with you specifically. I'm sure that drow in general are a lovely people with a lot to contribute to –”

“Do you ever pause your inane yapping long enough to take a breath?” asked Lady Vivia. “It is as if there is some void you feel you must fill with tedious words for all of eternity!”

“Fair enough,” said Katherine, satisfied that she had sufficiently elaborated on what might have been an otherwise problematic statement. “But I do care very much for someone else these people have taken prisoner, and I was wondering if you've seen him.”

The corners of Lady Vivia's lips curled upward as they parted to reveal her white teeth. Her eyes glinted with malicious joy.

“The human,” she said. “That is who you came for.”

“That's right! So you've seen him?”

“Oh, I have seen him. As a matter of fact, you only missed him by about an hour.”

“Missed him? Where is he?”

Lady Vivia looked up out of the cage. Following her gaze, Katherine could only see the faint orange glow coming from the top of the volcano.

“He is to be tonight's sacrifice.”

“What? When do they do these sacrifices?”

“Guessing by the screams and the position of the stars, I would say around midnight.”

“Dammit,” said Katherine. “That's when I get my Wild Shapes back.”

Lady Vivia leaned back against the wall and yawned. “Pity you got yourself trapped in a cage with me. You might have been able to rescue him otherwise.”

Screams rang out in the distance, followed by a sudden commotion.

Katherine turned to Lady Vivia. “Is that what I think it is?”

Lady Vivia craned her neck to listen. “Yes, it seems they have discovered the latest corpse you've left in your trail.”

“Good,” said Katherine. She banged her shillelagh against the iron bars of the cell door. “It was me!” she cried. “I did it! I killed your chief!”

Lady Vivia stood up. “Are you insane? What do you think you're doing?”

“I'm rescuing my friend,” said Katherine. “When they get here, I need you to tell them I want to take his place as the sacrifice.”

“You care about him that much?”

Katherine shrugged. “Yeah, I guess I do.” She banged on the bars and shouted some more until some of the villagers began crowding around their cell. They appeared both confused and pissed off.

Lady Vivia addressed them in their own tongue. They responded with chaotic discussion among themselves until a young woman stepped forward.

“We have considered your proposal,” she said.

“Oh, thank God,” Katherine replied. “You speak English.”

The young gnomish woman squinted at her. “No. I am afraid I do not.”

“Oh, right. You speak Normal or whatever it's called.”

“I speak the Common tongue.”

“Yeah, that's the one.”

“You wish to exchange your own life for the life of this drow woman?”

“Wait, what?” Katherine scowled at Lady Vivia. “Seriously?”

Lady Vivia sighed. “In my defense, I was unaware that any of them could speak the Common tongue.”

Katherine turned back to the gnomish woman. “My offer was to exchange my life for the guy you're about to chuck into the volcano. I killed your chief.”

“That does not seem like a wise negotiation tactic.”

“It was an accident. What was he doing down here anyway? Why are any of you here? I would think that if you're going to toss people into volcanoes, you might at least have the courtesy to attend the event.”

“The honor of appeasing the Great Roc belongs to the Druids and those to be sacrificed. Those untouched by divinity have no business atop the Holy Mountain.”

Katherine's curiosity sated, she didn't need to hear any more about their crazy religion.

“You'll be getting justice for your chief with your sacrifice if you take me instead. All you have to do is let an innocent man go free.”

“I have to do no such thing. You are locked in our cell. You cannot claim to offer what we already have.”

Katherine thought about telling them she was a druid and would easily be able to escape their shitty little cell after midnight, but she couldn't see how giving that information away was going to help her right now. And if they actually went through with killing Righteous, she'd want to have the element of surprise on her side for... Well, for whatever her reaction to that was going to be.

Instead, she tried a different tactic.

“I'll throw her in as well,” she said, gesturing down at Lady Vivia.

“What?” said Lady Vivia. “I did not agree to that.”

“That's two of us for one of him,” said Katherine. “You can't ask for a better deal than that.”

“You are as stupid as you are ugly,” replied the gnomish woman.

Katherine scoffed. “Rude.”

“As I have explained already, you and the drow woman are our prisoners. You cannot claim to offer –”

“What you already have. Yeah, yeah, I know. But I'm going to go out on a limb and guess your sacrifices need to be alive when you throw them in the volcano. What happens if I beat this bitch to death before you can stop me?” To show she meant business, she whacked Lady Vivia once with her shillelagh, striking her in the arm.

Though she tried to contain it, Lady Vivia let out a small yelp.

That got the attention of the villagers, who angrily shouted as they reached for their darts that Katherine had forgotten about until now. If she was going to make good on her threat, she needed to really start whaling on Lady Vivia before the darts took effect.

But the gnomish woman who seemed to currently be in charge raised her left hand and shouted a command in gnomish. The villagers quieted and put away their darts. Katherine stopped hitting Lady Vivia.

“You have caught us at a difficult time,” said the gnomish woman. “Our chief, as you call him, is not the only member of our tribe who has passed this night. Our dart maker has also parted from this plane.”

“I'm really sorry,” said Katherine. She could practically feel Lady Vivia's eyes burning into her. “...for your loss.”

“We cannot afford to waste precious darts until one of our people proves worthy enough to carry on his craft.” The gnomish woman reached into her satchel and pulled out a large conch shell and a handful of purple berries. “I shall agree to your terms if you both take these voluntarily.” She tossed the berries into the cell between Katherine and Lady Vivia.

Katherine was hoping to buy some time to think of a way she and Righteous might both get out of this, but she couldn't do that while asleep.

“Not a chance,” said Lady Vivia gleefully. “If I am to die anyway, I will do so satisfied in the knowledge that you were forced to watch someone you love taken from –”

THONK!
Katherine made sure to specify subdual damage while clubbing Lady Vivia on the head.

“You've got yourself a deal,” she said to the gnomish woman.

The gnomish woman nodded, then raised her big shell to her lips and blew hard. A sound like something between a trumpeting elephant and a fog horn shook the air. It must have been loud enough to be heard for miles if anyone was around to hear it. While Katherine couldn't be certain that it was the signal that would stop the Druids from performing their ritual murder, she had no doubt that they would have heard it from up there. That would have to be good enough. Katherine picked up a berry.

“The wolf, too.”

Katherine scowled at her. “Fuck no. You're not throwing Butterbean into a goddamn volcano.”

The gnomish woman balked as if she was the one offended. “Would you serve dog to a god?”

“Of course not,” said Katherine, not quite sure what was so preposterous about the suggestion. “But I sure as shit wouldn't serve him people either.”

“Is that so? What, then, would you serve your god?”

“I don't know. The best thing I know how to cook, I guess. Probably spaghetti.”

“You need not fear for your wolf. I merely want assurance that it will not attack us when we come in to retrieve you.”

Katherine didn't like the idea of voluntarily drugging Butterbean, but she supposed she didn't have a choice. This might be the only way to guarantee his safety. She bent over to pick up a berry to feed him only to find that he'd already helped himself to a couple.

Butterbean's eyes were heavy as he swayed on his feet.

“Butterbean!” said Katherine, kneeling down to embrace him. “Whatever happens to me, you do whatever you have to to live a long and happy life.”

He went limp in her arms, but he was still breathing.

Her last ally down, Katherine picked up a berry and put it in her mouth. She was tempted to hold it there, feign passing out, then make a break for it when the opportunity presented itself. But she quickly dismissed it. If she tried to welch on her end of the deal, the gnomes would have no reason to hold up their end. They'd kill Righteous, her, and probably Butterbean as well.

She swallowed the bitter berry whole and immediately started to feel its effects.

The last thing she heard before succumbing to the darkness was the gnomish woman asking if anyone had seen the cell door keys.


Chapter 70

Unable to find a passenger ship willing to let her bring a leopard on board, Stacy made her way to Pargos via the cargo ship Turnip Runner. As the name suggested, the deck was littered with open crates filled to capacity with turnips.

“I had no idea the turnip trade was so lucrative,” said Stacy, attempting to pass the time with idle conversation as she helped one of the crewmen, Pudd, clean and gut fish. Despite having paid for passage, she assisted with menial ship labor voluntarily, hoping it would serve as sort of a crash course in humility before she reunited with Julian.

Pudd froze with a fistful of fish guts, staring at her like she was about to reveal some big insider stock tip. “Is that right?”

“I don't know,” she admitted. “I only guessed because of the name of the ship. Turnip Runner. If there wasn't a lot of money in turnips, why would anyone devote their entire shipping business to shipping them?”

The glint of hope in his eyes having faded, Pudd tossed the fish guts in the chum bucket, grabbed a new fish, and cut into it.

“We don't ship turnips,” he said.

“Then why is –”

“It's to keep pirates away.”

Stacy wondered if pirates in the Caverns & Creatures world had some kind of natural aversion to turnips, like garlic for vampires. That would be kind of stupid, but not half as stupid as the only other explanation that came to mind.

“Are pirates afraid of turnips?” she asked.

Pudd stopped what he was doing to stare at her again, but this time his expression was less hopeful and more contemptuous.

“Are you daft? Why would a pirate be afraid of a turnip? It's a foockin' vegetable.”

“Then I don't understand how calling a ship Turnip Runner would keep pirates away.”

“It's not that hard to wrap your little mind around, girlie. Turnips are cheap. No pirate captain would risk his crew over a ship full of turnips.”

That was precisely the reason Stacy had thought was dumber than a collective pirate fear of turnips.

“But you're actually carrying a bunch of turnips. They're all over the place.”

“Of course we are. Any fool captain can name his ship Turnip Runner to fool some pirates. But how many times do you think that trick would work without having actual turnips on display for the pirates to see?”

“But if anyone can call their ship Turnip Runner, can't they also put out a bunch of display turnips? How is that any more likely to fool pirates than just naming the –” Stacy stopped, recognizing this as an opportunity to let something go. She didn't need to win this argument or prove how much smarter she was than this filthy deckhand. In fact, she was even willing to take a dive to prop him up. “I think I understand now. You've got turnips above deck just for show, but the ship's actual cargo, which is presumably more valuable than turnips, is hidden below deck.”

“Now it's sinking in.” Pudd got to his feet. “Talking to you is exhausting. I'm going for a piss.”

When he walked off, Stacy noticed that her chum bucket was filling up considerably faster than his despite him not getting nearly as much meat from each fish as she was. Unwilling to do shoddier work, she tried working at a slower pace to keep from showing him up. That also proved difficult to maintain, so she settled on a third option. She swapped their chum buckets, then moved two-thirds of her superiorly filleted fish meat onto Pudd's pile.

When Pudd returned, Stacy couldn't help but notice that he didn't appear to have washed his hands. Perhaps never in his life, by the looks of them. But even though he was directly handling the crew's food supply, Stacy kept her disgust to herself.

“Well done, Pudd!” said Captain Hardwick, a jolly rotund man wearing a matching blue captain's coat and hat, as he made the rounds. “That is an impressive pile of meat. Nice thick cuts as well.”

Pudd bowed his head. “Thank you, Captain.”

Captain Hardwick frowned at Stacy's meager pile. “This one leaves something to be desired.”

“She's not very good,” said Pudd. “And she's talking my fookin' head off. Whatever you're paying her, it's too much.”

“I'm not getting paid for this,” said Stacy. She smiled at the captain. “I'm doing it voluntarily to show my appreciation for your hospitality.”

“Still too much,” said Pudd.

Captain Hardwick peered into Stacy's chum bucket and frowned again. “At least the sharks will eat well.”

When they finished cleaning the fish, Stacy volunteered to assist the cook. He was more competent at his job than Pudd was, so she wasn't able to find as many opportunities to boost his ego by letting hers take the hit. But she was able to keep track of the meat closely enough to avoid eating fish seasoned with Pudd's piss fingers, so that was a win.

That night, as she lay in the kennel snuggled with Lucia, Stacy enjoyed one of the most restful sleeps she could ever remember having.

By the time they spotted Pargos on the horizon six days later, Stacy had made every crew member of the Turnip Runner feel a little bit better about themselves, and she felt better about herself as well. In fact, the few times she thought about Dave only served as reminders of how infrequently she was thinking about Dave.

Maybe Shorty and Edmire were onto something after all. Maybe letting go of the past really was as easy as focusing on the present. Maybe there was hope for her yet.

It was early afternoon when they finally reached the port. When they put out the gangplank, the crew gathered to wish Stacy farewell. They'd really warmed to her over the course of the trip. Even Pudd offered his hand for her to shake. Stacy opted to surprise him with a hug instead, not because she felt more emotionally attached to him than any of the others, but because she'd just spotted him coming from the head and didn't want to touch his hands.

Grateful to be on solid ground again, Stacy was heading toward the shore when she felt a sudden sensation like her heart dropping into her stomach. In the distance, she spotted an elf wearing a wide-brimmed sombrero and colorful serape. He was sitting on a bench, staring at one of the passenger ships that was also unloading.

“JULIAN!” she cried, running toward him.

Julian's head immediately jerked her way, then he stood up. “STACY?” He began running toward her as well. He was slightly faster without the weight of a heavy backpack weighing him down.

Just as they were about to embrace, however, Stacy realized she wasn't the only one running in that direction.

Lucia was also unburdened by a backpack, and she didn't know Julian from Jack the Ripper. With a ferocious feline scream, she leaped on Julian before Stacy could stop her.

“OW!” shouted Julian, lying on the pier as he guarded his face against Lucia's claws and teeth. “SHIT! Whose leopard is this?”

“LUCIA!” said Stacy. “NO! He's a friend!”

“JULIAN!” screamed a familiar British avian voice from under the pier. Ravenus emerged like a conjured storm of black feathers with a dead rat clutched in his talons. When he spotted Lucia next to Julian covered in fresh scratches, he dropped the rat and dove straight toward the leopard.

“Stop, Ravenus,” Julian called out, but it was Stacy who kept Ravenus from getting into a fight that would almost certainly end very badly for him.

“Knock it off!” said Stacy, holding her arms up to defend herself from Ravenus's scratching and pecking. “It's me, Stacy!”

Ravenus ceased his frenzied attack and perched on one of the pylons supporting the pier.

“Well isn't that something?” he said. “Julian was just thinking about you.”


Chapter 71

“We've got to be more careful this time,” said Jay as he crawled slowly toward the spot on the roof that had teleported him and Fariq to Tampa. “And next time we travel somewhere, you can't go around pulling knives on innocent people.”

“How can you call her innocent?” asked Fariq. “My eyes still burn from her sorcery!”

“This is the south we're talking about. You're lucky she was only packing pepper spray. From now on, you keep your knife put away until we're in actual danger.”

“Why are you crawling and sniffing the ground like a dog?”

“I'm not sniffing. I'm looking.” Jay kept his face as low as he could without actually pressing his nose against the hot roof. “Mordred said Teleportation Circles are really hard to spot without a Detect Magic spell. Really hard is meaningfully different from impossible, and since we already have a good idea as to exactly where one of them is, I might be able to – There!”

When he moved his head so that the sunlight reflected off the roof at just the right angle, he could make out a faint pattern shimmering on the cracked paint.

“What is it?” asked Fariq, approaching from behind him. “What did you find?”

Jay waved him away. “Stay back!” Then he thought about how much more ground the both of them could cover. “Get down and crawl over here very slowly.”

Fariq did as Jay requested. “What are we doing? If you are praying to your fire devils, I want no part of –”

“Enough with the fire devils!” Jay lowered his face until he could see the shimmering pattern again, then pointed at it. “Look right here. Adjust your angle until you see it.”

Fariq lowered his head, then shifted his neck back and forth, then up and down, squinting at the spot on the roof Julian was pointing to. Finally, he stopped, his eyes widened with excitement.

“I see it!”

“Good.” Jay traced his finger along the outer rim of the circle, passing numerous arcane symbols until he found more recognizable ones. “Look there. What does that say?”

“Tampa.”

Jay smiled at him. “Exactly. This Teleportation Circle leads us to an Arby's in Tampa.”

“We know this already. We were just there.”

“Yeah, I know that. But now that we know what to look for, we can find a circle that will bring us to Las Vegas without wasting a bunch of time and taking hundreds of fast food workers hostage.”

Fariq nodded. “That is a good point.”

“Let's split up,” suggested Jay. “Make sure to stay between the circles, and call out locations when you find them.”

Jay led by example, crawling past the Tampa circle until he caught the shimmer of a second one.

“Topeka!” he called out when he discovered its location.

Fariq crawled in a different direction until he spotted another circle. “Rochester!”

As they continued looking for circles, the circles became easier and easier to spot.

“Boston!”

“Sacramento!”

“Detroit!”

“Nashville!”

“Suwanee!”

“Denver!”

“Portland!”

As they carried on like this for hours, Jay thought about all the practical ways this strip mall roof could be used if anyone actually knew about it. This sort of technology could revolutionize the world. Instantaneous travel, economically viable transport of food and fresh water to impoverished countries, colonizing Mars. The possibilities were endless, and Goosewaddle was using it to steal french fries.

“Las Vegas!” Fariq finally said just as the sun touched the western horizon.

“Hell yeah!” said Jay. “Stay there.” He crawled carefully past all the circles between himself and Fariq, then visually confirmed the circle's destination for himself. “Ready?”

“For what, I do not know. But yes.”

“Remember. Don't pull out your knife unless it's absolutely necessary, which it almost certainly won't be. Just follow my lead, and we should be okay. Okay?”

Fariq nodded. “Okay.”

They stood up, then stepped onto the circle together.

Jay had mentally braced himself this time, both for the sudden darkness and lower temperature. Without panicking, he put his arms out in front of him and took careful, measured steps toward whatever he would eventually run into. After four small steps, his hand found a cold, steel wall. Following the wall for another few steps, he found the light switch.

This freezer was bigger than the Tampa freezer had been, but not by much. Glancing upward, he was satisfied to find scuff marks in the frost of the left rear corner. There wasn't much point in mixing things up too much with the specific locations of the exit circles as long as nobody realized they existed at all and were extremely unlikely to accidentally find themselves standing on any part of the ceiling.

“How will we get out of here without being seen?” asked Fariq.

“With any luck, the exit will be just on the other side of this door. If we don't call any attention to ourselves, there's every possibility that we can just slip out completely unnoticed.”

“And if we cannot?”

Jay shrugged. “We'll improvise. Follow me.”

He opened the freezer door and stepped out into the Arby's kitchen where he came face-to-face with Gerald, the assistant manager, according to the tag on the shirt of a very surprised-looking man.

“Who are you?” demanded Gerald.

Jay wasn't as prepared as he'd thought. He scrambled to come up with two plausible aliases.

“I'm Mike Tyson,” he blurted out. “And this is Wayne Newton.”

“How do you do?” said Fariq.

“We were looking for the bathroom,” Jay explained.

“That's not Wayne Newton!” said Gerald, then squinted at Jay. “And I'm ninety-five percent sure that you're not Mike Tyson.”

“Oh? Then how do you explain this?” Jay snapped his fingers. “Kenya!”

A massive Bengal tiger strolled silently out of the freezer and walked up next to Jay. It was so real-looking that Jay was a little frightened of his own illusion.

“JESUS!” cried Gerald, backing away. “I'm sorry, Mr. Tyson! The bathroom's out by the dining area. Right through that door and down the hall.”

“Thanks.”

Jay left the illusory tiger sitting near the door to make sure they wouldn't be followed, then led Fariq out of the kitchen and through the dining area toward the exit.

“Wait,” said Fariq, stopping suddenly before they reached the exit.

Jay stopped and turned around. “What is it?”

Fariq pointed down the hallway. “Did he not say the privy chamber was this way?”

“You mean the bathroom? I was just making an excuse for us being in there. We don't actually need to go.”

“I do.”

“Again? Dude, you just went in the alley.”

“I only urinated there.” Fariq lowered his head. “I fear I may have overindulged on dire rat.”

“Unbelievable,” said Jay. “Fine. Let's hurry it up.” He led Fariq down the hall until they reached the men's room. Thankfully, it was empty. “You can go in one of those stalls.”

“Mercy of the gods,” said Fariq, marveling at the interior of the Arby's bathroom. “Kings do not shit in such luxury.”

“Make it quick. We need to get out of here.”

Jay wasn't as impressed with the bathroom as Fariq was. It was adequately clean for a fast food bathroom, but nothing to write home about. Someone had left a pink cigarette lighter on one of the sinks, which gave Jay an idea for something to do besides listen to Fariq take a dump.

“Do I go in the chair with the water in it?” Fariq called out from the stall while Jay tried repeatedly to get the lighter to light.

“Yes,” Jay responded. “And there should be a roll of paper in there for when you're done.” At the risk of sounding condescending, he added, “For wiping.”

“Fascinating!”

After a few more clicks, Jay finally got a weak flame going. He held the button down with his thumb while he reached into his pocket for a pinch of magic dust. Sprinkling it over the tiny flame, he listened carefully. At first, all he could hear was Fariq's bowels emptying into the toilet, along with some accompanying grunting and sighs of relief. Then he heard a faint, high-pitched voice.

“Jay? Are you there?”

Jay cleared his throat. “You'll have to speak up. I'm talking to you through a lighter.”

“A writer? I don't understand. Why is your voice so high?”

“Lighter!” repeated Jay, a little more loudly. “Forget it. I'm in Vegas. Just tell me where to go from here.”

“I didn't quite catch all that,” said Mordred. “Could you speak up? Where are you?”

Jay sighed. “We're in Las Vegas!”

“Oh, good.”

“Where are you?”

“I'm also in Las Vegas.”

“Jesus Christ.” Jay took a deep breath, then continued as slowly and clearly as he could. “I know that. That's why we're here. Can you be more specific?”

Mordred was silent for a moment, and Jay's thumb was growing weary from holding the lighter button down.

“There's a sign outside the window,” Mordred finally said. “Lucky Luck.”

“Lucky Luck?” repeated Jay. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“There's probably more to it. That's all I can see. Sounds like a casino, maybe?”

“Great. I'll see what I can do with that.”

“Hurry up!” said Mordred. “We've been waiting for –”

Jay released the button, putting out the flame.

Shortly after, a toilet flushed.

“Wonders never cease!” cried Fariq, still inside the stall. “It is as though I was never here!”

“Are you finished?” asked Jay.

Fariq opened the door and stepped out of the stall. “For now, but I wish to do that again very soon.”

“I have no doubt you will. This is like going on a road trip with my grandma. Here.” Jay lifted the lever on the sink to get the water running.

“Gods be praised!” said Fariq. His eyes were wide with awe as he rushed to the sink, lowered his head, and drank greedily from the faucet.

“That's for washing your hands,” Jay explained. He turned on the next sink over and demonstrated.

Fariq followed his example, then went back to drinking from the faucet.

When Fariq had had his fill of bathroom tap water, Jay led the way back into the dining area, then out of the restaurant.

As soon as they were outside, Fariq stopped dead in his tracks, taking in the spectacle of lights, glitter, and tits that made Las Vegas the city it is.

“Mercy of the gods,” he whispered.

Jay smiled at him. “More impressive than the bathroom, isn't it.”

“What is this place?”

“This is Vegas,” said Jay. “Now we need to find a place called Lucky Luck.”

“How could one hope to find anything in this endless barrage on the senses?” He gazed with naked wonder at a Lamborghini zipping by. “What manner of vehicles are these? And by what means are they propelled?”

“Great idea,” said Jay. “I'll show you.” He led Fariq to a street corner and waited at the crosswalk. When the walk signal began flashing, he walked up to the first car that stopped at the light. It was a pale blue Toyota Camry with Minnesota plates. A middle-aged white couple eyed them suspiciously from inside as Jay approached the driver's window.

“Hello, friend,” said Jay, smiling as he spoke his Charm Person invocation. “My name's Jay.”

The driver returned his smile. “Well, hello yourself, Jay! I'm Burt, and this is my wife, Irene.”

Irene offered a quick, perfunctory smile. “Hello.”

Knowing he only had until the light turned green, Jay got right to the point. “I was wondering if you'd let my friend and I borrow your car.”

“You betcha!” said Burt. He started to open the door when Irene grabbed him by the arm.

“Burt! What the hell do you think you're doing?”

“What's wrong? Jay needs to borrow the car.”

“You've never seen that person before in your life!”

“I don't see the harm in it. He'll bring it back.”

“I didn't say anything about the picture on your phone of you doing a line of cocaine off a stripper's Cesarean scar. But I swear to God, Burt. If you let this stranger take our car, I'm taking the kids and moving in with my mother.”

Burt turned back to Jay with a sigh and a shrug. “Women.”

Never having driven a car before, Jay thought of a compromise that might work out better for everyone involved.

“How about you just give us a ride somewhere?”

Burt turned back to Irene. “Surely, a ride can't hurt. It's Jay!”

Irene shook her head. “Fine.”

“Great!” said Jay. “Thanks a lot!” He opened the rear door, grabbed Fariq by the arm, and shoved him into the car. “I really appreciate this.”

Irene hugged her purse tightly in her lap as she glanced back at him in the rear-view mirror. “It's no trouble.” She put one hand in her purse, no doubt searching for her pepper spray.

“First time in Vegas?” Burt asked cheerfully as the car started moving.

“Yeah,” said Jay. “It is, actually.”

“Business or pleasure?”

“Business.” Of the two options presented, that was the more accurate answer, but Jay immediately regretted saying it.

“What line of work are you in?”

“Hotels. You?” Jay didn't care, but he wanted to shift the conversation away from himself before he started having to make more shit up.

“Lube.”

That was not among the answers Jay was expecting.

“Burt!” snapped Irene.

Burt laughed. “I work for a company that makes industrial lubricants for machine parts.”

Jay laughed politely. “I see. So, where are we going exactly?”

“Well, that depends. What are you in the mood for? You like titties?”

“Burt!”

“We were actually looking for a particular place. Have you ever been to Lucky Luck?”

“Can't say that I have. Sounds interesting, though. You looking to get lucky tonight, son?”

Jay once again forced out a polite laugh. “Maybe.”

“Honey, why don't you put that into the navigation and see if we can find it?”

Jay watched as Irene entered the search into the navigation. A multitude of suggestions came up as she typed the word Lucky, but they decreased significantly as she started typing Luck. By the time she got to the C, the only entry available was Lucky Lucy's Lesbian Lounge, which disappeared when she typed the K.

“Looks like you're out of luck, son,” said Burt. “Don't appear to be no such place.”

There must have been some mistake. Mordred was reading from a sign. The place had to exist. A theory began to take shape in his head. Mordred could only see part of the sign. If he could only see as far as the C in Lucy, he might have just assumed it said Luck.

“Go back a space,” he said.

Irene deleted the K, bringing back the sole option of Lucky Lucy's Lesbian Lounge.

“That's it,” said Jay. “That's where we're going.”

“That's where you're going to try to get lucky?” asked Burt. “I got news for you, son. You might be barking up the wrong tree, there.”

Jay grinned at him in the mirror. “What can I say? I like a good challenge.”


Chapter 72

“I'm really sorry about that,” said Stacy as she wrapped strips of Julian's serape around his bleeding forearms.

Julian smiled at her. His eyes were moist, and Stacy suspected that was only partially due to his leopard wounds.

“It's okay,” he said. “She was only defending you. I'm sorry about Ravenus. He should have known better.”

“I'm sorry about your serape.”

Julian laughed. “Believe me, it's been through worse. Couple of Mending spells and a quick Prestidigitation to clean it, and it'll be good as new. And a Cure Light Wounds from Chaz will have me patched up as well.” He paused. “I feel like it's my turn to apologize for something. Sorry for scrying on you while you were peeing?”

Stacy joined him in laughing. It felt so good to laugh together with someone. She didn't feel like she deserved to be as happy as she was right now.

“I'm sorry for being such a big bitch.”

Julian stopped laughing. “What are you talking about? Who have you ever been a bitch to?”

“You, Cooper, Dave, even Tim and his sister. They might have deserved it, but –”

Julian laughed again, this time a little harder. “Dave?”

“I notice you didn't balk when I said you.”

“I was going to, but then you said Dave. How could anyone feel bad about being bitchy toward Dave? He's pretty much begging for it. And as for the rest of us, you're talking nonsense. You're, like, the nicest, most likable person I've ever met.”

“That's true, but – You see? There I go again! I'm always strutting around like I'm better than everyone else, and I don't even –”

“Stacy,” said Julian. “You are better than everyone else. That's not my opinion, it's a mathematical fact. What's with all the apologizing anyway? Is this part of some twelve-step program? Are you giving up alcohol or something?”

Stacy wiped a tear from her eye before it escaped down her cheek. “No, silly. I've just been thinking about things a lot and –”

“Good,” Julian interrupted her. “Then what do you say we get a drink?”

“That actually sounds really nice. Can we get some food, too? I'm starving.”

Julian nodded. “I know just the place.”

He led her through the streets of Pargos, which looked similar to the streets of Cardinia, but a little older and more lived in.

“How did you know I was coming today?” she asked as they walked past a band of street musicians playing an eerily melodic tune.

“What do you mean?”

“You were on the bench waiting for me. How did you know when to expect me?”

Julian chuckled softly. “I've been going there pretty much every day since I talked to you.”

“Awww, that's so sweet!” It was even sweeter now that his cheeks were turning pink.

“Honestly, there's not much else for me to do. I'd rather sit outside next to the ocean than hang around in the club listening to Chaz screw groupies and bark orders at me. Waiting for you at least made me feel less guilty about hanging around here doing nothing while everyone else was out risking their lives.”

“Where is everyone?”

Julian stopped in front of a small cafe. “Let's get a table, and I'll tell you all about it.”

Stacy came to learn that the very table they were sitting at was the same table Julian and Chaz had been sitting at when they inadvertently ripped off the mob, then got hunted down by an angry teenage dragon or something. He talked so fast that she found it difficult to catch all the details when her attention was divided between his story and piecing together the breads, cheeses, and meats from the dishes Julian had ordered into tiny sandwiches. Judging by the confused glances she got whenever the waitress came by to refill their wine glasses, this was not how these dishes were intended to be consumed.

But Stacy was more hungry than she realized. Julian's strange tale about some cult of boy band worshipers pretty much went in one ear and out the other as her attention remained fixated on filling her belly with something other than what she could forage in the woods or pull from the sea.

“So that's pretty much it,” he said. “We've just got a couple more nights before Chaz finishes his contract, then we're free to join the others... as soon as we figure out where they are. What have you been up to all this time?”

Stacy didn't go into any details about Dave, except that she had her hands full trying to sort out his lycanthropy. She didn't even mention Shorty or the ettins. Her bloodlust and irresponsible behavior were a source of shame that she wasn't ready to share. By the time she omitted everything, her story felt kind of lame compared to everything Julian had been through.

But that's okay, she told herself. It's not a contest.

“So when did you get a leopard?” Julian asked after Stacy finished talking.

Shit.

Omission was one thing, but straight-up lying was something else entirely. She couldn't tell the truth about Lucia without talking about Alroth, and she couldn't talk about Alroth without talking about the ettins. As her story unfolded, all the details came spilling out of her like shitwater from a clogged toilet that some idiot keeps trying to flush. She was crying by the time she finished, and it wasn't the good kind of crying for finally being reunited with Julian. Instead, it was the terrified kind of crying for revealing how fucked up she was in front of him, inevitably driving him away.

“Whoa,” said Julian, moving to the seat next to her so that he could put his arm around her. “Take it easy. This is Caverns & Creatures. You're supposed to kill two-headed giants.”

Stacy sniffed back some snot. “But I'm not supposed to enjoy it. What kind of psychopath am I becoming?”

Julian shrugged. “Technically, it is a game. If you weren't supposed to enjoy it, it would be kind of shitty.”

Stacy looked into his kind eyes. “I'm trying really hard to be a better person, I promise. I'm going to let go of the past and get over myself. Just don't give up on me, okay?”

“I don't think you need to do any of that,” said Julian. “I think you've been through a lot, and what you really need is a nice hard cry and to spend some time with someone who appreciates you for the amazing person you already are.”

Stacy wrapped her arms around him and sighed. “I guess I do feel a little better now, if not a little embarrassed.”

“You know what will make you feel even better?”

“More wine?”

“That too,” said Julian. “But I was referring to the second part of our date.”

“There's a second part?”

“Of course. After all, what's dinner without a show?”


Chapter 73

The cave crabs actually turned out to be a blessing in disguise. Dave and Cooper salvaged some broken beams from a collapsed section of one of the mine tunnels, which they used to set a nice big fire that burned through the night. That kept the crabs at bay, and the crabs kept other predators from bothering them long enough for everyone to get a decent night's sleep.

Dave also found them a lot tastier than Cooper gave them credit for. He continued to nibble on breakfast crab meat long after he was full. Maybe, with the right combination of spices, they’d even make a decent crab boil.

“We should probably be getting on our way,” said Nabi when Dave tossed another shell onto the considerable pile that he and Cooper had accumulated.

Cooper sighed. “Yeah, all right.” It almost seemed like he was reluctant to leave. Had his journey really been so arduous that this abandoned mine full of bloodthirsty crabs felt like some kind of sanctuary by comparison? While Dave appreciated the relative safety they enjoyed through the night, and he eventually grew to take a certain comfort in their incessant chittering, he hardly viewed their current situation as some kind of vacation.

Dave longed to find somewhere to settle down, at least for a little while. But this place wasn't it. He got to his feet and picked up a cooked crab he'd set aside to take on the road.

“I'm ready whenever you guys are.”

“I'll be ready in a second,” said Cooper, facing the fire and pulling up the front of his loincloth.

“Hey!” said Dave. “What are you doing?”

Cooper looked over his shoulder at him. “What the fuck does it look like? I'm going to piss out the fire.”

“Why?”

“Because that's what you do when you leave a fire, and you need to piss. It's common fucking etiquette.”

“Let it burn,” said Dave. “In fact, we should probably throw some more wood on the fire. We don't know how long it will take us to get through these tunnels. As long as this fire stays lit, it will keep at least some of the crabs from being able to attack us, and it will give us a place to run back to if our lights start to burn out.”

Nabi frowned at the makeshift torches they'd made out of bones and scraps of clothing left behind by previous unfortunate travelers.

“Fine,” she said. “Piss somewhere else, and be quick about it. I had a terrible dream last night, and I'm worried about my people.”

Cooper ran over to the edge of the light, stopping just short of the perimeter of hungry crabs. “Feast on this, fuckers!”

If there was one thing cave crabs liked less than light, it was being hosed down with half-orc piss. They hissed and climbed over each other to escape Cooper's pungent spray.

Nabi folded her arms and glared at him impatiently. The fact that she was visible at all suggested to Dave that she wanted to be seen.

“I had a dream once where I had snakes for nipples,” said Dave. “The doctor refused to remove them because they were an endangered species.”

Nabi flew a little higher as she faced Dave with a look of concern. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Oh, sorry. I should have led with that. My point is that dreams don't mean anything. They're just your brain's way of processing and reshuffling old memories. They don't mean anything. I'm sure your people are fine.”

“Your words betray a profound ignorance of the nature of dreams,” said Nabi. “If properly interpreted, dreams can often be quite prophetic.”

Dave felt a little sorry for Nabi, much as he did for anyone who bought into the sort of psychic dream nonsense that charlatans so often used to dupe suckers out of their money.

“Oh yeah?” he said. “What do you suppose my nipple snakes were prophesying?”

“I don't know,” Nabi responded plainly, not seeming to pick up on his condescending tone. “You may ask my sister, Hollywhirl, when we meet her. She is gifted in the art of dream interpretation.”

“The crabs are watered,” said Cooper. “Let's make like Dave's mom and blow this –” He froze when he spotted Nabi glaring at him. “Um... tunnel.”

So that was it. Dave finally confirmed what he'd suspected since shortly after Cooper started acting so weird. Nabi must have told Cooper to stop laying into him and making jokes about his mom. While he appreciated the gesture, Dave was concerned that Cooper's inability to speak freely might have devastating consequences down the line. Cooper was too stupid to quickly think of alternative ways to say things, and Dave could picture him standing there tongue-tied, trying to come up with an innuendo-free way to warn him about a trap while he fell right into it.

“Shaft?” he suggested.

Both Cooper and Nabi stared curiously at him.

“What?” said Cooper.

“Let's make like my mom and blow this shaft?” He smiled to let the others know it was okay to do likewise.

When Nabi cracked a grin, Cooper finally laughed.

“That's not bad. I was going to say burrow.”

“Blow this burrow?” said Dave. “I don't get it.”

“You know. Burrow, like a hole.”

“Yeah, I understand that much, but you don't blow a hole.”

“But also burro, like another word for donkey. It's a double-Elantra.”

“Entendre,” Dave corrected him. “You're suggesting my mom sucks donkey dicks.”

“Exactly!”

Dave nodded. “That's very clever.”

“Thanks.”

“I don't understand,” said Nabi. “Does it not upset you to hear Cooper make such claims about your mother?”

Dave shrugged. “It's what guys do.”

Either satisfied with that answer or simply not interested in spending any more time considering it, Nabi led the way further into the tunnels. Fortunately, Dave's insight into dwarven mining practices saved them several times from choosing paths that might have gotten them hopelessly lost.

They emerged out the other side in the early afternoon, giving them plenty of time to distance themselves from the cave crabs before the sun went down.

As they continued traveling westward, Dave sensed a slight but steady decline in the land's elevation. The barren rocky ground near the mines gradually gave way to richer soil, supporting some sparse grass and the occasional shrub. By the time they were ready to settle down for the night, the grass was thick beneath their feet, and Dave thought he could make out the silhouettes of trees on the hills in the distance.

Since they hadn't run into any obstacles all day, Nabi pushed them to continue walking well beyond when Dave was ready to call it a day. By the time she finally allowed them to stop, his thick dwarven legs felt like wet manicotti. He was grateful to relieve them of their burden as he sat on the soft grass.

Cooper appeared to be just as wiped out as he was, dropping to his knees, then letting himself fall face first onto the ground.

“Ugh,” he said. “That wasn't as soft as I thought.”

“Should we build a fire?” asked Nabi, who should have been more exhausted than any of them. Dave couldn't even imagine how much energy it must take to flap a pair of wings fast enough to keep him in the air all day.

“No,” said Cooper without bothering to lift his head.

“Are you sure? It's bound to get cold at night.”

“That's cool. I'll piss myself.”

“That's gross. And besides, it will only make you warm for a few seconds.”

“Then I'll do it again.”

Nabi shuddered, then turned to Dave. “How about you?”

“I'm okay. The padding under my armor keeps me warm.” That was true while he was moving. But now that they'd stopped, the sweat in his padding was already beginning to chill from the cool night air. It felt really nice right now, but he knew that he'd be shivering in a few minutes.

A fire would be nice, but Dave didn't think he could stand up right now if he had a gun to his head. He also couldn't think of anything they'd use for fuel. The few trees they'd passed were too small and green to get a fire going.

In the lingering silence, it felt rude not to ask Nabi whether or not she wanted a fire, but probably not as rude as it would feel to remain on his ass if she said she did. Or even worse, to tell a thirty-pound woman to go haul a bunch of wood by herself. He hoped Cooper would ask, but he wasn't even sure if Cooper was still awake.

“How about you?” he finally said, the unasked question nagging at him like a loose thread on a sweater. “Are you cold?” He deliberately avoided mentioning a fire specifically, hoping that would mitigate some of the rudeness of his failure to produce one.

Nabi touched ground and finally stopped flapping her wings.

“The cold does not bother me,” she said. “I spent so long inside that axe that I relish any tactile sensation, even the uncomfortable ones.”

“Oh,” said Dave. “That's nice.”

Nice? Was that the right response to a silver lining of some horrible tragedy? Was it “nice” if the surviving children of the Donner party no longer complained about eating their vegetables? Was it nice when a wrongfully convicted man learns how to make moonshine in his toilet while he's incarcerated for twenty years? Was Dave further cementing his reputation as the asshole Stacy had no doubt made him out to be?

Or was he overreacting? It was nice, after all, to recognize some good in an otherwise bad situation. Right?

“The bitter cold winds against my skin are as welcome as sensation to me as the comforting warmth of a crackling fire.”

Shit! She really wants a fire, and she totally thinks I'm an asshole. Why isn't Cooper taking any heat for this?

Dave had one last card left to play. He broke off a leg from the cave crab he'd cooked for the road and held up the rest.

“Want some crab?”

There. Now he couldn't be considered irredeemably selfish. At worst, he was just terrible at picking up on hints. Not his fault. If she wanted a fire, she should have just said so.

“Sure,” she said, breaking off one of the smaller legs. “Thank you.” It was the same sort of thank you kids say on Halloween to someone who's giving out Circus Peanuts.

“You're welcome,” Dave responded in a similar tone. He was really hoping she would refuse and wished he'd brought more than one crab.

“Fuck yeah,” said Cooper, sitting up. Before Dave could react, he'd grabbed the biggest claw and pulled out a quarter of the meat from inside the body.

Dammit!

Nabi frowned as she chewed on her crab meat. “This would be better warm.”

Unbelievable! She's still dropping hints about the fucking fire? Drop away, baby! Looks like I just rolled another Nat 1 on my Perception check, and I can keep going all night!

“Maybe,” said Cooper. “But it tastes like shit either way. I'm just glad Dave thought to bring one along.”

Dave poked the palm of his hand with the tip of a crab claw to make sure he wasn't dreaming. Had Cooper just given him credit for something?

“You're right,” said Nabi, then smiled at Dave. “It was wise of you to think ahead, and I am grateful. We should have followed your example.”

Her smile and words felt so sincere that Dave felt his eyes water. He couldn't recall anyone ever saying anything that nice to him before.

“It was n-nothing,” he said, a slight shiver betraying his increasing discomfort from the icy sweat-soaked padding against his skin.

Nabi swallowed another chunk of meat, then smiled at him again. This time, there was a hint of mischief in her bright green eyes.

“Your mother sucks on diseased sewer rats she pulls from the rotting vaginas of dead prostitutes.”

Dave and Cooper both stopped eating and stared blankly at her. How, exactly, was he supposed to respond to that?

Nabi frowned. “Am I doing it wrong?”

A second later, when it clicked that she was trying to replicate the sort of insults Cooper always said to him, he realized she was attempting to connect with him as a friend. It was, perhaps, the second nicest thing anyone had ever said to him.

He couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity of it.

“No, Nabi,” he said. “That was perfect.” He got to his feet and set off to gather some firewood.


Chapter 74

“The thing about rope,” said Katherine as she was being carried to the top of the volcano. “It's made up of all these individual tiny fibers. If you look at it up close, they're all split and frayed, and you think, 'Shit! How's this all holding together?' But it just does, you know?”

“It is all about connections,” said Lady Vivia. “The individual fibers intertwine at different places, and there are so many of them... I mean, you cannot even begin to fathom it. In a way, the same is true for people.”

“That's totally where I was going with this. Like, you and I might not connect on this issue over here, but we might connect on another issue. But I might connect with someone else on that first issue. But that's okay, because there's still a connection that holds us all together.”

“And it has so many uses,” Lady Vivia observed.

Katherine had a hard time following. “The connection?”

“No, rope.”

“Oh, fuck yeah!”

“You can use it to tie people up.”

A wild thought suddenly occurred to Katherine. “Hey! That's how it's being used on us right now!”

“Mercy of the gods, you are right!”

“Or you could make, like, a swing.”

“Or a bridge!” said Lady Vivia.

Katherine nodded. “That's way better than my swing idea.”

“No way. I thought your swing idea was really original. I would not have considered that in over a thousand moons.”

“That just goes to show how versatile rope is.”

“Absolutely.”

“It's a tool, like anything else,” said Katherine. “I mean, you could use a hammer to kill a homeless guy, or you could use it to build him a house.”

“Sure,” Lady Vivia responded after a conspicuous pause... Or was that in Katherine's head?

“I mean, I'm not saying I'd ever go around killing homeless people with a hammer. I was just using that example for the juxtaposition. You know, because he didn't have a house. You wouldn't build a house for a guy who already had one.”

“Right, of course. I totally picked up on that.”

“Really, because it didn't feel like you did. I feel like you think of me as some kind of monster who runs around killing indiscriminately.”

“No!” said Lady Vivia. “I mean, I guess I kind of did feel that way about you, but now I think you're wonderful. Honestly, who would willingly give their life to save a friend's? You are really something special.”

Katherine felt her cheeks burning. “You're just saying that.”

“Not at all. I wish I had a fraction of your warmth inside me.”

That felt uncomfortably open to interpretation. Was Lady Vivia coming on to her? Was that something Katherine was interested in exploring further?

“For what it's worth, I think you're smoking hot.”

“Oh, stop!” said Lady Vivia.

“I'm totally serious. If I was into chicks, I'd want to get my warmth way up inside you.”

“That is... extraordinarily vulgar.”

Katherine's stomach turned as she began sweating profusely. Only now that the drugs were wearing off did she realize how very fucked up she was.

The gravity of her situation fell on her like a collapsing building. Not only was she being carried up the side of a volcano by tribal gnomes who wanted to sacrifice her to their bird god, but she'd also just proposed fisting Lady Vivia.

“Just so you know,” she said. “Those berries are some pretty potent shit. I haven't been high in ages, and –”

“Speak no more of it. We both said things we did not mean. I do not think you are in the least bit wonderful or special.”

Katherine sighed with relief. “Okay, cool. And, for the record, I don't want any part of me way up inside any part of you.”

“On that, at least, we can agree.”

“Both of you, be quiet,” demanded the gnomish woman at the head of the procession. “We are entering sacred ground.”

Katherine obeyed, mostly because she didn't have anything to say. The conversation she'd been having with Lady Vivia had suddenly become horribly uncomfortable, and any scheming they might consider would be easily overheard by their gnomish captors. That was all in addition to the lingering effect of that berry. Her mind still felt like it was swimming in murky soup. They continued up the mountain in silence until she heard faint chanting ahead.

As the chanting grew louder, her choice to take Righteous’s place filled her with dread and regret. She fought the drug-induced fog in her mind, scrambling for an idea that could get them both out of this.

If she Wild Shaped into a raven, she could free herself from these ropes easily, then attempt to rescue Righteous... or just leave.

No, she couldn't abandon Righteous. She had come too far, grown too much as a person for that. She refused to become like her brother. An opportunity would present itself. All she had to do was pay attention and be ready to seize it.

As it turned out, none of that mattered. Her attempt to Wild Shape failed, having no effect except for making her feel like a cowardly piece of shit for trying. That, and letting her know that it wasn't yet midnight, for whatever that was worth.

The chanting stopped as the procession came to a halt. The gnomish woman exchanged words with an older male gnome in their shared language. Whatever they said solicited a dry chuckle from Lady Vivia. Katherine didn't like the sound of that at all.

“What's so funny?” she asked, fearful of the answer.

“She just informed the Head Druid that she's brought him two additional sacrifices.”

“Additional? But that's not what we –”

“What a surprise,” said Lady Vivia. “The savages who throw people into volcanoes turned out to be less than completely honest.”

“And you think that's funny?”

“I am dead either way. At least now I get to watch you suffer first.”

Katherine tried to lift her head to see the gnomish woman and the Head Druid, but the ropes kept her firmly facing the stars.

“This is bullshit!” she shouted.

“Silence!” the gnomish woman shouted back. “You speak not unless you are spoken to!”

“Or else what? You won't throw me into a fucking volcano? My whole weekend would be totally fucking ruined.”

“Katherine?” Righteous's voice called out from a distance.

“Righteous?” Katherine called back. “Are you okay? Where are you?”

“I'm in a cage suspended above the mouth of a volcano.”

“I'm so sorry! I tried to trade my life for yours, but these assholes went back on their word.”

“You should not have done that,” said Righteous. “I would give my life a thousand times over for yours. You must get out of here!”

“Believe me, I would if I – OW!”

The gnomish woman struck her in the side of the head with one end of a quarterstaff.

“That is enough!” she demanded. “You are in the presence of the Great Circle of Druids. You will show them the proper respect!”

Shit.

Katherine had suspected all along that there was at least one druid among these people. Depending on their level, she might have stood a chance. But multiple druids were going to be a problem.

“How many druids are in this Great Circle?”

The gnomish woman jabbed her in the head again. “You speak not unless you are spoken to!”

“You're fucking speaking to me!”

“Oh, yes. I suppose that is true. The Great Circle consists of twelve druids. Is your curiosity now quite satisfied?”

Katherine sighed. “Yeah. Thanks.”

That was it. She was one druid, they were a dozen. There was no way she could take them all on. The math was overwhelmingly against her without even taking into consideration what must have been at least another dozen tribesmen who had carried them up the mountain. Even if she managed to free Lady Vivia before they all pounced on her with fists and darts – unlikely – their combined efforts wouldn't be nearly enough to do anything but stall the inevitable for ten more seconds. She couldn't see Righteous's situation, but his description made it sound unlikely that she'd be able to enlist his help. They were all fucked. Nothing could save them short of an act of –

“Oh my god,” Katherine whispered to herself as a crazy idea formed in her head.

She listened to confirm that the gnomish woman was out of earshot as she continued talking to the High Druid, then turned her head as far as she could in Lady Vivia's direction.

“Vivia!” she whispered.

Lady Vivia sighed. “What?”

“Be ready. I'm getting us out of here.”

“I am as ready as I can possibly be.”

Katherine didn't bother trying to free herself from the ropes. If her plan was going to work, being tied up might actually benefit her. Hoping it was finally past midnight, she willed herself into the shape of a roc chick.

The tribesmen holding her up began shouting as they let go of the poles she was tied to, allowing her to land painfully on the rocky ground. But their shouting was dwarfed by Katherine's last desperate cry for help.

“CHEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!”

The men who'd been carrying her backed away. Some of them took off running back down the mountain, while others just gawked at her. The men carrying Lady Vivia dropped her as some of them also fled the scene.

“NO!” cried the gnomish woman. “Stupid half-elf! What are you doing?”
Katherine answered the only way she could.

“CHEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!”

She was pleasantly surprised to find that her sharp talons could easily slice through the ropes that bound her to the pole. After a few seconds, she'd completely freed herself. She stood up to find what she assumed was the Great Circle of Druids staring back at her. Older gnomes, both male and female, in dark green hooded cloaks. One of them reached for a dart, but the gnomish woman grabbed him by the wrist and shouted at him in gnomish.

Katherine couldn't understand exactly what she was saying, but she thought she had a pretty good idea of the gist of it.

“Are you crazy? If the Great Roc shows up and thinks we injured her, she'll kill us all!”

Whether that was what she'd actually said or not, it gave Katherine an idea. She lay on the ground, let out another loud cry, then did her best impersonation of a dead baby roc.

Somewhere out in the darkness, Mom answered her cry with a booming caw.

The Great Circle of Druids and the gnomish woman frantically shouted at each other before some of the druids decided to cut their losses and run.

Lady Vivia, who had managed to free herself from the ropes with a dagger that one of her captors had dropped as he fled, blasted the gnomish woman with a Lightning Bolt. The electric blast went straight through the gnomish woman's gut. The air smelled faintly of barbecued ribs as she dropped dead on the ground.

That wouldn't have been Katherine's first target, as the druids were probably a greater threat, and the gnomish woman might have been useful as a translator after everything settled down. But she understood that Lady Vivia's hatred for this woman in particular might have clouded her judgment.

Kathrine's feathers blew back as Mom flapped down for a landing.

The druids who remained cawed frantically at her, which Kathrine found extremely confusing until she realized they must have cast Speak With Animals to try to explain what was happening.

Mom wasn't having any of it. She immediately ate one whole and eviscerated another with a talon. The others fled while Lady Vivia blasted them with Fire Bolts.

Katherine, not wanting to alter the dynamic of the fight, remained lying on the ground and pretending to be dead until she was confident the fight was won. When Mom went off to chase down the last couple of stragglers to flee the scene, however, Katherine turned back into a half-elf. The last thing she needed right now was to get carried back to the nest. Besides, she still had to rescue –

“Katherine!” Righteous called out.

Kathrine opened her eyes to find that everyone in her immediate vicinity had cleared out. The air was filled with the smell of fresh dirt as Mom tore trees out of the ground to get to gnomes who had scrambled into the forest. Lady Vivia was up near the lip of the volcano among half a dozen freshly slain gnomes. She was turning a ship's wheel attached to a rope.

Katherine ran up to where she could more easily shout at her.

“Vivia!” she called out. “What are you doing?”

She shot Katherine a wicked grin and turned the wheel faster. “What does it look like?”

Katherine honestly didn't know how to answer that. “Steering the volcano?”

“I am destroying something you love!”

Katherine followed the rope attached to the wheel. It led up to a system of pulleys hooked up to a framework of masts and yards that formed a crane over the mouth of the volcano.

“Righteous!” she cried as she ran up the mountain. “I'm coming!”

“Hurry!” Righteous called back to her. “The cage is lowering!”

Katherine knew Lady Vivia had a dagger on her, and she was only bothering to turn the wheel rather than simply cut the rope to extract as much agony out of Katherine as possible. Taunt her with the fleeting hope that she might be able to save him, then pull the rug out from under her at the last second. She was Lucy holding the football for Charlie Brown.

There was a small chance Katherine might be able to exploit Lady Vivia's sadistic cruelty, but her timing would have to be impeccable. Every second counted. There was zero margin for –

“SHIT!” she cried as she slipped on a patch of smooth black pebbles and landed hard on her ass.

Lady Vivia howled with laughter as she continued to turn the wheel.

So much for exploiting her cruelty. Katherine was giving her more than she ever could have asked for. She couldn't believe Righteous's death was going to come down to her being a clumsy idiot. As she got back up on her feet, a thought occurred to her. Maybe she could use this to her advantage.

Instead of continuing to run up the side of the mountain, Katherine hobbled and winced in feigned agony at every step. The slower Vivia thought she could move, the closer she'd let her get to Righteous before cutting the rope.

“You don't have to do this, Vivia!” she shouted. “We'd be better off as allies than enemies. Just look around you! Look at all the destruction we've caused by working together! Sail under me, and we could rule the seas!” She hoped that last bit would really rile her up.

“Me sail under you?” cried Lady Vivia, so riled that she actually stopped turning the wheel for a moment. “You are not worthy of being a slave who tends my pigs!”

“You raise pigs?” asked Katherine, hobbling up the mountain. She didn't really picture Lady Vivia as the farmer type.

Vivia started turning the wheel again. “Tonight, I lower a pig. Soon, we shall hear him squeal!”

“That was pretty clever,” said Katherine. “You really turned that one around on me.” She had to keep Lady Vivia talking. If she suspected Katherine was faking a gimpy leg, she might guess what she was up to and cut the rope before Katherine had enough time to make her move. “Do you raise cows as well?”

“None so fat or dumb as the one your mother raised!”

“Wow, you're really on fire tonight. I've got to say, though. That one was a little hurtful.”

“Katherine?” Righteous called out. “You do realize I am being lowered into a volcano, do you not?”

“I'm going as fast as I can!”

“Speak not to me of pain, mongrel!” said Lady Vivia. “You have caused me more pain than you could ever –”

“Call Lightning!” cried Katherine, deeming herself close enough to act. Thick, gray storm clouds manifested directly above Lady Vivia's head. “I told you not to call me mongrel.” With that, she released the first bolt of lightning down on Lady Vivia, who screamed as she crackled with electricity.

The nice thing about a spell with a duration is that, while Katherine needed to be in her half-elf form to cast it, she could still maintain it after turning into an ape.

As an ape, she had the speed and mobility to race quickly the rest of the way up the mountain, and hopefully the strength required to pull Righteous out of harm's way.

Lady Vivia had a choice. She could attack Katherine, attempting to break her concentration on the spell, or she could cut the rope. Choosing spite over self-preservation, she cut the rope. That was pretty much what Katherine had expected her to do.

“NOOO!” Righteous cried as his cage suddenly began to drop, but Katherine made it to the rope with plenty of time to grab it before the severed end flew by.

It pulled harder than she'd anticipated. Even with her ape strength, the weight of Righteous in his falling cage yanked Katherine off her feet, crashing through several pieces of ship rigging before she could stop herself. Once she had control, she let out a loud simian scream, unleashing another bolt of lightning down on Lady Vivia.

Snapping wood grew louder and more frequent as the delicate structure began to collapse. The rigging this had come from was never meant to hoist a man into a volcano, or to withstand an ape smashing into it.

Katherine wound the rope around one wrist while clinging like hell to whatever she could grab with her other hand and both feet, but she was being dragged closer and closer to the edge.

“Let go, Katherine!” Righteous called up hoarsely. “Do not let yourself get pulled in with me!”

With a roar that shook the heated air around her, Katherine found footholds in the rock and pushed herself forward. One step, then another, each feeling like it would be the one to finally rip her arm off at the shoulder. But she was making progress. As long as she didn't give up, Righteous would be –

SNAP!

It wasn't her arm that gave way, but the rope. Katherine tumbled forward as the remains of the gnomish crane, along with Righteous in his cage, collapsed into the volcano.

With a short length of frayed rope still wrapped around her hairy arm, she ran back up the mountain hoping for some miracle. But all she saw as she peered over the edge were massive flames engulfing the wood that had just spilled into the molten rock. Righteous was gone, and the last thing that must have gone through his mind as he fell to his fiery death was that Katherine had given up on him.

“VIVIA!” she tried to scream as she turned around, but it only came out as another simian roar. That was just as well, because she was about to go apeshit on some drow ass.

Lady Vivia laughed as she stumbled toward Katherine and cast a spell. Katherine was ready for it, and her ape reflexes allowed her to easily jump out of the way as the Lightning Bolt blasted some rocks behind her.

Katherine's storm cloud remained hovering in the sky, and the bolt she called down on Lady Vivia hit her directly, dropping the bitch to the ground. Katherine didn't know if the bitch was dead or alive, and she didn't care. All she knew was that no one would ever get the chance to resurrect her. Lady Vivia's final resting place would be right there next to Righteous.

The combination of Katherine's ape strength, her rage, and Lady Vivia's admittedly more slender figure made her feel like little more than a rag doll when Katherine picked her up by the throat. She didn't shake her or slam her against the rocks. If there was still life left in Lady Vivia, Katherine wanted her to experience the sensation of being thrown into the mouth of Hell.

She didn't make a ceremony of it. She didn't even enjoy it as much as she hoped she might. Throwing Lady Vivia into the volcano felt about the same as throwing a bag of trash into the dumpster behind the Chicken Hut.

Once it was done, all she wanted was to leave this horrible island. She turned into a raven with a key ring in her beak, then flew down the mountain to retrieve Butterbean.


Chapter 75

Gundhor's sudden and unexplained disappearance, along with the lurchings of the ship caused by the summoning and dismissal of Basil in the cargo hold had convinced Captain Logan to leave hours before he'd planned to. That was fine with Randy. If Logan and his men intended to attack them, Randy preferred they get to it already. If there was one thing he hated more than unnecessary violence, it was waiting around for inevitable violence. He just wanted to put this whole ordeal behind them.

The crewman Logan assigned to replace Gundhor as Randy's supervisor wasn't as talkative as Gundhor. He didn't even bother to introduce himself. Randy only learned his name, Fulsa, by overhearing Captain Logan when he addressed him. Fulsa only spoke to tell Randy to raise the mainsail, and to shout faster or slower while he was turning the crank. When the sail was fully raised, and the ship left harbor, Fulsa dumped a heap of pungent, damaged fishing nets at Randy's feet and showed him how to mend the holes. When Randy got the hang of it, Fulsa didn't say anything at all. He merely existed as part of a circuit of exchanged glances between him and his fellow crewmen from the bow to the stern of the ship.

Randy tried to establish his own chain of glances, but Tanner and Tony the Elf weren't always within Randy's line of sight at each end of the ship due to all the obstructions between them at deck level. Denise would have been a preferable visual communication hub. From her high vantage point up in the crow's nest, she could easily see everyone above deck on the entire ship. Randy looked up at her frequently, hoping for her to relay some kind of information to him. But most of the time, her attention was on Fatty, who the crew had secured in a makeshift playpen made of crates roped together. The few times Randy managed to meet her gaze, she usually just gave him the finger.

The sun sank in the starboard sky as Isla de Huesos shrank to a distant speck on the northern horizon. Shortly after the stars began to reveal themselves in the darkening sky, a cowbell rang out from near the captain's quarters.

“Keep mending the nets,” said Fulsa. “I will be back soon.” He and the other six members of Logan's main crew made their way to the sound of the bell, leaving Randy, Tanner, Tony the Elf, and Denise temporarily unsupervised.

Randy hoped the bell signaled dinner, but he had a feeling that wasn't the case. The men walking past him hadn't had any eagerness in their gait or look of anticipation in their eyes. Maybe dinner aboard Seastalker just wasn't very good.

When the crew emerged from the captain's quarters a couple minutes later, all armed with their heavy crossbows and none of them looking like they'd just enjoyed a meal, Randy found it more difficult to give them the benefit of the doubt. It looked like Tanner had been right about Logan's intentions, and that they were finally making their big move.

To Randy's knowledge, he was the only one of his group that actually had a weapon, thanks to Gundhor's dagger in his boot. But despite the crew’s suspicious behavior, Randy refused to act on suspicions alone. He wouldn't attack until they threw the first punch. Still, since no one was watching, he set down the net he'd been mending and readied his hand by the dagger.

Four of the men went to the ship's stern while three made their way to the bow. Tanner's potato farmer aspirations must have made him seem like the lesser threat. With those two down, all seven would converge on Randy at once, then deal with Denise at their leisure. Did they intend to kill her? Or was the only woman on board sent up to the crow's nest so they might save her for more nefarious purposes? Randy didn't want to think about that. He also didn't want to have to choose between saving Tanner or Tony the Elf. He would only be able to reach one of them before the other succumbed to their wounds.

Fortunately, his grim thoughts evaporated when the ship's bow burst into flames.

Logan's three crewmen cried out in agony as their weapons discharged with loud twangs. One of the bolts thudded into the mainmast after passing within inches of Randy's face.

“Goddamn!” said Denise. “The fuck just happened?”

“NO!” cried Logan as the flaming, flailing men leapt over the bulwark and into the open sea to douse the flames engulfing their bodies. He hurriedly rummaged through his pockets until he produced a thick silver ring.

A cloaked figure jumped through the flames, revealing himself to be Tanner as he discarded what appeared to be a blanket soaked with seawater.

Tony the Elf wasn't faring as well. He'd used Tanner's distraction to push one of his would-be assassins down the stairs and run past him, but the other three quickly noticed and trained their crossbows on him.

“BASIL!” cried Randy, instantly summoning a reptilian shield to protect Tony the Elf.

The ship tilted backward when Basil appeared on deck, throwing off the crewmen's aims. Two bolts flew harmlessly out to sea while once struck Basil in the leg. It wasn't enough to be life-threatening, but it was plenty sufficient to piss him off.

“Basil!” he shouted again. “Wait!” When the celestial basilisk begrudgingly resisted his instinct to eat the crewmen, Randy addressed them. “Put down your weapons, and your lives will be spared!”

The terrified men, each shielding their eyes for fear of being instantly petrified, dropped their crossbows.

“By liquid might, I call thee near!” Captain Logan shouted into the darkness beyond Seastalker's flaming bow. “Water's essence, heed and hear!” His fist was raised high, his silver ring glowing with bright blue light.

The ship swayed as a column of twisting water rose forty feet above the sea.

“Aw shit!” said Denise as seawater continued to flow up into the column, expanding it into what looked like a massive sentient wave with massive watery arms and vacant pits for eyes.

Once fully formed, the water creature brought one of its huge arms down hard on the ship's flaming bow, instantly dousing the flames as the ship suddenly jolted forward.

Captain Logan, knowing what to expect, had been hugging the mainmast. Randy, who hadn't been holding on to anything, launched forward. He plowed into Tanner like a bowling pin, then slammed hard onto the deck.

“Kill them!” Logan commanded his water monster as he pointed at Tanner and Randy. “Cast them out to sea!”

Randy didn't know what good his dagger would do against a creature made entirely out of water, but he pulled it out just the same.

As the creature raised its other watery arm to swipe them overboard, Tanner grabbed two fistfuls of rigging and held on for dear life. Randy wasn't close enough to follow his lead, so he dropped flat on the deck and braced himself for the impact.

It felt like getting hit by ten fire hoses at once. He slid across the deck like a hockey puck and slammed hard into the bulwark. Salt water flooded into his lungs as he gasped in pain. He'd succeeded in not going overboard, but he didn't think he'd be able to survive another hit like that.

Tanner pulled a discarded shortsword from the water sloshing on the deck for whatever good that would do him. As Randy painfully coughed up the salt water from his lungs, he realized he'd lost his dagger.

“Again!” cried Captain Logan, clenching his fists as he glowered furiously at them.

If Randy was going to die, he would do what little he could to save his friends, even if it meant only knocking one or two hit points off the creature.

As it raised its massive liquid arm to strike him again, Randy got to his feet and cocked his arm back to meet it with one solid punch.

Over the rush of water coming at him, Randy barely heard Denise's shouting.

“LOOK OUUUUUUT!”

While Randy appreciated her concern, he wondered how she could possibly believe that he wasn't aware of the forty-foot-tall water monster beating him to death.

Just as its arm was about to strike him, so too did Randy let his fist fly. It felt a little denser than regular water, like punching into a wall of Jell-O. But that wasn't half as surprising as the fact that his punch seemed to annihilate the creature. The entire monster suddenly reverted back into ordinary seawater that all came gushing down at once. Randy couldn't believe it. How could a creature that size have so few hit points? Or was Randy a heck of a lot stronger than he thought he was?

“I did it!” he cried. “I killed it!”

“The fuck you did,” said Denise, her voice now a lot closer than it had been only a few seconds ago.

Randy's gaze fell from the crow's nest down to the deck, much like Denise must have just done. She was pushing herself up from on top of Captain Logan's prone body.

“Denise!” said Randy. “Are you okay?”

“No, I'm not fuckin' okay! I just fell fifty goddamn feet. I reckon I broke my ass.” She punched Captain Logan in the face as he started to stir. “Shut the fuck up!”

“Take his ring!” said Tanner. “Quickly!”

“Don't mind if I do.” Denise slipped the silver ring, which had since stopped glowing, off of Logan's finger and onto one of her own. “You want I should kill him?”

“No,” said Randy. “Just check him for weapons and tie him up.” He staggered back to the ship's stern, where Basil still held four terrified crewmen at bay. “Basil, take a step back so Tony the Elf can tie up these men.”

Basil groaned his dissatisfaction, but did as Randy instructed.

Fortunately, the giant water elemental had left several fish flopping around on the deck. Randy picked up one of the larger ones, about three feet long, and fed it to Basil. He continued feeding him until Tanner and Tony the Elf had the last of Logan's crew securely tied.

“Good boy,” he said. “I really appreciate you. Go back to the Celestial Plane. I'll call you back to stretch your legs once we hit some dry land.”

When Basil vanished, the ship's rear rose slightly. Randy was pleased to see that he hadn't done too much damage to the ship.

The same could not be said, however, for the water elemental. Much of the rigging in the front of the ship was a tangled mess, the jib was torn and flapping uselessly in the wind, and one of the yards extending from the mainmast was cracked.

“I've seen worse,” said Tanner, staring up at the cracked yard alongside Randy. “She should hold together until we make port.”

“I hope you're right,” said Randy. “But that's assuming we can find a port before –”

“Shitbrain!” shouted Logan, who Tanner had tied securely to the mizzenmast. “Get over here!”

Randy sighed. If ever there was a time when someone should show him some respect, now seemed like it. He limped across the deck to confront Logan.

“My name is Randy.”

“Fuck your name! If you mean to kill me, grow a cock and do it already.”

Bright red blood was still flowing from a wound on his head. He was hurt worse than Randy had realized, though less than he should have expected after having Denise land on him from a height.

“I ain't gonna kill you,” said Randy. “I'm gonna turn you in to the authorities next time we make landfall.” As a show of good faith, Randy placed his palm on Logan's forehead. “In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, I heal you.”

Something was off. Randy didn't feel the familiar surge of warm healing energy flow through his hand into Logan. When he took his hand away, his palm was slick and red with Logan's blood, and Logan's wound hadn't healed in the slightest.

“A fine lot of good that did me,” said Logan. “That healed me about as well as your dwarf's fat ass.”

Randy stared at his blood-slathered palm. “I don't understand. Why didn't that work? I ain't healed no one else today.”

“No shit,” said Denise, rubbing her butt. “That's my ass he's referring to, and it got hit just as hard as his fuckin' head.”

“I'm sorry,” said Randy. “I been preoccupied.” He placed his hand on Denise's forehead. “In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, I heal you.”

Still nothing.

“The fuck you waitin' on, Randy? I feel like I just dropped the soap in a stone giant prison shower.”

Randy removed his hand, leaving behind a red print on Denise's forehead. His own palm was just as bloody as before.

“Something's wrong,” he said. “I can't heal no more.”

Logan chuckled mirthlessly. “Your god has forsaken you. The deepest, darkest depths of the Abyss are reserved for traitors, mutineers, and other such betrayers.”

Randy's heart sank. “Does Jesus think I'm a... Judas?”

“I'm sure it's nothing like that,” said Tony the Elf. “It's probably just some game mechanic gone wonky. Maybe you didn't get a full eight hours of sleep or something. If it's still an issue by the time we reach land, we'll go to a temple and figure it out.”

“Jonas thinks you're a Jingus,” said Logan. “Jilas thinks you're a Jopas. Quit babbling nonsense and slit my throat already!”

Randy glared at him. “Why are you in such a hurry to die?”

Logan looked up with utter despair in his eyes. “Three times now I've been taken down by a woman aboard my own ship. It is time to concede my failure as a pirate, and as a man.”

“That's some massagolistic bullshit!” said Denise.

Tony the Elf squinted at her. “Do you mean misogynistic?”

“Don't you fuckin' mansplain to me, Long Duk Donkey Ears. I ain't gonna stand here and be treated like no secondhand citizen!”

“Denise!” snapped Randy, then turned to Logan. “I believe what my friend is trying to say is that there ain't no shame in being bested by a woman. And frankly, it's a little bit offensive how that's what you're most upset by. Think about all that women have accomplished in this world. They can...” He glanced at Denise and remembered that she couldn't even read. “Well, some of them can turn into sharks.”

“Hear my words,” said Logan. “There is nothing awaiting me on land but a sham trial and swift execution. If it be all the same to you, I'd prefer to skip the former and speed up the latter. I have lived at sea for too many years to die on land. Surely, a good-hearted man like yourself would do me this one mercy.”

Randy crouched down in front of him and removed a dagger from Logan's boot. “You killed a lot of good men over the years, I'd reckon.”

Logan nodded. “Indeed I have.”

“Women too?”

“I sold as many as I could into slavery. But in my line of work, you cannot always afford to take prisoners. And then there was the occasional whore that got caught in the crossfire.”

“Killing you might well be doing a mercy on the world,” said Randy.

“Undoubtedly.”

Randy looked down at the dagger in his hand. “I ain't never killed a man in cold blood before.”

Logan grinned. “She's nice and sharp. Use both hands and bring her down hard on the top of my skull. Maybe jiggle it around a little once it's in there just to make sure my brains are properly scrambled.”

“I wasn't asking for instructions,” said Randy. “I said I ain't never killed a man in cold blood before on account of I could follow that up by saying I ain't gonna start now.”

“What?” said Denise in disbelief.

“What?” said Logan, but it sounded more like he was having a hard time following.

“I ain't gonna kill you,” Randy clarified.

Logan rolled his eyes. “Very well. If you are not man enough, let your dwarf do it, or the drow.”

“I'll do it,” said Denise.

“No, you won't,” said Randy, then stood up to address the others. “This may be the worst kind of trash to ever stain the fabric of our society.”

“Are you talking about Logan?” asked Tony the Elf. “Or...” He nodded subtly toward Denise.

“I'm talkin' about Logan. He's a bad man. There ain't no doubt in my mind about that. By his own admission, he's committed a multitude of heinous acts.”

“Come on, Randy,” said Denise. “It ain't like you're a stranger to –”

Randy shut her up with a stern glare. “I said heinous.”

“Oh, right. Sorry, I got water in my ears during the fight.”

“And maybe he does deserve to die,” Randy continued. “But that ain't my decision to make, nor is it the decision of anyone aboard this ship, including his.” He scowled down at Logan. “I don't give a damn if you'd prefer to die at sea than on land no more than you ever gave a damn when and where all the folks you killed over the years would have preferred to die. Your fate will be determined in a court of law.” He looked up again to address his friends. “Until Katherine returns, I'm assuming command of this ship. And so long as I draw breath, ain't nobody gonna kill no prisoners. Does anybody got a problem with that?”

He locked gazes first with Tony the Elf, who he viewed as his biggest potential critic.

Tony the Elf shook his head. “No problem here.”

Randy then turned to Tanner.

“I find your position foolish and pointless,” said Tanner. “But I shall agree to your terms on the condition that you allow me to personally reinforce the knots that are keeping them restrained.”

“That sounds fair to me,” said Randy. “And thank you for being honest.” He didn't appreciate having his beliefs referred to as foolish and pointless, but he was grateful to Tanner for being open about his opinions rather than bottling them up for a future betrayal.

Finally, he turned to Denise, who he'd saved for last because he knew she'd be less likely to oppose once he had the others on board.

“Yeah, all right,” she said. “Where we takin' him?”

Randy had been expecting more confrontation and wasn't prepared for such a mundane question.

“I don't know. What do y'all think?”

“We're currently headed toward Nazere,” Tony the Elf reminded them. “If we're in the market for a full crew, maybe we just keep going?”

“The ship has sustained damage,” said Tanner. “That will only lengthen our journey. If our priority is to find Katherine, it would be ill-served to sail so far away from where we should be looking.”

Randy nodded. “Besides, Longfellow and I didn't exactly part ways on the best of terms. And I don't know if a pirate island is the right place to dump Logan.”

“We're sailing over the best place to dump Logan right now,” said Denise. “But that ain't neither here nor there. As long as we ain't got no fuckin' idea where Katherine is, I figure one port is as good as another. We get some repairs done, ask around to see if anyone's seen any uptight bitches turn into a moose or whatever, and get rid of these prisoners before they got time to escape and kill us all.”

Tanner shrugged. “That sounds reasonable to me. Pargos should not be far from here.”

Randy felt a little more hopeful than he'd felt in a while.

“Pargos,” he repeated. “That's where we was supposed to go after we got Seastalker back anyway. Julian and Chaz will be there. Katherine's bound to turn up there sooner or later.”

“If she's still alive,” said Tony the Elf.

“Of course she is,” said Randy. “Don't you see? Everything's working out just the way it's supposed to. Have a little faith. We'll be back together with Katherine before you know it. Now turn this ship around and set a course for Pargos.”

Tony the Elf, being closest to the ship's wheel, let out a sigh then started turning the ship around. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

“Who the fuck are you calling Captain?” asked a familiar voice from behind them.

Randy turned around to find Katherine standing at the ship's stern with Butterbean by her side.


Chapter 76

Being lost at sea wasn't as much of a survival issue for Katherine as it would be for most people. Her ability to exist as a big-ass shark meant she never wanted for food, and not many creatures could fuck with her.

But she was in a rough place emotionally, and multiple days of solitude hadn't done her any favors. She had Butterbean and a one-armed Mordred absorbed within her if she got desperate enough to pull one of them out in the middle of the ocean, but she didn't think either of them had the skills to help her cope with Righteous's death.

If she was seeing a therapist, she might have also mentioned something about killing Lady Vivia. But in truth, it didn't weigh on her as heavily as she thought it might. She didn't feel anything about it except relief. Vivia had been a persistent and substantial threat to Katherine's life and the lives of people she cared about, and the only solution was to take her out. Hell, if Randy hadn't talked her out of finishing Vivia off on the beach, Righteous would still be alive.

Fucking Randy. Next time she saw him, she'd bite hard into his torso and drag him down to the darkest, coldest depths of the sea until his sanctimonious brain imploded.

No. Too dark. Her shark brain was getting the better of her.

Katherine swam to the surface and took the form of an osprey similar to those that populated the jagged rocks surrounding the island she'd just escaped. She could see much farther and in greater detail as an osprey than as a raven, and the reversible toe on each of her feet allowed her to still catch the occasional fish.

Her bird brain was slightly more evolved than her fish brain, making it easier to think about Randy in terms other than how satisfying it would be to tear open his body and cloud the water with his blood. Sure, she still kind of wanted to claw his face off and pluck out his eyes, but her bird instincts weren't as difficult to overcome.

But she couldn't blame him entirely for Righteous's death. She bore some responsibility for listening to him. She would never make that mistake again.

Katherine wasn't sure how long it would take her to forgive Randy, but she had to make peace with him. Even if he was dumber than a rock covered in osprey shit, he was one of the very few people she felt she could trust completely, and that club had just become a little more exclusive.

Besides being loyal, Randy was brave, strong, and able to summon a celestial basilisk at will. These qualities would be valuable when it came time for her and her friends to fight their way through a forest full of zombies and pull a magic die out of a dragon's ass.

She spent hours flying eastward, her thoughts cycling over and over again from grief to anger to thinking about the future, until she finally spotted something on the horizon. A tiny black speck quickly turned into a ship.

That alone wasn't really a big deal. She'd spotted several ships since she escaped from the island, but only the first one got her hopes up at all. When she realized that they didn't actually need rescuing, that a ship full of strangers probably wasn't going to give her the kind of emotional support she needed, and that she was probably safer alone as a bird or shark than she was a half-elven woman on a ship full of men who might have gone months without having laid eyes on a woman, she didn't even bother stopping.

The other ships she spotted only warranted flying close enough to confirm they weren't Seastalker before she continued on her way.

This ship was different, however. Its silhouette was similar enough to Seastalker to justify taking a closer look. The closer she flew, the more of its features she recognized: the detailing on the bulwark, the location of the captain’s wheel, the battle scars on the hull.

Had she found it? What would she do? Logan would be expecting her to come at him, and it would be difficult to take the ship by herself again. Her best bet would be to sneak on board, find a hiding place, and wait for Logan to attack another ship. While his men were occupied, she would join the fight on the defending ship's side, surprising the shit out of Logan before she finally took him down once and for all.

With that plan in mind, she flew closer, only pulling back when she got a surprise of her own. A massive pillar of water grew out of the sea next to the ship. Nearly as tall as the ship was long, it grew a face and sprouted massive watery arms. Katherine hadn't actually seen the giant water elemental that Logan had used to attack her friends on Nazere, but going by what she heard after the fact, it probably looked a lot like this.

Something didn't add up, though. There were no other ships around. If Logan had control of a water elemental, why would he summon it now? To show it off to his men?

That seemed unlikely when the water elemental swiped one of its arms down hard on the deck. What the hell did that son of a bitch think he was doing to her ship?

Katherine flew closer to get a better look at the target of its attack. When she got within a few hundred yards of it, she recognized some faces. Logan was easy enough to pick out, but she was surprised to see Tony the Elf, Tanner, and Randy. Even that disgusting hillbilly dwarf woman, Denise, was up in the crow's nest.

They'd actually done it! Somehow, they'd managed to find her ship and infiltrate Logan's crew. Whether this was the moment they'd chosen to make their move against him or their cover had been blown, Katherine didn't know. But she was impressed that they'd made it this far without her.

Perched on the top yard of the mizzenmast, she watched Randy stand up to the gargantuan water monster armed with nothing but a dagger. The ease with which it sent him flying across the deck reminded her of how Tim used to swat carpenter bees out of the air with a badminton racket to keep them from eating holes through the walls of the Chicken Hut.

In this case, however, the swatter was doing more damage to her ship than the swattee. And as much as she blamed Randy for his part in Righteous's death, Katherine couldn't deny that Randy was both brave and loyal. He and the others had risked their lives to retake Seastalker, and they'd done it for her.

Watching the water monster smack Randy across the deck had been satisfying the first time, but the second hit concerned her, and she wasn't sure he would survive a third.

A nice big bolt of lightning should get the water monster's attention, and it would be a badass way to make her presence known before she had her final showdown with Logan.

Unfortunately, the hillbilly dwarf chick beat her to the punch.

“LOOK OUUUUUUT!” cried Denise as she plummeted from the crow's nest. Katherine didn't know if she jumped or simply fell out. Neither would have surprised her.

What did surprise her, however, was the fact that Logan survived. Denise landed on him like a grand piano. That was at least enough to break his concentration, turning his massive minion back into a column of ordinary inanimate seawater.

Now that the immediate threat had been neutralized, Katherine decided to hold back on revealing herself. She wanted to see how Randy and the others would treat the prisoners who had just tried to kill them again.

She felt a pang of anger return when Randy refused to kill Logan even after he repeatedly requested being killed. But what really got her feathers bristling was when he actually tried to heal Logan's wounds. Fortunately, his healing magic seemed to be on the fritz.

The final straw came when Randy assumed command of the ship. Katherine would have preferred anyone else, even Denise, to fill that position in her absence. She appreciated Randy's loyalty and bravery, and for the most part even admired his ardent stance against murder. After seeing how far he was willing to go to win back Seastalker for her, she was even almost ready to start down the path of forgiving him for Righteous.

But his haughty demands that nobody was to harm Logan doused those feelings real quick. This was exactly why Righteous had died, and Randy had clearly not learned shit.

Katherine flew down to the ship's stern, sat down, and took her half-elven form. Even sitting down, Butterbean was uncomfortably heavy in her lap. She unwrapped her arms from around him and stood back up.

“Don't you see?” said Randy. “Everything's working out just the way it's supposed to. Have a little faith. We'll be back together with Katherine before you know it. Now turn this ship around and set a course for Pargos.”

Tony the Elf sighed as he started turning the ship's wheel. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

Uh-uh.

The sound of someone else referring to Randy as captain of Seastalker was somehow even worse than when Logan had the title. It was time to nip this shit in the bud right now.

“Who the fuck are you calling Captain?”


Chapter 77

“Here you are,” said Burt, cheerful as ever, as he pulled the car up to a graffiti-covered building miles off the strip in a seedy part of town. Aside from the faint moonlight, the only illumination came from the two neon lights at Jay's destination. One identified the establishment as Lucky Lucy's Lesbian Lounge, which is the sign Mordred must have been looking at while they were conversing through his lighter. The other was an OPEN sign, the O of which was situated between a spread pair of women's legs, making it look like a giant gaping vagina.

“Keep it classy, Vegas,” Jay muttered to himself.

“Can I buy you a drink?” asked Burt, putting the car in park.

“I really think it's about time we head back to the hotel,” said Irene. Her tone implied it was more than a suggestion.

“Thank you,” said Jay. “But you've done enough. You guys take care and have a great rest of your trip.”

Burt took a business card from a compartment behind the gearshift and offered it to Jay. “Here, call me. Maybe we can get that drink tomorrow.”

Jay smiled as he accepted the card and slipped it into his pocket. “Thanks. I'd like that.” He opened the door, and he and Fariq got out of the car. The warm dry wind did little to dispel the city’s ubiquitous sewer stench.

Burt waved as he pulled away, ignoring Irene as she yelled at him.

“How do you suppose we should infiltrate this place?” asked Fariq. “Should we disguise ourselves as lesbians?”

Jay shook his head. “I can't see that going over well. We should be okay. This place looks like it would take any business it can get.”

As he entered the bar, Jay was more apprehensive about not having any money than he was about not being a lesbian. It might have been a good idea to hit Burt up for a little cash while he had him charmed, but he already felt creepy about it.

Total Eclipse of the Heart played quietly on the speakers for an almost empty bar. Jay wasn't sure what he expected the inside of a lesbian bar to look like, but this place looked just like any other dingy bar he'd ever been in. No dildos hanging from the ceiling, or posters of nude women licking each other on the walls, or even an inflatable pool filled with baby oil. The few customers at the bar and sitting around one of the tables also looked disappointingly normal, a far cry from the lesbians he occasionally watched on the internet.

The bartender was a rail-thin woman with short blue hair. Her sleeveless t-shirt showed off an impressive collection of cartoon character tattoos all the way up both arms. Felix the Cat, Betty Boop, Woody Woodpecker, and many others from the golden age of American animation. She stared curiously at Jay and Fariq as they approached, but Jay got the feeling it had less to do with them being men, and more to do with their matching clothes and the white makeup Fariq still hadn't washed off his face.

“What are you?” she asked. “Some kind of performers?”

“Yes,” Jay lied. “We're in Cirque du Soleil.”

“No shit. What do you do?”

The question caught Jay off guard. “We... perform. We're performers.”

“I mean, like, do you juggle, wrestle bears, swallow swords...?”

“Oh, right.” Jay tried to think up something he couldn't be asked to demonstrate in the bar. “We're trapeze artists. Sorry, it's been a long day.”

“I can imagine.” She put two shot glasses down and poured them each a shot of whiskey.

“I'm sorry,” Jay repeated. “But we don't actually have any money.”

“Hard times at the Cirque?” She laughed. “Don't worry about it. It's on the house. You look like you could use it.”

“Thank you,” said Jay. He handed Fariq a glass, and they both drank. Jay was grateful to finally have a stronger taste in his mouth than charred dire rat. “I'm Jay.”

“Why is this glass filled with tiny sticks?” asked Fariq, picking up a shot glass full of toothpicks to examine it more closely.

“They're toothpicks,” said the bartender as if that was a reasonable thing to have to explain. “They're for picking shit out of your teeth.”

Fariq's eyes lit up. “I have had a piece of rat meat stuck between my teeth for hours. May I have one?”

The bartender grimaced. “Please, have as many as you like.”

Jay sighed. “And this is my associate, Fariq.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you,” said Fariq, emptying all the toothpicks from the shot glass into a pouch he wore on his belt. “You are more attractive than the lesbians in my village.”

“Dude!” said Jay. He smiled apologetically at the bartender. “I'm really sorry. He's not from around here.”

She shrugged. “I figured that when he needed to have toothpicks explained to him. And enough with the sorries. My name's Lucy.”

“Oh,” said Jay. “As in Lucky Lucy?”

“The one and only. What brings you to my little shithole bar?”

“We're looking for a man.”

Lucy frowned. “I don't know if you read the sign outside or not, but –”

“No, it's not like that. We're looking for a man and his mother.”

“I mean, I can make some calls, but the weird shit is going to cost extra. Would you settle for a guy and an old lady willing to roleplay, or do they actually have to be related?”

Jay took a deep breath. “I'm not into any weird shit. I'm looking for a specific man and his mother, and I have it on good authority that they're being held here. Or at least somewhere very close by.”

“Being held? You mean, like, as in prisoners?”

“Something like that,” said Jay. “I take it you haven't seen anyone matching that description?”

Lucy shook her head. “Sorry.”

Fariq went to the window and looked outside, then walked to the far wall and looked back at the window.

“The sign is visible through the window in its entirety from wherever I look,” he said. “I do not believe your friend is here.”

“He's not my friend,” said Jay. “But you're right. He's clearly not here. Maybe we've got the wrong place.” He turned to Lucy. “You don't happen to have a candle, do you?”

“There's one on each of the tables.”

“Do you mind if I use one? I won't be long.”

“Use it for what?”

Jay scrambled to think of something that didn't sound completely insane. “Meditation.”

“I thought you said you weren't into any weird shit.”

“I was talking about paying for sex with men and their elderly mothers.”

Lucy shrugged. “Fair enough. Knock yourself out.”

“Thank you.”

Jay led Fariq to the darkest corner of the bar, as far away from the few other customers as he could manage. Rather than try to squeeze the last juice from his dying pink lighter, he used a match from a book on the table to light the candle. It produced a nice, steady flame. After looking around to make sure he wasn't being observed by anyone except Fariq, he sprinkled some magic dust over the flame.

“What is it this time?” Mordred immediately demanded. “Where are you now?”

“We're at Lucky Lucy's Lesbian Lounge,” Jay whispered.

“Where? Speak up.”

“Lucky Lucy's Lesbian Lounge,” Jay repeated more loudly.

“What are you doing there?”

“Looking for you!”

“Why the hell would I be at a lesbian bar?”

“Who is he talking to?” asked Lucy, who had just turned up at the table with three shot glasses and a bottle of Jack Daniels.

“He consorts with devils in the fire,” said Fariq.

“Cool.”

Jay was embarrassed to have been caught like this. But now that he'd been exposed, he didn't see any harm in continuing the conversation.

“There's no such place as Lucky Luck,” he said to the flame. “This was the closest place that matched your description.” An idea came to mind, and he looked up at Lucy. “Would you mind turning off your sign and then turning it back on real quick?”

Lucy set the bottle and glasses down on the table. “I guess not. What are you doing? Summoning a demon?”

“Would you like me to?”

“Hell yeah.”

“I'll tell you what,” said Jay. “Do me this small favor and pour us one more round of drinks, and I'll summon up a demon for you right here.”

Lucy nodded. “You're on.”

As she went back behind the bar toward the light switches, Jay spoke into the flame again. “Look at the sign and tell me what you see.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Mordred. “It's a sign.”

“Just give it a second.”

Lucy turned off the sign and looked at Jay.

“It just turned off!” said Mordred.

“Good.” Jay nodded at Lucy, who turned the sign back on.

“It's on again!”

“We're at the right place,” said Jay. “So where the hell are you?”

“It's hard to tell from here. But I'm close. Maybe in a building across the street. Hurry up and find me before Tim comes back.”

“We're on our way,” said Jay, then blew out the candle.

“Not so fast,” said Lucy. “I owe you gentlemen a drink, and you owe me a demon.”

Jay shrugged. “Careful what you wish for.”

She poured their drinks. Then they clinked their glasses and drank.

“All right,” said Lucy. “That's my part of the bargain fulfilled. Where's this demon of yours?”

Jay came up with the best mental image of a demon he could think of, referencing the imp that had visited him in his dreams. He pointed at a point on the floor in front of the door.

“Demon.”

An image of the imp appeared, grinning and spreading his red batlike wings.

“JESUS!” cried Lucy, running around to the other side of the table.

All the customers in the place screamed and stood up. The only one who didn't seem at all impressed was Fariq.

“Whoa,” said Jay. “Everybody calm down.” He snapped his fingers, making the image disappear.

“What the fuck was that?” demanded Lucy, tears welling up in her eyes.

“It was just an illusion, like this.” He pointed to just above where the demon had been standing. “Banana with wings.”

Fariq rolled his eyes as the flying banana popped into existence, flapping its angel wings.

Judging by the look on Lucy's face, her levels of confused and terrified had switched places. “How are you doing that?”

Jay wiggled his fingers in front of his face in an act of showmanship that may need some revision. “Magic.”

“I thought you said you were a trapeze artist.”

“I dabble in magic. You know, the economy being what it is and all. We should probably go.”

Lucy nodded. “I think that's a good idea.”

“Thanks for the drinks.”

Feeling a little bit guilty about scaring the shit out of all those poor lesbians as he left the bar, Jay couldn't help but also feel a well of potential brewing up inside him. If dinky little spells like Silent Image and Charm Person could have these kinds of effects on people, there was no telling how much power he could have over others as his mastery of magic continued to grow.


Chapter 78

“So this is what you've been doing while I've been dragging Dave through the wilderness for weeks,” said Stacy as she took in the luxurious interior of the Howling Owlbear.

Julian felt a little guilty despite not really having had a choice in the matter. He tried to shift the tone of the conversation.

“I think you're going to enjoy this,” he said, nodding at Chaz on stage as he warmed up with the band. “Are you a Neil Diamond fan?”

Stacy shrugged. “I don't know that I'd call myself a fan. Hell, I don't even know if I could name three Neil Diamond songs. My mom's a fan.”

“Of course she is. Everyone's mom is a Neil Diamond fan.”

“Ironic, isn't it?”

Julian stared curiously at her. “What is?”

“Just like you said. Everyone's mom is a Neil Diamond fan, so you'd think there would be more women here.” She gestured at the audience between them and the stage. “Kind of a sausage party.”

Julian hadn't been as observant of his surroundings as he usually was now that Stacy had shown up. The crowd did seem considerably smaller than normal, with a noticeably larger concentration of men. What's more, the vibe felt off. Julian couldn't put his finger on it. Some were sipping their drinks, engaged in whispered conversations, leaning across tables, while others sullenly stared at Chaz as if he were about to give a lecture on risk management, not perform a rock concert.

“That is strange,” he thought aloud. “Stay here for a minute. I've got to check something out.” He leaned over the bar. “Hey, Vicente!”

The bartender nodded at him. “Hey, Julian! What can I get you?”

“Not for me, for her. This is my friend, Stacy. Stacy, Vicente. Get her whatever she wants. Put it on my tab.”

Vicente grinned as he approached them. “I wouldn't dream of it. It's on the house. What delicious concoction can I mix for you this evening?”

“You got beer?” asked Stacy.

“Of course!”

“I'll have beer.”

“Right away.”

With Stacy sorted out for the time being, Julian put on his best casual face and strolled toward the stage, listening intently as he passed between the tables.

Either his casual act wasn't sufficiently casual, or the men whispering conspiratorially over their tables were exceptionally determined not to have their conversations overheard. They stared suspiciously at him as he passed by.

Eventually, he gave up and returned to Stacy without having learned anything about the audience’s troublingly suspicious behavior.

“Is everything okay?” asked Stacy, now halfway through her first beer.

“I'm not sure,” Julian responded. “There's something else I need to check out once the show starts.”

Still uneasy, he joined Stacy in drinking a beer while Chaz and the band began the show.

Chaz must have also sensed the strange energy in the crowd. To counter it, he actually started the show with Sweet Caroline, a song he generally never played unless he absolutely had to.

Julian noticed some foot-tapping and head-nodding in response to the beloved song, but not anything close to the usual level. It seemed like most of the audience members were deliberately not enjoying themselves. Something was up, and Julian had to get to the bottom of it.

“They're really good,” said Stacy, though even her eyes betrayed some sympathy for the devastatingly lukewarm reception Chaz and his band were getting.

Julian spent the next five songs and two beers trying to think of how to get the information he needed. Stacy, who had drunk two beers for each of his, tried to make up for the rest of the lame audience by whistling, cheering, and clapping loudly after each song.

Finally, when Chaz began singing Cherry, Cherry, Julian had an idea. He would take a page from Halbert Allerton's playbook.

“Excuse me,” he said to Stacy. “I'll be right back.”

He hurried around the main room, then down the hall toward his personal room, until he was confident that no one could see him. Then he cast a spell on himself that would make absolutely sure no one could see him.

“Invisible!” he whispered, then watched as his hands swiftly faded away.

On a normal night with a livelier crowd, navigating his way between the tables in the main room while invisible would have been impossible. All the dancing and swaying would have inevitably led to him being repeatedly kicked and elbowed in the face until he was ultimately discovered. But whatever was affecting the audience's mood tonight also kept them seated at their tables, allowing Julian to weave his way among them without them knowing.

He tread carefully along the perimeter of the main room, moving away from the stage, until he came to two completely empty tables. Not having much experience with covert operations like this, he decided that would be the best place for him to penetrate further toward the largest concentration of sullen customers.

That proved to be more caution than he needed to take. The room was dimly lit and the floor was black, so no one would notice his footprints even if he did step in something. And the music from the band covered his footsteps.

Julian's long elven ears not only allowed him to hear quieter noises from farther away than his human ears had, but they were also extremely well-suited to honing in on a particular sound and isolating it from the surrounding noise.

Once he managed to pick up snippets of whispered conversations, he stopped stopped and listened for any clues.

“...Lynnara's tits were covered in...”

“...said she was going to the privy!”

“...it was all over her...”

“...never thought she would...”

“...on her tits, on her ass, on her...”

“...said she didn't do anything with...”

“...want to believe she would...”

“...covered in glitter!”

“...every inch of her was...”

“...glitter.”

“...glitter!”

“...GLITTER!”

Shit.

They knew, or at least they very strongly suspected, that Chaz was having sex with all their wives after every show. It all made sense now. That's why they were all so sullen. That's why there were barely any women there. Word of Chaz's alleged indiscretions had spread among the city's men like wildfire, and they'd congregated here tonight to compare notes, making sure they had ample evidence before taking action.

That begged the question, though. When they had their proof, what did they have planned for Chaz?

Julian focused on one particular table, around which six men paid far greater attention to each other than to RazzmaChaz.

“...come into our town and fuck our wives and get away with it!”

“We should go up there and slit his throat right now.”

“Put that away before someone sees you! And don't be an idiot. You saw how fast those two bouncers pounced on Allerton. Gods know we don't want to end up like him.”

“There are only two of them. They cannot get us all.”

“Not all of us are stupid enough to try. They'll be on you before you get your blade to his throat. We have to get him outside the club.”

“Have you ever seen him outside the club? I heard he never leaves.”

“Then we'll storm the place after it closes. I'll bet we could get at least thirty men together whose wives were seduced by this man-whore.”

“And another thirty who just enjoy mob violence.”

“We'll drag him out into the street!”

“Tar and feather him!”

“Hang him!”

“Put his head on a pike with his cock in his mouth!”

The rest of the table paused their murderous frenzy to stare at the guy who'd made that last suggestion.
“What? Too much?”

As they stared on in disturbed silence, Julian finally heard the song that Chaz was currently in the middle of: America, the song he liked to showcase with his Glitterdust spell. Given the audience's current temperament and what had triggered their suspicions, Julian feared a sudden explosion of glitter that temporarily blinded Chaz might trigger some of the more impulsive audience members to take their chances with the bouncers to hit Chaz while he was vulnerable. He couldn't let that happen.

Julian waved his arms in the air to get Chaz's attention, but Chaz was either catastrophically unobservant or intentionally ignoring him.

He scraped his thumb across his neck several times in a desperate attempt to persuade Chaz to stop, but Chaz again completely failed to acknowledge him.

Dammit, Chaz!

Julian began making his way toward the stage, still careful to avoid running into anyone and exposing his presence. That's when he realized why Chaz had been ignoring him this whole time. He was still invisible.

“My country 'tis of thee!” sang Chaz, his eyes now closed both in reverence of the lyrics and in anticipation of the coming Glitterdust spell.

Shit!

Julian was about to turn visible to warn him, but there was no point in doing so now.

“CHAZ!” he shouted from the floor next to the stage.

“Sweet land of liberty!”

So enraptured was Chaz by the sound of his own voice that the only way Julian would be able to stop him was to physically restrain him. He climbed up onto the stage.

“Of thee I sing!” bellowed Chaz, then raised a fist. “TODAY!”

For a split second, Julian's entire field of vision was filled with sparkling colors, then everything went dark.

The audience booed and jeered, except for one distinct voice in the crowd.

“FUCK YEAH!” shouted Stacy from over near the bar where she had clearly been enjoying a few more beers. “AMERICA!”

As Chaz continued shouting the word, “TODAY!” over and over again near Julian's sensitive ears, the audience stopped booing as their attention suddenly shifted to something else.

“Look!”

“Another one?”

“Get him!”

Julian recognized the third voice as belonging to one of Argo's huge bouncers. Apparently, some poor schmuck was about to learn a valuable lesson about what happens when you mess with –

“OOF!” he cried as he was blindsided by something that felt like a freight train.

The wind having been knocked out of him, Julian felt like he was being pinned down by a cow. As if that wasn't bad enough, it was followed by the sensation of a second cow being dropped from a height onto the pile.

The two bouncers picked up Julian, put him in a choke hold, and forced his arms behind his back.

“What's going on?” demanded Chaz as Julian's vision began to return. The band stopped playing, and the customers were filing out the door. “Julian?”

Finally able to breathe again, Julian shook himself free of the surprised-looking bouncers. “Yes, it's me.”

Chaz's brow furrowed like he was trying to solve a quadratic equation in his head.

“Are you Halbert Allerton?”

“What? No!” said Julian, scarcely able to believe that was a serious question. “This isn't Scooby-Doo! I was trying to warn you not to cast Glitterdust.”

“Why?”

Julian gestured at the mass exodus occurring in front of them. “Because I thought the audience might react poorly to it.”

Chaz shrugged. “This audience was shit anyway. I don't know what's wrong with them. I'm pretty sure most of them were regulars.”

“They know, Chaz,” said Julian.

“They know what?”

“What do you think? They know you've been fucking their wives.”

“That's impossible! How could they possibly?”

“How do you think?” Julian scraped glitter off Chaz's cheek with an already glitter-covered finger and held it up to him. “The glitter! I went around invisibly, listening in on their conversations. They're all talking about their wives coming home covered in glitter. When you cast the spell just now, it was like you were rubbing it in all their faces!”

Chaz stared at the last of the cuckolded audience members leaving the club. “And they're just leaving?”

“What do you expect them to do?”

“I don't know. Kick my ass? Drag me out into the street and stab me? What a bunch of pussies.”

“Believe me,” said Julian. “Those options are still very much on the table. They were talking about forming a mob. Fortunately, they don't realize tomorrow is your last show. If you can keep from pissing them off any more than you already have, we should be able to get out of here before they can get properly organized.”


Chapter 79

When Tim surfaced from the hot, bubbling water, Nadia was still screaming. He'd sincerely meant for their appearance in a hot tub to be a nice soothing surprise, maybe even a little romantic. But he could see now how the sudden and severe sensory overload might be a little much for someone who wasn't expecting it. In retrospect, he should have given her a heads-up.

“Calm down,” said Tim. “You're okay. It's just –”

“A hot tub,” said Nadia, calmer now but still breathing heavily. “For a second, I thought I was... I didn't know what to think.” She looked around at their rustic cabin interior surroundings, then at Tim. “I thought we were going to a beach.”

POP!

Tim and Nadia looked down at the duffel bags, half floating in water that was turning cloudy and blue.

POP! POP! POP! POP! POP!

“That's why I chose this instead,” Tim explained as the water around them became bluer and more opaque.

“What is that?”

“The dye packs. They're set to go off a little while after they leave the vault.” He unzipped the side compartment of one of the bags and pulled out his scroll tube. “But that's what we brought this for.”

He was a little more inebriated than he'd planned on being by now, so he slurred the incantation a little. But he knew it was good enough when the water was once again crystal clear.

“I can't believe we actually pulled it off,” said Nadia.

Tim lifted one of the bags out of the water and shoved it over the side of the hot tub onto the floor. “I know, right? That was pretty fucking wild.” He went underwater to get the other bag, then shoved it over the side as well.

“I really want to thank you for everything you've done for me these past few days,” said Nadia.

“Don't even worry about it. I had a lot of fun.”

“No, Tim,” said Nadia. “I mean, I really want to thank you.”

“Okay, great. You're very wel–” When Tim turned to face her, his gaze immediately fell to her bare brown breasts, glistening with beads of sweat and water. “–come.”

Nadia crossed the tub, kissed him, and ran her hands under his clothes. Tim's dick hardened like she'd cast Flesh to Stone on it.

Tim welcomed her tongue in his mouth and wanted nothing more than to lie back and let her go to town on him, but he couldn't do it. She'd been through too much shit, and she was about to go through some more.

“Wait,” he said, pushing her back with his palms against her tits. “This isn't right.”

“Sure, it is. You don't have to be shy. I know you want me. I could feel you against me when I sat on your lap.”

“That's true,” said Tim. “I do want you. I really, really do. But this isn't –”

Nadia slipped a hand down the front of his pants. “And I want to give you everything you want.”

“I'm sorry,” said Tim, pulling her hand out of his pants. At this point, it had less to do with any moral quandary and more to do with him not wanting to suffer the embarrassment of prematurely ejaculating in her hand. “I can't. Not right now.”

Nadia backed away from him, lowering herself until her breasts were beneath the surface and covering them further with her folded arms.

“What's wrong?” she said. “Why not?”

“For one thing, I'm drunk.”

“That's okay. I'll catch up soon enough.” She moved in on him again, but stopped at the sound of a door closing in the next room.

Tim sighed with relief. “And because we've got company.”

Nadia stared at the door. “Who's out there?”

“You'll find out in a minute. Go get dressed. I left a change of clothes for you in the bathroom.”

Keeping her breasts covered, Nadia got out of the tub and hurried to the bathroom.

As soon as she closed the door behind her, Tim quickly removed his clothes, closed his eyes to better focus on the memory of her tits, and finished the job she'd started. It didn't take long at all.

Having emptied his tiny balls, he climbed out of the tub, morphed into a dire rat, and shook as much water out of his fur as he could. Then he morphed back into his halfling form and put on the dry clothes he'd left there for himself. Finally, he fished his flask out from his wet clothes and downed a few gulps of stonepiss.

When Nadia finally emerged from the bathroom wearing the pale green dress Blorgork had provided her with, she didn't look nearly as radiant as Tim had planned. With her slumped shoulders, watery eyes, and wet hair, she reminded Tim of a rat that had just been pulled out of a toilet.

Tim's chest tightened at the sight of her. She'd been the only person to treat him decently for quite some time, and the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her.

“You look great!” he said with what he hoped was an encouraging grin. It wasn't exactly a lie, but it was stretching the truth.

Nadia sniffled. “I'm really sorry about that. I shouldn't have come on so strong.”

“Believe me,” said Tim. “It's not a problem.”

“I'm not, like, some big whore, you know.”

Tim laughed. “I don't think you're a big whore. I think you're a beautiful young woman who deserves to be with someone better than a shitfuck like me.”

Tears rolled down either side of Nadia's face.

“I don't want to be with someone better than a shitfuck like you. I want to be with you, you shitfuck.”

“You don't know what you want,” said Tim after confirming she didn't have any mugs within reach. “It’s been a traumatic couple of days. Your whole life has been turned upside-down, and I’ve been the only semblance of stability in it. I think what you’re seeing in me is only what you want to see.”

“So what if I am?” asked Nadia. “Is that so bad?”

Tim shrugged. “I don't know. I just don’t want to be another disappointment.” He took the strap of one of the duffel bags. “Come on, grab a bag. We've got an appointment.” After dragging the soaking-wet bag across the floor, he opened the door.

The cabin's main room was generically rustic and cozy, with a nice big fireplace, a large window overlooking the wooded hills outside, and several animal heads mounted on the walls, including that of a massive elk.

A squat bald man in blue jeans, a black leather jacket, and round sunglasses stood beside the fireplace, staring at Tim as he dragged the duffel bag into the room.

“Are you Doug's guy?” asked Tim.

“I am,” the man responded. “Are you Tim?”

“Yeah. You're not exactly what I was expecting.”

“Neither are you.”

Tim chuckled. “I guess that's fair.”

The bald man's eyebrows raised above the frames of his sunglasses.

“And you must be Nadia,” he said.

Nadia looked down at Tim. “Who is this guy?”

“Good question,” said Tim. “What's your name?”

“You may call me Mr. X.”

“Seriously? Mr. X? Does that stand for anything?”

“It stands for anonymity.”

“I think you'll find that starts with –”

“Do you wish to proceed?” asked Mr. X. “Or have I spent the last four hours driving through the Canadian wilderness for nothing?”

“What?” said Nadia. “We're in Canada?”

“Fine,” said Tim. “Mr. X, it is. Did you bring everything I asked for?”

“I did.” Mr. X unzipped his jacket and pulled out a manila envelope, then picked up a black briefcase that was on the floor next to him. He placed both on the coffee table in front of the sofa, but opened neither. “Did you bring the money?”

Tim dragged his duffel bag over to the coffee table and nodded for Nadia to bring hers as well. “It's all here, and then some.” He unzipped one of the bags, took out a stack of hundred-dollar bills, and shook some of the water out of it before putting it in his Bag of Holding. “Minus my cut.” He rummaged through the wet money until he found the passports he'd stolen. “I'm going to take some of these as well.”

Mr. X frowned at the money in the open bag. “Why is it all wet?”

“I had to clean it.”

“You know that's not what that means, right?”

Tim sighed. “It'll dry, okay?” He looked up at Nadia. “That bag, too.”

“What are you talking about?” she said. “This is our money! We... um, earned it.”

“There's been a change of plans. This is his money. Your money, I'm presuming, is in that briefcase.”

Mr. X opened the briefcase, then turned it around to display stacks of colorful, phony-looking money. “Seventy-five thousand Canadian dollars.”

Nadia scoffed. “I don't know exactly what the exchange rate is, but –”

“But that's not all we're paying for,” said Tim, opening the envelope and pulling out a driver's license. He'd never seen a Canadian driver's license before, but it seemed legit.

Nadia snatched it from his hand and stared at it for a moment. “Jill Smith?”

“I wanted to make it as generic as possible,” Tim explained. “Just in case we left any clues behind at the bank. As long as you keep a low profile, they'll never find you.”

“When did you plan all this?”

“Remember when I was gone for three days?”

“You said you were researching the job.”

“You believed that?”

Nadia sighed. “Well, no. But I figured you were just out on a bender or something.”

“I was,” said Tim. “But I also got some work done.”

“So this whole time, you've just been planning to ditch me in Canada?”

“You wanted a fresh start. I'm giving that to you. You've got enough money to get you started. This nice cabin…” he gestured at the extraordinary normalness of their middle-class surroundings, “is all yours. And there's a town five miles up the road where you can get a job and start a new life. Mr. X will stay here with you for a couple of days to help you get situated and fill you in on how to not get extradited and arrested.”

“Excuse us for a moment,” Nadia said to Mr. X. She turned to Tim. “Can I speak to you in the other room?”

Tim raised his flask to his lips only to discover it was finally empty.

“Sure,” he said. “But I need to take a piss first.” He followed her back into the room they'd come from, then walked past the hot tub and into the bathroom.

After he closed the door behind him, Tim did the first decent thing he'd done for anybody for as long as he could remember. He tapped his heels together and disappeared from Nadia's life forever.


Chapter 80

“Ho-lee shit,” said Denise. “Where the fuck did you come from?”

Katherine picked up a scimitar someone had left lying around while they were securing the prisoners. “It's been a hell of a ride, let me tell you.”

Randy was overcome with joy to see her alive and well. “Katherine!” he said, then turned to Tony the Elf, who was approaching with his dog in tow. “Didn't I tell you? Have a little faith, I said. She's alive.”

“No thanks to you,” said Katherine.

As she came down the steps to meet them on the mid-deck, it occurred to Randy that what he'd been interpreting as snark in her tone might actually be closer to genuine resentment.

“Is something the matter?” he asked. Then, a grimmer realization occurred to him as he scanned the ship behind her . “Wait, where's Righteous?”

“Dead.” The muscles in her hand tensed as she squeezed the scimitar's hilt.

Randy's heart sank into his gut. “Oh no! How?”

“Volcano.”

“Oh, Katherine! I'm so sorry!”

Katherine stared at him with cold eyes. “I've had a long and exhausting journey, and I need to sleep.” Her gaze fell to Logan, staring back with equally cold eyes. “Whatever decisions I make tomorrow, I want to make with a well-rested mind. Take Logan to my quarters.”

Given Righteous’s death and Katherine's haggard appearance, her need to sleep in the middle of the day sounded reasonable to Randy. But the request she tacked onto the end sounded a little more... questionable.

Tony the Elf and Tanner had already grabbed Logan by the arms, but Randy waved them down.

“Why do you want us to bring him in there?” he asked Katherine.

She shot him a glare that could have frozen Logan's water elemental solid. “Because I'm your fucking captain, and I just gave you an order.”

“I understand that, and I recognize your authority,” said Randy. “But as you know, I answer to a higher power. If I suspect you're gonna kill him, I can't let you be alone in there with him.”

“And I can't risk allowing you to set him free while I'm asleep.”

“Why would I do that? I'm the one who had him tied up in the first place.”

“Maybe because you suspect I'm going to kill him as soon as I wake up.”

“Are you?”

“That's a decision I'd like to hold off on making until after I'm fully rested.” Katherine's eyes softened. She looked more exhausted than contemptuous. “Look, Randy. I promise you that Logan will come out of there alive and unharmed. You have my word.”

Randy believed her, and he hoped a gesture of goodwill and a good night's rest might ease tensions between all parties concerned.

He turned to Tanner and Tony the Elf. “Go on. Bring him into the captain's quarters.”

“We were being courteous enough to allow your conversation to conclude uninterrupted,” said Tanner. “We do not answer to you.” He looked at Katherine. “Captain?”

Katherine nodded. “Thank you.” She followed them into the captain's quarters.

“Don't take it so hard,” said Denise. “Maybe she just wants a good fuck before she turns in. Lord knows I always sleep better after a hard railin'.”

Randy leaned on the bulwark and stared out at the sea. “That ain't what this is about. She don't trust me no more. She looks at me like I'm some obstacle she's got to overcome, just like Longfellow, just like Tony the Elf and Tanner. Did you see his face when he said they don't answer to me? He didn't need to say that. He said it because he wanted to. He wanted me to know how little he respected me.”

“Well, you got to admit your code of honor bullshit does tend to be a pain in everyone's ass.”

“Is it really that bad that I try to keep folks from murdering each other? What kind of crazy world are we living in where that makes me the unreasonable one? Would you really stand by and watch while she executes Logan and all his men?”

“She ain't said nothing about executing the men.”

“Don't be naive, Denise. Some switch inside her head's been flipped. I could see it in her eyes. She's out for blood, and she'll spill as much as she can rationalize if we don't do nothing about it.”

Denise looked up at him. “What, exactly, are you proposing we do?”

Randy took a deep breath. “We got to release Logan's men. We can put them on a dinghy and send them on their way. By the time Katherine wakes up, they'll be long –”

Denise shoved her clammy hands against his mouth. At her height, it was mostly damp, calloused fingers against his lips.

“Are you out of your goddamn fuckin' mind?” she whispered. “You are exactly one fuckup away from Katherine pulling your heart out of your chest and shoving it up your ass. If anyone's got a switch flipped in their head, it's you. I swear to fuckin' God, Randy, it's like you go out of your way to look for new ways to alienate the only friends you ever had. The only reason I stick with you nowadays is on account of folks look at you the way they used to look at me.”

Randy wasn't sure if he should feel worse for himself or for Denise.

“Don't you see?” he said. “If she kills those men, that's gonna haunt her for the rest of he life. I'm doing this for her.”

“You ain't doin' shit, Randy,” Denise said flatly. “If you so much as take a goddamn step toward those men, I'll cut your fuckin' legs off at the knees, and I'll be doing it for you.”

The decision as to whether or not Randy would call Denise on her threat was taken off the table when Tanner and Tony the Elf emerged from the captain's quarters and went immediately to where the prisoners were tied up. Katherine had no doubt anticipated that Randy would try something even before he thought of trying it.

“Randy, Denise!” Tanner called out as he raised a liquor bottle. “Come, join us.”

“Hot damn!” said Denise. “Maybe you ain't totally fucked us over yet after all.”

Something seemed off to Randy. Tanner had only moments before gone out of his way to show his contempt for Randy. Why the sudden change of heart?

“I don't know, Denise,” he confided. “It feels like a trap.”

“That's just your brain fuckin' with you. You put so much effort into pissin' folks off that you can't even comprehend that they want to be your friend. Stop focusing on your little bullshit hangups and take in the big picture. We got Katherine back. It's only natural they want to celebrate and mend some fences so we can all move forward together.”

“You think so?”

“Fuck yeah. And if they pull any shit, Denise has got your back.”

Against his better judgment, Randy followed Denise below deck. The sounds of wind and sea immediately grew muffled, and as his eyes adjusted to the dimness, he felt himself release the tension he’d been unconsciously holding in his shoulders.

“Have a seat,” suggested Tony the Elf, gesturing to a large wooden crate with a folded woolen blanket on top of it.

“I ain't in the mood,” Randy responded. He was so preoccupied with trying to think of the best way to keep Katherine from killing Logan and his men that he was having a hard time keeping himself from pacing. “How's Katherine?” He intentionally left the question vague so they could respond either about her physical health or state of mind.

“She's tired,” said Tony the Elf. “And she's upset, mostly with you.”

That was another thing that was keeping Randy from being able to relax.

“What's she so upset with me for?” he asked. “I ain't thrown Righteous into no volcano!”

Tony the Elf took a swig from a bottle of green liquor and offered it to Randy. “Don't take it personally. She's been through a lot, and she needs someone to blame until she sorts herself out.”

Randy accepted the bottle but didn't drink, even though it smelled delicious — licorice and saltwater taffy. He was still suspicious of their motives for inviting him and Denise to join them. But it was nice to finally have a dialogue going.

“Why's it got to be me? She and I butt heads from time to time, but she must know I wouldn't do nothing to hurt her.”

“Randy,” said Denise, sitting on a smaller crate.

Randy would have preferred insight from Tanner or Tony the Elf, who were far closer to Katherine than Denise was. But she had as much a right to contribute to the conversation as any of them, and Randy wasn't above taking advice from wherever it came.

“Yeah?”

“If you ain't gonna drink, would you mind passing that fuckin' bottle along?”

“Oh, sorry.” Randy handed her the bottle, then watched her drink. It was possible that Tony the Elf had faked his sip before passing the bottle to Randy, but there was no mistaking Denise's hearty gulping as she downed a quarter of the bottle's contents. He observed as she neither passed out, nor suffered any sudden paralysis, nor turned into a frog.

Denise then passed the bottle to Tanner, who also drank from it with no ill effects.

“Honestly,” said Tony the Elf. “If I was in the same situation, I'd be blaming you too.”

“Why?” demanded Randy. “What is it you all got against me?”

“It's not that we have anything against you. We just know you can take it.” Tony the Elf took a swig from the bottle Tanner passed to him. “You're a good person down to your core. So when the time comes for me to ask your forgiveness, I'll know you're giving it genuinely without harboring any resentment toward me. You're our rock, Randy.” He held the bottle out to Randy.

“Like Peter?” Randy had never had kinder words said to him in his life. “And here I was feeling like a Thomas for doubting you.” He drank deeply from the bottle in a gesture of solidarity and trust. But not too deeply, as the drink was stronger than he'd anticipated. He passed the bottle to Denise.

Denise gulped down another quarter of the bottle, then licked her lips.

“I don't know who the fuck Thomas is,” she said. “But if your peter's still feeling like a rock, I could –”

“Please, Denise,” said Randy. “You ain't got to make everything gross. I was talking about the apostles. Jesus called Peter his rock. And Thomas was the one who doubted Jesus when he returned from the dead. He put his finger through the nail holes in Jesus's hands and put his hand into the sword wound in his side.”

Denise grimaced. “Listen, Randy. I got a mouth, a cooter, and...” She held up the liquor bottle to see how much was left. “...And maybe a butthole to work with. But that's as far as I'm willing to go.”

Randy didn't know if Denise was intentionally projecting some deviant sexual interpretation of Thomas's encounter with Jesus, or if she was just drunkenly oblivious, but he didn't appreciate it at all.

“There ain't enough liquor in the whole damn world,” he said.

Tanner and Tony the Elf both started laughing. Then even Denise joined in.

“What's so funny?” asked Randy. “That weren't meant to be a joke. At least, not an original one. It's a common enough saying, ain't it?”

“It wouldn't be funny if anyone else had said it,” explained Tony the Elf. “But you're not usually one to shoot people down like that. Hearing you put Denise in her place like that is kind of hilarious.”

Denise shrugged. “He ain't wrong. It was pretty fuckin' funny.” She looked up at Randy. “My offer still stands.”

Tanner took the bottle from her. “I think that's enough for you today.”

“I really appreciate you both making an effort to patch things up between us,” said Randy. “It really put my mind at ease.”

“You don't look at ease,” said Tony the Elf. “Why don't you sit down?”

“It's just, I'm still worried about what Katherine's gonna do to Logan and his men. If she kills them, she ain't gonna be able to live with herself.”

“You may be surprised by what a person is capable of living with,” said Tanner, his tone now a hint less jovial. “Who are you to deny Katherine her justice?”

“That ain't justice. It's revenge. They ain't the same thing.”

Tanner scoffed. “Not by your definition, perhaps.”

“Not by any definition! Killing folks may not faze someone like you. Heck, you might be able to burn down an orphanage full of kids and walk away feeling just fine. But Katherine is still a human being, and –”

“She most certainly is not!” said Tanner, standing up to face Randy eye-to-eye. “And what does race have to do with it anyway?”

Randy was floored by what his faux pas must have sounded like to Tanner.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I didn't mean to imply... Anyone can burn down an orphanage.” His words didn't quite live up to his intent.

“Time out,” said Tony the Elf. “Nobody's killing anybody today, and we're not burning down any orphanages. We can only move forward if we can all commit to having a civil and respectful conversation, right?”

Tanner maintained eye contact with Randy as he nodded.

“Yeah, all right,” Randy agreed.

“Good,” said Tony the Elf. “Now, both of you sit down and take a deep breath.”

Tanner and Randy sat on their respective crates simultaneously.

“OW!” cried Randy at a sharp and sudden pain in his right butt cheek. He jumped back up and looked down at the folded blanket on top of the crate.

“The fuck's got into you?” asked Denise.

“I ain't sure,” said Randy, rubbing his sore cheek. “Maybe a snake or something?” He carefully pinched an edge of the blanket, then pulled it away like a magician.

There was no snake to be seen, but there was something peculiar wedged tightly between two of the crate's boards.

“What is that?” he wondered aloud as he leaned in to examine it more closely. But the closer he leaned, the more blurry it got.

“Randy?” said Denise. “Are you okay?”

The world began spinning around Randy's head as he found it more and more difficult to stay on his feet.

“Needle?” he tried to say, but he wasn't sure if he was articulating words properly. “Poison?”

The only response he heard before falling completely into silent darkness was from Tony the Elf.

“Sorry, Randy.”


Chapter 81

Three days after escaping the ancient mine full of cave crabs, Dave, Cooper, and Nabi finally reached the forest surrounding Nabi's home, Glittersprinkles Grove. The leaves of the surrounding maple, hickory, and oak trees were a brilliant mix of emerald green, amber yellow, and dusky citrine, signaling the start of autumn. Dave had to admit, it was a nice change of scene.

“It's quiet,” Nabi observed from somewhere slightly above and ahead of Dave and Cooper. “I hope the perimeter of protective wards hasn't caused too much disruption in the harmony between the grove and the surrounding wood.”

Cooper snorted. “Wood.”

“That doesn't bother you?” Dave asked him.

“What? The perimeter of... disruption... um... wood? To tell you the truth, I wasn't really paying attention.”

“No, I'm talking about her being invisible all the time. You don't find it unsettling to have a conversation with someone you can't see?”

“You mean, like, on the telephone?”

Dave didn't know if Cooper was actually this stupid or being deliberately obtuse just to frustrate him.

“No,” he said. “There's nothing strange about not being able to see the person you're talking to on the telephone, because they're not right next to you. That's the whole point of the telephone. But when that person is right next to you, I think it's a little weird to not be able to see them.”

Cooper shrugged. “Nabi was a voice in my head for a long time. I find it weirder talking to her when she's visible.”

“I hadn't thought of that,” admitted Dave. “That's an interesting point of –”

“Is this better?” said Nabi, materializing suddenly right in front of Dave, their noses only an inch apart.

“BWAAAHHH!” cried Dave, nearly jumping out of his armor. “I don't like that!”

Cooper and Nabi, however, seemed to find it hilarious. When Dave got over being startled, he appreciated seeing people smiling and laughing, even if it was at his expense, and even if one of them was Cooper. He started laughing as well.

“Very funny,” he said. “You got me.”

Nabi flew in a circle around him, her spirits clearly lifted by being so close to her home.

“Your mother decorates her home with the dripping entrails of orphaned children.”

Dave and Cooper stopped laughing while they processed that.

Not wanting to dampen the mood, Dave forced out his best imitation of a laugh.

“Ha ha ha,” he said, nodding subtly to Cooper.

“Oh, right,” said Cooper. “Ha ha, that was a good one.”

Nabi hovered above them with her hands on her hips. “I'm still not doing it right, am I?”

“No,” Dave lied. “That was fine.”

“Maybe a little on the grim side,” said Cooper. “You want to focus more on things Dave's mom should be ashamed of, like being fat, or ugly.”

“Or slutty,” added Dave.

“Good call, Dave. Can't forget that one.”

“I don't understand,” said Nabi. “Why should anyone feel shame for being –” She jerked her head up and her eyes went wide.

Did she suddenly understand how to insult Dave's mom properly? Was she having a stroke?

“Nabi?” said Cooper.

“Do you smell that?” she asked, then sniffed the air and disappeared.

Dave couldn't smell anything out of the ordinary.

“Did you shit yourself?” he asked Cooper.

“Yeah, but that was, like, ten minutes ago.”

“The Grove!” cried Nabi, her voice now coming from about thirty feet ahead of them. “Hurry!”

“But we can't even see you!” said Dave.

“Dude,” said Cooper. “Stop bitching and move your fat ass.” He ran in the direction of Nabi's voice, and Dave waddled after him as fast as he could.

Five minutes later, Dave lost sight of Cooper entirely. Ten minutes after that, he could no longer hear him crashing through the underbrush.

Waddling alone through the trees and ferns, Dave considered that if he wanted to escape, now was the most opportune time he would likely ever get. But what would he do with his freedom?

A couple of weeks ago, commanding an army of the undead felt like a worthy ambition, but now it just seemed kind of gross.

There was always the Whore's Head Inn. But if Stacy got there first, she'd probably tell everyone about all the horrible things he'd done. Even if they didn't outright banish him, they’d find ways to make him miserable.

He could easily set up shop in some town and make a living as a healer. Maybe settle down and raise a family or something. It was nice to think about for sometime later down the line. But he had a lot to atone for first. He couldn't be a worthy husband or father to anyone until he could forgive himself, and he wasn't there yet. Not by a long stretch.

While he was thinking about his options, Dave caught a whiff of something peculiar in the air. It was pleasant, like a nice wood fire on a crisp autumn –

“Shit! The grove!”

He didn't need to see Nabi or Cooper to know which way to run. He just followed the increasingly strong scent of burnt wood until he finally spotted Cooper standing among the blackened remains of scorched forest.

The ground was littered with charred tree trunks as far as Dave could see. As he trudged through the ashes, he spotted the burnt remains of other things as well: little jugs and bowls, tiny utensils, weapons, musical instruments. Despite the smell, no visible smoke hung in the air. Whatever happened here was recent, but not too recent.

“Do you have any idea what happened?” asked Dave.

Cooper shook his head.

“Where's Nabi?”

Cooper pointed out into the scorched grove, where Dave spotted Nabi hovering over the ashes.

“Hollywhirl?” she shouted. “Dimplethorn!”

“Should we help?” asked Dave.

“Help what?” said Cooper. “I can't risk fucking anything up. I'm not doing shit until she tells me what she needs from me.”

Due to his exceptionally low Charisma and Intelligence scores, Cooper had a history of unintentionally exacerbating bad situations, so Dave could understand his hesitance to act without having specific instructions. But in situations this sensitive and personal, Dave thought that might just be a good rule of thumb in general.

Nabi stopped shouting when she spotted something on the ground below her. She flew down for a closer look, then sifted through the ashes until she picked up something flat, about the size of a dinner plate. Dave couldn't tell what it was from where he was standing, and it remained a mystery even when she flew toward them. Like everything else, including most of Nabi, it was covered in gray ash. The only color on her face was from the tear streaks running down her cheeks.

“They're all dead,” she said. “I was the Fae Queen of Glittersprinkles Grove. I should have been here to protect them, or to die with them. What am I now? The Queen of Ashes.”

“You don't know they're dead,” said Cooper. “They might have escaped. Or maybe they were captured and taken alive.”

Dave would have liked to offer similar words of encouragement, but something had made her go from shouting her sisters' names to being convinced that her people had all been massacred. Dave suspected that something was what she held in her hands.

She held it up and gently brushed away some of the ash, revealing faint colors as the sunlight shone through.

“It's a wing,” she said, fresh tears forming new streaks down her ash-covered face.

“Are you sure?” asked Cooper, squinting at it. “It looks a little small.”

Dave gasped. “Cooper!”

“That's because it belonged to a child,” Nabi rasped. Her fists clenched, and the burnt brittle wing crumbled to a pile of glittering dust on the ground below her.

“Who would do something like this?” asked Cooper. “Do you think it had something to do with those shadow monsters?”

Nabi shook her head. “The wards would have kept them at bay. Shadows seek only to corrupt the souls of the living. They wouldn't burn the forest down.”

“I think we all know who's responsible for this,” said Dave. “The only person with the knowledge, resources, and pettiness to pull off an attack like this. I'll give you a hint. His name starts with M.”

Cooper's eyes widened. “You think Tim did this?”

Dave had forgotten about Cooper's illiteracy. “No, dumbass. I'm talking about Mordred.”

“Mordred?” said Nabi. “You speak of the dwarf who turned me into an axe?” She glared at Cooper. “Who you insisted we take alive?”

Cooper's gaze fell to the ground. “We don't know it was him.”

“Who else would it be?” snapped Nabi. “He obviously escaped and returned here to exact his retribution. My people are all dead because you denied me my vengeance!”

“It's not his fault,” said Dave.

“Shut up, Dave!” said Nabi.

Dave understood that she was grieving, and it gave him the tiniest sliver of satisfaction to watch Cooper take some shit for a change, but he was  tired of being told to shut up when he was only trying to help.

“No!” he responded defiantly. “I will not shut up, because –”

“Seriously, dude,” said Cooper. “Stuff a dick in it. I don't need you to defend me. Nabi's right. I fucked up, and now all her people are dead.” He dropped to his knees and lowered his head. “I'm so sorry, Nabi. You can take your vengeance out on me. I don't deserve to go on –”

“It was a different Mordred,” said Dave.

Cooper and Nabi both turned to face him. “What?”

“Or maybe it was the same Mordred. My point is it doesn't matter. Mordred's consciousness is split into six different bodies. Even if Cooper had let you kill the Mordred that turned you into an axe, another Mordred would have all the more reason to burn your grove down.

Cooper let out a long, low fart of relief. “That's true. Thanks, Dave.”

“But I didn't kill him!” said Nabi. “I spared his life. So what reason did he have to do this?”

Dave shrugged. “I can't say for sure. Maybe he just wanted to swing his dick. Or, more likely, he learned that you'd befriended Cooper and escaped from the axe, and he was afraid you'd rally your people against him. He's got enough on his plate without having to worry about an army of invisible snipers hunting him down.”

Nabi nodded slowly and took a deep, steadying breath. She pulled out a dagger and ran the blade across her palm, then smeared fresh blood over the left side of her face.

“He should be afraid,” she said. “I, Nabi, Queen of the Ashes, swear an Oath of Vengeance. I shall not rest until I have bathed in the blood of every Mordred, and my people are avenged.”

“Jesus,” said Cooper.

Dave was also alarmed at how intense this adorable bug woman had suddenly become. The Mordred theory was viable, but it was hardly the only possibility. He threw it out there mostly to take undeserved heat off Cooper, but he had other reasons as well.

It also gave Nabi a direction in which to channel her grief. Of course, that seemed healthier in theory before she started smearing blood all over her face.

His last reason was more self-serving. If Dave could be the first to capture a Mordred and one of the magic dice, allowing him and his friends to return to their former lives, that would go a long way toward the redemption he sought. Nabi's flight and natural invisibility could be useful assets for tracking them down.

That felt uncomfortably manipulative, like a plan the rat might have hatched. No matter how much he reassured himself that his primary motivation was for the good of his friends, he still felt a little dirty. Was it possible the cleric's spell had only weakened the rat? Was it still festering inside him, waiting for the next full moon to take control of him again?


Chapter 82

Having finished cleaning Stacy's laundry, Julian opened his door very carefully so as not to disturb her sleep.

“Good morning,” she said as the light from the hallway shone on her face.

“Sorry about that,” said Julian. “I was trying to be quiet.” He began folding her clothes and piling them neatly on the small table that was the only piece of furniture in his tiny room. “How are you feeling?”

“Kind of rough, to be honest.” She sat up and noticed the robe he had dressed her in and the glitter all over her body. “Did we...”

“No.” Julian couldn't help but laugh. “You really don't remember?”

Stacy shook her head. “Was it because of your elf thing?”

“Not this time. I was ready to go. Then you threw up all over yourself.”

“Oh my god.” Stacy closed her eyes and lay back on the mat that served as Julian's bed. “That's so disgusting. I'm so sorry.”

“You tried to turn it around.”

“What do you mean, turn it around?”

“You worked it into trying to keep the mood going.” Julian did his best impression of Stacy's drunk seductive voice. “I should really get out of these wet clothes.”

Stacy looked horrified. “Please tell me you're joking.”

Julian shook his head and smiled. “Totally serious. The craziest thing is, that actually worked. You really do have an amazing body.”

Stacy sighed. “Thanks.” She looked up at Julian. “Then why didn't we go through with it?”

“We very nearly did,” said Julian. “We were all over each other, neither of us wearing a stitch of clothes, and then you fell asleep on top of me.”

“Seriously?”

“It was like someone had flipped a switch. One second, you were like a wild animal. The next, you were sawing logs in my ear.”

“Again, I'm really sorry,” said Stacy. “The past few weeks have really taken a toll on –”

“You don't need to apologize,” said Julian as he put the last folded piece of laundry on the pile. “It's better this way.” He lay next to her on the mat, stared into her eyes, and slipped his hand under her robe. “I want us both to remember our first time.”

*

When they were done, Julian was feeling pumped. It had been far too long since he'd been with a woman, and Stacy was no less uninhibited sober than she was drunk. He'd fantasized about her several times since circumstances had driven them apart, but this blew away every fantasy he'd had.

After his heart rate slowed back down to normal, he left her to get dressed and went to go check on Chaz.

“Come in,” said Chaz when Julian knocked on the door.

Julian opened the door to find Chaz leaning back in his chair, shirtless with his feet up on his desk, idly strumming the magic lute given to him by the pixies of Glittersprinkles Grove. He looked a little sad.

“We did it!” Julian blurted out.

Chaz looked up at him with a hopeful glint in his eyes. “We signed on for another month?”

“What? No,” said Julian. “Not we we.”

“Wee-wee?”

“No! Me and Stacy. We finally... you know...”

“You wet your wee-wee?”

Julian sighed. “That's not how I'd refer to it, but yeah.”

“Good for you, man.”

“What's got you so down in the dumps?” Julian asked, a little annoyed that the topic of conversation was so quickly turning back to Chaz.

Chaz shrugged. “Tonight's our last show, and I'm pretty sure it's going to suck. I fucked everything up, and now I'm going out like a wet turd.”

“Correction,” said Argo from a cloud of cigar smoke in the doorway. “You went out like a wet turd.”

Chaz took his feet off the desk and sat up straight. “What are you talking about?”

“It's over. You're finished. Starting tonight, Flash is taking over.”

“What about our contract?”

Argo raised his right hand. “You are hereby absolved of your debt.” Chaz's magic corset appeared on his chest, and he gratefully took it off. “Congratulations.”

“But tonight was supposed to be my last night!” Chaz's voice had lost a bit of its sultry charm, and his hair didn't have quite as much shine and bounce. The corset really did make a difference. “You've got to give me a chance to redeem myself!”

Argo removed his glasses and glared at Chaz. “Redeem yourself? Last night's show was a complete and utter disaster! I've been to funerals with more enthusiastic audiences. If I let you go on tonight, I'd have a riot on my hands. You should consider yourself lucky I don't cut your glittery dick off on the stage to win back my customers.”

Now that Chaz thought about it, that gesture would probably go a long way toward winning back at least half the customer base, and he was a little surprised that Argo wasn't jumping at the opportunity.

“I do appreciate that, sir,” he said. “Thank you.”

“Don't thank me yet,” said Argo. “If that mob gets their hands on you, you might wish you'd gotten away with just a clean dick-severing.”

“Mob?” asked Julian. “What mob?”

“Three men stayed out in front of the club all night waiting for you to come outside.”

“Shit,” said Chaz. “Are they still out there?”

Argo shook his head. “They went home early this morning.”

Chaz let out a sigh of relief. “That's good. I mean, it's not like we couldn't take three exhausted drunks, but I'd hate to have to resort to –”

“A dozen more turned up to take their place,” said Argo. “They're armed with daggers and clubs.”

“What? Are you telling me there are a dozen armed men waiting outside to kill me?”

Argo shrugged. “It had grown to about three or four dozen the last time I checked.”

“Three or four dozen?”

“There you are,” said Stacy, brightening the doorway with a cheerful glow. “I've been looking all over for you guys.” Lucia slinked past her into Chaz's room like she owned the place.

Julian grinned at Stacy. Despite the gravity of Chaz's current situation, he still felt giddy about having her back.

“Good morning,” he said, trying not to sound too bubbly.

“That was a great show last night,” she said to Chaz. “Tough crowd.”

Chaz sneered at her. “Ya think?”

“I'm sure you'll do better tonight. I was just out front, and there are at least five dozen guys outside chanting your name.”

Chaz buried his face in his hands. “Son of a bitch!”

Stacy frowned. “What's happening? Did I say something wrong?”

“Chaz got a little too caught up in the rock n' roll lifestyle,” Julian explained. “He's been entertaining women here in his dressing room every night after his shows.”

“Oh?”

“Those men outside are those women's husbands.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“So, they're...”

“A lynch mob,” Julian confirmed. “They're hellbent on murdering Chaz.”

“As I'm sure you can understand,” said Argo. “This is not a good look for the Howling Owlbear, so I'm going to have to ask you all to leave immediately.”

“Are you crazy?” said Chaz. “You can't send me out there! They want to kill me!”

“You've got ten minutes. After that, I'll have Vlado and Murk escort you out.”

Julian assumed those were the names of Argo's bouncers. He felt bad that he was only now just learning them.

“What the fuck are we going to do?” asked Chaz after Argo left the room.

“Just calm down,” said Stacy. “We'll think of something.”

Chaz shook his head. “There's no way we can take sixty armed men, not unless we –” His eyes went wide as he looked at Julian. “Wait a minute. They're all huddled together outside. You can cast Fireball, right?”

Julian couldn't believe what Chaz was suggesting. “I'm not going to commit mass murder because you couldn't control your baser urges.”

“Come on, man! I'd do it for you!”

“That's not helping your case.”

“You might be on to something there,” said Stacy.

Julian balked. “You can't be serious.”

“I don't mean killing them, obviously.” She turned to Chaz. “But you're a bard, right? You must have some kind of magic that can influence a crowd.”

Chaz thought for a moment, during which Julian grew increasingly nervous about the time constraints they were under, then grinned.

“I've got it!”

“Great!” said Julian. “What have you got?”

“A song!”

Julian frowned. “Might I advise against America?”

Chaz shook his head. “It's a new one I've been working on. Follow me.”

Julian and Stacy followed Chaz to the kitchen, where Julian feared he was going to put in a request to Rolando for his last meal.

But Chaz went straight past the oven and began moving crates of vegetables away from the ventilation duct.

“What are you doing?” asked Julian. “If you tell us what you're looking for, we can – JESUS!”

“Good morning, sir!” said Ravenus, standing in the freshly-spilled entrails of a large, eyeless rat. His beak and feet were slick with blood. “I trust you had a pleasant night. My cloaca hasn't stopped tingling.”

“I don't want to hear about your –” Julian turned to Chaz. “What do you want with Ravenus. How did you even know he was here?”

Chaz shrugged. “I didn't.”

“Then why are you –”

“RazzmaChaz!” bellowed Rolando with his usual wide, friendly smile as he strode into the kitchen. “What can I make for you today?”

“Nothing right now, I'm sorry to say. I just need to use your vent.” He grabbed two oven mitts, then yanked the ventilation duct from where it was attached to a hole in the wall. Unfortunately, the oven was currently in use, and the kitchen immediately began filling with smoke.

Through the exposed hole in the wall, the mob’s chant came through clearly.

“RAZZMACHAZ! RAZZMACHAZ! RAZZMACHAZ!”

“What you doing?” cried Rolando. “You smoke up my kitchen!”

“This is ridiculous,” Julian agreed. “There's no way any of us could possibly fit through that little hole anyway.”

“Who said anything about going through it?” asked Chaz. “All I need is a line of sight.” He peered through the hole, adjusting his angle slightly until he seemed to find whatever he was looking for, which was apparently up in the sky. “Major Image!”

Above the angry chanting from outside and the kitchen staff's coughing, Julian heard the first bars of an old familiar piano tune.

“What is that?” asked Stacy, her eyes watering as she squatted under the smoke. “I'm sure I've heard it before. Is that Neil Diamond?”

Finally, the song clicked in Julian's head.

“No,” he said. “It's... Bruce Hornsby?”

“Even better,” said Chaz with a confident grin. “It's me!”

“What are you talking about?” asked Julian. As if to answer the question, he heard Chaz singing, but the voice came from outside.

In the outhouse line after too much wine

Occupant taking up too much time

Probably waxin' his knob.

“It's been a while since I heard it,” said Stacy. “But I don't think that's how this song goes.”

So the man in the silk robes tries to scry

Takes a peek with his Arcane Eyes

And asks, “Do you want a Mage Hand job?”

“There he is!” shouted one of the men outside as the chanting subsided. “Up on the balcony!”

Sometimes it takes a wiz.

Your robes might need a change.

Sometimes it takes a wiz.

But ain't it relievin'?

“GET HIM!” shouted another man in the crowd, then the rest of them roared with approval.

Chaz shoved the ventilation duct back into the hole in the wall, then looked at Julian with teary eyes. “We need to go now.”

Julian wasn't sure if it was the smoke making Chaz's eyes water, or if he was moved by the ridiculous lyrics he'd written, but he should have been weeping for the song he was butchering. He and Stacy followed Chaz out of the kitchen and into the main room. Chaz slowed down as they approached the entrance.

Said, hey little boy you mind if I go before you?

I swear it ain't a number two.

Said, you may be old but you better hold

Your Poison Spray.

And now that you mention it,

You kind of smell like stool.

Julian couldn't believe what he was hearing. “Dammit, Chaz. Do you even know what this actual song is about?”

“Right now, it's about distracting a mob of angry dudes. Go look out the window.”

Creeping up to the window, Julian chanced a peek outside. The crowd had moved to the other side of the street, crowding the entrance of the Windermere Hotel. They brandished daggers, short swords, and clubs. It was the middle of the day, so nobody held torches, but one guy actually had a pitchfork.

Looking up, Julian spotted the hyper-realistic image of Chaz in his stage clothes, sitting behind a piano on a fourth-floor balcony, continuing to defile Bruce Hornsby's melodic social commentary.

I said, “Son, sometimes it takes a wiz.

Your robes might need a change.

Sometimes it takes a wiz.

But ain't it relievin'?”

Oh yeah.

“It's all clear,” said Julian, turning back to Chaz and Stacy. “At least, as clear as it's likely to get. If we're going to make a break for it, now's the time.” He looked over at Argo's office, where Argo was standing with Vlado and Murk, ready to throw Chaz out on the street. “Thanks for everything, Argo! Maybe we'll see you again sometime.”

Argo puffed on his cigar. “Not too soon.”

When Stacy and Chaz were in place at the entrance, Julian slowly and carefully opened the door and slipped outside. Nobody in the crowd was looking his way, so he gestured for the others to follow him.

They made it about two hundred feet up the street and appeared to be in the clear when Illusory Chaz sang the song's last verse.

Well, I passed a few Con saving throws

But my concentration finally broke.

Should have cast a Magic Jar.

Not even Otto's Pee-Pee Dance

Kept my dignity from running down my pants.

Not allowed back in the bar, no, no.

“Jesus, Chaz!” said Julian. “Was it really necessary to –”

“CHAZ?” shouted one of the men in the mob.

Julian turned to the crowd to find an infuriated elf glaring right back at him. “Shit!”

“GET HIM!”

“I'm really sorry, guys,” said Chaz, as if that would make an iota of difference at this point. But when he pointed at the crowd, Julian realized that Chaz wasn't apologizing for his indiscretions with their wives, but for what he was about to do to them. “Glitterdust!”

All the shouting men stopped dead in their tracks as their entire forms sparkled, reflecting the intense light of the midday sun. It was a pity that, being temporarily blinded, they couldn't appreciate just how fabulous they looked.

As understandably angry as they all were, especially now that Chaz had shoved a fistful of salt into their very fresh wounds, many of the men attempted to continue their pursuit. This inevitably led to them tripping over each other, falling on top of each other, and ultimately throwing some punches.

“This is amazing,” said Chaz. “We should be recording this.”

“You should be ashamed of yourself,” Stacy snapped at him. “Think about what you've done to these men, to their marriages, to their kids.”

“To Bruce Hornsby!” Julian added.

“Keep your voice down!” Chaz snapped back at Stacy, then shouted toward the crowd. “I didn't do anything to your kids!” He scowled at Stacy. “I didn't go chasing after those women. They came to me. What the hell do you expect me to do when a beautiful woman shoves her tits in my face? Turn her away? No man is that strong!”

Julian noticed the glitter covering the mob wasn't sparkling quite as much as it had been when Chaz first cast the spell.

“Hey guys,” he said. “Maybe this is a conversation best had elsewhere.”

Chaz nodded. “Which way should we go?”

“Probably toward the port,” Stacy suggested. “We might be safer with some water between us and them.”

She and Lucia took off down the street, and Julian, Chaz, and Ravenus followed after her.

Sometimes it takes a wiz.

Your robes might need a change.

Sometimes it takes a wiz.

Sometimes it takes a wiz.


Chapter 83

Randy woke up with a splitting headache, a sore ass cheek, and no idea why he was gagged and tied to what appeared to be the mast of a pirate ship. He hoped it wasn't going to turn into one of those dreams he had about summer camp.

But as the fog in his head started to clear, all his memories came rushing back, up to and including having sat on a needle poking out of a crate.

Had Tanner and Tony the Elf set him up? Probably. They'd pulled this same kind of stunt on the fishing boat. The only reason they'd have to do it now was so that they could kill Logan and his men without his interference. But that begged the question...

Had Katherine put them up to it? That also seemed likely after he gave it some thought. She'd asked them to bring Logan into her captain's quarters, during which time she could have easily instructed them to do this. Also, as far as Randy knew, neither Tanner nor Tony the Elf had access to poison needles, or else there were plenty of times they could have used them before now.

Randy's heart was heavy with another betrayal and even more blood on his friends' hands. That was, at least, until he recognized an unexpected voice.

“I know exactly the island you speak of,” said Logan. “I was stranded there once myself.”

Randy opened his eyes and looked ahead to the ship's bow. Katherine, Tanner, Tony the Elf, and Denise were all standing around a small lantern, passing around booze and swapping tales with Logan and his men. Not a one of them was restrained, and they all seemed to be in good spirits.

Why, then, was Randy the only one tied up? He knew he'd been getting under people's skin lately, but had he ticked everyone off so badly that they all joined forces against him? Or was he some sort of bargaining chip between two pirates? Had one of them agreed to sacrifice him to appease the other as terms of a truce? Randy couldn't believe they would all be on board with that, but he had a difficult time coming up with a more likely scenario.

“I couldn't have been more than sixteen at the time,” said Logan. “but we grew up much faster in those days. I was a crewman in the King's Navy, sailing under Captain Holt, who was greener than a freshly turned leaf himself. We had been patrolling the far side of the Antarian Peninsula for months, chasing down kobold smugglers, trading with the Swallowmire Lizardfolk, and taking notes on changes in the coastline.”

“Sounds exciting,” said Katherine, though it sounded to Randy like she was just being polite.

Logan took a shot of rum while some of the more seasoned seamen shared a chuckle. When Katherine refilled both their glasses, he continued.

“It was duller than watching barnacles grow on your own ass,” he said. “We could not wait to get back home, to bite into fresh meat, to sleep in a bed that didn't smell of fish and shit, to feel the touch of a woman's body. But then the storm came. It rained so hard we could barely see two feet in front of our own faces. Winds like you've never felt tossed our ship like a monkey flinging its shit. Of more than a hundred sailors who crashed against the rocks surrounding that cursed island, only twenty of us made it to the shore.” He downed another shot of rum.

“That sounds like the place, all right,” said Katherine. Her voice was tight. Strained. She refilled his glass.

“Of those, half were eaten while the rest were tossed into the volcano to appease their bird god.”

Katherine tilted her head and stared into memories. “I didn't see any sign that that they were cannibals.”

“Mayhap their diet has changed since then,” suggested Logan. “Or they might have had a bad harvest that year.”

“Or you might be full of shit,” suggested Katherine, refilling Logan's once again empty glass.

“All I know is the chieftain's daughter took a shine to me. So I did what I must to save my own skin.”

“You fucked that fat little savage rotten!” said Denise.

Logan nodded. “I shot a load into her that could have put a hole in a ship's hull.”

His men laughed as they passed a cheaper-looking bottle of liquor between them.

Katherine grimaced. “Thank you for that image, but I don't understand how that saved your life. Are you saying she spared your life because you were such an amazing lover?”

“Not at all,” said Logan. “But the tribe wouldn't kill the father of their future chieftain. Until we knew whether or not she was with child, I was not to be harmed.”

“So... Was she preg– with child?”

Logan shrugged. “Fuck if I know. I stole a canoe and got the hell out of there.”

His men laughed again, and even Katherine cracked a smile.

Randy wondered if this was why she'd drugged him and tied him to the mast. Maybe Katherine just wanted to demonstrate to him that, even while she had him incapacitated, she could be trusted to make peace with Logan on her own terms. It seemed a little dramatic to get that point across, but Randy appreciated the effort.

Tanner caught Randy's eye.

Randy attempted to smile, but that proved difficult with a wad of fabric stuffed in his mouth. He nodded instead, hoping that would convey his understanding of the situation.

“Captain,” said Tanner. “He is awake.”

Katherine turned around to face Randy, nodded, then turned back to Logan, offering him the bottle. “Ready?”

“Aye,” he said. “Let's get this over with.” He chugged down what was left in the bottle, then let out a hearty belch.

Katherine removed the lantern from the crate and hung it on a nearby hook, while Tanner picked up a coil of rope and began climbing the rigging attached to the foremast.

Tony the Elf, with Dave the Dog at his heels, approached Randy and removed the gag from his mouth. Dave the Dog gave Randy’s hand a few comforting licks.

“Sorry, Randy” Tony the Elf said softly. “She wanted you to witness this.”

“Witness what?” asked Randy, suddenly feeling less certain of the conclusion he'd come to moments before. Though he hadn’t eaten in a while, his stomach felt like it was full of lead.

“Logan,” said Katherine, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Who is the rightful captain of this ship?”

Logan grinned at her as if they’d shared this joke a dozen times before. “Whoever dares to take her.”

“I've taken her from you three times now. If I set you free, would you stop trying to steal it from me?”

“Not while I still breathe.”

“Would you kill me and my friends right now if you were armed and sober enough to fight?”

“In a heartbeat.”

“What would you do if you were in my position?”

Logan licked his lips and his grin grew more playful. “Would you believe I'd pull out my tits?”

That earned another laugh from his men, and also from Denise, and even a smirk from Katherine.

“That's lovely,” she said. “But no, I don't think that's what you'd do.”

“I would do what any self-respecting pirate would do. I'd make an example of you and hang your severed head from the bowsprit.”

“I get your point!” Randy shouted. “But my point is that you ain't got to be like him! You're better than that!”

Katherine glared at him. “And what has that gotten me? I spared Lady Vivia's life on the beach, and she dropped my friend into a fucking VOLCANO!” She took a ragged breath “Righteous is dead because I listened to you and failed to protect him. No more of my friends are going to die because I didn't do everything in my power to keep that from happening. Tanner!”

Tanner, who had climbed up to the lowest yard on the foremast, dropped the coil of rope he'd been carrying. One end was tied to the bowsprit while the other ended in a noose about five feet above the crate the lantern had been sitting on.

“Katherine, please!” Randy begged as he struggled against the ropes that held him to the mast. “Don't do this.”

“Quit your blubbering,” snapped Logan as he climbed up onto the crate. “Be content it's not you at the end of this rope. If I was in her place, I'd hang us both.” He grabbed the rope, put his head through the loop, then slid the knot down to the back of his neck.

Katherine nodded at him. “Captain.”

Logan nodded back. “Captain.” He placed his hands behind his back and stepped off the crate.

Randy had read somewhere that a properly tied noose should snap a person's neck, killing them instantly. That's not what happened in Logan's case. He hung there convulsing while his face turned purple.

“Shit,” said Katherine, who had perhaps read something similar.

“Cut him down!” shouted Randy.

Instead, Katherine grabbed a nearby mop.

“Shillelagh!” she said just before the mop turned into a thick, gnarled staff with a bulbous top end.

But the mop wasn't the only thing that changed. Katherine transformed into a big, black ape.

Logan's already bulging eyes went even wider as Katherine let out a primal simian roar.

She brought her magic stick down so hard on Logan's head that it knocked him out cold. If the first blow didn't kill him, one of the further repeated blows surely did him in. Blood sprayed all over Katherine, the deck, and Denise, who was the only person who hadn't backed away from the carnage. Katherine beat him until the rope snapped, dropping him to a crumpled, pulpy heap on the deck. Then, with another primal scream, she picked up his body and hurled it overboard.

Having rid herself of Logan for good, Katherine turned back into her half-elven form, sweating and panting, staring out at the dark sea. With barely a glance in their direction, she tossed the magic staff at Logan's former crewmen. It clattered on the deck at their feet as a normal mop again.

“Clean this shit up.”

“Yes, Captain!” said one of the men as he picked up the mop.

“Oh, Katherine,” said Randy, tears streaming down his cheeks as she strode toward him. “What have you done?”

“What I had to,” she responded. “And I needed you to see it.” She stopped in front of him and held her hand out. “Tony the Elf, your sword.”

“Why?” asked Tony the Elf with a slight tremor in his voice. Dave the Dog whimpered and backed away from Katherine’s bloody, outstretched hand. “What do you want my sword for?”

Katherine looked at him with the same intensity as if she was still in her big black ape form.

“Yes, Captain,” said Tony the Elf, handing her his scimitar.

Facing Randy again, Katherine held the blade vertically between their faces. “Lady Vivia is dead. I killed her.”

“I don't know what you want me to say to that,” said Randy. “She weren't my kin.”

“I could have killed her on the beach, but I listened to you instead. Now Righteous is dead because of that decision, and I ended up killing her anyway. So what was the point of showing mercy?”

“I ain't a fortune teller. How was I supposed to know y'all would wind up together on some volcano island? It weren't on account of Lady Vivia why I asked you not to kill her. It was for you.”

Katherine nodded. “I understand that now.” She walked around to the other side of the mast, behind Randy.

“Wait!” cried Tony the Elf, raising his hands as he lurched forward. “Katherine, no!”

Randy felt the thud of her sword biting into the mast, then the rope loosened and fell off him.

“Oh,” said Tony the Elf, sheepishly backing away and almost tripping on his confused, cowering dog. “Sorry.”

No longer restrained to the mast, Randy hurried over to the side of the ship and peered out at the water, searching for any sign of Logan's remains. The surface was calm, vast, and empty.

“Randy!” snapped Katherine, as if he was nothing more than a sailor who'd turned his back on his captain.

Hoping to end  this conversation as quickly as possible, he turned around. “What?”

Katherine joined him at the side of the ship and took a deep breath. “I want you to know that I appreciate you looking out for me, and that I –” Whatever she was about to say looked about as easy as passing a kidney stone. “I don't blame you for Righteous's death.”

“Well, how about that?” said Randy. “Looks like we got something in common after all.”

Katherine shut her eyes and clenched her fists like she was trying to fight off a sudden migraine. “Also, I forgive you.”

Randy appreciated her effort, but walking an extra mile wasn't worth much if she was going in the wrong direction. And he didn't at all appreciate the implication that he needed her forgiveness right after she murdered a man in cold blood right in front of him just before confessing to doing the same thing to someone else.

“Are we done?” he asked flatly.

“I really hope not,” said Katherine. “I need you to know that I value your friendship and loyalty.” She offered him the hilt of the scimitar she'd taken from Tony the Elf. “This isn't much of a replacement, but I hope you'll accept it as a symbol of the bond between us until I can get back the sword I gave you before.”

Randy accepted the sword and looked down at it. It looked and felt just as cheap as he viewed the bond between them.

“You ain't no better than your brother. To Hell with you and your damn sword.” He tossed it over the side of the ship.


Chapter 84

PRIVATE PROPERTY

TRESPASSERS WILL

BE SHOT ON SIGHT

The sign on the heavy double doors was accompanied by a thick steel chain securing the two door handles and locked with a padlock. Jay wouldn't have thought this suspicious if all the surrounding buildings he and Fariq had checked within view of the Lucky Lucy's sign hadn't been wide open. Some of them didn't even have doors. It wasn't his place to advise her, but he thought Lucy should really consider moving her bar to a nicer neighborhood.

“This has got to be the place,” said Jay, staring at the heavy-duty Master lock. “Somebody doesn't want us in here. Unfortunately, I'm all out of rats.”

Fariq turned his attention to a nearby dumpster. He ran toward it and positioned himself between it and a large brown cockroach. The roach tried to flee, but Fariq was too quick for it. Before Jay had time to gag, Fariq had the wriggling bug between his thumb and index finger.

“Please tell me you're not going to eat that,” said Jay.

“Perhaps another,” said Fariq as he went to the door. “This one is for you.”

“I'm really not hungry.” Jay shuddered as he fought off a wave of nausea. “I may actually never be hungry again.”

Fariq reached into his belt pouch with his free hand and produced one of the toothpicks he'd taken from Lucky Lucy's. He pierced it through the cockroach into the padlock's keyhole.

“Hurry,” he said. “You must cast your spell before it perishes.”

“Oh, wow,” said Jay. “That was actually a really good idea. Thanks, Fariq.”

“Thank you, my friend, for introducing me to your strange world.”

“All right, stand back.” Jay thrust his fingers toward the cockroach. “Have some!”

A powerful pulse of energy flew out from his fingertips, obliterating the lock and leaving no trace of the cockroach or toothpick.

After removing the chains, Jay carefully opened the door on the right. It squealed slightly on old, rusted hinges. The air from within wafted around him, smelling like old machine oil, new plastic, and faintly of urine and shit. It was dark inside, but a faint glow of light came from up ahead..

“Stay close and quiet,” he whispered to Fariq. “I'm not sure exactly what we're walking into.”

Fariq nodded. “I understand.”

Jay led Fariq into the cavernous interior of the warehouse, then closed the door behind them. He immediately noticed a black foam coating that looked like egg crates had been applied to the walls. Soundproofing.

After walking ten feet in, he turned around, pointed at the floor near the doors, and whispered an incantation.

“Tiger.”

A menacing Bengal tiger appeared, staring at the doors.

“What is that for?” whispered Fariq.

“In case anyone comes in after us,” said Jay. “Nobody's expecting to see a tiger. We'll hear them when they scream.”

If Fariq had an opinion on that, he kept it to himself.

Moving closer to the light, Jay spotted two people in manacles. The taller one was tethered to the floor by a length of chain. The shorter one, who looked small enough to be a child, was suspended by their wrists from two chains attached to the ceiling. They were both facing away from him, and neither appeared to be aware of his presence. Jay aimed to keep it that way until he had time to check out the rest of the place.

Making their way as quietly as possible to the far side of the room, Jay found some shelves. They were mostly filled with liquor bottles, but Jay found something else on one of the shelves that looked very much out of place.

Two plastic zipper bags caught his attention. One had the name Stacy written on it in black permanent marker, and the other was labeled Dave. Both were names Jay recalled hearing mentioned by his former companions in the game world. Even more curious, however, were the contents of the bags. Stacy's bag contained a hairbrush and toothbrush, while Dave's bag contained only a piece of cloth. On closer inspection through the plastic, it looked like a pair of purple silk panties.

What kind of freaky shit were Tim and Dave secretly into? Whatever it was, it might be exploitable in the future. Jay put both zipper bags in his bag, then continued examining the shelves.

It was much easier to determine the significance of the only other item of interest. Jay picked up a thick iron key ring with a single clunky old-fashioned key like one might see in a movie set in the Dark Ages. It seemed like just the sort of key that might open a set of manacles.

The rest of the warehouse was empty except for scattered fast food wrappers, so Jay decided it was time to do what he'd come here to do.

“Stay here,” he said to Fariq. “Just in case this is some kind of trap.”

As he crept closer to the two prisoners, the smell of urine and shit became stronger. He suspected it was coming from the five-gallon pickle bucket near the smaller of the two. Between that and the cockroach, Jay was grateful to have an empty stomach.

The light source turned out to be a small camping lantern suspended from a chain attached to the ceiling. Jay realized that the larger of the two prisoners was an older woman. That was probably Mordred's mother, which meant the little one was Mordred. Jay had pictured him differently.

Jay stepped on a Wendy’s wrapper. The crinkling seemed loud to his ears.

The old woman spun toward the sound as much as she was able and peered into the darkness. “Who's there?”

Jay stepped into the light. “My name's Jay. I'm here to –”

“Oh my god!” cried the old woman, looking more terrified than she was when he'd been skulking around in the dark. “We don't have any money! Please don't kill us!”

“What?” said Jay. “I'm not a mugger. I'm trying to –”

“Michael!” cried the woman as she clapped her hand over the little person's nose and mouth. “Wake up! There's gangbangers!”

“Gangbangers?” said Jay. “What the hell are you –”

“MICHAEL!”

The little one's eyes suddenly popped open, and he wrested his face from the old woman's grip. “What is it, Ma? I was in the middle of something!”

“There's somebody here. He's...” The woman cupped her hand around the side of her mouth and whispered, “...black.”

“MA!”

“I can hear you,” said Jay.

“I'm sorry,” said the little guy. “Are you... Jay?”

“That's right. And I suppose that makes you Mordred.”

“Yes.”

“You've changed since we last met.”

“So have you,” said Mordred. “That heightened Charisma score serves you well.”
“So do functioning legs,” said Jay.

“You're welcome. Now hurry up and let me out of these manacles before Tim comes back.”

Jay unlocked the manacle chaining Mordred's mother to the floor, then stared at Mordred, wondering what he should do with him.

“What are you doing?” demanded Mordred. “We don't have much time! Tim is wearing Boots of Teleportation. He could literally come back at any time!”

“I said I would rescue your mother,” said Jay. “I've held up my part of the deal. You haven't held up shit.”

Mordred scoffed. “What are you talking about? I gave you Eldritch Blast, didn't I?”

“Did you? Because a little demon guy named Zeeblebog visited me in a dream and told me that came from someone else.”

“Do you even hear the crazy that's coming out of your mouth? Who are you going to believe? Me or some demon you met in a dream?”

Jay chuckled. “It sounds ridiculous when you put it like that.”

“That's because it is ridiculous! Now, let me out of here before –”

“Except for one small thing,” said Jay. He pointed at the floor in front of Mordred. “Bear!”

A black bear appeared in front of Mordred, stood on its hind legs and let out a roar that would have been thunderous if it made any sound at all. The only sound, however, was that of Mordred screaming as he writhed in his chains.

“What are you doing?” cried Mordred's mother, slapping Jay repeatedly on his arm and back. “Stop that! Make it go away!”

“Relax,” Jay said, snapping his fingers and causing the bear to disappear. A dark patch grew on the front of Mordred's red robe, dripping down to a small but growing puddle below his feet. “It was just an illusion.”

Mordred sighed. “I realize that now, but it looked very real.”

“Would you like to guess who gave me the power to do that?”

“Fine,” said Mordred. “I don't have the authority to grant you new powers. That's up to your patron. But it was the only leverage I had to get you to come help me. Wouldn't you do the same thing for your mother?”

Jay realized Mordred was probably right. He couldn't fault him for doing what needed to be done. And even if Mordred wasn't directly granting Jay his warlock powers, he was directly responsible for getting Jay to this point in the first place.

“If I set you free, we're even.”

“Absolutely,” said Mordred. “Clean slate. We both go our separate ways.”

“All right. It's a deal.” Jay unlocked one of Mordred's manacles, leaving him suspended by one wrist. He was about to unlock the other one when a voice from behind him caused him to drop the key in Mordred's piss puddle.

“What the fuck is this bullshit?” demanded a voice that sounded like it was coming from a severely inebriated child.

Jay turned around to find another little person glaring at him. This one had watery eyes, drool on his chin, and a flask in his hand. He was also wearing a pair boots that Jay was very intrigued by. They were shiny and black, with faintly glowing purple runes etched into the leather.

“You must be Tim,” said Jay.

“And you must be out of your fucking mind.” Tim took a couple of staggering steps toward Jay. “Back away from him right now. Do you have any idea who the fuck you're dealing with?”

Jay thought he'd made that abundantly clear, but he repeated himself. “Tim?”

“Oh, right. You said that already, didn't you?”

“Look,” said Jay. “I know you two have got this beef, but you –”

“You don't know shit, fuckface.” Tim stumbled another step toward him, but he looked like he might fall over any second now. “I've had a rough fucking day, and you really don't want to be the one who finally makes me lose my shit. Now, back the fuck up.”

“My day hasn't been a bucket of rainbows either,” said Jay. “But I'm not letting you keep these people prisoner anymore.”

Tim laughed. “Who do you think is in a better position to make the rules? The dumbass who clearly doesn't realize what a giant pile of shit he's stepped in?” He reached into a bag he was holding. “Or the guy with the TEC-9?”

“The what?”

Tim pulled a large semi-automatic pistol out of his bag.

“Oh, shit!” said Jay, putting his hands up and backing away from Mordred. “Just take it easy. I'm backing away.” He spotted a movement in the shadows behind Tim. Fariq was closing in to make a move.

Tim took a swig from his flask. “Give me a second to think. What the hell am I going to do about –”

“Fariq!” cried Jay as his companion sprang out of the shadows. “NO!”

“Who the fuck are you calling a freak?” asked Tim, pointing his gun at Jay. “You stupid son of a –” He turned his head to the right and spotted Fariq rushing toward him. With lightning-fast reflexes, he turned his weapon at him and fired a burst of bullets straight into Fariq's gut, dropping him instantly.

“NO!” cried Jay. He thrust his fingers toward Tim. “HAVE SOME!”

The energy pulse shooting out from his fingertips warped the air around it. When it slammed into Tim, it knocked him ten feet back and landed him on his ass.

“What the fuck was that?” asked Tim.

Jay answered with a second Eldritch Blast, which slid Tim another ten feet across the floor. His gun slid about five feet further. This time, Tim didn't get up.

“Fariq,” said Jay, running over to his new – and perhaps only – friend. Fariq was alive, but just barely. He had three holes in his gut that Jay covered with his hands, but the blood leaked from between his fingers. Fariq needed healing right away. The only place Jay could think of that had the power to save him was the Temple of Oxlos on that island the drow occupied. He glanced over at Tim's feet. It was the only way.

With blood-slick hands, Jay removed Tim's boots, worried they wouldn’t fit his own much larger feet. To his relief, the boots grew to fit his feet perfectly.

“Those are quite a prize,” said Mordred, rubbing the soreness out of his wrist as he stood over Jay and Tim. His mom must have unlocked the other manacle. “They will allow you to instantly travel anywhere you like. But they only work three times per day, so use them wisely.”

“That's incredible,” said Jay. “How do they work?”

Mordred squatted next to Tim, placed two fingers on his throat, then grinned. “He's alive.”

“Oh, good,” said Jay, standing back to give Mordred room. He felt a little guilty for asking about his new toy while two people were dying right in front of him. “Can you heal him? Can you heal my friend, Fariq, as well? He's hurt really bad.”

“I am no healer,” said Mordred, sliding a dagger from a sheath on Tim's belt. Its silver blade glowed faintly with blue runes. “Even if I was, I certainly wouldn't heal this piece of shit.”

“Then what are you doing?”

“Returning a favor that's long overdue.” Mordred grabbed a fistful of Tim's hair and lifted his head, then put the dagger to Tim's throat.

“What the fuck, dude?” shouted Jay, wrapping his arms around Mordred and picking him up from behind.

Mordred struggled to break free. But Jay held him tight.

“Let go of me!” cried Mordred.

“No way!” said Jay. “I've already betrayed Katherine for you. I'm not letting you murder her brother in cold blood.”

Mordred laughed. “Letting me? Do you have any idea how powerful I am?”

“Not very, from where I'm standing.”

“And how long do you think you can keep me restrained?”

Jay stomped on the floor ineffectively. “Hopefully long enough to figure out how these boots work.”

Tim rolled over onto his back and cracked open his eyes. “Tap your heels together.”

“NO!” said Mordred. “Put me down now, and I shall allow you to live. But if you rob me of my vengeance, I will disintegrate you the very second you let go of me!”

Jay believed Mordred was both capable and angry enough to back up his threat if he teleported them away, but he knew for a fact that he'd slice Tim's throat open if he set him loose here. No great third options sprang to mind, and Fariq was still bleeding like a –

Fariq!

Jay knew what he had to do. Focusing on the end of the tunnel behind Fariq's cave, he tapped his heels together. They were suddenly engulfed in complete darkness, blessedly free of the stench of urine, shit, and blood.

“Stupid fool!” cried Mordred, still squirming in his arms. “Where the hell are we? I swear, as soon as you let me go, I'll turn you into a pile of dust faster than you can –”

The silence that followed could only mean one thing. Mordred was now in the middle of the private hunting grounds of Brynnwick Manor.

Jay focused on the warehouse he'd just come from and tapped his heels together, but he didn't go anywhere. He was afraid that would be the case. Tim had obviously used one of the daily teleports to get into the warehouse. Evidently, he'd used another one earlier in the day as well.

Leaning back against the cave's cold stone wall, Jay hoped Fariq could hang on until morning.

The End
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