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   1. Lizard Blizzard
 
    
 
   Nabbo gave us simple directions to Dargot. All we had to do was head northeast out of the marshes and we’d reach the main road to the city.
 
    
 
   There were seven of us now—far too many people to comfortably sneak around. If the lizardmen were tracking us, they wouldn’t find it very hard.
 
    
 
   We walked for many hours. I was too worried about the lizardmen to rest for more than a few minutes at a time. They all complained greatly.
 
    
 
   “Get the fuck up or I’m leaving you here,” was my main argument. My follow up was, “You didn’t hear Amy’s screams. Piercing, they were. Sounded like she was in a lot of pain. And then the screaming stopped and the laughing began. Horrible, horrible lizard laughter. Anyway, I’m going, you do what you want.”
 
    
 
   That got them back on their feet sharpish. 
 
    
 
   Of course, the lizardmen might not have been following us.  And even if they were, there were only five in their group. We outnumbered them, but that didn’t mean much considering the kind of people we had compared to the kind of walking death machines they had. Even if we won (somehow) there’d be injuries. The best plan, it seemed to me, was to avoid them at all costs.
 
    
 
   Good plan. Unfortunately, my estimation of the number of lizardmen in the area was slightly off. By a few thousand.
 
    
 
   “Why hasn’t anyone stopped them?” asked Maurice, in a hushed voice.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered, in the same tone.
 
    
 
   We were lying on our stomachs, peeking through the tall grass at an endless stream of lizardmen marching past. Unlike the ones we’d encountered before, these wore armour and carried much more impressive weapons. Not just swords and shields, but also spears, pikes and lances. It was an army, and they were looking for a fight.
 
    
 
   In case you’re thinking ‘army’ in the traditional sense—matching uniforms, orderly marching, polished buttons glinting in the afternoon sun—let me be clear. This wasn’t a parade, it was a swarm. 
 
    
 
   It was like watching a crowd exit a stadium after a rock concert, the kind where three people died and someone had passed around bad acid.
 
    
 
   The lizardmen ranged in size from small to gigantic; the largest ones almost as big as an ogre. They shoved and jostled each other and fights broke out every few minutes.  I saw one particularly large reptile pick up a smaller one and drop kick him over the crowd. If that’s how they treated each other, I didn’t want to see the kind of hospitality they showed their enemies.
 
    
 
   Their armour was mismatched—probably taken from their victims—and their weapons were covered in gunk. It was too far to see exactly what kind of gunk, but I would guess also from their victims.
 
    
 
   “If they’re here,” said Maurice, “does that mean they defeated the human army at the border?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered, again. From what we’d heard about the fighting on the border to Monsterland, I’d assumed things were evenly matched with neither side able to make a breakthrough. Apparently things had changed.
 
    
 
   This wasn’t some small group that had managed to sneak through enemy lines, this was a horde. With my body pressed against the ground I could feel the tremors like ants tap dancing on my chest.
 
    
 
   “Christ,” said Maurice, “it’s hard not to see them as movie monsters. What kind of society do you think they have? Like the Klingons? And why are there no females? Or do they just look the same? Do you think they treat women equally?”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea, Maurice,” I snapped, getting a little tetchy at the endless questions. “There are a lot of things in this world I don’t understand, but I doubt there’s any subject I have less of a grasp on than the gender politics of lizardman culture.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, right. Sorry.” Maurice grinned. He didn’t seem too bothered by my outburst. Ever since he had hooked up with Claire he had become much more relaxed. Amazing what regular sex can do for a guy’s confidence. “Been a while since it’s just been the two of us. I’m used to the constant chatter of girls these days. I’d never have guessed my life would turn out like this. Not the Dungeons & Dragons craziness, I mean falling in love. And when I say Dungeons & Dragons, I’m referring to the third edition, version three point five at a push. Four onwards is obviously a travesty.”
 
    
 
   Maurice paused, I assumed for me to agree. I had no idea what he was talking about, but I nodded anyway.
 
    
 
   “It took being transported to another world for me to meet a girl who happened to live three miles away from me back home. We even shopped at the same Tesco’s. Weird, huh? Do you think a girl like Claire can be happy with a guy like me?”
 
    
 
   I turned my head, stalks of grass tickling my nose, and looked Maurice in the eyes. “Can we go back to questions about lizardmen?”
 
    
 
   Maurice grinned at me again. It was annoying. “Sure. How are we going to get to Dargot with them in the way?”
 
    
 
   The problem was the road to Dargot. The main road led south through the marshes to Fengarad. Going north, it forked off in two directions. Northeast towards Dargot, and northwest to Monsterland. It was this road the lizardmen were coming down and then heading for Fengarad. In order for us to get to Dargot, we would have to cut through the middle of them. 
 
    
 
   “I have a plan.” I turned and crawled on all fours back to our camp. After the initial shock of seeing the lizardmen, the others had grown bored and retreated far enough to avoid being spotted. And then they’d decided to have a picnic. Well, they decided to have something to eat, but it looked like a picnic to me.
 
    
 
   “Right,” I said, “here’s what we’re going to do.” This got their attention and they all sat up from their snoozing and snacking and general lazing about. “We’re obviously way outnumbered, so we’re going to have to hit them fast and hard. We may lose some people, but a few of us should get through their lines. Maybe two. Possibly just me.”
 
    
 
   Claire rolled her eyes. “You’re not funny, Colin.”
 
    
 
   “That were a bit mean,” said Flossie. “Ah think they thought you were serious.” She pointed at the other two girls. Jenny had her mouth open in shock and Mandy looked like she’d just been told she had full blown AIDS. 
 
    
 
   “Wait,” said Mandy. “So we’re not going to attack the monster army, right? Right?”
 
    
 
   “Of course not,” said Claire. “We wouldn’t attack them if there were only two of them and they’d lost their weapons. He’s just a wind-up merchant.”
 
    
 
   I would have made a witty comeback, but I was too busy sniggering into my sleeve. Hey, when death’s around every corner, you have to amuse yourself when you can. 
 
    
 
   “What’s the real plan, Colin?” Claire said, mildly exasperated. The old Claire would have lost her rag at my puerile behaviour, but just as Maurice had been changed by being in a relationship, so had Claire. I’m not saying she had changed for the better, but she had changed.
 
    
 
   Now that there were four girls in the group, it was clear that a pecking order had been established, with Claire at the top. 
 
    
 
   Jenny had been accepted very quickly. She seemed to be okay after her ordeal, although she didn’t talk much, at least not to me. Every time I caught her eye she just smiled. Possibly that meant she felt a bit shy around me, seeing as how I’d saved her from a horrible fate. Or, it could mean the bang on the head she took had left her retarded. Which would be a shame, although my chances of getting off with her would probably be vastly improved. See, I have an optimistic side.
 
    
 
   Mandy, on the other hand, had worked really hard to get into everyone’s good books. She apologised to Jenny for not being more aware of the danger she’d been in and promised to be more vigilant in future. 
 
    
 
   Was she sincere? Hard to say.
 
    
 
   Jenny accepted Mandy’s ignorance of what Tin and Dag were really like, but there’s not knowing and then there’s not knowing. 
 
    
 
   Claire and Flossie seemed less sure of Mandy, but Mandy was a shrewd operator. Her usual M.O., I’m guessing, would be to flirt with any boys and get them to take care of her with the understanding that she would take care of them. 
 
    
 
   Am I being judgemental? Sexist? Slut shaming? Maybe. But I’m not talking about a girl who likes to have sex, I’m talking about the kind of girl that likes to have sex with other people’s boyfriends, probably while she has a couple of her own. It’s not about sex, it’s about manners.
 
    
 
   In any case, I was obviously making assumptions and drawing my own conclusions. I could have been wrong. I often am.
 
    
 
   Mandy went to great lengths not to flirt with either Maurice or Dudley. Her conversations with them were short and polite, nothing more. She carried her own stuff, didn’t complain and helped with any tasks we had to do. Her focus was getting in good with the girls, which she was very good at. It also didn’t hurt that she had cast iron hair curling tongs and a range of other styling equipment in her bag. Girls can overlook a host of poor behaviour if you can make their hair look nice, apparently.
 
    
 
   You might wonder why Mandy didn’t make advances towards me. I was unattached and the leader, after all. I can’t say for sure but it may have been the obvious contempt I held for her. But maybe I’m kidding myself. Maybe even she had some standards and a line she wasn’t willing to cross when it came to degrading herself. 
 
    
 
   Then again, it could have been the fact that she had watched me brutally murder the men in her party in front of her. Who knows?
 
    
 
   “What do you think the plan is?” I said. “We’re going to go back into the marshes until we’re far enough from the Komodo Death March so we won’t bump into any strays, and we’re going to set up camp for a day, a week, however long it takes until the storm has passed. And then we’ll go to Dargot.”
 
    
 
   They all looked at me like, “Well, we could have thought of that.” 
 
    
 
   “It’s going to take patience and a tolerance for mind-numbing tedium. It won’t be easy, trust me. We’ll have to stay hidden all the time and make our supplies last as long as possible. You should mentally prepare yourselves for lots and lots of boredom.”
 
    
 
   Boring was good. Boring was safe. I liked boring. I wanted boring. Sadly, I never get what I want.
 
   


 
   
  
 

2. The Mandy Project
 
    
 
   “What we need,” I said, “is somewhere nice and quiet to hide out.”
 
    
 
   “If I’m not mistaken,” said Dudley, “there are some trees in that direction.” He pointed back the way we’d come.
 
    
 
   I hadn’t seen any trees, but then I didn’t have Dudley’s superior eyesight. We headed off in the direction Dudley had indicated and sure enough, an hour so later, we found ourselves in a wooded area. 
 
    
 
   We put up the tents, built a fire pit and sorted out a latrine. It was all very efficiently done. Jenny and Mandy must have thought of us as quite the pros. Ah, if only they knew the truth.
 
    
 
   We had three tents between seven people, but since there needed to be someone on watch at all times, it wasn’t too hard to sort out sleeping arrangements. First watch went to me and my good friend Mandy. 
 
    
 
   Once the others had gone to bed, I sat down by the sunken fire and took out my sword (no, that’s not a euphemism). I looked up to see Mandy staring at me from the opposite side of the fire.
 
    
 
   It was a quiet night. Other than the occasional rustle from one of the tents—the less said about that the better—and the crackle of burning wood, there was hardly any noise. I began polishing my blade (also not a euphemism). I looked up again. Mandy was still staring directly at me.
 
    
 
   She looked like she wanted me to ask her what was up. A conversation was the last thing I needed. I took out a whetstone and focused on getting the edge as sharp as possible.
 
    
 
   After about an hour of intense glaring she finally spoke. “I feel like you’re always judging me. Looking down at me.”
 
    
 
   “Mm hmm,” I responded. I carried on stroking my blade (stop it). 
 
    
 
   “I’m not a bad person, you know? Yeah, I’ve done some questionable things in order to survive, but we all have, haven’t we?”
 
 
   “Yes. We have.” There was certainly no denying that. 
 
    
 
   There was a pause, I assume for me to continue the conversation. I began working on my dagger.
 
    
 
   Mandy leaned forward, shadows flickering across her cleavage. “I’ve been talking to the girls, and they think it would be alright for me to join your party.”
 
    
 
   It hadn’t even occurred to me that she would want to join us. I didn’t know what the others had said to her, but she obviously felt she needed to get the okay from me.
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “Why not? I can pull my own weight. I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty and I can follow orders.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t care. You’re trouble and you can’t be trusted. I don’t want to have to watch you all the time just to make sure you aren’t about to fuck me over. It doesn’t matter if you have no intention of fucking me over, the fact I consider it a possibility means I’ll have to keep an eye on you and I don’t have the energy. People like you are exhausting.”
 
    
 
   “People like me,” she muttered to herself. “Huh. Nice way to put it. I don’t know who the girl was who made you like this, but I’m not her.”
 
    
 
   “Yep,” I said. “Some girl broke my heart when I was a kid and that’s why I don’t trust you. Sure.”
 
    
 
   “And I suppose it means nothing if everyone else is fine with it. You get to tell everyone what they can and can’t do. Must be sweet.”
 
    
 
   She wrapped her arms around herself. It wasn’t particularly cold, but it did have the benefit of nearly making her boobs pop out of her top.
 
    
 
   “I think you misunderstand how this group works. I don’t tell anyone anything. If they want to form a party with you, that’s fine. You can all fuck off together, I won’t stop you.”
 
    
 
   “Cute. You act like you don’t care what anyone else does, but you threaten to walk out on them if they don’t do exactly what you want.” She sat back and her cleavage disappeared from view.
 
    
 
   You had to hand it to her, she wasn’t dumb. It must have been hard for her to know how to handle someone like me. Someone who was a lot like her. Mandy had adapted to a difficult situation the best she could. She’d pulled back on her natural inclination to use sex as a weapon and acted like a regular person, almost. 
 
    
 
   I think she instinctively knew her usual brazen approach would only confirm my feelings about her, so there was no point going with her tried and tested “Yeah, I may be untrustworthy, I may be a bitch and most likely I will end up betraying you, probably with your best friend, but hey, look at these tits.”
 
    
 
   Don’t get me wrong, it was a compelling argument. Very compelling. But the downside was all too clear to me. Nothing she had to offer would tempt me, and I think she knew it.
 
    
 
   “So, you’re going to dump me at the next town and then what? I’ll be on my own with no friends and no way to support myself. I’ll probably end up like Amy.”
 
    
 
   “Amy ran off like an idiot. I doubt you’d do something so risky. You could get a job. Work in a bar or something. I don’t know, I don’t care. Not my problem.”
 
    
 
   Mandy glared at the ground. The fire crackled and I sharpened my spike.
 
    
 
   “She wasn’t an idiot. It’s not her fault she ended up here. Nobody will remember Amy. No one will mourn her. She won’t even get a grave. She just wanted to get by in this stupid place. You killed her boyfriend in front of her and scared her off and now she’s dead. But that isn’t your problem either, right.”
 
    
 
   When she put it like that, it almost sounded bad. “What do you mean, her boyfriend? I thought you were with Tin.”
 
    
 
   “I was. She was with Marlon.”
 
    
 
   It seemed odd that she would hook up with the shifty guy who was clearly bottom of the pile.
 
    
 
   “So, Dag was with Jenny?”
 
    
 
   “No. Dag and Jenny weren’t together. Dag had a thing for her but he never made a move on her.” Mandy paused to take a sniffly breath. “Not until she said she was leaving.” 
 
    
 
   “And he let Marlon have Amy? Doesn’t sound like the Dag I knew.”
 
    
 
   Mandy looked at me over the fire, her eyes questioning me. “I don’t suppose it matters telling you. Amy would help Dag relax when he got worked up. Gave him a helping hand.”
 
    
 
   “Jesus. Did Marlon know?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. But he knew it was for the best. It meant both him and Amy could stay with the group.”
 
    
 
   The warm night and the sputtering fire did nothing to stop the chill running up my spine. I was reminded of the girls who had jumped to their deaths. They chose to die rather than have to deal with the kind of shit Amy had decided to put up with. Doing what you had to in order to survive in this world, and then go back to your boyfriend. 
 
    
 
   I leaned away from the fire and threw up. I know, pathetic.
 
    
 
   We had rationed the food and there wasn’t much in my stomach, so it was mostly acid and jerky that came out. You wouldn’t think it’d stink so bad. After I finished retching, I used some water to wash away the remnants on the ground, which at least got rid of some of the smell.
 
    
 
   I looked up to see Mandy staring disbelievingly at me. “I don’t get you at all. You kill two guys without even flinching, yet the idea of a girl giving out a few unenthusiastic handjobs make you upchuck like baby. It’s not that big a deal.”
 
    
 
   I wiped my mouth and took a drink of water. My throat still burned. “If you think Dag settled for handjobs, you’re kidding yourself. And if you think Tin didn’t get in on some of that…”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Mandy, her mouth shrinking to a tight-lipped grimace. She shook her head. “Amy wasn’t like that. She wouldn’t.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself more than me.
 
    
 
   “You know the easiest way to take something precious from someone? Convince them it has no value. If they think it’s worthless, they’ll give it to you for free. What do you think Amy thought she was worth?”
 
    
 
   Mandy wrapped her arms around herself again. She looked like she was trembling, but not from the cold. 
 
    
 
   “I’m not looking down on Amy,”  I said. “I’m not disgusted by her. In many ways she reminds me of me. People have been telling me I ain’t worth shit my whole life. Do what you’re told  because that’s the only way you’ll get anywhere. But I don’t think you should be forced to suck a dick to get by in life. Literally or metaphorically, either way it leaves a bad taste.”
 
    
 
   Mandy stared at the ground. Maybe she was reconsidering her views on using sex to get what she wanted, maybe she was thinking of a new way to manipulate me into letting her join the group.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, I killed those guys, but I just took their lives. I didn’t take their humanity. The fact you can’t see the difference is why I don’t want you in my group or in my life.”
 
    
 
   Mandy looked up at me, eyes flashing with rage. “You self-righteous, sanctimonious prick. Why don’t you—”
 
    
 
   There was a rustle as one of the tent flaps opened. Flossie came crawling out, yawning. 
 
    
 
   “Ahh. Hey guys. Ah just need to go to the little girls’ room and then me and Dud will take over for you.” She yawned again and got to her feet. It took her a moment to get her bearings, then she stumbled off towards the toilet area.
 
    
 
   Flossie’s intervention had derailed Mandy’s train of abuse. Now she just sat there, head bowed.
 
    
 
   Mandy was right about one thing. I had killed people and it didn’t bother me.
 
    
 
   By all rights, I should have been freaked out, at least a little bit. Shame, guilt, PTSD… some sort of reaction.
 
    
 
   It didn’t make me feel like a big shot, either. My basic desire to be left alone and not have people rely on me was intact.
 
    
 
   Maybe I sound disingenuous. Most people want to be looked up to, respected, revered. Giving orders and being obeyed is most men’s goal in life. My goals are a little different because I view the majority of people as idiots. Being told you’re great by an idiot isn’t much of an ego boost. Getting to be their leader just makes you King of the Idiots.
 
    
 
   Still, I had killed people. Had Tin and the others deserved to die? 
 
    
 
   When you have to solve your own problems and have the option of using lethal force, even someone small and weak like me has a chance. If I get the first hit in and make it count, I win. In fact, that’s the only way I win. If my opponent can get up and hit me back, it’s GG for me.  
 
    
 
   Once you realise those are the rules here, your approach becomes much more simplistic. Are you willing to kill/die for this matter? If you are, go all in. If you aren’t, run away.
 
    
 
   In the end my choice to kill Tin wasn’t just the right one, it was the only one.  Whether or not it was fair didn’t matter. At least that’s how I saw it.
 
    
 
   My thoughts were interrupted by Flossie running back into camp, out of breath and in a panic. “They’re coming. I seen ‘em. Zombers! Zombers are coming!”
 
    
 
   I jumped to me feet, sword in hand (still not a euphemism). “Flossie, calm down. You need to tell us how many and how far they are. And more importantly, what the fuck is a zomber?”
 
    
 
   “You know, zombers. ZOMBERS!” Flossie jumped up and down and waved her hands about. 
 
    
 
   The commotion brought the others out of their tents to find out what all the noise was about, just in time to see Flossie start to dance.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked her. 
 
    
 
   She made T-rex arms and stomped from foot to foot.
 
    
 
   “Isn’t that the dance from the Thriller video?” said Jenny.
 
    
 
   “Oh, I see,” I said. “You mean zombies. Zombies are coming. Fuck.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

3. Night Of The Living Zombers
 
    
 
   There was a mad rush as everyone grabbed their weapons. I already had mine in my hand so I was ready. Kind of. 
 
    
 
   I had played a lot of video games where you killed zombies. I had also watched many zombie movies. So, I had a rough idea of what to expect—hitting them in the head was the only way to stop them, and if they bit you, you turned into one—but did those rules apply here?
 
    
 
   You also had to take into consideration which type of zombie you were dealing with. The slow, weak ones that overwhelmed you with numbers? The fast crazy ones who ran up walls? Neither would be fun, but the slower ones at least gave you the option to run away.
 
    
 
   Was it even a zombie Flossie had seen?
 
    
 
   Everyone started asking Flossie what exactly she had encountered, which only made her more flustered. A low moan shut them all up.
 
    
 
   “Nnnnnghhhhh.”
 
    
 
   We all pointed our weapons in the direction of the noise. And then the answer to all our questions came shuffling into camp, dragging one leg, arms reaching out ahead of it. The good news was that it appeared to be on its own.
 
    
 
   It looked how you would imagine a zombie to look. Flesh hung off it in stringy clumps. In some places the skin was stretched so thin, holes had appeared showing the bones beneath. On the right side of its face, the jawbone and teeth were completely exposed. The nose was completely missing and it had no eyelids, making its eyes bulge in their sockets. Patchy hair sprouted from the top of its head. It was, however, quite smartly dressed. Buttons all done up and clothes nicely matching.
 
    
 
   The zombie stopped when it saw us and looked around, awkwardly moving its neck from side to side. 
 
    
 
   “Oh,” he said in a slightly high-pitched voice. “I do apologise, I didn’t realise there was anyone here. I don’t want to intrude. I’ll see myself out.” He started to turn around, one degree at a time like a tanker turning at sea.
 
    
 
   “Wait,” I said. “Aren’t you a zombie?”
 
    
 
   His shoulders hunched up and he stopped moving.  Slowly, the zombie turned back. It’s hard to read facial expressions when half the person’s face is missing. At first I thought the scrunched up features indicated great pain. Then I realised he was offended.
 
    
 
   “Is there really need for that sort of language? We’re just people trying to live our lives. There’s no need for name calling.”
 
    
 
   “So you aren’t undead?”
 
    
 
   The zombie’s body went limp, and his arms fell to his side. “Ugh. Of course not. What does that even mean? Undead? It’s not even a real word. How can you un-dead anything? It makes no sense.”
 
    
 
   “Well,” said Maurice, “theoretically, a necromancer can—”
 
    
 
   The zombie raised a hand. “Please keep your racist theories to yourself. Yes, I have a skin condition that makes me look a little different, but in here—” he tapped his chest with a bony finger (and I mean very bony) “—beats a heart just like yours.”
 
    
 
   I would have found it easier to believe him if every tap on his chest hadn’t produced a hollow thud like the slamming of a coffin lid. The way he was going on about his ‘skin condition’, you’d think he was talking about a little eczema. 
 
    
 
   “This disease, is it contagious?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “You people,” he said with great disdain. “No, you’re perfectly safe. It’s called zombidermis—yes, I know, that’s where the name comes from, but please refrain from using it. It’s not a cute nickname, it’s very offensive. Zombie this and zombie that. We have names, you know. Mine is Jespert. How do you do?” 
 
    
 
   We all introduced ourselves, somewhat sheepishly.
 
    
 
   “See how easy that was? All we want is to live our lives, raise our families and be happy. Just like everyone else. But because of the way we look, people assume we’re evil and want to murder everyone. As soon as they see us, the name calling begins. Can you imagine what it’s like for our shilfren. Nnnnnghhhhh.”
 
    
 
   He suddenly grabbed his jaw with his hand.
 
    
 
   “Are you alright?” 
 
    
 
   “Nnnnggghhh.”
 
    
 
   I braced myself. Was he losing control? Were tentacles about to sprout out of his head? He seemed perfectly rational, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t attack us. 
 
    
 
   “Toothache.” He poked at his teeth. Through the holes in his cheek. “Receding gums. Makes the teeth very sensitive.”
 
    
 
   ‘Receding’ was a gross understatement. He had no gums.
 
    
 
   “That’s why I’m out here. There’s a herb called clovis that helps ease the pain. It grows in these woods; a little blue flower.” He looked around like he might spot it.
 
    
 
   “Wouldn’t it be easier to look during the day?” asked Claire.
 
    
 
   “It would, but sunlight plays havoc with my skin. And no, that doesn’t mean I’m a vampire, either.”  He rolled his eyes, which was unsettling. “By the looks of you, you’re Visitors, right? Arrived fairly recently?”
 
    
 
   We all nodded.
 
    
 
   “I understand. It can’t be easy finding yourselves in a new world where everything looks strange and scary, but please, don’t judge people purely on the way they look and unfounded rumours. Take the time to make up your own mind, that’s all I ask. Prejudice is a terrible thing.”
 
    
 
   I think we all felt suitably chastened and mumbled our apologies.
 
    
 
   “I’ll leave you to it then. Have a good evening.” He started to turn again, but then stopped. “By the way, you do know it’s quite dangerous around here at the moment, don’t you? The lizardmen are on the march and their main army will be coming through any time now.”
 
    
 
   “Their main army?” I said. “You mean that procession on the main road?”
 
    
 
   “Oh no, that’s just the advance party. Once the main army get is here, this whole place will be crawling with them. You don’t want to be here when that happens. Horrible creatures, lizardmen. Completely untrustworthy. Alway fighting for no reason, the females get pregnant before they can even stand upright, and their food smells awful. I’ve been saying for years they shouldn’t just defend the border with Monsterland, they should build a wall, but no one listens. I’ll tell you, the only good lizardman is a dead lizardman.”
 
    
 
   “You know,” said Claire in a tone that made me want to swiftly walk away, “for someone who talks a lot about not judging people on the way they look, you sound a little bit prejudiced yourself.”
 
    
 
   Jespert seemed taken aback. “Me? You mean about lizardmen? Oh no, that’s totally different. They aren’t people, they’re monsters. You can’t treat them as equals. They’ll eat you.” He’d become much more animated once he started to talk about his views on lizardmen. And it didn’t stop there. “I’ll tell you who you should really watch out for. Mermaids. Oh, those bastards. They come crawling out of the sea with hardly any clothes on and set up stalls by the roadside selling their fish and their seafood platters. It’s disgusting.”
 
    
 
   “That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “It’s taking jobs away from honest fishermen. The land should be for people with legs, shouldn’t it? They should go back to where they came from.”
 
    
 
   “And the fishermen should stay out of the sea?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Well, no. They have to make a living, obviously.  But it’s the principle.”
 
    
 
   It was hard to tell exactly which principle he was talking about. One minute he was all love and peace and don’t judge a book by its cover, and the next he wanted to kill everything that annoyed him. A liberal racist, but fiscally conservative.  In our world he would have made a fine politician. Other than that, he seemed quite nice.
 
    
 
   “Ooh, ooh,” said Flossie. Her fidgeting had been steadily increasing over the last few seconds. “Ah wanna see a mermaid.”
 
    
 
   “Fortunately, that isn’t possible,” said Jespert. “We’re too far from the sea here, and they don’t travel well. Or so I’ve heard. I’m happy to say I’ve never encountered one myself.”
 
    
 
   “Hold on,” said Claire. “You’ve never actually met a mermaid, but you’re sure they’re evil monsters based on what you’ve heard from other people. Doesn’t that strike you as a little ironic.”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Jespert. “There’s nothing ironic about being half-fish.”
 
    
 
   “That doesn’t even make sense.” Claire was about to lose it.
 
    
 
   Jespert seemed unaware of the danger he was in. “You should head for Dargot, you’ll probably be safe there.”
 
    
 
   “That’s where we were headed,” I said, “but the lizardmen are blocking the way. We were hoping to cross the road once they passed by, but it sounds like that won’t be for a while.”
 
 
   “Oh, you can’t use the road. You could use the tunnels, though. It takes a little longer, but much less dangerous, for the most part.”
 
    
 
   “There are tunnels?” I said. “To Dargot?”
 
    
 
   “Well, not all the way, but they’ll get you past the lizardmen. Anyway, enjoy the rest of your evening. Nnnnnghhhhh.” He started to turn again, hand clamped against his jaw.
 
    
 
   “Uhm,” said Flossie. “Is this what you were looking for?” She pulled a small blue flower out of her hair and held it out.
 
    
 
   “Oh, clovis!” A smile cracked his face wide open. Yes, that is how I mean it. “Thank you.” Jespert took the flower in his skeletal, partly decomposed hand and popped it into his mouth. He rubbed his jaw, then stretched. “Ahhh. That’s better.”
 
    
 
   Suddenly he was able to move a lot more freely and his whole body seemed to relax. “Okay, grab your stuff and follow me. As a sign of my gratitude, I’ll show you the tunnels. Behave yourselves, and I may even treat you to a home cooked meal. And no, you won’t be on the menu. I don’t eat meat, it’s terrible for the complexion. I suppose you’re all carnivores.” He said it with quite some disgust. “I can see it’s going to take you a little while to pack everything up, so let me take this opportunity to tell you the advantages of a raw food diet.”
 
    
 
   He proceeded to lecture us on the joys of vegetables. It had been scary enough when we’d assumed he was a zombie, but it turned out Jespert was something even worse. A vegan.
 
   


 
   
  
 

4. Zomber, Please
 
    
 
   Jespert talked the whole time we spent packing up our gear. The pleasure of a vegetarian diet. The needless horror of animal slaughter. The unethical practices of farmers and butchers. It went on and on. 
 
    
 
   He continued talking as we set off, and he talked even more as we made our way from the woods into the marshes all the way to the open fields beyond.
 
    
 
   His voice was loud and unremitting. With lizardmen in the area, it might have been unwise to make so much noise but in all fairness if they heard someone expounding on the link between broccoli smoothies and regular bowel movements, I expect they’d run in the opposite direction.
 
    
 
   Once he’d eaten the clovis Flossie had given him, Jespert no longer shuffled around like one of the undead and traipsed through the tall grass. We followed behind, somewhat dazed by the onslaught of preachy scolding and barely passable logic.
 
    
 
   “If you bake aubergine with the right spices, it tastes exactly like chicken.” 
 
    
 
   It was madness, I tell you.
 
    
 
   I was closest to him, with the rest forming a line behind me. Mandy was at the rear, still pissed off with me and in a dark mood. The others could tell we’d had words but didn’t ask for details.
 
    
 
   It occurred to me I could solve everyone’s problem if I could just get Mandy to hook up with Jespert and leave her with him. But perhaps that was being unnecessarily cruel. The poor guy had suffered enough.
 
    
 
   Claire walked up next to me and leaned over. “Are you sure we can trust him?” she whispered.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure I can trust you,” I whispered back.
 
    
 
   “I’m serious. We’re just following him back to his lair. Who knows what’ll be waiting for us.”
 
    
 
   “His lair? He’s not a badger.”
 
    
 
   “I know, he’s a… you know… one of them.”
 
    
 
   “A zombie?” I whispered.
 
    
 
   “Don’t use that word,” she hissed back at me. “It’s offensive.” She looked around guiltily.
 
    
 
   “You were the one thinking it. Does Maurice know you have racist tendencies?”
 
 
   “Oh shut up. You know what I mean.” 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know where he’s taking us, but I’m guessing there’ll be fewer lizardmen there, which is the main thing. There’s a risk we could be walking into a trap, of course, but do you have an alternative plan? No? Well, neither do I. Plus, he only eats vegetables—he probably doesn’t have the strength to put up much of a fight. If he does attack, just keep dodging until osteoporosis takes its course.”
 
    
 
   Claire wasn’t too impressed of me making light of her concerns, but let the matter drop. She changed her pace so she fell back in step with her boyfriend. 
 
    
 
   They had all followed my lead without question when I accepted Jespert’s offer of a meal and directions to Dargot through some mysterious tunnels he refused to go into detail about, but now they were getting a little antsy. I couldn’t blame them, I was just as unsure. Jespert seemed harmless enough. Didn’t mean he was. 
 
    
 
   “By the way, have you tried wheatgrass?” Jespert droned on. “A shot in the morning is better than half a dozen boiled eggs. It might taste disgusting, but then have you considered where an egg comes from?”
 
    
 
   “He’s very passionate about food, isn’t he?” said Jenny.  I was surprised to find her now walking beside me, talking to me as though it was the most natural thing in the world. In fact this was the first time since she’d joined that she’d said something to me unprovoked. “It’s almost like he’s deranged.”
 
    
 
   “Standard vegan behaviour, if you ask me,” I said. “No point discovering the secret to good health if you can’t bore everyone to death about it.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. The way he goes on about how precious life is one minute, and then wants to wipe out whole species the next makes me think his disease might be degenerative. If it’s got to his brain, might be dementia of some kind.”
 
    
 
   I turned to look at her. She was staring at the back of Jespert’s head as though she was x-raying it. She wasn’t carrying any bags or weapons—they’d all been left behind when we fled—and even her clothes were borrowed from Claire. She strolled along beside me, occasionally brushing away the strands of hair fluttering around her head. Sappy thoughts filled my head.
 
    
 
   I focused on the semi-decomposed mutant walking ahead of me. It was less disturbing. “I don’t think he’s that strange. Self-righteous people are often full of shit.”
 
    
 
   “And did you notice how he always speaks out of the right side of his mouth?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe his jaw’s about to fall off.”
 
    
 
   “I think he might be deaf in the left ear so he pushes his voice to the other side so he can hear himself better.”
 
    
 
   “Are you a detective on the side?” I asked her.
 
    
 
   “Mm, what? Oh, haha, no. I just like figuring people out.”
 
    
 
   I sped up a little and approached Jespert from the left side. “Is it much further?” I said in a low voice.
 
    
 
   There was no response. Then he suddenly turned towards me. “Oh sorry, did you say something? I’m afraid I’m a little deaf in this ear.”
 
    
 
   “I was just wondering if we were close.”
 
    
 
   “Almost there. Just past those trees up ahead. And please be mindful of what you say. The others aren’t as forgiving as me when it comes to tolerating bigotry.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, okay. Sure. Thanks.” Nothing like being accused of a hate crime to take the wind out of your sails. I slowed so I fell behind him again. Jenny was grinning. 
 
    
 
   “I told you he was deaf in that ear,” she said, unbearably smug and beautiful at the same time. 
 
    
 
   I grinned back and gave up all hope of getting together with her. I had no chance so why torture myself? I felt a lot better once I accepted that.
 
    
 
   It took another half an hour before we reached our destination. It wasn’t what I was expecting, although it did kind of make sense.
 
    
 
   “Erm, isn’t that a graveyard?” I said. Ahead of us were dozens of unkempt and decrepit tombstones. Vines and weeds grew everywhere, creating weird looking silhouettes in the starlight. There were even a few crumbling statues. A boy blowing a horn and an angel with four wings.
 
    
 
   The others had formed into a tight knot of anxiety behind me. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t go jumping to conclusions,” Jespert warned us. “Yes, this is an old cemetery that’s too full to be of use to anyone. No one comes here, not humans, not lizardmen. That’s why it‘s perfect for those of us who want to be left alone in peace and quiet. They’re all too afraid of the ghosts. This way.”
 
    
 
   He set off through the tombstones.
 
    
 
   “Did he say ghosts?” said Flossie. They all stood there shivering. It wasn’t particularly cold.
 
    
 
   “Oh come on,” I said. “It’ll be fine. If it’s one of those girl ghosts with the long black hair we’ll easily beat the shit out of her.”
 
    
 
   I followed Jespert through the gravestones, sword in hand just in case. Sadly, Sadako never appeared. 
 
    
 
   In the middle of the cemetery there was a stone building. A crypt. The doorway was a gaping black hole. Jespert disappeared into it. I paused in the doorway and looked back at the Scooby gang  jostling to let someone else go first. 
 
    
 
   “After you.”
 
    
 
   “No, please, after you.”
 
    
 
   “Ladies first.”
 
    
 
   “You’re a lady, too!”
 
    
 
   If there’s something strange in your neighbourhood, who you gonna call? Not this bunch of clowns, that’s for sure.
 
    
 
   Steps led down into the dark. After the first couple I couldn’t see a thing and had to feel the walls to keep my balance. They were wet and slimy. Except for the cobwebs. 
 
    
 
   “Jespert?” I called down. 
 
    
 
   “Hold on,” he called back. “I’ll turn on the lights.”
 
    
 
   There was a spark and the bottom of the stairs lit up. A torch burned brightly either side of the entrance. I looked back and saw six faces crammed into the doorway staring down at me. 
 
    
 
   “You lot stay there and keep an eye on all those graves. That’s probably where the ghosts will come from. Thanks.” I turned and walked down the stairs. There was a mad rush of footsteps behind me.
 
    
 
   At the bottom, a long corridor led to another doorway. 
 
    
 
   “Everyone here?” asked Jespert. “Good. Wouldn’t want any of you left out there when the lizardmen come through—those workshy layabouts. The thought of it’s enough to make my skin crawl.” He shuddered and his skin did indeed crawl. Literally.
 
    
 
   “I think you might have something on your neck,” I said, pointing. “Yeah, just there.”
 
    
 
   He felt around his neck and then plucked a maggot out of the flaps of  flesh. “Oh this? Not to worry, he’s one of mine. For medicinal purposes.” He placed the wriggling maggot back onto his neck. “Right, let’s go meet everyone.”
 
    
 
   We were a little jittery as we walked down the passage which had stone urns in holes in the wall. At least there weren’t any heads in jars.
 
    
 
   There was light coming from the doorway ahead and a little noise. It sounded like people talking and laughing. We walked through into a large room with tables and chairs and a fireplace with a roaring fire. It was quite homey with colourful rugs on the floor and painting on the walls. And lots of people. Or rather…
 
    
 
   “Oh! Look at all the zombers!” said Flossie, loudly.
 
    
 
   I cringed, waiting for backlash, but no one reacted. In fact they all got up and started walking towards us, which might have been a bit scary, seeing as how they all looked just as decomposed and covered in rotting flesh as Jespert, except they weren’t saying, “Unhhh, brains…” they were saying, “Ooh, nice to meet you,” and “Would you like a drink?” and other pleasantries.
 
    
 
   “I found these people outside,” said Jespert. “I didn’t want to leave them out there for the lizardmen.”
 
    
 
   There were nods and general murmurs of approval. There must have been about thirty of them. Male and female and quite a few children, from toddler to teenager. 
 
    
 
   “Sit, sit,” said Jespert, indicating the nearest table. “I’ll have some food brought out.”
 
    
 
   We all put down our gear and sat down on the benches. 
 
    
 
   “Jespert, “ I said, “why did nobody say anything when Flossie used the, you know, the Z word?”
 
    
 
   “No, no, she said zomb-er. That’s completely different. Zomber is more a term of affection.”
 
 
   “Really? So you can say zomber but not zombie?”
 
    
 
   A hush fell on the room as everyone stared at me. 
 
    
 
   “Sorry. Sorry. No offence meant.”
 
    
 
   They didn’t look offended, they looked mad. They started shuffling towards me, eyes glaring, lips snarling. For vegetarians, they were doing a damn fine imitation of wanting to rip the flesh from my bones.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, everyone calm down,” said Jespert. “He’s a Visitor, he doesn’t know any better. Let’s just forgive him. This time.” He gave me a withering look.
 
    
 
   Reluctantly, they stopped their murderous advance and went back to what they’d been doing, but the general mood wasn’t quite as welcoming as it had been a minute ago. Shit.
 
   


 
   
  
 

5. Hope Vs Expectation
 
    
 
   Food was brought out and served. Various people came up and introduced themselves and asked questions about where we’d come from and where we were going. Well, they asked the others. After my faux pas, I was ignored.
 
    
 
   I sank into the background, which I happened to be very good at, and hoped everyone would forget I was there (another of my great talents). 
 
    
 
   They didn’t get many Visitors and news of the outside world was hard to come by for them, so there was a lot of interest. The kids especially weren’t used to new people and shyly hung around the table as we ate.
 
    
 
   You might think having an audience of zombers watching while you eat would be a bit off-putting, but even though they looked like monsters, their appearance quickly lost its shock value. The children in particular were hard to see as anything other than kids with an unfortunate affliction.
 
    
 
   The food was quite good. It was like a mushroom stroganoff and pretty spicy. I finished in record time and would have licked the bowl clean if I hadn’t felt self-conscious in front of the crowd.
 
    
 
   “That was really great,” said Jenny. She didn’t have the problems speaking to people that the rest of us had, and even had a zomber toddler sitting on her lap. “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, don’t mention it,” said Jespert, all flustered by the attention of a pretty girl. It occurred to me that even if I couldn’t have Jenny, she could still be a useful tool. Yes, a dickish thought, but better that than us all winding up dead. Evolution, after all, was built on the survival of the dickish.
 
    
 
   More food was brought out and everyone else started eating too. Jespert picked up a large, grey mushroom. 
 
    
 
   “This is a fungus we grow in the caves below the crypt. It’s a staple of our diet and very versatile. You can even eat it raw.” He took a bite out of it. 
 
    
 
   The fungus cap was about the size and shape of a human brain. Maybe that’s where the ‘eating brains’ thing came from. Then again, did people in this world even know what a human brain looked like? In any case, it was far more disturbing being able to see him chewing it through the holes in his cheek.
 
    
 
   “Now,” said Jespert, “I should tell you how to get to Dargot through the tunnels, but you probably want to rest. Perhaps I could speak with one of you while the others get some sleep. Is one of you the leader of the group?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said. “Her.” I pointed at Claire.
 
    
 
   “Eh?” said Claire.
 
    
 
   Jespert showed us to a part of the crypt that was uninhabited—well, not by the living—and left us to sort ourselves out while he went off with Claire and Maurice to explain how to get to Dargot. 
 
    
 
   There were a number of rooms, lined with shelves all filled with stone urns. I assumed they were full of ashes, but there were no name plaques or any other way to identify who was in there. The rooms also had beds. They were small cots with wooden frames and no mattresses, but they were certainly more comfortable than the ground. 
 
    
 
   Everyone gathered in one room and chatted away merrily. When things looked dire, attention was directed towards me, but when life returned to some semblance of normality, I was generally overlooked. Which was fine by me. 
 
    
 
   I slipped away and took up residence in a small room at the end of the passageway. It was covered in cobwebs and the urns in this room were cracked and broken. Human ash  lay scattered here and there. Housekeeping had apparently missed a few spots. 
 
    
 
   Nobody would want to stay here, so I was sure they wouldn’t mind if I claimed it. 
 
    
 
   There were two cots, one of which looked like it was about to fall apart. I took out a blanket and spread it out on the slightly less flimsy bed and stuck my bag underneath. I lay down facing the wall with my head resting on my arm, but even though I was tired I found it hard to sleep. Something was bothering me, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. 
 
    
 
   Still, it was quiet and nobody bothered me, so eventually I drifted off. Dead people make the best roommates. 
 
    
 
   I don’t know how long I dozed for—not very, I would guess—before I felt a weight settle on the other end of the bed. “Uh?” I said without opening my eyes.
 
    
 
   “We spoke with Jespert,” said Claire. “He drew us a map. It looks pretty straightforward.”
 
    
 
   There was movement and something was placed in front of my face. I opened one eye. It was a crudely drawn map of tunnels. 
 
    
 
   “The X at the bottom is where we are,” said Claire. “The exit at the top right is where we come out. Dargot is the big circle on the left.”
 
    
 
   I opened the other eye to see the rest of the map. “Why don’t we use the tunnel on the left. Wouldn’t that bring us out nearer to the city?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” said Claire. “But Jespert said we should avoid that part of the map because of the trolls who live there.”
 
    
 
   “Trolls? That doesn’t sound good. I don’t suppose they’re tiny with big blue hair.”
 
    
 
   “No. They’re huge with skin like rock. Jespert said they aren’t a problem as long as we don’t bother them, but they can be a bit cheeky, so we should stay out of their way.”
 
    
 
   “What did he mean by cheeky?” I asked. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. It didn’t sound good. If we take the tunnels on the right, we won’t have to find out.”
 
    
 
   “Right tunnel it is, then. Good work.” I closed my eyes again.
 
    
 
   “There is another option,” said Claire. “They seem like decent people and they have plenty of room. I’m sure if we asked, they wouldn’t mind if we stayed here for a while.”
 
    
 
   It was a reasonable thought. Anywhere that was safe and provided food and shelter was worth considering as a place to stay. But I finally realised what had been bothering me. Why was there so much space? Or to be more specific, why were there rooms made up with beds when they rarely had guests?
 
    
 
   Did there used to be more of them? It was possible some had passed away, but there were a lot of empty room, each with at least a couple of beds in them. What happened to the former occupants? 
 
    
 
   “Have you ever seen ‘The Walking Dead’?” I asked Claire.
 
    
 
   “Ugh. Colin, please, they aren’t reanimated corpses… They’re just people.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t mean that. Whenever the people in ‘The Walking Dead’ come across a community that’s found a way to survive, they always think they’ve found a haven from the apocalypse outside, but it never works out. The dead are never as big a problem as the living.”
 
    
 
   “Colin, that’s a TV show. This isn’t.”
 
    
 
   “Actually, it’s a comic book,” said Maurice from somewhere over by the doorway. I could have opened my eyes to check, but who has the energy?  “A pretty good one, for the first hundred issues, anyway. After that it got a bit repetitive. Colin’s right though, whenever they joined a seemingly settled community, things always screwed up sooner or later. Often because their presence upset an already precarious balance.”
 
    
 
   “Mmm, exactly,” I said sleepily. “Where have we been where trouble didn’t find us eventually? Staying here might be good for us, but will it be good for them?”
 
    
 
   Which was all true, but there was another aspect to take into consideration. A community like the zombers was bound to have problems of its own—an enemy, an impending disaster, a looming threat—and guess who would be dragged into helping?
 
    
 
   But we can’t leave all the zomber babies to die…
 
    
 
   And so the battle against a foe we had nothing to do with would begin. 
 
    
 
   “I get what you’re saying, both of you,” said Claire, “but it won’t necessarily be like that. It can’t always end up with us having to fight for our lives.”
 
    
 
   “It can and it will,” I said. “There’s always the chance things go your way, but you can’t assume they will. You know what they say, expect the worst, but hope for a blow job.”
 
    
 
   “Nobody says that,” said Claire.
 
    
 
   “No? Must be just me, then.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause, but the weight on the end of my bed didn’t move. “Why did you tell him I was the leader?”
 
    
 
   “Because if anything happens to me, you’re going to have to take over. Best you get some practice in while you can.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you didn’t just fancy a nap?”
 
    
 
   “Chance would be a fine thing,” I said, yawning.
 
    
 
   The bed rocked a little as Claire rose. She said something to Maurice I couldn’t make out and their voices drifted away.
 
    
 
   A few seconds later the weight returned. 
 
    
 
   “Something else?” I said, eyes still closed.
 
    
 
   “I never got a chance to thank you properly,” said Jenny. “Thank you. If there’s something I can do for you in return, you only have to ask.”
 
    
 
   Beautiful girl wants to repay me for saving her life? I’m sure you can all think of a number of ways for her to pay off the debt. Sure. Because it always feels good when you use extortion to get sex from a girl, right? I might hope for a blow job, but I wasn’t going to ask for one.
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “If a large, black man ever tries to rape me, just return the favour then.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, will do. And thanks for healing me. The others won’t talk about it so I guess you told them not to say anything. Don’t worry, I won’t say anything either. I don’t know how you did it, but I think you probably saved my life. One day I’ll pay you back, I promise.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t say anything. There didn’t feel like there was a need. I felt her rise.
 
    
 
   “By the way, I think you’re right. It helps to expect the worst, means you’re prepared at least. But even if things do go horribly wrong, I think it’s important to remember one thing. There’s always hope.”
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes and turned to look at her. She was standing in the doorway. She winked at me and then was gone.
 
    
 
   What the fuck did that mean?
 
   


 
   
  
 

6. Tunnels & Trolls
 
    
 
   The question of whether we should stay or go was quickly put to rest the following morning. Jespert woke us with a hearty good morning and well wishes for our trip through the tunnels. It was clear he expected us to vacate the premises forthwith. 
 
    
 
   After a breakfast of mushroom porridge with a little mushroom jam and a cup of tea (yes, mushroom tea), Jespert took us through some dark passages to a stairwell leading to a lower level.
 
    
 
   None of the zombers had come to see us off. I suppose the novelty had worn off and they had better things to do. We weren’t exactly legendary heroes setting off on a quest to save the world, just some random people passing through.
 
    
 
   The crypt was a surprisingly large structure, and somehow claustrophobic at the same time. I tried to think of it like a museum exhibit, although most museums don’t bother with cobwebs and damp. It would have been creepy enough being down there with full fluorescent lighting and a gift shop, but with just a couple of flickering torches and a zomber guide, it was hard not to get the chills. The big stone coffin didn’t help either.
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to look so worried,” said Jespert, his putrid face glistening in the torchlight. “Nobody will jump out of the sarcophagus. It’s just a stone box. With a dead body inside it.”
 
    
 
   That didn’t really make me feel any better.
 
    
 
   “This is the start of the tunnels.” Jespert held up his torch to show the large hole in the wall. The light from the torch illuminated the brickwork and little else.
 
    
 
   I peered into the darkness. The darkness peered back into me. Not really much you could tell other than it was colder and darker in there than out here. Everyone paused at the entrance, building up the courage to step into the void. Jenny and Mandy stood at the back, probably wondering what we were all waiting for.
 
    
 
   “Who built these tunnels?” asked Maurice.
 
    
 
   “The trolls,” said Jespert. “They love digging tunnels. Passes the time, I suppose. They’re very long-lived.”
 
    
 
   “These trolls,” I said, “anything we should know about them? In case we bump into a couple.” 
 
    
 
   The trolls in Earth folklore varied from those that hid under bridges waiting to interrogate passing goats, to those who turned into stone if exposed to sunlight. It would help to know which type we were likely to encounter.
 
    
 
   “Let me see,” said Jespert. “Well, they’re big. Their skin is hard as rock, so hitting them won’t do much. They’re either very stupid, or very smart and just pretending to be dumb, I’ve never been able to work out which. They do have quite a curious nature, so if you can pique their interest somehow, they might not eat you. Not straightaway, at least. On the whole, my advice would be to run.”
 
    
 
   Very reassuring.
 
    
 
   “Do they have any weaknesses?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” said Jespert, “they have a terrible sense of humour. Don’t let them tell you any jokes.”
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure how knowing that would help, but knowledge is power, I guess.
 
    
 
   “Any other creatures down there?” It would have been nice if it was just a nice, long empty tunnel from A to B, but how likely was that? “Rabid moles? Giant worms? Balrogs?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve never encountered any, but it is possible,” said Jespert. 
 
    
 
   I had run out of pointless questions and no one else had any more delaying tactics, so we thanked Jespert for his hospitality, lit all our torches and oil lamps (Dudley had one in each hand), and entered the darkness like a fireball with fourteen legs.
 
    
 
   The temperature dropped quickly as we made our way deeper into the tunnel. The walls were roughly hewn with long horizontal gouges, like they’d been dug with giant claws. The tunnel was big. If I stood on Dudley’s shoulders, I’d just about be able to touch the roof. An occasional gust of air threatened to blow out our torches, but other than that there was no sound or movement.
 
    
 
   It took about half an hour before we reached the first fork in the tunnel. According to the map, we needed to take the path on the right. I scratched a ‘Z’ into the tunnel wall with my spike.
 
    
 
   “Why are you doing that?” asked Claire. “We have the map.”
 
    
 
   “Because you might lose the map, and we’ll need to find our way back.” I carved an arrow next to the ‘Z’.
 
    
 
   “I’m not going to lose the map.” Claire sounded annoyed by the accusation.
 
    
 
   “Good.” I carved the arrow deeper so it couldn’t be missed.
 
    
 
   We headed down the right hand tunnel for another hour and came out into a small chamber with three other tunnels leading from it. Which was a slight problem, since the map showed only two.
 
    
 
   Claire held the map open, looking down at it, then up at the tunnels, then back at the map.
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand…” she muttered to herself. “We can’t have gone the wrong way. This is the only way.”
 
    
 
   Maurice stood next to her holding an oil lantern to light the map. “Jespert did say the trolls like to dig tunnels. Maybe they added one here.”
 
    
 
   Everyone murmured agreements to this line of thinking. 
 
    
 
   “According to Jespert,” he continued, “the trolls tend to keep to the left side so let’s take the far right one.”
 
    
 
   Watching them make their own decisions, and pretty sensible ones, was quite gratifying. Perhaps, one day, they’d be able to look after themselves. I carved a ‘Z’ into the wall and then we set off down the tunnel on the far right.
 
    
 
   It was quite a boring walk. Small conversations would occasionally break out, but we were silent for the most part. No monsters, no threats, but there was still something in the air that made me feel a little apprehensive.
 
    
 
   The tunnel ended in another chamber. This one also had the wrong number of tunnels leading out of it. By which, I mean to say it had none. It was a dead end. 
 
    
 
   Claire stared at her map. 
 
    
 
   “It’s fine,” said Maurice. “It just means we took the wrong tunnel. We’ll go back and take one of the other ones.”
 
    
 
   “What if it isn’t the wrong tunnel,” said Claire, her voice trembling slightly. “What if Jespert gave us a fake map? What if he wanted us to get lost?”
 
    
 
   “Why would he do that?” said Maurice. “Don’t start thinking like Colin. No offense.” 
 
    
 
   “None taken,” I said. “Come on, let’s get going.”
 
    
 
   We headed back through the tunnel until we reached the previous chamber. When we had arrived here the first time, there had been four tunnels in total. Now there were five.
 
    
 
   “How? How can there be another tunnel?” Claire was starting to panic. The pressures of leadership. 
 
    
 
   It seemed unlikely someone could have dug a tunnel that fast or that quietly. Still, there it was.
 
    
 
   “We have another problem,” I said. “The marks I made showing us the way back seem to have disappeared.”
 
    
 
   I had gone from tunnel entrance to tunnel entrance, looking for the scratches I had made, but found nothing. The other started to look around nervously.
 
    
 
   “This is all my fault,” said Claire. “I was too trusting. I didn’t ask enough questions. I’m such an idiot.”
 
    
 
   “Hey,” said Maurice, “don’t say that.” He moved to put his arms around her, but she pushed him away. 
 
    
 
   “Why not?” she said bitterly. “It’s true. Isn’t it, Colin?”
 
    
 
   They all turned to me.
 
    
 
   “What, that you’re an idiot? Yes, of course it’s true. But this has got nothing to do with that. Someone’s obviously messing with us. There was no way to predict that. Maybe it’s Jespert, maybe it’s the trolls, I don’t know. But I don’t think I would have handled anything any differently to you. No point getting worked up about something you had no control over.”
 
    
 
   Claire looked confused. “I thought you’d be more upset. I didn’t expect you to be so nice about it.” She burst into tears.
 
    
 
   Jesus.
 
    
 
   While everyone rushed to comfort her, I inspected the walls more closely. It was hard to concentrate with all the crying and sympathy-sobbing and words of encouragement.
 
    
 
   “Alright, can we turn off the waterworks?” I said, starting to get annoyed. “We still have to find our way out of here.” 
 
    
 
   The bawling gradually receded to a few sniffles.
 
    
 
   “Obviously the map isn’t going to be of much use,” I said, “but we have pencil and paper, we’ll just make our own map. It’ll be like an old fashioned game of Dungeon & Dragons. Right, Maurice?”
 
    
 
   Maurice’s eyes lit up. “Leave it to me.” He started pulling out bits of paper from his bag. “Just let me find that piece of charcoal. It’s here somewhere.”
 
    
 
   “Basic rules of D&D, make a map, test for traps—” I turned to Claire “—and no crying.”
 
    
 
   “Not unless you’ve seen the Player’s Manual for the fifth edition,” mumbled Maurice. “Enough to bring anyone to tears.”
 
    
 
   I ignored Maurices grudge against Wizard’s of the Coast and pointed at the wall next to me. “We’ll have to be less obvious. Here, see this red streak in the rock? We can use things like this to identify tunnels. If they don’t know how we’re marking the way, they can’t change it behind our backs. Cheeky bastards.”
 
    
 
   Eyes and mouth appeared in the wall I was pointing to. It leaned down, which isn’t what you expect a wall to do.
 
    
 
   “Who you calling cheeky?” it said in a voice like rolling thunder. 
 
    
 
   I backed away into the middle of the chamber, where I bumped into the others backing away in the opposite direction. All around us, the walls had come to life and were walking towards us.
 
    
 
   The trolls were indistinguishable from the rocks around them. Their skin matched flawlessly, so when they stood in front of a tunnel, it seemed to disappear. Now that they had moved, you could see the chamber had many more tunnels leading from it than we had thought; at least a dozen.
 
    
 
   “Er, hello,” I said as we quickly became surrounded. The trolls were eight feet tall and made of rock, being polite seemed a good idea. “Do you like riddles?”
 
    
 
   Jespert had said trolls were curious and had a terrible sense of humour. Riddles seemed the ideal distraction.
 
    
 
   The troll advancing towards me stopped. “Go on, then.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, what has four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon and three legs in the evening?”
 
 
   The troll pursed his lips. Well, he didn’t have any lips but he made a kind of small rock formation around his mouth. “Mmm. I have no idea.” And then he hit me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

7. Breakout
 
    
 
   Before I arrived in this world, I had never been in a fight. I kept to myself at school and did my best not to get involved. In anything. This way, I successfully managed to avoid getting the shit beaten out of me. It was a pretty rough school in North London, so the beating would have been quite severe.
 
    
 
   Once I left school, it wasn’t too hard to stay out of trouble. Nobody showed much interest in me and I didn’t go out of my way to provoke people. You have to be noticed to be punched. 
 
    
 
   However, that isn’t necessarily a good thing. Learning how to take a punch is a useful skill, especially in world where everyone’s running around trying to kill everyone else. 
 
    
 
   The troll who hit me didn’t use his full strength. All he did was tap me on the forehead with his finger. When I came round, I was on the floor with Claire leaning over me.
 
    
 
   “Are you okay?” She sounded genuinely concerned for me, which was worrying.
 
    
 
   I put a hand to my head, which hurt like a motherfucker. There was a bump the size of a golf ball in the middle of my forehead. 
 
    
 
   “I managed to stop the bleeding,” said Claire, “but my healing still isn’t that great. I couldn’t do anything about the swelling. Or the bruising. Or that weird jelly stuff.” She pulled a face that suggested what she was looking at wasn’t very pleasant.
 
    
 
   I sat up, groaned, placed both hands over my face and healed myself. The pain dissipated and the swelling went down. Hopefully, it also took care of the ‘jelly stuff’, whatever that was. 
 
    
 
   When I lowered my hands and looked around, I realised we were no longer in the tunnels. We were in a large cave and we weren’t alone. Apart from our group, there were a dozen other people.
 
    
 
   Maurice knelt down next to Claire. “You alright?”
 
    
 
   “Peachy,” I said, still feeling a bit woozy. “What happened?”
 
    
 
   “After you got knocked out, they brought us here,” said Maurice. “We thought it best to do what they said. You know, because they’re huge and made of rock.”
 
    
 
   “And these other people?”
 
    
 
   Maurice looked around, pushed his slipping glasses back up his nose, and leaned closer. “This is some sort of prison,” he said in a lowered voice. “They’re all captives here, like us.”
 
    
 
   From what I could tell, there were six men, four women and a couple of others lying down making it harder to identify them. They appeared pretty normal. Their clothes were practically rags and there weren’t any fatties among them—gaunt might be the best way to describe them—but they were all clean and well-groomed, which was kind of odd.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said, “but why are you whispering?”
 
    
 
   “Walls have ears,” he said, “and eyes and hands and feet. Know what I mean?”
 
    
 
   I did know what he meant. The trolls who had ambushed us had been indistinguishable from their surroundings. It was quite possible there were trolls in this cavern watching us right now. I glanced around like I’d be able to spot one.
 
    
 
   Torches on the walls lit the cave and there was one exit. It was unguarded but no one seemed to be in a rush to use it. Mind you, I didn’t know what was on the other side.
 
    
 
   “We have to watch what we say,” said Maurice. “Plans are afoot.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.
 
    
 
   Shit. I lose consciousness for a couple of minutes and the inmates immediately take control of the asylum. 
 
    
 
   Jenny sat down next to Maurice. “Welcome back. Enjoy your nap?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, very refreshing.” I felt like I was balancing a sack of potatoes on my head, but the searing pain had gone.
 
    
 
   She reached out and touched my forehead. “Amazing. Good as new.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t say anything. Is it wrong getting pleasure from a girl touching your forehead? Or just sad? She withdrew her hand and I had to grit my teeth to prevent a sigh from escaping.
 
    
 
   “Did the trolls say anything about what they were going to do to us?” I asked. 
 
    
 
   “They didn’t say anything at all,” said Claire. “Just dumped us here, didn’t even take our stuff.” She pointed behind me.
 
    
 
   I turned. Dudley was sitting with his back to the wall, eyes closed. Nestled into the crook of his arm was Flossie, quietly singing to him. It sounded like the chipmunk version of ‘Can’t Feel My Face’. Here we were trapped underground, in serious danger of being killed by gigantic rock creatures, and these two were so happy cartoon birds were practically flying around their heads. Sickening.
 
    
 
   Next to them was a pile of our bags. I realised I also had all my weapons and equipment on me.
 
    
 
   “I guess you don’t have to worry about swords and spears when you’re made out of solid stone,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   That didn’t make much sense. Even if they didn’t feel threatened by us, why take the chance of leaving us with all our gear? And even if we couldn’t hurt them, what about all these other people? We could easily get into a fight with them. 
 
    
 
   “You know who the trolls remind me of?” said Claire. “The Thing from The Fantastic Four. Only not so orange.” She turned to Maurice, inordinately pleased with herself and in full expectation of a pat on the head for her pop cultural reference. She’d even got the colour right, surely that was worth bonus points.
 
    
 
   It’s always endearing when a girl tries to show an interest in her boyfriend’s obsessions. It shows she cares enough to try. But it never turns out well. Never.
 
    
 
   “Ugh,” said Maurice. “Honestly, worst superhero team, ever.”
 
    
 
   “Oh.” Claire’s wagging tail abruptly stopped wagging. “Really? I thought—”
 
    
 
   “Think about it. Invisible Woman, because she turns invisible, fine. Human Torch, obvious, no problem. The Thing, okay. And then Reed Richards. How much of an egomaniac do you have to be to call yourself Mr Fantastic? And what’s that got to do with stretching your arms? Mr Elastic, sure. But Mr Fantastic? If I was in that team, I’d be like, why don’t you Mr Fuck Off?”
 
    
 
   Claire frowned. The praise she’d been hoping for had not materialised and her contribution had been unacknowledged, dismissed even. I’m not great at sensing a woman’s moods, but even I could see we were rapidly approaching clobberin’ time. Maurice didn’t notice and was about to launch into his next rant, my guess, probably something to do with how shitty the movies were.
 
    
 
   “Perhaps he didn’t name himself,” I said. “Maybe his wife named him. He can stretch any part of his body, after all.”
 
    
 
   “Oh,” said Claire, successfully distracted. “That is pretty fantastic.”
 
    
 
   “Mm,” agreed Jenny. They both sat there staring into space. I didn’t know what they were thinking about, but I could guess.
 
    
 
   “What happened to Mandy?” I had suddenly noticed she wasn’t with us.
 
    
 
   “She’s over there,” said Maurice. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. 
 
    
 
   Mandy was sitting in a group of men, chatting away. She seemed very much at home.
 
    
 
   “Didn’t take her long to jump ship,” I said.
 
    
 
   “No, no,” said Maurice. “She’s been great. It was a bit edgy when we first got here, but she made friends with them and smoothed everything over.” He leaned in close again. “May even have found us a way out of here.”
 
    
 
   My natural inclination was to have little faith in whatever scheme Mandy had cooked up. But I also have little faith in my own gut instincts, so if Mandy had stumbled onto an escape plan, I wasn’t going to turn my nose up at it.
 
    
 
   “See the guy she’s talking to?” Mandy was deep in conversation with the largest of the group she was sitting with. A burly, heavily-bearded man. “He’s their leader. I think he likes her.”
 
    
 
   Maurice could well have been right. As Mandy leaned against the man as she spoke, he stared into her face, paying attention to every word. Which was odd, because her breasts were right under his nose. Literally. He was completely ignoring them. 
 
    
 
   Mandy looked over and caught my eye. She smiled. She’d never smiled at me before. She said something to the man and they both got up and came over. I stood up, as did the others.
 
    
 
   “Colin,” said Mandy, “this is Raviva.”
 
    
 
   The man, who towered over me, put out his hand. “It’s good to meet you, friend.” His voice was so deep I felt it in my chest. I had to stop myself from wincing as he crushed my hand in his. “You have arrived at  fortuitous time.” He lowered his voice to the loudest whisper I’d ever heard. “We are on the verge of escaping this pit of despair.”
 
    
 
   Seemed a bit of an exaggeration. “How long have you been here?” I asked. 
 
    
 
   “Ahhh,” said Raviva. “It’s hard to measure the passage of time in this place. Months? Years? No, not that long. We were travelling to Dargot when a storm drove us to seek shelter in some caves. We didn’t know the danger within.”
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   “We are merchants who travel from—”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, “I mean why did they capture you and keep you here. What do they want with you?”
 
    
 
   Raviva shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t answer that. They’re not big on explaining themselves. Occasionally, they take one of us away, for what reason I do not know. We used to be twenty-three. Now we are twelve.” His welcoming smile evaporated at the thought of his lost companions.
 
    
 
   “And you’ve never tried to escape?”
 
    
 
   “There’s never been an opportunity. Until now.” He moved towards me, grabbing me by the shoulders and pulling me in close. “Every day they take us to the washroom so we can perform our ablutions.” He was speaking into my ear in a hushed voice that was loud enough to rattle my skull. “An underground stream runs through a cave and we are allowed to bathe in it. A few days ago, on of our group, a young man called Samara, couldn’t stand it any longer and dived under the water. He swam through the wall and disappeared. We thought he must have lost his mind.”
 
    
 
   Raviva pulled back and widened his eyes to express the shock he had felt.
 
    
 
   “What could have been waiting for him other than death? But no! He was recaptured and returned a day later, but he had seen where the stream led.” He pulled me in close again. “According to him, he had been flushed out into a large cavern where hundreds of trolls were mining. And there was a large opening that led to the outside world.” Raviva shook me violently. “Freedom, my friend, freedom.”
 
    
 
   “And they just returned him?” I asked once the shaking stopped.
 
    
 
   “He told them it was an accident. He hadn’t meant to get washed away, and almost died when he fell down the waterfall. They seem content that none of us would intentionally do something so stupid. But that is where they’re wrong! I would rather die in the attempt than stay here any longer. We have discussed it amongst ourselves and agreed to do this. You are welcome to join us.”
 
    
 
   “What about the hundreds of trolls on the other side?” I said. “How do you plan to get past them?”
 
    
 
   “Samara said they were too busy with their mining operation to notice him. Unfortunately, he was so disorientated by the fall, he ended up walking into their midst. But now that we know what to expect…”
 
    
 
   “But do you really think the best way to sneak past a large number of trolls is to take as 
 
   many people as possible with you?”
 
    
 
   Raviva scratched his heavily bearded chin. “You make a fair point, but who do we leave behind? And at least this way, even if we are spotted, the more of us there are, the better the chance that at least a few of us will manage to escape.”
 
    
 
   I thought it over. What he said made a lot of sense, and there was definitely a possibility it would work. And there was definitely a possibility it wouldn’t.
 
    
 
   “Well, it sounds like you have a reasonable chance of making it. I wish you luck.”
 
    
 
   Raviva let go of my shoulders. “You don’t want to come with us?”
 
    
 
   “No thanks.” Everyone looked a bit miffed at my decision. “I’m just speaking for myself. The others will have to make up their own minds, of course.”
 
    
 
   Mandy was incensed. “This is because of me, isn’t it? Nobody’s allowed to make a move without your say so, right? You have to take the credit for everything.”
 
    
 
   “I just don’t like the plan. I wouldn’t expect you to go along with something just because I thought it was a good idea, and vice versa. You want to do it, go ahead.”
 
    
 
   “And what about you?” Mandy said to Claire and Maurice. “Are you just going to do whatever he tells you to do?”
 
    
 
   “Actually,” I said, “I haven’t told them—”
 
    
 
   “Be quiet,” snapped Mandy, “I’m not talking to you.” She turned back to the other two. “Well? Are you fine with just following him around for the rest of your lives? Are you just puppets under his control?”
 
    
 
   Both Claire and Maurice had reverted to their old selves under the onslaught. They looked anxious and unsure of what to say as they clung to each other.
 
    
 
   “You know,” said Maurice in a quavering voice, “you shouldn’t take what he says so personally. He’s like that with everyone.”
 
    
 
   “We don’t like him either,” said Claire, which was a bit harsh, “but he actually knows what he’s doing. I know how hard that is to believe.”
 
    
 
   I made a mental note to make sure Claire wasn’t allowed to give my eulogy.
 
    
 
   “I don’t get it,” said Mandy. “It’s like you’re in some kind of cult. What is this spell he’s got all of you under? You have to snap out of it and start thinking for yourselves.”
 
    
 
   “You want them to start thinking for themselves,” I said, “and do what you want them to do?” 
 
    
 
   “Shut up. That’s not what I meant and you—” Mandy stopped mid-sentence and just stared at me. “What happened to that thing on your head?” She leaned towards me to get a better look. “There was a nasty, gungy mess there a minute ago, and now it’s gone.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, you know, I’m a quick healer.”
 
    
 
   Mandy turned to the others who did an excellent job of looking furtive and suspicious. You could see the gears going around in Mandy’s head as she started to put things together. At least she had stopped shouting at us.
 
    
 
   Raviva, who had been watching this unfold, probably thinking we were all crazy, chose this moment to speak. “Tell me, what is it about our plan that you find so objectionable. Do you think a better opportunity will present itself?” he asked me.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, “but the idea of bum-rushing the guards and hoping a few people get through isn’t acceptable. I wouldn’t go with a plan unless I felt there was at least a decent prospect of everyone getting out alive.”
 
    
 
   “Your people mean that much to you?” Raviva seemed touched by this notion.
 
    
 
   “They aren’t my people, and no, they don’t mean that much to me, but if even one of them died the others would whine and complain like you wouldn’t believe. I get hardly any peace and quiet as it is. The level of moaning would be unbearable.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know whether to thank him or hit him,” said Claire.
 
    
 
   “At least he wants to keep us all alive,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” said Claire, “out of contempt.”
 
    
 
   “Whatever my reasons,” I said, “that’s how I feel about it. It’s up to you to decide what you want to do.”
 
    
 
   I sat down again, feeling quite exhausted. Escaping through underground streams and fighting our way past hundreds of trolls was too much effort to even think about, especially on an empty stomach. I wondered if there was a prison canteen. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

8. Troll-In-Chief
 
    
 
   Maurice and Claire looked at each other, then somewhat reluctantly sat down next to me.
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you,” said Mandy. “This is our only hope of getting out of here.”
 
    
 
   “Then go with him,” I said. “If you make it out, live a happy life and enjoy the fact you were right and I’ll spend the rest of my life rotting away in here. With them. That should be revenge enough for you.”
 
    
 
   “I’m really going to hit him,” said Claire.
 
    
 
   Mandy turned to Claire. “And you agree with him?”
 
    
 
   Claire’s head dropped like her neck had lost all strength. “Ugh. He has a knack for this sort of thing. It’s hard to explain.”
 
    
 
   Mandy looked about ready to explode. She turned to Raviva, then back to us, then back to him. 
 
    
 
   “Argghh,” she yelled at the roof of the cave, and then sat down next to Claire.
 
    
 
   “So, you’re none of you willing to join us?” asked Raviva.
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” Mandy mumbled. “Looks like we’re going with Plan B. The B stands for bastard.”
 
    
 
   “Just go with them,” I said. “If you believe it’s the best option.”
 
    
 
   “Shut up,” said Mandy.
 
    
 
   I really didn’t get why she wanted to stay with us. The others, sure, they were practically attached to me by an umbilical cord, but what prevented her from leaving, I had no idea.
 
    
 
   “What about you?” I said to Jenny. She was still standing, although she had been behind me the whole time, so it looked like she wanted to stay with us, but you never know.
 
    
 
   Jenny sat down with a bump. “I’m not going on my own.”
 
    
 
   Raviva looked at us with an odd expression on his face. He seemed confused. Then he started laughing. Apparently he found it all very amusing.
 
    
 
   “Will you be leaving today?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “No, no. Without you, there’s no point.”
 
    
 
   That was an odd thing to say. Had he intended to use us as a decoy or some kind of diversion? Maybe even a human shield? The thought had crossed my mind. The more people he could take, the better the chance for him and his favoured fellows to get away in the chaos. He knew much better than us what was in that cave and the best way out.
 
    
 
   He carried on laughing, which was unsettling, and then turned around. “Okay everyone, let’s call it a day. This one won’t be going anywhere, it seems.”
 
    
 
   The other people all got up started walking towards us. And as they did, they started getting bigger.
 
    
 
   Obviously, when an object comes closer it appears larger, but that’s not what I mean. They were actually changing size and shape. Raviva also transformed. His skin hardened and his face lost the beard and hair. 
 
    
 
   They stood before us, gigantic and made of rock.
 
    
 
   “Ah, heh, you’re trolls,” I said, somewhat unnecessarily. “I didn’t know you could do that, with the morphing and the shape-shifting. Very impressive.” I was blabbering. I turned to the others. “That was cool, right? You saw how they, you know, with the… shit.”
 
    
 
   The others were just staring open-mouthed as the wall of trolls (possibly the troll of walls) converged on us.
 
    
 
   “We are people of many talents,” said Raviva in a voice like gravel in a blender. “But you, you are a smart boy. I like you. I like you a lot.” He said it in a way that made me wish he liked me a little bit less.
 
    
 
   “He was right?” Mandy sounded absolutely desolate. “I can’t believe it. He was right.” She buried her face in her hands.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay. I understand.” Claire gently patted Mandy on the back. “We’ve all been through it. It’s impossible to explain, just accept it.”
 
    
 
   I felt it was a bit of an inappropriate time to hold the inaugural meeting of their newly formed support group, but Mandy was obviously having trouble coming to terms with the whole situation.
 
    
 
   She lifted up her head. “Was the story about the underground stream true? At all?” 
 
    
 
   “Well, yes and no,” said Raviva. “It would have led you into another cave, but there are no mines. You would have found yourselves in our labyrinth. A wonderful place full of traps and secrets.” His eyes lit up as he spoke about the labyrinth, and I mean they glowed red like lava. “Had you managed to navigate it, you could have won your freedom and, of course, our admiration.”
 
    
 
   “And how many people have survived this labyrinth?” I asked
 
    
 
   “To date? Mmm.... none. But I have a good feeling about you. You… I like your chances. It would have been more fun to have you discover the deception for yourselves, but now I suppose we’ll have to just throw you in there. Don’t worry, I won’t hold it against you for ruining our plans. I’m more disappointed in myself for not being more convincing.”
 
    
 
   The trolls around him started to make sounds of dissent. It sounded like a landslide.
 
    
 
   “No, no, it’s true,” insisted Raviva. “I was outplayed, fair and square.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t you think it’s a bit unsportsmanlike?” I said. “Sending us into a deathtrap and watching us die?”
 
    
 
   “You misunderstand. We will be in there too, risking our lives just as you are. It’s a battle of wits. A contest between two determined opponents, to the very end.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, that you always win. Where’s the challenge? It’s obvious the game’s rigged, so if you put us in there, I think our best option will be to find somewhere to sit down and slowly starve to death. I don’t really feel like providing entertainment for cheats.”
 
    
 
   There was some grumbling. Sounded like an avalanche.
 
    
 
   Raviva did not look pleased by the accusation of cheating. “An outrageous slander. We never knowingly give either side an advantage. We fight to the end!”
 
    
 
   “UNTIL THE LAST BREATH IS SPENT!” shouted the trolls. They certainly had the edge when it came to team spirit.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile on Team Colin, Claire was rubbing Mandy’s back. “No, you’re not wrong. He is an idiot. A complete dick.” I wondered if there was a way to switch sides.
 
    
 
   Raviva placed his boulder-like fists on his waist. “If you have a suggestion to level the playing field, I am open to hearing you out. We believe in fair play.” He jutted his chin out. It was a big chin so it was quite a jut. 
 
 
   “At least give us a real chance,” I said. “You guys pick a champion, we pick a champion. Let us choose the weapons. If we win the battle, we go free. If you win, we do what you say, give you a proper show in your labyrinth.”
 
    
 
   “Hmm. And you will face the labyrinth to the last man?”
 
    
 
   It sounded like previous contestants had bailed once they realised they couldn’t win. 
 
    
 
   “Yes. All the way. Trust me, we won’t go down without a fight.”
 
    
 
   “Alright, I accept your terms. Kaceyton!”
 
    
 
   The crowd of trolls parted and a smaller troll came forward. I say smaller, but that was only relative to the other trolls. We were still dwarves by comparison.
 
    
 
   “I do not wish you to think we are trying to stack the odds in our favour. Kaceyton is not the strongest or fastest among us, but a troll is a troll is a troll. And Kaceyton is a troll.”
 
    
 
   “TROLL!” shouted the trolls. Put them in rugby shirts and you could have entered them into the Six Nations, no problem.  
 
    
 
   “If you win, you win your freedom.” Raviva grinned, showing off teeth like Stone Henge.
 
    
 
   Kaceyton raised both arms overhead, and then pulled them down into a bodybuilder pose, roaring at us to give it that extra touch of ‘Ima kill you soon’. 
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said, “but you have to fight with the selected weapon. You can’t just throw it away and use your fists because it’s easier. You have to fight with what we decide.”
 
    
 
   Kaceyton nodded. “Whatever the weapon, I will be victorious.” Another roar followed.
 
    
 
   “Choose whichever weapon you like,” said Raviva. “We enjoy playing with toys of all kinds. But first, tell us who is to be your champion? Or will you be putting yourself forward?”
 
    
 
   Like fuck I would. I turned to the others. They all shuffled away from me. I looked past them to where Dudley sat with his back against the wall and Flossie asleep on his chest. He was awake though, eyes wide with fear and rapidly shaking his head from side to side.
 
    
 
   I raised my hand and pointed. “Her. She’s our champion.”
 
    
 
   Flossie woke with a start. All eyes were on her as she said the immortal words the Hero always says when destiny pronounces them as The Chosen One:
 
    
 
   “Why the fook you all looking at me?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

 
 
   9. Dungeons & Divas
 
    
 
   It took a couple of tries before Flossie understood the situation. But once she got it, her response was immediate.
 
    
 
   “You can fook right off. Ah ain’t fighting no one.”
 
    
 
   “Now hold on, there,” said Dudley. “You know Colin wouldn’t choose you unless he had a plan. Right, Colin?” He looked at me with an expression that said, “Harm my girl and I will strangle you with your own shitty entrails.” I’m paraphrasing.
 
    
 
   “Of course,” I said like there was nothing to worry about (spoiler alert: there was a lot to worry about).  I turned back to Raviva. “So, the weapon of choice will be… voices.”
 
    
 
   Ah, you see. Nobody said it had to be a battle of physical combat. They might have been huge, lumbering sacks of rocks, but how would that help them in a sing-off?
 
    
 
   “You want to challenge us to a singing competition?” said Raviva. “I love it! There’s nothing we trolls love more than a good sing-along. They say I was born yodelling as I came out of my mother. Haha! Prepare the arena!”
 
    
 
   Damn. Rather than be wrong-footed by my surprise choice of weapon, they embraced it. 
 
    
 
   Large, squared-off boulders were brought in and placed together to form a stage. The trolls formed a semi-circle around it and sat down. I got the impression this wasn’t the first time they’d done this.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure about this?” said Claire.
 
    
 
   “Worse comes to worse, we have to go through their labyrinth, which we would have had to anyway. At least this way we have of chance of  making it out alive. Plus, Flossie has a great voice.”
 
    
 
   “Ooh... Ah don’t like it,” said Flossie. “Ah can’t sing in front of all these people.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to. Just sing to Dudley. Right, Dud?”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” said Dudley. “I love your splendid voice. I’ll be right there with you.”
 
    
 
   “What… what song should ah sing?”
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Remember, this is a world where lute music is considered cool. Any song from the last twenty years will blow their minds. Just pick something catchy. But no Celine Dion. We’re trying to avoid bloodshed.”
 
    
 
   Still shaky and a bit pale, Flossie made her way to the side of the stage with Dudley. He left her there and sat down at the very front of the audience, not giving a damn he had a huge, hulking troll on either side of him. The rest of us felt less comfortable squeezing our way to the front and remained standing at the back.
 
    
 
   Raviva got on the stage to a large round of applause. Trolls clapping sounded like hailstones on a glass roof.
 
    
 
   “Okay. It’s that time again. Remember, it’s your votes that count, so give it up long and loud for the one you like. Be fair, be honest. No trolling.”
 
    
 
   There was a smatter of laughter. 
 
    
 
   “First up, our very own Kaceeeeeyton.!”
 
    
 
   Raviva jumped off the stage as Kaceyton got on to wild applause and cheers. Home crowd advantage, big time. 
 
    
 
   The crowd quieted and Kaceyton began singing in a deep, gravelly voice DMX would have been proud of.
 
    
 
   You wanna crawl in my cave
 
   I take you on
 
   You can scuffle in my tunnel 
 
   And I’ll send you home
 
    
 
   Was it me or were these lyrics somewhat suggestive?
 
    
 
   You wanna stick it in my face
 
   I’ll break it off
 
   One left, one right
 
   I bust you in half
 
    
 
   ‘Cause my fists so fast they go
 
    
 
   The trolls responded: BADA BOOM BOOM
 
    
 
   And my hips so fast they go
 
    
 
   Again the trolls joined in: ZOOM ZOOM ZOOM
 
    
 
   When shit is getting heavy
 
   Like it weighs a ton
 
   I will split you open
 
   Just for fun
 
   Cast you out 
 
   Like a class A magician
 
   Hammer your hopes
 
   On my anvil of submission
 
   And when you get tired and want a rest
 
   I will pull out your spine
 
   AND FUCK YOU IN THE NECK
 
    
 
   The crowd joining in on the last line devolved into roars of approval. I thought there was going to be a cave in.
 
    
 
   Oooookay, then. Kind of aggressive lyrics for a singing competition, but for all I knew that passed for a love ballad around here.
 
    
 
   Once the riot had quelled to a minor commotion, Flossie meekly took to the stage. She looked tiny and alone. In short, petrified. 
 
    
 
   Dudley started clapping. “You can do it!”
 
    
 
   We joined in, shouting words of encouragement.
 
    
 
   Flossie’s first words were lost in a cough. She cleared her throat and started again. Her voice was very quiet and a bit wobbly. And not in English.
 
    
 
   Najin tasaro inga jogin yoja
 
    
 
   She was singing in Korean. Did I know Korean? No. I couldn’t really tell one Far Eastern language from another, but in this case I recognised the song. I’d told her to sing something catchy, and there are few songs catchier than the one she’d chosen. I thought she might go with something by Beyoncé or Rhianna, but no, she had decided to sing ‘Gangnam Style’.
 
    
 
   Gradually her voice steadied, and after a few lines in, she was belting it out. 
 
    
 
   To her credit, she knew all the words, in the original Korean. At least, that’s what it sounded like—I guess she could have been making it up as she went, but it didn’t matter. She had the dance moves down pat. The horse riding, the side-step shimmy, she did all of it, her eyes locked onto Dudley the entire time.
 
    
 
   By the time she got to:
 
    
 
   Hey, sexy lady
 
   Op, op, op, op
 
    
 
   she was in full swing. The original featured a short, plump Korean, this version with a short, plump Brummie wasn’t so different. In fact it was quite a performance. She was completely lost in the song and drenched in sweat as she bounced around the small stage.
 
    
 
   Oppa Gangnam Style.
 
    
 
   She stopped, out of breath and looking a bit dazed. Dudley sprang to his feet and started clapping.
 
    
 
   “Marvellous, marvellous, bravo!”
 
    
 
   We all joined in of course, but the real surprise was when the trolls also got to their feet and began cheering and clapping. Clearly they had never seen anything like it. No one had. The question, though, was had we won? The response was definitely bigger than Kaceyton’s.
 
    
 
   Raviva got on stage and motioned for everyone to quiet down.
 
    
 
   “Well, that was certainly an amazing performance. So unique. So different. The victory clearly goes to... the humans.” 
 
    
 
   Flossie had done it. We were free. Free! Could it really be so easy? No. 
 
    
 
   “Now for round two.”
 
    
 
   “Wait,” I called out. “We never agreed to more than one round.”
 
    
 
   “Best of three, of course. What kind of contest would it be otherwise?”
 
    
 
   He had a point. But could Flossie pull it off again?
 
    
 
   “This time, the human will go first. Take it away.”
 
    
 
   Flossie looked even more nervous than the first time. She stood there, staring down at Dudley. The crowd started to get restless.
 
    
 
   “I’ll have to hurry you,” said Raviva.
 
    
 
   Flossie looked towards the back of the room where we were all stood. “Ah can’t think of anything. What should ah sing?”
 
    
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” I shouted back. “First thing that pops into your head. We’re already in the lead.” Her unconventional choice had worked first time, why not again?
 
    
 
   She nodded at me, screwed up her eyes like she was thinking hard, and then opened her mouth. Her voice this time was very high and sharp, but clear as a choirboy’s.
 
    
 
   I love bad bitches, that's my fuckin problem
 
   And yeah I like to fuck, I got a fuckin problem
 
    
 
   I love bad bitches, that's my fuckin problem
 
   And yeah I like to fuck I got a fuckin problem
 
    
 
   If finding somebody real is your fuckin problem
 
   Bring your girls to the crib maybe we can solve iiiiiiiiit
 
    
 
   I didn’t recognise the lyrics, but there was a strange hypnotic rhythm to them. 
 
    
 
   I love bad bitches, that's my fuckin problem
 
   And yeah I like to fuck, I got a fuckin problem
 
    
 
   As she repeated the song, the trolls joined in. A few at first, then the whole lot of them, including Raviva. They weren’t complicated lyrics, just the same few lines over and over, but the crowd sang along like they were the most meaningful words ever spoken. 
 
    
 
   I don’t know how many verses she went through, but eventually her voice started to crack and she stopped.
 
    
 
   The trolls went crazy. They cheered and roared and clapped and stomped. Bits of the roof fell around us. Flossie jumped off the stage and ran into Dudley’s arms, mostly to avoid falling debris.
 
    
 
   Kaceyton took to the stage as the noise subsided and in a shaky voice said, “That, that was so beautiful… I can’t… I just can’t…” and then ran off the stage.
 
    
 
   “It seems we have a winner,” said Raviva. “Victory to the humans!”
 
    
 
   There was a round of applause. Fortunately, a little more restrained than the last time.
 
    
 
   “And as promised you will be rewarded. With death!” 
 
    
 
   I was stunned. He’d lied. I’d got so caught up in the contest I hadn’t even considered that as a possibility. 
 
    
 
   “I’m just trolling!” Raviva laughed. “You are free to go. Congratulations!”
 
    
 
   My legs turned to  jelly. I sank down to the ground and put my face in my hands. Fucking trolls.
 
   


 
   
  
 

10. Gutted
 
    
 
   Raviva offered to guide us out of the caves. Which was great, seeing as how we had no idea of the real layout of the place, but it was hard not to be suspicious of his motives. With trolls, you could never tell what was for real and what was the next hilarious prank. When Jespert had warned us about trolls having terrible sense of humour, he hadn’t been kidding.
 
    
 
   We set off with Raviva at the front and a couple of trolls bringing up the rear. Kaceyton also accompanied us, chatting with Flossie about favourite songs and swapping dance moves. They had become quite good friends, which could prove to be useful later. Or it could be our downfall. Paranoid? You betcha. Not until we were back in the outside world did I intend to let my guard down.
 
    
 
   “It’s been some time since we had such an intense match,” said Raviva as he led us through a maze of tunnels. “Shame we couldn’t keep going,” he leaned towards me, which made me flinch, and whispered loud enough to give my hair a new parting, “but Kaceyton’s always been an emotional girl.”
 
    
 
   Kaceyton was female. You’d be hard pressed to tell her apart from the males (assuming the others were male), but I didn’t say that out loud. I doubted troll women were any less sensitive than human ones when it came to being told they looked like men.
 
    
 
   “It’s so hard finding decent competitors these days,” mused Raviva. “That’s why I was so pleased you were sent to us. Fresh meat is the best meat!”
 
    
 
   Did he meant the figuratively or literally? Probably both. 
 
    
 
   “Are you saying the zombers sent us into the tunnels knowing this would happen?” I asked him. 
 
    
 
   “Who? Oh, you mean the zombies.” Trolls weren’t too bothered about political correctness, it seemed. “Of course. Normally they send two of their own, but you were sent in their stead. To be honest with you, they rarely pose much of a challenge. Oh they try their best, I mean they have to or everyone they know and love will be killed, but they aren’t the most athletic of people.”
 
    
 
   Yes, I thought, everyone they know and love would be killed by you.
 
    
 
   “So by sending us, they saved themselves?” 
 
    
 
   “Such is our agreement. We allow them to live in the crypt above as long as they provide us with contestants on a regular basis.”
 
    
 
   After a nerve racking half-an-hour of wondering if he was leading us into another trap, we finally came to a large cave with an exit to the outside world. We were all very relieved to feel fresh air on our faces. Raviva remained in the mouth of the cave and waved us off. 
 
    
 
   “Come back when you fancy a real challenge!” he called after us. 
 
 
   Yeah. No chance. 
 
    
 
   Kaceyton led the trolls in a heartfelt rendition of  ‘I love bad bitches…’ as we walked out into the bright sunshine. There were no more horrible surprises. The trolls turned out to be gracious in defeat, although I’m not sure that made up for them being homicidal maniacs.
 
    
 
   There was a large meadow ahead of us and a forest beyond that. I knelt down and put my ear to the ground. I could hear the distant thrum of the lizardmen still on the move.
 
    
 
   Raviva had pointed us in the direction of Dargot with assurances we wouldn’t encounter any lizardmen on the way, but I wanted to make sure. After every hour of walking I put my ear to the ground again to make sure the sound was getting further away, not nearer. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he sent us directly into the midst of the lizard army just for the lulz.
 
    
 
   We proceeded carefully, everyone on full alert. It wasn’t until we hit the main road and found it completely deserted that I was able to relax a little.
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe Jespert  betrayed us,” said Claire. 
 
    
 
   I could. Sacrificing us to protect his own people made total sense. Although, agreeing to the arrangement in the first place was pretty cold. Knowingly sending two of your people to their deaths can’t have been easy. Mind you, if I had to make that kind of choice I already had a couple of names on my list.
 
    
 
   “I thought he was so nice and helpful, but he was just using us,” said Claire.
 
    
 
   “He was never nice or helpful,” I said. “You just saw him the way you wanted.” I didn’t mean it as a criticism of her, just a statement of fact.
 
    
 
   “If you knew he was deceiving us, why didn’t you say something?” Claire asked in a needlessly aggressive tone.
 
    
 
   “I didn’t know. I’m saying it didn’t matter if he was nice or not. He made us an offer and we took him up on it because why would he lie? And now we know why. His personality had nothing to do with it.”
 
    
 
   “It was still a shitty thing to do.” 
 
    
 
   True, but it was also very useful, for me at least. Next time I got into it with Claire, I could say, “Remember what happened with Jespert?” and argument over. Nice to have in my back pocket.
 
    
 
   Mandy, who had been watching me like a hawk ever since we had won our freedom, walked up next to me and said, “Do you have some kind of special device that allows you to heal?” She’d obviously been giving it some thought.
 
    
 
   “Something like that.” There didn’t seem any point trying to deny it, but I didn’t want to reveal any more than I had to and tried to cut the conversation short.
 
    
 
   “Let me see it.”
 
    
 
   “No.”
 
    
 
   “How does it work?”
 
    
 
   “Let it go, Mandy.”
 
    
 
   “Then show me.”
 
 
   “No.” And so on. She also tried getting answers from the others but they simply shrugged and stammered incoherently. Sometimes it pays to be a social misfit (not very often, though). 
 
    
 
   Eventually she stopped asking, but from the look on her face I could tell she had no intention of letting it go. It was my own fault for making it so obvious. I would have to be more careful in future if I didn’t want people finding out.
 
    
 
   The road to Dargot was long and straight, with nothing on the horizon. We had been in this position before and it was just a matter of keeping going until we got there. Our only real problem would be food and water. We had some supplies left, but water in particular would run out soon.
 
    
 
   This was solved a few hours into our journey. A sign by the side of the road pointed into the forest. On the sign it said ‘WATER’ in the squiggly script that almost felt like normal words now. 
 
    
 
   On the one hand it could be a trap, on the other hand it could be a service to travellers. On the third hand (fantasy world, bound to be some creature with more than two hands) we were thirsty.
 
    
 
   We followed the sign and were rewarded by a large pool of water. It tasted clean and fresh, possibly a spring. Everyone felt better after a drink and a wash. There was some childish splashing about and more noise than was sensible, but it was nice to act carefree for once, even if it was only for a few minutes. 
 
    
 
   It was quite late in the day so it made sense to make camp, but I insisted we move away from the water, deeper into the forest. There was some grumbling at this as there seemed no reason not to set up camp where we were, but if this was a regular watering spot then more people might come along, and I didn’t want any more weird encounters. Better to be a little more circumspect and let others go about their business.
 
    
 
   Once we’d sorted out the tents and started a fire, Maurice decided to do some fishing. I had a word with him about not being too obvious when using magic—Mandy would have had a conniption if she saw him standing in glowing water with fish jumping into his arms. 
 
    
 
   He waded out into the middle of the water and stood there with spear raised over his head. His balance, his posture, his general air of confidence were all completely different to the awkward geek I’d met on the first day here.
 
    
 
   No, I’m still not gay.
 
    
 
   Do fish live in spring water? The answer turned out to be yes. Using the spearing technique Pitt had taught us, and some subtle fish-whispering, he managed to snag half-a-dozen fish. 
 
    
 
   Gutting and cleaning the fish was handled quickly and with little fuss. This part of our new life, where we were able employ basic survival techniques that would have been completely unimaginable back home, was very satisfying. 
 
    
 
   The mood improved even more after eating, which made me nervous. When things start going well it can only mean disaster is just around the corner. A fairly miserable way to look at life, I agree, but then you don’t have my life. Nature was great when it wasn’t trying to murder you.
 
    
 
   Mandy still had her eyes on me, which was annoying, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. Once we got to Dargot, I’d be glad to see the back of her.
 
    
 
   Even I managed to relax a little as I sat by the fire with no immediate threat of death looming over us. And then I tensed up again at the sound of horses.
 
    
 
   There was some neighing, some snorting, a couple of voices. Sending a couple of people to investigate would have been the smart thing to do. Obviously, that wasn’t what we did. We all sneaked through the undergrowth towards the water, about as inconspicuously as a herd of bison across the Serengeti. Oh, but bison don’t live in Africa. Exactly.
 
    
 
   Fortunately, there were only two men watering their horses and they weren’t being particularly observant of their surroundings. From their uniforms they appeared to be soldiers, although the livery was different from the one worn by the guards in Fengarad.
 
    
 
   “Do you think they’re from Dargot?” Maurice whispered beside me.
 
    
 
   “Could be,” I said. “I think they’re just passing through. Let’s just ignore them.”
 
    
 
   Mandy squeezed in between us. “What? Why?”
 
    
 
   “Keep your voice down.” I tried to speak calmly and keep my voice neutral, but it was hard to not sound irritated. Because she was fucking irritating.
 
    
 
   “Why can’t we go talk to them? They’re people, not monsters.”
 
    
 
   “I know. That’s the problem. We don’t know what kind of people they are, and since we don’t really need anything right now, why tempt fate? No biggie.”
 
    
 
   “Yes biggie,” said Mandy. “They might be able to give us information, maybe help us get to Dargot quicker. Even if they start trouble, there’s seven of us and two of them.”
 
    
 
   Nothing she said was wrong, but that didn’t mean it was a good idea. Unnecessary risk is unnecessary.
 
    
 
   “I’m going to go talk to them.” Mandy started to stand up. 
 
    
 
   I grabbed her arm and pulled her back down. “Wait.”
 
    
 
   She glared at me. “What happened to, ‘I don’t tell people what to do, they can make their own choices’?
 
    
 
   Damn it, she had me there. 
 
    
 
   “You can. Talk to them all you want, just don’t tell them about us or give away any more information than you have to.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks for the advice. I think I can handle a couple of boys.” She smiled sarcastically at me and got to her feet.
 
    
 
   We all remained hidden as she walked out. “Hello? Hi there.”
 
    
 
   The two men turned around, startled, then relaxed when they saw it was only a girl. She strolled over and within a few seconds the three of them were chatting away like old friends. 
 
    
 
   Part of me hoped she’d get on the back of one their  horses and they’d all fuck off together, but her stuff was back at the camp and my luck wasn’t that good. 
 
    
 
   To be honest, she was right. The likelihood of these guys posing a threat to us was minimal. Even if they were great swordsmen, we could keep them at bay with arrows and it was hard to think of a reason for them to attack us in the first place.
 
    
 
   My thoughts were interrupted by a scream. I looked up to see one of the soldiers pull his sword out of Mandy’s stomach, with an accompanying gush of blood. Mandy slumped to the ground and both men jumped on their horses and hightailed it out of there. 
 
    
 
   It happened so quickly it didn’t register at first. I looked across at Maurice who was looking at me with a puzzled expression. I turned to the others, all of whom were bouncing around looks of bafflement. 
 
    
 
   “Shouldn’t we help her?” said Maurice. And then everyone rushed out.
 
    
 
   Mandy was lying in a pool of blood, opening and clothing her mouth without making any noise. Claire knelt next to her and tried to staunch the blood flowing out of the large gash in her midriff. Everyone crowded around trying to help but not really knowing what to do. 
 
    
 
   Seeing the life slowly drain out of Mandy was a strangely frightening experience. She was an annoying bitch, but what could she have said to those soldiers to make them do this? A chill ran down my arms and a feeling of ‘glad that isn’t me’ sat at the front of my mind.
 
    
 
   I’m not saying that kind of thinking is anything to be proud of, I’m just trying to describe it honestly. I also couldn’t help but think, I bet she’s pissed I was right again.
 
    
 
   “Do something,” Claire yelled at me.
 
    
 
   I snapped out of my reverie and knelt down next to Mandy. I placed my hands over her wound. She screamed. 
 
    
 
   “What… What are you… Stop.” Her voice was weak and her body bucked and writhed under my hands. The others grabbed her and held her down. I pressed down harder and my hands began to glow. 
 
    
 
   It took a lot longer than any of the previous times I had healed someone. After about ten minutes, the blood stopped seeping out between my fingers. After twenty, I raised my hands and the wound was gone.  
 
    
 
   Mandy sat up, gasping for air, pale and sweaty. She looked down at herself and patted the exposed skin. She was smeared with blood, but other than that there was no sign of the gash. Not even a scar. 
 
    
 
   She turned to face me, her eyes searching mine. She seemed to want to say something. An apology? An expression of gratitude? 
 
    
 
   “You… you lying sack of shit!”
 
    
 
   Damn. I could have pretended to heal her and let her die. Why does the answer always come five minutes after you needed it?
 
    
 
   I stood up and felt dizzy. My hands were dripping with blood. They looked quite horrific. The weird smell and metallic taste in the back of my throat weren’t so great, either. 
 
    
 
   “You can do magic, can’t you?” shouted Mandy. “Answer me!”
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure what to say, so I did the next best thing. I fainted. What a hero.
 
   


 
   
  
 

11. Sunny Side Up
 
    
 
   First off, I want to make it clear the reason I fainted wasn’t the blood. I was used to guts and entrails and all the viscera that came with preparing freshly killed animals, so a little blood was no big whoop.
 
    
 
   Healing Mandy had taken quite a lot out of me. I wasn’t sure how magic worked, but there was clearly a cost. Maybe I had even sacrificed part of my life force to save her. I’m sure it wasn’t the first time Mandy had sucked the life out of a guy.
 
    
 
   I came round to see Claire leaning over me. It was getting to be a bit of a habit.
 
    
 
   “How long was I out?” I’d always wanted to say that.
 
    
 
   “A few minutes. Are you alright?” She sounded less concerned than last time, so I assumed I was going to be okay.
 
    
 
   “I’m fine. Just exhausted.”
 
    
 
   “You didn’t answer my question,” said Mandy. She was standing with her arms crossed and a defiant look on her face.
 
    
 
   “Yes, you’re right.” I shakily got to my feet. “Here’s your answer—shut the fuck up. I don’t know where you got the idea you had the right to ask questions, but you don’t. I said I’d take you to Dargot, that’s all. If that isn’t enough for you, feel free to go your own way. And if you don’t stop pissing me off, I’m going to tie you up and leave you here as a tasty treat for the lizardmen.”
 
    
 
   Firm but fair. That’s what women respect, right? 
 
    
 
   “Who do you think—” was as far as Mandy got before Claire stepped in between us.
 
    
 
   “Enough! Mandy, whatever it is you think you’re doing right now, stop it. He saved your life, and you didn’t even say thank you.”
 
    
 
   You have to remember we were English. You could transport us to another world, dress us in rags and make us fight mythical creatures, fine, but you forget your please and thank yous, and we won’t stand for it.
 
    
 
   “He’s kept us all alive, and never asked for anything in return. He could have made us all his slaves and treated us like trash, but he didn’t.”
 
    
 
   “Wait,” I said. “I could have made you my slaves? Why wasn’t I informed about this earlier?”
 
    
 
   “Shut up, Colin.” Claire gave me a disapproving look. “This isn’t the time for jokes.” She turned back to a slightly shamefaced Mandy. “You owe him your life. And make no mistake, if he genuinely decided to tie you up and leave you behind, none of us would be able to stop him.”
 
    
 
   The talking to seemed to take the wind out of Mandy’s sails. She stood there without answering back. I’d seen Claire get mad before, but this was the first time it was on my behalf. It crossed my mind that she’d make a really good madame in a brothel, keeping the girls in line. I think we all know what job Mandy would have in that scenario.
 
    
 
   “If that’s settled, can I ask something?” I said. “What the fuck did you say to those soldiers?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” said Mandy without looking at me. “I didn’t say anything that would make them attack me.”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, “but what did you say?”
 
    
 
   Mandy thought about it. “I told them I was an adventurer on the way to Dargot, and that I’d been captured by trolls, but managed to escape by winning a singing competition.” She sneaked a guilty glance at Flossie. “I only said it was me that won because you didn’t want me mentioning the rest of you.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, whatever.” I wasn’t surprised Mandy felt envious of Flossie’s popularity with the trolls—girls don’t like it when other girls get attention, even if it’s from monsters. “Did they act weird when you mentioned the trolls?”
 
    
 
   Mandy looked at me for the first time. “Actually, yes. They started getting a bit fidgety. I don’t know why.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe they thought you were in league with the trolls,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “What if they come back with reinforcements?” said Claire.
 
    
 
   It was a possibility, but I felt there was more to it than that. The way the soldiers had scarpered had felt like they were running away, not going for help.
 
    
 
   “Let’s go back to the camp,” I said. “They don’t know about the rest of us, so we should be okay for now. ”
 
    
 
   We headed back to our camp. 
 
    
 
   “We’ll leave at first light,” I said. “I need to get some rest before I pass out again. You lot sort out, you know…” I left them to organise the watch and crawled into my tent. I collapsed onto my blanket face first and lay there. It was hard to breathe with my nose pressed into the ground, but I didn’t feel like moving.
 
    
 
   There was a noise behind me as someone else crawled into the tent, and then lay down beside me. I tilted my head onto one side.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
    
 
   “This is where I sleep,” said Jenny. “I’ve got second watch.” She yawned.
 
    
 
   Nothing to get excited about. Perfectly normal. Usually I was on watch while she slept and vice versa, so we were never in the tent at the same time. Sleeping with a girl next to me was no different to sleeping alone. Yeah, right.
 
    
 
   “You know,” said Jenny, “you have to remember she was just stabbed and nearly died. She’s probably still in shock. She’s just dealing with it badly.”
 
    
 
   It was a fair point. I’d healed her wounds, but that didn’t take away the memory of being violently gutted. Coping with that couldn’t be easy.
 
    
 
   “She was just as difficult to deal with before she was attacked. I don’t think it made much of a difference to the way she’s acting.”
 
    
 
   “Someone like her,” said Jenny, lying on her back and staring at the roof of the tent, “probably had to deal with a bunch of horrible things that turned her into the person she is today. She probably had a messed up childhood.”
 
    
 
   “You could say the same about Fred West. Hey, Fred, we know you probably had it tough growing up, so let’s forget about all the kids buried in your back garden and make a fresh start. Hug? It’s no excuse.”
 
    
 
   Jenny rolled over onto her side, her face inches away from mine. “Are you seriously comparing Mandy to a serial killer?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.” I turned to face the other way. “Goodnight.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t think you’re being very fair. I’m sure once she’s had a chance to calm down a bit—”
 
    
 
   I turned back to face her. “No. Whatever you’re going to say, no. What’s going to happen is what always happens when the person you thought was a piece of shit beneath you, turns out to actually be above you. Your ego flips out. If they’re above you and they’re a piece of shit, what does that make you?”
 
    
 
   Jenny was staring into my eyes, but I wasn’t in the mood for romantic thoughts. 
 
    
 
   “And everyone around you has seen it. They all know you couldn’t take care of yourself. They saw you needed help from the piece of shit. How can you accept that? You can’t. So you convince yourself the piece of shit only helped you to make himself look good. In fact, you wouldn’t even have needed help if the piece of shit hadn’t got you into this mess in the first place. He shouldn’t be thanked….”
 
    
 
   “He should be punished?”
 
    
 
   “Right.  He should be punished, and then everyone will know you are better than a piece of shit. Because that’s how people full of self-loathing make themselves feel better, by making others feel worse. And you know who else feels good when they make others feel bad?”
 
    
 
   “Serial killers?”
 
    
 
   “Now you got it.” I rolled onto my back. “Shit.  And now, thanks to you, I can’t sleep.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, well if you need to have a quick shufty, I don’t mind.”
 
    
 
   “Shufty?”
 
    
 
   “You know, the old five knuckle shuffle. I grew up with four brothers, so it doesn’t bother me. Every night the house would be full of that ffft ffft ffft sound. It’s like a bedtime lullaby to me.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks, but I’m not aroused, I’m a—”
 
    
 
   “A gay?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said. “That’s not what I was going to say.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure? Because it would explain a lot.”
 
    
 
   I turned my head to look at her. She was grinning like an idiot.
 
    
 
   “The reason I can’t sleep isn’t because I’m aroused or a gay, it’s because all this talk about Mandy has made me annoyed.”
 
    
 
   “I think,” said Jenny, “you’ll find it’s pronounced a nerd.”
 
    
 
   I rolled onto my side so she wouldn’t see the stupid smile on my face. It’s all very well telling yourself you have no chance with a girl and not to bother being interested, but my God was I interested. It made me want to confess my feelings to her, even if it meant getting shot down in flames. Fortunately, I was too knackered and fell asleep before I could make a fool of myself .
 
    
 
   When I woke, I was alone in the tent. I crawled out to find everyone already packing up. They’d let me sleep in because I guess they thought I needed it. I wasn’t going to argue.
 
    
 
   Mandy was up and hard at it too. She seemed a lot calmer than the night before. Whether someone had spoken to her or not, I didn’t know. She didn’t say anything to me, which was good enough.
 
    
 
   We set off at a brisk pace, on the lookout for humans and monsters alike. The long empty road made it hard for anyone to sneak up on us, at least. After many hours of walking, we finally spotted the city in the distance. Unlike Fengarad, there were no spires or tall buildings, there was just one big castle. The sight of our destination buoyed us all and gave us a boost of energy. 
 
    
 
   It took several more hours to get close enough for a proper look at the city. It turned out there were city walls with a castle rising in its midst as though it was built on a hill, which was strange since there were no hills in Flatland (as the name suggested). 
 
    
 
   But that was a mystery I could look into later. Our first priority was to get inside. There was a large gate, but unlike Fengarad, there was no queue to get in. People were flowing in and out freely.
 
    
 
   Watching over them were the city guards. Their uniforms looked familiar—the same as the two men who had attacked Mandy. I looked at the others; they’d made the same observation. We would have to be careful, not draw attention to ourselves and have an exit strategy in place, just in case. But before I could say anything, Mandy’s eyes lit up and she started bouncing up and down.
 
    
 
   “Sonny! Sonny!”
 
    
 
   I turned to where she was waving and calling. Sitting on a huge stallion, dressed in the same colours as the guards, was the antipodean dickhead we’d left behind near Probet. He had seen Mandy and was waving back. He hadn’t spotted the rest of us, but he would. I’m not a psychic, but I had a premonition this would not be a happy reunion.
 
   


 
   
  
 

12. Welcome To Dargot
 
    
 
   Mandy ran towards Sonny who jumped down from his horse and embraced her. Also watching this reunion were a dozen or so soldiers on horseback. They were covered in dust and grime but that did nothing to hide the air of menace they exuded. The only thing worse than a vicious thug is a vicious thug in uniform.
 
    
 
   Each was built like brick shit-house and had the face of man who would kill you if he could be bothered, so probably best not to bother him.
 
    
 
   “You guys know Sonny,” I said to Jenny.
 
    
 
   “Yes. We met him in Fengarad. He was close with Tin and Dag.”
 
    
 
   Great.
 
    
 
   “Not a big fan?” asked Jenny.
 
    
 
   As Sonny and Mandy excitedly exchanged words, his face transformed from delight to shock to sadness. Mandy pointed over to us, and then Sonny’s face took on a whole new visage. I guess you could call it fury.
 
    
 
   “Not exactly. By the way, I’m kicking you out of the group. If Sonny asks, we just escorted you here.”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Jenny. “I’m with you guys.” She said it in a very matter of fact manner. 
 
    
 
   Maurice appeared next to me. “We could leave.”
 
    
 
   He was right. We could turn around and walk away, the kind of walking you do when your legs move very fast, but where would we go? And that was only if Sonny allowed it. There was no way we could outrun him and any kind of fight would end badly for us. 
 
    
 
   “Let’s head into the city. Hopefully, he won’t start anything in front of all these people.” I started walking towards the city gate with the others close behind me. And I mean really close.
 
    
 
   We didn’t get far before Sonny called out. “Stop! I need to speak to you.”
 
    
 
   “What is it, Sonny? What do you want?” In an attempt to cover up my nervousness I may have overcompensated and gone belligerent. Would have sounded even more confrontational if my voice hadn’t jumped two octaves.
 
    
 
   The Dirty Dozen on horseback straightened in their saddles, although they might have just been wondering about the strange boy with the falsetto.
 
    
 
   Sonny ignored me and looked across to Jenny. “Jen, love, I’m so sorry about Tin and the others. You must be heartbroken.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what Mandy had told him, but it didn’t sound like he knew what had really happened. Which was a relief.
 
    
 
   He turned his attention back to me. “Mandy tells me you encountered the lizardmen.” Sonny spoke through gritted teeth but in quite a formal manner, like he was dealing with us in an official capacity. “You’ll have to come with us to be debriefed.” 
 
    
 
   On the surface of it he sounded quite reasonable. He just wanted to get a report on what we’d seen for the security of the city. But I wasn’t in any hurry to be alone in some backroom with him. His strangely restrained manner made me think he was putting on a show, either for  the men behind him or for the people who had stopped to watch out of curiosity.
 
    
 
   “No thanks,” I said. “We already have plans.”
 
    
 
   “It wasn’t a request, mate,” said Sonny. “There’s a war going on, in case you hadn’t noticed. The information you have could be important.”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, “it could. And once we’ve sorted ourselves out I’ll be sure to report what we know to the proper authorities, which I’m pretty sure isn’t you, you fuckwit.” 
 
    
 
   Maybe it would have been wiser to not aggravate the situation, but Sonny was going out of his way to present himself as calm and collected, which made me think the best way to handle things was to go in the opposite direction.
 
    
 
   “Last time we met,” I continued, “you were in the Fengarad army. They get attacked and suddenly you’re in the Dargot army. I guess if the lizardmen head up this way, you’ll join the fucking navy.”
 
    
 
   The crowd murmured and muttered their opinions on the drama unfolding in front of them. I could have sent Maurice round with a hat and made a small fortune. The soldiers on horseback had all become much more interested in our conversation, but none of them had made any kind of move to get involved. Yet.
 
    
 
   Sonny’s face turned bright red. “I’m here to help liberate Fengarad. I know we’ve had our differences, but this isn’t the time or place. Mandy’s told me how you helped her and Jenny after the lizardmen ambushed them, so I’m going to let bygones be bygones. There are bigger things at stake here than you and me.”
 
 
   It seemed Mandy had told him Tin and the others had died at the hands of the lizardmen. I looked at her and she stared right back, her face saying, “This is me repaying my debt.” If she thought this made us even, fair enough. In a roundabout way, she probably had saved my life by not telling Sonny the truth.
 
    
 
   It was good that Sonny was unaware of our role in their deaths, but I still had no intention of going anywhere with him. 
 
    
 
   “We’ll handle things the way we think best,” I said. “It’s got nothing to do with you, so go on about your business, and we’ll do the same.” I waved him away with both hands.
 
    
 
   “You really want to make this as awkward as possible, don’t you?” said Sonny. “Well, okay, mate, have it your way. Feddon, have the men dismount. We’re taking these guys into custody.”
 
    
 
   The largest and ugliest of the soldiers raised a hand and shouted, “Dismount!”
 
    
 
   All the soldiers dismounted and drew their swords. I didn’t bother doing the same since it wouldn’t have helped. There was no way we would win in a fight.
 
    
 
   Feddon stopped when he was level with Sonny. “You sure about this? They are Visitors. We don’t actually have the authority to apprehend them unless we see them commit a crime.”
 
    
 
   Sonny didn’t appear pleased to have his orders questioned. “Fengarad is under siege and the surrounding area is crawling with lizardmen, but somehow these galahs made it out in one piece. You think that isn’t suspicious? Plus, there’s no way Tin and Dag got killed by a bunch of lizards, not unless they had some help.”
 
    
 
   “Are you saying we’re fighting with the lizardmen?” Even I couldn’t believe his cheek. “Are you nuts?”
 
    
 
   “That isn’t true,” said Jenny.
 
    
 
   “Sonny, you’ve got it wrong,” chipped in Mandy.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what happened to you two girls. Maybe he threatened you, maybe he’s just got you fooled, but I know the kind of shit he’s capable of, believe me. He killed my fucking horse!”
 
    
 
   “No, I didn’t,” I said. “You killed your horse. When you let that ogre eat it to save your own neck. And the rest of your accusations are all bullshit. You weren’t there, how the fuck do you know what happened?”
 
    
 
   The men behind him seemed hesitant to carry out his orders, but they would eventually if I didn’t find a way out of this predicament soon. I stuck my hand inside my jacket and took out the contents of the inside pocket.
 
    
 
   “And we have this. The Key to Fengarad.” I held up the golden key.
 
    
 
   “That doesn’t mean anything here,” snorted Sonny.
 
    
 
   “It means we are under the protection of the King of Fengarad. You attack us, you attack the City of Fengarad.” I had no idea if that was true, but it sounded good.
 
    
 
   The soldiers looked unsure of themselves. It was working, but only as a stalling tactic.
 
    
 
   “Don’t listen to him,” said Sonny. “He’s lying. The key’s obviously a fake. Look at it.”
 
    
 
   The key, I had to admit, didn’t look all that impressive. Commander Ducane had given it to us and it had been sitting in a box for years before that. It was old and its lustre had faded. The soldiers began to advance towards us.
 
    
 
   “That very clearly is not a fake,” said a quiet and gentle voice. And then the atmosphere changed from tense to something closer to terror.
 
    
 
   All the people who had stopped to watch suddenly started moving. They couldn’t get away fast enough. As they left, a short man, also in Dargot military uniform, was revealed. He had small circular glasses on a round, avuncular face. 
 
    
 
   The soldiers who had a moment ago appeared to be a rabble about to beat the crap out of us were now standing to stiff attention.
 
    
 
   “Ah, Colin, if I’d known you were arriving today I would have been here to meet you.” He seemed to know me, although I had no idea who he was. But there was something about the way he carried himself, the way he spoke, that demanded attention. And most of all, there was the uniform.
 
    
 
   In most armies, you can tell how important someone is by their get up. The higher up the chain of command you go, the more ornate the outfit. Gold braid, fringes, bigger hats, extra bells and whistles. It’s fairly obvious who’s in charge. But there is one kind of uniform that trumps them all. It isn’t particularly flashy or colourful. In fact, it’s usually the opposite; practical, unfussy, plain. But if you look closely, there will be a small insignia somewhere, maybe on the cuffs or the collars, that gives away the function of their unit. A skull.
 
    
 
   The skull is there to say, Don’t mind me, I’m just here to kill you all. Secret police, death squad, Ministry of Information—the titles can vary, but the job is the same. Scare the shit out of everyone. 
 
    
 
   In this case, the skull was embroidered very beautifully onto each shoulder, with a lightning bolt slicing it in two.
 
    
 
   He stopped next to the petrified soldiers. “Ah, Feddon. Nice to see you again.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Lord Administrator,” said the previously formidable brute. He now shook in his boots like a newborn Bambi. “Very nice to see you too.” 
 
    
 
   “And how are the wife and children? Good, I trust. You’re eldest, Tiffia, is it? She must be getting on to fifteen now. How time flies, eh? Let’s hope she grows up to be as delightful a woman as her lovely mother.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Lord Adminstrator. Thank you, Lord Adminstrator.”
 
    
 
   On the surface of it you’d think it was just polite small talk, but the look in Feddon’s eyes was pure panic. He seemed to be begging, “No, please, not my daughter. I’ll do anything just leave her be...”
 
    
 
   The Lord Administrator smiled genially and moved on, much to Feddon’s obvious relief.
 
    
 
   “Captain, good to have you back. I hope your mission was fruitful.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Lord Administrator,” said Sonny. Even he seemed subdued in this small man’s presence.
 
    
 
   “You should probably go file your report. Immediately, if not sooner.” It was said in an almost jokey manner, and yet it was less a suggestion and more an absolute command.
 
    
 
   “Yes. I was just going to take care of—”
 
    
 
   “No need to worry about your friends. I’ll make sure they’re taken care of.” He turned to us. “Please, allow me to welcome you to Dargot. You will join me for dinner, yes?” A response was not required, the decision had already been made. “I’m sure you have a lot of questions about our wonderful city. And I have a lot of questions for you. Oh, and Captain…”
 
    
 
   Sonny and his men had climbed back onto their horses. “Yes, Sir?”
 
    
 
   “After you’ve filed your report, why don’t you join us? I’m sure you’ll want to catch up with your fellow Visitors.”
 
    
 
   Sonny’s face paled. “Thank you, Lord Administrator.”
 
    
 
   “It’ll just be an informal affair, no need to bring anything. Or anyone.” I’d thought the Dirty Dozen were menacing. This guy made them all look like a bunch of adorable tykes. Especially now that they were all grinning at each other and bumping fists. Not getting invited to dinner was apparently cause for celebration.
 
    
 
   “I’ll look forward to it,” said Sonny like he was swallowing broken glass. He flicked the reins and headed through the city gates, followed by some very happy thugs.
 
    
 
   “Ah, alone at last,” said our new friend. And we were. The whole area, which had been teeming with people a few seconds ago, was now completely deserted. 
 
   It was hard to know if we should be grateful for his intervention, or just take our chances and run for it. He only had little legs, he’d never catch us.
 
    
 
   He must have seen me sizing him up. “You’d never outrun the dogs.”
 
    
 
   I looked around but couldn’t see any dogs. I believed him, though. And in any case you should never turn down a free meal. You never know when it might be your last.
 
   


 
   
  
 

13. Dinner With The Devil
 
    
 
   “I should probably introduce myself,” said the small and frightening man. “I am Gullen Santan, Administrator in charge of Road Maintenance and Planning. A general dogsbody, if you will, to Her Highness Queen Zarigold. But please, call me Gullen.” 
 
    
 
   He made it sound like he had a lowly clerical position operating out of some back office. I didn’t believe it for a second.
 
    
 
   He raised his hand high over his head a twirled a finger. A large carriage pulled by four horses came thundering out of the gates towards us. The driver appeared to be a child in a black velvet coat and a top hat.
 
    
 
   “All aboard,” said Gullen Santan cheerfully. “Tomorrow you can explore the city and find yourselves suitable accommodations and whatnot, but for tonight, at least, you will be my guests. The best food, the softest beds and a hot bath. Chop, chop.”
 
    
 
   He held open the carriage door and we all filed in. Possibly to our deaths, but he made it all sound so appealing none of us would have cared if he’d said, “Come along children. Lollipops, ice cream, chocolates. All free today,” while ringing a small bell.
 
    
 
   He closed the door after us.
 
    
 
   “Aren’t you coming with us?” I asked through the small window in the door. 
 
    
 
   “The life of a  minor bureaucrat is ever-busy. I shall join you later. Until then, Biadet will see to all your needs. Biadet!”
 
    
 
   There was the crack of a whip and we were thrown into our seats as the carriage set off. You might think seven in a carriage would be a tight fit, but we had four on one side, three on the other and still plenty of space to bounce around as we thundered through the streets.
 
    
 
   “Did he say his name was Santan or Satan?” asked Maurice over the clatter of hooves.
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure it makes much of  a difference,” I shouted back.
 
    
 
   We got a rather hasty tour of the city with us all squeezing our heads together to get a look out of the twelve by twelve opening on either side of the carriage. The streets were cobbled, like the ones in Fengarad, but the sidewalks were paved and full of people in much fancier clothes. And the buildings were much more colourful. 
 
    
 
   Streaks of bright reds and yellows flashed by. Pink and blue and green. Someone had invented the paint grenade and tossed them around liberally.
 
    
 
   We also got to see the castle in the centre of the city, but only through the gaps between buildings. It turned out not to be built on top of a hill after all. It was built on top of a pyramid. Or a ziggurat—one of those pyramids with stepped terraces. The kind ancient civilisations would drag sacrificial victims to the top of to be beheaded.
 
    
 
   It took us ten minutes to get to a more suburban part of the city with beautiful tree-lined boulevards. A few minutes later we were spraying small stones on a long gravel drive that led up to a large mansion. Quite a swanky residence for someone in road planning and maintenance. We came to a skittering stop and the carriage door was flung open. 
 
    
 
   We clambered out, still a bit wobbly from the bone-rattling journey, to find ourselves alone. The driver had disappeared and the horses were unattended. We looked at each other, wondering what we should do. 
 
    
 
   “Maybe someone should knock on the door?” suggested Claire. Everyone agreed this was a good idea. Nobody actually moved towards the door though. 
 
    
 
   Before I could take my usual role of meat shield, the door to the mansion opened and a small maid stood there. “This way, please.” She was petite, about the same size as the driver. Did Gullen only employ children?
 
    
 
   There was thirty seconds of oohs and ahs after we entered the house. The huge winding staircase, the chandelier, the enormous paintings that filled the walls—it was all very impressive.
 
    
 
   “I will show you to your rooms.” The maid headed up the stairs with us in line behind her. 
 
    
 
   “What’s your name, by the way?” I thought it was only polite to ask.
 
    
 
   The maid stopped halfway up, making everyone bump into each other. She turned, her bobbed hair swishing like curtains, and gave me a quizzical look. “Biadet.” 
 
    
 
   “Oh,” I said. “The same as the driver.”
 
    
 
   She looked at me like I was an idiot. “Obviously.”
 
    
 
   She set off again. It took me a moment to realise she was the driver and, apparently, a quick change artist.
 
    
 
   Biadet led us down a long, portrait lined corridor. The paintings were all of incredibly austere-looking men in uniform. The type who never  approved of anything, certainly not wasting time sitting for a portrait. 
 
    
 
   We stopped at a door and Biadet indicated who was to go on in by pointing and saying, “You. You. In.” She seemed to know our arrangements. Flossie and Dudley were in one room, Maurice and Claire in another. Jenny got stuck with Mandy. Which left me. 
 
    
 
   We came to the last door. “This is you. I will come collect you when it is time to eat. You may clean up and relax until then. Or not. I don’t care.” She turned around and sauntered off. 
 
    
 
   I entered the biggest bedroom I’d ever been in. The bed was a four-poster the size of a small country. The windows were floor-to-ceiling and led out onto a balcony overlooking a manicured lawn with shrubbery in the shape of animals. 
 
    
 
   But the award for most amazing sight of the day went to the bathroom. A sunken bath that could have fitted four people easily, and a toilet. A proper toilet with a flush. I ran a bath, stripped off, and took a massive naked dump. Heaven.
 
    
 
   After I finished bathing—I would have stayed in there longer but my skin was beginning to change texture to corrugated iron—I returned to the bedroom to find a set of clothes laid out on the bed. They looked like black silk pyjamas, but a little more sturdy. It was something a James Bond villain might wear for a Netflix binge.
 
    
 
   I was happy to wear something other than my dusty leathers, and put them on. Comfy. It was hard to resist sliding my hands all over myself. Things could have got  quite steamy, but there was a knock on the door. Couldn’t even get lucky with myself.
 
    
 
   Biadet was at the door, alone. She indicated for me to follow her. At first, I thought we were going to pick up the others, but we were headed in a completely different direction. Down some stairs, through a hallway and into a dining room with a gigantic table that seated at least twenty.
 
    
 
   Gullen was sitting at the head of the table. I was shown to a seat on his right. He was dressed in an identical outfit to me. I don’t know if you’ve ever had dinner with someone who’s dressed exactly the same as you, but it’s odd. 
 
    
 
   “You must be ravenous. Biadet, serve the soup, please.”
 
    
 
   “What about the others?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Oh, they’ve already started. They’re in the main dining room. I thought it would be nice for us to have a little cosy get together on our own.” His voice echoed around the ‘cosy’ little room. “Get to know each other a bit better.” He smiled. 
 
    
 
   Most people, the more time you spend with them, the more comfortable you feel around them. This was the opposite.
 
    
 
   Biadet appeared with a bowl of soup which she placed on the table in front of me. It took me a second to realise she had changed outfits again. She was now in a tux with tails and looked like a bijou butler.
 
    
 
   She leaned across me, picked up a spoon and used it to ladle some soup. I thought she was going to feed me but the spoon went in her own mouth. 
 
    
 
   Slurp! 
 
    
 
   She produced a cloth from a pocket and wiped the spoon before placing it back on the table. Then she fetched a carafe and poured some wine into the glass, which she proceeded to drink.
 
    
 
   “Ahh. Nice.” She wiped the rim of the glass and then refilled it.
 
    
 
   “What is she doing?” I asked. 
 
    
 
   “Biadet always tastes the food and drink to assure guests that they aren’t poisoned,” said Gullen. “We’ve had some… unfortunate incidents in the past. Please, enjoy.”
 
    
 
   I picked up the spoon. I was starting to understand Sonny’s reluctance to attend. Which reminded me he was invited to this soiree too. Was he with the others? Not that I had time to worry about it now. I tasted the soup; it was pretty good. I left the wine alone. I had a feeling I’d need to keep my wits about me.
 
    
 
   I noticed that Gullen didn’t have any food in front of him. “Aren’t you going to eat?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, no. I never eat in public. Far too risky. Now, Colin, I must tell you I’ve been keeping an eye on all the Visitors in this latest batch, but you are by far the most intriguing.”
 
    
 
   “Fanksh,” I said through a mouthful of bread. The bread roll already had a chunk missing before it was placed in front of me.
 
    
 
   “I would have put money on you not making it past the first week, but you really surprised me.”
 
    
 
   Fair comment. I’d have made the same bet myself.
 
    
 
   “The vast majority of Visitors never even make it out of Probet. It’s a harsh introduction to our world, but it’s effectiveness at separating the wheat from the chaff is beyond question. The true heroes always come through. And then there was you.”
 
    
 
   Was I being insulted? Hard to tell. I didn’t really mind. The roast chicken (I’m guessing that’s what it was) in front of  me was too delicious to worry about minor things like backhanded compliments. Just a shame it was such a small portion. I did try to block Biadet from getting a forkful, but she faked me with a right before stabbing herself a juicy slice from the left.
 
    
 
   “Nouvelle cuisine,” said Gullen. “We had French Visitors before the Australians. Some rather delicious culinary ideas were their only contributions to our culture before they all sadly perished.” He shook his head, although I wasn’t sure if he was mourning the loss of the French guys or the dishes he would never taste.
 
    
 
   “And then there was the Mouse King, of course. Even though you caught him in his refractory period, it’s still an impressive achievement. And using it to win the favour of Fengarad was a masterstroke. All by simply refusing to take the glory for yourself. Wonderful. Quite Wonderful.”
 
    
 
   “How do you know about the Mouse King?” There didn’t seem any point denying it, he clearly already knew the truth.
 
    
 
   “It is my business to know these things. You can’t plan and maintain roads without knowing where they lead. Although, maybe you can. You have a talent, Colin. A talent for finding your way out of trouble, even when the odds are stacked against you.”
 
    
 
   “I just look at things from a slightly different perspective,” I said. 
 
    
 
   “Yes. Yes, you do. Which is why I’m so keen to pick your brain.” He squinted at my head, like he was considering where to make the first incision. “I want you to come work for me.”
 
    
 
   I kept eating. Chewing slowly. You don’t turn down a guy like this without facing a few repercussions. I didn’t like repercussions. They probably involved dogs. “What’s the pay like?”
 
    
 
   Gullen laughed. “Ah, you’re a shrewd one. You would be amply rewarded, of course. A very attractive benefits package. And the freedom of the city. That would put two keys in your pocket. Not many can say that.”
 
    
 
   I put down my knife and fork. “You know, I’m not really a frontline kind of guy. I’m not big or strong, and I don’t enjoy stabbing things.”
 
    
 
   “I am the same as you.” God, I hoped that wasn’t true. “It must appear like a world full of savages to you, everyone running around ‘stabbing things’, but we have fighters to fight, and thinkers to think. Someone like your friend Sonny is an excellent warrior. On the battlefield he is a sight to behold. Coming here enabled him to unlock potential he would never have known even existed back in your world. But you are not a fighter. You are very much a thinker. It is the job of men such you and I to look at the bigger picture and decide how best to use men like Sonny.”
 
    
 
   “And what if men like Sonny don’t want to be used?”
 
    
 
   “Then we have them publicly flayed and all the other Sonnys become that much more obedient. Win-win.”
 
    
 
   Scary dude. But some of his ideas weren’t bad.
 
   


 
   
  
 

14. No Deal Or Deal
 
    
 
   Despite the casual and friendly way the offer had been made, I was under no illusions as to what would happen if I said no to working for Gullen Santan, Road Planner.
 
    
 
   “What about the others?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “I’m sure we could find them something to do in Dargot. Or, they could carry on their adventures without you. It’s a big world with lots of interesting things in it.”
 
    
 
   Yeah, that could kill you. But I could see them all settling down. Maurice opening a small bicycle shop. Dudley and Flossie running a karaoke bar. None of them bothering me anymore. It could be quite nice.
 
    
 
   Biadet placed a small bowl of creme brulee on the table and narrowed her eyes like a gunfighter. I leaned back and let her take the first bite.
 
    
 
   “Under normal circumstances, I would encourage you to roam around a bit, too, but these are troubled times, I’m afraid,” said Gullen. “As you know, Fengarad is under siege at the moment. The lizardman are encamped on their doorstep with more arriving daily. It’s quite a worry.”
 
    
 
   “I did wonder about that. I thought our army supposed to be keeping the monsters at bay. Were they defeated?”
 
    
 
   “We don’t know. We stopped receiving reports weeks ago, and the people we sent to investigate never returned. It’s a bit of a mystery. We are, as you would expect, preparing a counterstrike, but it’s going to take some time raising the troops and calling in reinforcements. We’ll just have to hope Fengarad can hold out until then. Lizardmen don’t take prisoners.”
 
    
 
   It was grim news, but there wasn’t much I could do to help. And if there was, I wasn’t doing it.
 
    
 
   “That’s where someone like you comes in useful. Who better to unravel a mystery. With your ability to look at things from a different perspective, I’m sure you could spot things we’ve missed. ”
 
    
 
   I started eating quickly. I hadn’t lost my appetite yet, but I could feel I was about to.
 
    
 
   “Not that I would send someone like you to border.”
 
    
 
   “You wouldn’t?” My eating slowed.
 
    
 
   “Oh no. You’re far too valuable a resource to place at risk. Not only did you vanquish the Mouse King, you avoided capture by the lizardmen and escaped the clutches of the trolls. Something no one has ever managed to do before. I look forward to hearing the details. Boys like you don’t come along very often.”
 
    
 
   He really had been keeping tabs on us. I guessed he didn’t know exactly how we’d managed to faff our way through those predicaments, but he was happy to lavish me with praise and admiration. Don’t worry, I know when I’m being buttered up. That’s how people get you to do things you would never normally do. Horrible things.
 
    
 
   That outfit looks great on you. Try this hat on. Amazing. That colour really suits you. Now, let’s go out, have a good time, round up some Jews, then back to mine for drinks. Sound good?
 
    
 
   “In any case,” continued Gullen, “we’ve already dispatched a team of specialists to gather information for us. You know them of course. Gideon and his party.”
 
    
 
   I stared at him blankly. Who the fuck was Gideon? “I’m sorry, I don’t think I know anyone called Gideon.”
 
    
 
   “Really? They arrived with you. He’s a handsome boy with a tattoo down one arm.”
 
    
 
   “Oh. Right.” He meant the Cool Kids. I’d wondered what had happened to them. “That’s great, then. I’m sure they’ll bring you the answers you’re looking for.”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” said Gullen, “I have every confidence in them. But it will take time as these things always do. And you have only just got here, so, please, get used to the city, make yourself at home, and if you have any questions…”
 
    
 
   I was relieved he wasn’t pressing me into service straight away. “Actually, yes I did want to ask you something. On our way here two soldiers attacked us. They were dressed in your city’s uniform.”
 
    
 
   Gullen looked surprised. “Are you sure?”
 
    
 
   I told him what had happened. He listened intently, asking questions about where it happened, what armour they wore, what kind of weapons they used. I reduced Mandy’s injuries to being knocked unconscious since the true severity of her wound would only raise awkward questions.
 
    
 
   “That is very strange. We should have no patrols in that area at the moment.”
 
    
 
   “The really weird thing is that it was only when she mentioned we’d been captured by trolls that they freaked out. It made me wonder if maybe they were trolls.”
 
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   “You know, because trolls can change their appearance to look like humans.”
 
    
 
   Gullen jumped to his feet. “What!?”
 
    
 
   “You didn’t know? I’ve seen them do it. They can mould their bodies like clay, taking on any appearance. Would make them excellent spies.” 
 
    
 
   Gullen was reeling. He had to put a hand on the table to steady himself. I was quite enjoying watching the Chief of Intelligence learn a thing or two. Perhaps he didn’t know everything after all.
 
    
 
   “I have to go. I have things I must attend to.” He staggered towards the door. “Please, finish your meal and then Biadet will take you to your friends. My apologies.” He left the room.
 
    
 
   I finished my dessert in silence. It was a big eerie room, even more so now that it was just me in there. I put down my spoon and waited but no one came. I looked around for a bell to ring but I couldn’t see one. 
 
    
 
   I was about to get up and leave when an inexplicable urge made me lift the tablecloth and look under the table. Sitting there, cross-legged with her eyes closed, was Biadet.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
    
 
   “I am protecting you,” she said without opening her eyes. “You’re a valuable resource.”
 
    
 
   “Who are you protecting me from?”
 
    
 
   “Villains.”
 
    
 
   I felt like telling her the only villain in the vicinity was the one she was working for. “Do you really think there are people in this city who want to kill me?”
 
    
 
   She opened her eyes and looked at me, her head tilting slightly to match the angle of mine. “I think there are people in your party who want to kill you.”
 
    
 
   Perceptive little freak. “Why is it I only ever seem to meet precocious young girls? I wonder if the boys in this world are as unusual.”
 
 
   “Oh,” said Biadet in a manner I didn’t appreciate. “So it’s like that?”
 
    
 
   “I just meant I was curious about boys in this world.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Curious. It would explain a lot.”
 
    
 
   “Hey! Just… cut that out. It wouldn’t explain anything, because there’s nothing to explain.”
 
    
 
   “Would you like me to take you to the rest of your people?” 
 
    
 
   “Yes. I would.” I dropped the tablecloth in a bit of a huff and stood up. I turned around and nearly jumped out of my skin.
 
    
 
   “What?” said Biadet.
 
    
 
   “How did you… You were under there and now you’re… Are you some kind of ninja?”
 
 
   “Nin-jaah.” She said it like she was sucking on a sherbet dab. “What is this nin-jaah?”
 
    
 
   “Never mind. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   I could have probably have found the others myself. The noise was hard to miss. Laughing, shouting, squealing—it sounded like they were having the time of their lives.
 
    
 
   Biadet led me through double doors into an enormous room with a table piled high with food. My dinner had been very nice, but this was a feast.
 
    
 
   The others were all seated around the table having a lovely time stuffing their faces while maids and butlers whooshed around serving them. I counted at least six, all adult-size.
 
    
 
   “And then the bunnicorns started chasing us!” More laughter.
 
    
 
   My group of little misfits were reminiscing and sharing war stories. And they were all drunk. While I was navigating my way through a minefield with Li’l Himmler, here they were letting it all hang out and getting very, very wasted. It was annoying. 
 
    
 
   Not that there was any real danger, but it was still foolish to let their guards down in a strange place where we didn’t know if we could trust anyone. If some kind of threat had materialised… who was I kidding? Drunk or sober, they wouldn’t stand a chance either way. It was still annoying, though.
 
    
 
   And the thing that really annoyed me was Sonny, sitting at the head of the table like he was King of the Castle. He was laughing and drinking along with the rest of them like he was just another member of the gang. No, not just another member. The leader.
 
    
 
   Part of me wanted to hand over the reins to him and say, “They’re all yours. See ya,” but that was just me feeling a little underappreciated and sorry for myself. Or normal, as I like to call it.
 
    
 
   “Hey! Colin!” called out Jenny. She raised a glass of wine in salute, spilling half its contents. “Where ya been?” She was totally sozzled.
 
    
 
   “Colin, Colin, Colin,” said Maurice. “Why are you dressed like Bruce Lee?” He burst into laughter and fell out of his chair, continuing to laugh on the floor.
 
    
 
   I noticed that they were all wearing their regular clothes. It seemed I had been marked out for special treatment. I didn’t feel special, though. I felt like I’d been separated from the herd so I’d be easier prey.
 
    
 
   Sonny stood up and came towards me unsteadily. “Come on, mate, have a drink. Let’s put the past in the past and start over. We’re all in this together, am I right?” He punched the air with his fist.
 
    
 
   “Fuck off, Sonny.”
 
    
 
   The atmosphere in the room changed. Party time was over. Captain Killjoy had arrived.
 
   


 
   
  
 

15. A Word Of Warning
 
    
 
   “Come on, mate,” said Sonny. “I’m trying to extend an olive branch here. We’re all friends now, right guys?”
 
    
 
   Everyone looked at each other, then they all looked away from each other, probably trying to get their vision to focus.
 
    
 
   “That’s because they’re a bunch of idiots.” The atmosphere went from lukewarm to frosty. “You, on the other hand, are a scumbag. You always will be. Just stay away from me.” 
 
    
 
   The smart thing would have been to accept the olive branch and pretend to get along with him so that the next time we met he wouldn’t try to kill me, but fuck that. 
 
    
 
   “Fine,” said Sonny bitterly. He slammed down his wine glass. “Come on, Mandy. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Mandy stood up, wobbling. “Sonny has invited me to stay with him, so I’ll be leaving you in Colin’s safe hands.” She winked at me. “I know you’ll all miss me, but try your best to keep going. Happy adventures!” She raised a full glass of wine and downed it in one.
 
    
 
   I walked over to her and grabbed her by the arm.
 
    
 
   “What’s the matter? Can’t bear to see me go?”
 
    
 
   “No, I’m fine with it. I just want a word before you leave.” I turned to the others. “We’ll just be a minute.”
 
    
 
   I guided Mandy through the French windows onto a balcony, moved to the side so we couldn’t be seen, and then released her arm.
 
    
 
   “Ow. That hurt.” She rubbed her arm. “Aren’t you going to heal it?” She gave me a sly smile.
 
    
 
   “Mandy—”
 
    
 
   “I know, I know. Look, it’s fine. I’m not going to tell anyone your secret. You saved my life. I owe you, I know that. And I’m grateful. Really, I am. So I won’t tell anyone about the hocus pocus voodoo that you do, or how you’re all chummy with the monsters.” She put a finger to her lips. “Mum’s the word.” 
 
    
 
   She tottered towards the balustrade, managing to grab it just before she lost her balance. One push would send her right over.
 
    
 
   “Mandy. Look at me. I know you’re still upset about everything, and that’s to be expected, but don’t be so blase about it. Don’t make me regret saving your life.”
 
    
 
   Mandy suddenly stood up straight. “Fuck you. You can’t tell me what to do. If I want to tell people about you, I will, and there’s nothing you can do about it. You should be grateful I’m being so nice about it.”
 
    
 
   “Nice? You and I both know where nice gets you. You aren’t nice, Mandy. Which is fine. But if anyone ever comes after me and they somehow know things about me they shouldn’t know, I’m going to assume they found out from you. And then I’m going to come looking for you.”
 
    
 
   Mandy sneered. “And then what? You’re going to kill me? Are you really capable of doing that? Killing a girl in cold blood, it just isn’t your style, is it?”
 
    
 
   “You have no idea what I’m capable of.” I raised my hand and it burst into flame, which took her by surprise. “All I want is to be left alone. But if you can’t do that, I will find you, but I won’t kill you. What I’ll do is burn your face off.” The flame turned from blue to purple to red.
 
    
 
   Mandy’s eyes widened. She was sobering up, quickly.
 
    
 
   “For the rest of your life you’ll be the monster.”
 
    
 
   Actually, the flames wrapped around my hand wouldn’t even singe her eyebrows, but she didn’t know that. She backed away from me, terrified. 
 
    
 
   Even though it wouldn’t hurt her, I wanted it to. The threat was real, even if my ability to carry it out wasn’t.
 
    
 
   I rubbed my palms together and turned the flames into a ball of light, which I released into the air. We both watched it float away. I did that because it looked cool, but also because my hand was beginning to hurt and that was the only way I knew how to turn the flames off.
 
    
 
   Mandy’s cocky demeanour floated away with the ball of light. “I won’t say anything.” Her voice was small and afraid.
 
    
 
   The French window opened and Sonny stepped out. “You ready to go? What’s the matter?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” said Mandy. She walked towards him without looking at me. “Goodbye, Colin. Let’s hope we don’t meet again.”
 
    
 
   “Let’s,” I agreed.
 
    
 
   It was a horrible thing to do to a girl. Threaten her, bully her, make her feel exposed and vulnerable. I had no excuse for it, even if it was a bluff intended to prevent worse things from happening. And there was another aspect of it which I hadn’t expected. When I told her what I would do to her if she betrayed me, it felt good. 
 
    
 
   The look of powerlessness in her eyes, the feeling of complete control over her, knowing I could make her do whatever I wanted… as much as I hated people who abused their power like that, when I saw the abject fear in her face… it felt really good.
 
    
 
   “That was interesting,” said Biadet.
 
    
 
   “Waah,” I yelped. “Stop doing that.”
 
    
 
   She was sitting on the balustrade. How she got there, I have no idea. Her outfit had changed once more; now she was in an all black body stocking that made it hard to see in the shadows.
 
    
 
   “Should your hand be smoking like that?”
 
 
   I looked down. Smoke was coming off my hand. “It’s fine. It’ll go back to normal in a bit.” It actually hurt quite a lot. I had never turned the flames that red before. 
 
    
 
   “Mother always said I should find myself a man with warm hands. Maybe she meant you.”
 
    
 
   “Your mother sounds like an idiot. You should ignore everything she tells you.”
 
    
 
   “She’s dead.”
 
    
 
   “Good for you.”
 
    
 
   Biadet cocked her head to the side. “Most people offer condolences when I tell them my mother’s dead, not congratulations.”
 
    
 
   “Most people don’t know the advantages of not having a mother in your life.”
 
    
 
   “And what would those be?”
 
    
 
   “Double the confidence and half the self-loathing. Look, is there any chance we could keep this between ourselves?” I flapped my steaming hand about to make it cool quicker.
 
    
 
   “I keep no secrets from my Master.” I could see this turning into a problem. Gullen would probably strap me to a lab table and do all sorts of probing. “But I could not tell the Lord Adminstrator.”
 
    
 
   “Wait. So Gullen isn’t your Master?” I turned to where she had been sitting, but she was no longer there.
 
    
 
   I re-entered the room. Mandy and Sonny were gone, and the others were barely managing to stay upright. 
 
    
 
   “Hey, let’s call it a night. Go back to your rooms and sleep it off.”
 
    
 
   There were some drunken complaints but they all staggered off, leaning against each other for support. I helped Jenny out of her chair and towards the door.
 
    
 
   “Getting kind of chummy with old Mandy, weren’t ya,” she mumbled. “Don’t forget to invite me to the wedding.”
 
    
 
   I took her back to her room and thought about helping her to get undressed. All of you who are thinking, Now’s your chance, time to ride that train to Pound Town, stop it. She was very drunk. And also, as soon as she flopped onto the bed, she passed out.
 
    
 
   “Biadet, can you help me?”
 
    
 
   I turned to find Biadet standing there, as expected. “Can you get her undressed and into bed?” She nodded. “Thanks.”
 
    
 
   I left her to it and went back to my room. I walked out onto the small balcony and took a few deep breaths. The more I tried to run away from trouble, the more it chased after me. Maybe a nice desk job would be just the thing for me. Because Gullen could be trusted, right?
 
    
 
   It had been a long day and my bed looked like the best friend I’d always wanted. I planned to climb into my best friend and jerk off until I passed out.
 
    
 
   I stripped off and got in between the sheets. I rolled over and then leapt out with a yelp.
 
    
 
   “Jeeee-sus. Stop doing that.”
 
    
 
   “Doing what?” said Biadet. She was lying in the bed.
 
    
 
   “Please tell me you’re dressed under there.”
 
    
 
   “Of course. I’m here to watch over you.”
 
    
 
   “Can’t you do it from another room?”
 
    
 
   “I am unable to see through walls. Yet.”
 
    
 
   “Well, go practice. You can’t just get into bed with a guy. Even if it’s me. What if I’d done something to you in the middle of the night?”
 
    
 
   She looked confused. “Why? I haven’t even finished developing as a woman... Oh, so it’s like that?”
 
    
 
   “No, it’s not like that. Stop saying that. You know, you’re a very weird girl. I don’t suppose you know a princess called Laney.”
 
    
 
   Biadet sat up. “You know Laney?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Why, do you?”
 
    
 
   “We went to the same school. We are… old friends.” The way she said didn’t make it sound like they were best buds.
 
    
 
   “Figures. Must have been a hell of a place. Unhinged Elementary for Demented Girls.
 
    
 
   “No. Sunshine Bouquet Academy for Ladies of Virtue.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds lovely. Did they give you lessons in creeping the fuck out of people?”
 
    
 
   “Every Wednesday afternoon.” It was hard not to like the sarcastic little freak.
 
    
 
   “Get out.”
 
    
 
   She slid out from between the sheets and walked to the door. “Tissues are in the top drawer of the bedside cabinet.” She left, but you could never be sure with her. For all I knew, she’d snuck back in and was hiding under the bed. I checked under the bed to make sure.
 
    
 
   There was nothing there, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched. I spent a restless night tossing and turning. My hands remained above the sheets. So it was mainly turning, not so much tossing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

16. Trouble In The City
 
    
 
   The following morning everyone had a terrible hangover. Apart from me, of course. They emerged from their rooms wincing and coloured various shades of green.
 
    
 
   Gullen hadn’t reappeared since he rushed off the previous night, but Biadet was there to guide us to yet another dining room where we were served breakfast. I ravenously stuffed my face. The others nibbled a little toast. 
 
    
 
   “You should try these sausages.” I waved my fork under their noses. “Not sure what kind of meat it is, but it tastes great. So juicy and succulent.” I stuck it in my mouth and chewed sloppily. “Mmm, yum. Look.” 
 
    
 
   Flossie and Maurice both rushed off to the bathroom while Claire refused to look in the direction of my open mouth. Dudley was the only one to match me bite for bite, tucking into his plate loaded with a bit of everything. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, I say. That’s a little bit better.”
 
    
 
   Either he had a remarkable constitution, or he had abstained from drinking too much to make sure Flossie was okay. I know which I’d put my money on.
 
    
 
   Eventually, everyone finished eating and/or throwing up. We collected our gear and piled into the carriage. It was a bright, sunny morning with nothing too concerning on the horizon. The perfect time for misfortune to attack. 
 
    
 
   Biadet, dressed in her top hat and black velvet coat ensemble, drove us back into the city at a relaxed pace, possibly out of sympathy for the fragile condition of the party, or she didn’t fancy having to clean out the interior if it was sprayed with puke.
 
    
 
   Our first priority was to find some digs to use as a base while we decided how to proceed. I hadn’t discussed Gullen’s offer with the others. He hadn’t pressured me into making a decision on the spot, so I probably had a little time before push came to shove. At which point there was a very good chance I would be forced to accept his offer, even though the chances of it actually turning out to be a cushy desk job far from danger were probably slim to none. 
 
    
 
   No point worrying about it now, though.
 
   Biadet stopped the carriage outside a swanky hotel with doormen in maroon and gold jackets who rushed to help us out of the carriage, fawning and bowing like we were royalty. Which could only mean one thing.
 
    
 
   “This looks a bit expensive,” I said to Biadet.
 
    
 
   “With your current savings, you will be able to stay here for seven days,” said Biadet. I didn’t ask how she knew the state of our finances but there was no reason to doubt the accuracy of her figures. The question was, if Gullen only expected us to need seven days of accommodation, where did he expect us to go after that?
 
    
 
   “I suppose the hotel staff all report back to Gullen.”
 
    
 
   “The staff, the guests, the pigeons, the mice…”
 
    
 
   “We need somewhere cheaper.”
 
    
 
   Biadet took us to four other establishments, each a little less impressive than the last, until we ended up outside a small inn at the end of an alley so narrow the carriage only just managed to squeeze into. It was called ‘The Faraway Near’ and the only occupant appeared to be the ruddy-faced and mildly inebriated manager.
 
    
 
   The rooms were small and the plumbing was dicey but it was clean and cheap. And it was out of the way, which meant less likely to attract trouble.
 
    
 
   Biadet left us with an emotionless, “We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    
 
   After checking in, I inquired about the local Municipal Directory. The manager gave me directions, which took quite a long time because he kept getting halfway through them, forgetting his place, and starting again.
 
    
 
   “I’m also looking for a blacksmith.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, no problem there, young master,” said the manager. “Whole city’s chock full of ‘em. Can’t move without getting hit in the face with a shower of sparks down in the southern district.”
 
    
 
   “It’s one guy in particular I’m looking for. He came here to claim a silver hammer.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, right. Yes, I had heard there was a new silver hammer been awarded. If you head into the southern district, I’m sure you’ll find his place. Business’s been booming, so I been told.”
 
    
 
   That was good news. I had thought maybe Kizwat wouldn’t have had time to set himself up with a place yet, but from what the manager said I’d be able to get some bespoke gear made straightaway.
 
    
 
   The walk into the city centre was, as you might expect, delayed by plenty of window shopping. It was still fairly early but the streets were buzzing with people. A large proportion of them were in military uniform. 
 
    
 
   The Municipal directory was similar to the one in Fengarad; a  grand building with columns and arches. It was situated in the main square, so not very hard to find. There was a stall set up by the entrance recruiting for the army.
 
    
 
   A man in full plate armour stood in front of a large banner that read: 
 
    
 
   Human lives matter
 
   Monster lives don’t
 
    
 
   He kept up a non-stop barrage of bellowing. “Join up and fight to protect your family. Protect your loved ones. Protect the free world.”
 
 
   The people walking past all ignored him, but that didn’t affect his enthusiasm. 
 
    
 
   “Our way of life is under threat. They hate us for our freedom and our love of peace. Help destroy the uncivilised bastards! A  sword and two meals a day for all. Free shields for the first five to sign up today.”
 
    
 
   We hurried inside trying not to catch his eye. Somehow, hawkers and street peddlers can always spot the easy mark in a group.
 
    
 
   “You, sir,” said Sir Shout-a-lot, grabbing Dudley by the arm. “You look like a man who can handle himself in a rumble. Want to try on this helmet?”
 
    
 
   Not wanting to be rude, Dudley stood there unable to come up with an excuse to leave. So I gave him one.
 
    
 
   “Dudley!” I called out. “Flossie’s fallen.” He shook off the man and came running.
 
    
 
   We opened accounts and stored all our stuff. The process was the same as back in Fengarad and didn’t take long. We had around 300 bits left plus some change, which was fine for now, but we had to figure out a way to make more money. Hunting was too laborious and going after monsters for larger rewards was out of the question. But what else was there?
 
    
 
   We waited in the entrance until the army recruiter was facing the other way and then legged it.
 
    
 
   The southern part of the city was even busier. The streets were narrower and people filled them from end to end and side to side. I warned the others to keep a tight grip on their belongings and not to bump into people. Pickpocket, thieves and muggers were probably eyeing us with drool hanging from their lips.
 
    
 
   The smithy we were looking for didn’t take long to find. It had a massive billboard on top of it with the words ‘Silver Hammer’ painted in silver paint with a picture of a hammer (in silver). A little on the nose, but I guess it pays to be direct when you advertise.
 
    
 
   Only, things turned out to be not as straightforward as I’d hoped. Once we fought our way through the crowds and could see the blacksmith at work it was obvious he wasn’t Kizwat. 
 
    
 
   The man had a bald head and a grey beard. In his fifties, at least. He did have a silver hammer in his hand which he was using to beat a sheet of metal on his anvil. I don’t know if the hammer was actually made of silver, but it was very shiny.
 
    
 
   A young man with skinny arms, wearing a stiff leather apron that looked like it was brand new, stood at the front of the shop with a clipboard in his hand. “Place your orders here!” he called out. “Waiting time is only two months. Strike now while the iron’s hot, hot, hot. Master Akrote produces the finest weapons and armor in the city.”
 
    
 
   No one approached him. The crowd seemed to be here to watch the blacksmith work. I pushed my way towards the young man and waved my hand in front of his face to get his attention.
 
    
 
   “Yes, sir. What’s your order?”
 
    
 
   “I just wanted to ask you, is he the only silver blacksmith in Dargot.”
 
    
 
   “Indeed! One of a kind, but very reasonably priced!”
 
    
 
   “And how did he get his silver hammer?”
 
    
 
   The man pointed over his shoulder to a lance hanging high on the wall. “The killer of the Radiant Sea Serpent. A fearsome beast that claimed the lives of over a hundred men. But no more, thanks to that beautiful piece of workmanship. An exact duplicate can be yours for only one thousand bits.”
 
    
 
   Yeah. Not sure there were many sea serpents in the fields and forests around Dargot. “One more thing. Is there a blacksmith’s guild around here?”
 
    
 
   This question confused the young man. “You’ll find it in the Sheaf, down there on the right.” He was pointing further along the street. “I assure you, the lance has been verified as having slain a unique beast. We are fully guild certified.”
 
    
 
   I thanked him and worked my way back to the others who were watching the blacksmith at work. 
 
    
 
   “He’s not here, then?” asked Maurice.
 
    
 
   “No. Let’s try the guild. They might have heard what happened to him.”
 
    
 
   My first thought was that he never made it to Dargot. Killed by monsters or hit by lightning or maybe lost in some woods and never found his way out. Alternatively, he may have lied to me about where he was headed, not wanting to keep his half of the deal. I didn’t really think that was likely, but you never know.
 
    
 
   The Sheaf turned out to be a small building that housed a number of different guilds. Blacksmiths, carpenters, tailors... eighty-four in all, according to the board next to the entrance. It was a one storey building. 
 
    
 
   There was a constant stream of people going in and out. It looked to be another case of having to squeeze your way to the front.
 
    
 
   “You lot wait for me in that pub on the corner.” I pointed at the sign with the words ‘The Pickled Gherkin’ written on it. “I assume it’s a pub. If it’s a gherkin boutique, do some browsing. I’m sure they’ll have an extensive collection.”
 
    
 
   “There are twenty-three ways to pickle cucumbers,” said Dudley, for no reason.
 
    
 
   I left them discussing pickling and fermenting techniques (I wish I was joking) and wormed my way through the crowded entrance. Once inside, it became a lot easier to move around. Everyone else had places to go—mainly down the broad staircase leading to the lower levels. Which made me think that maybe the reason there were no tall buildings in Dargot was because everything was underground.
 
    
 
   Behind a reception desk sat a small man in black and green attire.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me.”
 
    
 
   The man looked up at me with a smile. “How can I help?” He had a small goatee and slicked back hair. 
 
    
 
   “I’m looking for the Blacksmith’s Guild.”
 
    
 
   “Of course. No problem.” He bent down behind the desk— “Apothecary, alchemy, ah, here we are, blacksmith” —and came back up with a large book, which he flopped open. “When would you like to make an appointment?”
 
    
 
   “Actually, I’m trying to find a blacksmith called Kizwat. Can you tell me if he registered with the guild recently? He came here to claim a silver hammer.”
 
    
 
   “Silver hammer?” The man’s smile remained fixed in place, but his eyes reacted in an odd way. He started blinking rapidly. “I’m afraid the name doesn’t ring a bell. Let me just check the book.”
 
    
 
   He ran a finger down the page, turned it, did the same with the next one.  
 
    
 
   “No. No. I’m afraid no one by that name has registered recently. We do have an excellent silver blacksmith in the city, though. Master Akrote. You can find him—”
 
    
 
   “Kizwat,” I repeated. I had been willing to accept Kizwat’s absence as just one of those things but the way the receptionist reacted made me think something wasn’t quite right here. “Are you sure he hasn’t been here?”
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t look like it,” said the receptionist, which was kind of a vague answer.
 
    
 
   There wasn’t much I could do even if he was lying. It wasn’t as though he’d tell me what had happened to Kizwat if I made a fuss.
 
    
 
   “Okay. Well, thanks any—”
 
    
 
   There was a commotion—people shouting and cursing—coming from below us.
 
    
 
   “If there’s nothing else?”
 
    
 
   “No. Nothing else.” I remained where I was, straining to hear what was going on.
 
    
 
   “Good day, then.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, not bad.” The noise was getting closer. 
 
    
 
   The people going down scrambled out of the way as a group of large men came up the stairs, pushing a smaller man ahead of them. He stumbled and fell to the ground.
 
    
 
   “You won’t get away with this!” the fallen man screamed. “I am Kizwat, registered blacksmith. I have every right to enter the guild offices.”
 
    
 
   I looked at the receptionist. He smiled innocently. “Oh, did you mean him? I thought you said kumquat. My mistake.”
 
    
 
   “Kizwat?” I said.
 
    
 
   Kizwat looked up at me. “Col-een? Col-een!” He burst into tears. He tried to speak but was too worked up to make any sense. 
 
    
 
   I helped him to his feet, which was when I noticed that his right arm was completely mangled. The wrist was bent back and the shoulder was crooked.
 
    
 
   “What happened to you?”
 
    
 
   “Them! Them! They stole my spike. They cheated me.” He pointed at the men at the top of the stairs. “But now you’re the ones who will suffer. Col-een is here, and he will kill you all!”
 
    
 
   The men stared at me. They looked big. They looked unpleasant. They looked like trouble.
 
   


 
   
  
 

17. Kizwat’s Silver Hammer
 
    
 
   “I’m not going to kill anyone, Kizwat,” I said loud enough for everyone to hear. “Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   I shoved him towards the door. 
 
    
 
   “Wait,” said a the largest of the large men. He wore a leather vest with nothing underneath it and he had a mullet. That should tell you all you need to know. “What relation are you to this man?”
 
    
 
   He positioned himself between us and the exit. He wasn’t the type you could easily knock aside. Did I mention his size? Big. Very big.
 
    
 
   “What’s it got to do with you?” I decided to go on the offensive. “Are you a gossiping old lady? Stick your nose in other people’s business so you can tell the girls about it later?” I looked past him at the men standing behind. “I bet he’s a terrible nag as well. Do this, do that. You’re not doing it right. Why haven’t you finished yet? You know what I’m talking about, right?” I pointed at the short fat one at the back. “That’s why you’re nodding.”
 
    
 
   Mullet-man spun around, his glorious mane swishing through the air. “Why are you nodding, Dundus?”
 
    
 
   “I wasn’t, I wasn’t. I was thinking about something else.”
 
    
 
   I dragged Kizwat outside while the Patrick Swayze fan club bickered among themselves.
 
    
 
   “We have to do something,” wailed Kizwat. “We should go back in there, and teach them—”
 
    
 
   “We aren’t doing anything. And in future don’t volunteer me to fight your battles for you.” 
 
    
 
   Kizwat quieted down and looked at the ground. “I’m sorry, but—”
 
    
 
   “No. No buts. I don’t know how you managed to fuck up, but there’s no way you’re going to teach them anything. Just go back to Probet.”
 
    
 
   “And do what? Look.” He awkwardly placed his crippled hand in front of me. “What can I do with this? I can’t even hold a hammer, never mind use one. They did this to me.”
 
    
 
   It looked really bad. But I could probably fix it. “I can heal you. I don’t know if it will be as good as before, but you’ll probably be able to do most things.”
 
    
 
   “Heal me? How?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t want to tell him I would use magic; there were too many people who knew about that as it was. “Where I come from, we have techniques to help people in this sort of condition. Physical therapy. Look, come with me.”
 
    
 
   We went across the street to the pub where the others were waiting for us. It was a small, dingy place with only half-a-dozen customers. My lot were squeezed into a booth at the back, nursing drinks and whispering to each other. They looked up guiltily as I approached. Were they talking about me?
 
    
 
   “You better not be getting drunk again.” 
 
    
 
   “It isn’t alcohol,” said Claire defensively. She swirled the liquid in her cup. “It’s juice, and it tastes awful.”
 
    
 
   The others all pulled faces and nodded. I didn’t bother introducing Kizwat, I just sat him down on one end while I sat down on the other, pushing everyone into a tighter clump between us.
 
    
 
   “Go on then, tell us what happened.”
 
    
 
   Kizwat looked around the group then told us how he had arrived in Dargot full of hope and excitement. He had immediately registered his claim for the silver hammer at the guild and handed over the spike to be tested. While he waited for the results, he had gone for a drink.
 
    
 
   “It was in this very place that I waited while the guild masters verified my claim.” He looked down at the table. “I was very happy and when I told people why, they bought me drinks to celebrate. I don’t remember very much, but when I woke I was in terrible pain. They told me I had been in an accident. A wagon had run over my arm. But no wagon could do this. It was them. They did this to me. One of their own had recently claimed a silver hammer and they didn’t want some lummox stealing his customers away. They said the tests on the spike were inconclusive and it didn’t matter anyway because my injuries meant I wouldn’t be able to use it. When I asked them to give me the spike back, they said it had been misplaced and they’d let me know when it turned up. That was two weeks ago.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t know how accurate his version of events were, but I found it all very easy to believe. Having the only silver hammer in the city was obviously very lucrative, and there was no advantage to them in handing out another one. And it wasn’t like Kizwat had any connections or influence with anyone of note. 
 
    
 
   “But you can change their minds, Col-een. At least make them give back the spike. If you can heal me like you say, I can take it to one of the other cities and start over.”
 
    
 
   It seemed unnecessarily cruel to not give him the spike back after they’d fucked up his arm. It wasn’t like they could do anything with it. But I could also see it as a sensible precaution. Why give it back when you could keep it and make sure it never posed a problem again?
 
    
 
   “Hey,” said Maurice excitedly. “Are we going to break into the guild, slip past all the guards and security measures, find the spike and get out of there without them even realising they’ve been robbed?”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said. “We aren’t.”
 
    
 
   Everyone seemed disappointed. Fucking idiots.
 
    
 
   “Do you guys even remember the group philosophy that’s allowed us to survive this long?”
 
    
 
   “Expect the worst, hope for a blowjob.” They said it together in perfect unison like they’d been practising. They also said it very loudly, which drew a few funny looks.
 
    
 
   “No. That’s my personal philosophy. You lot don’t need to think like that because you have blowjobs galore whenever you want them.” I tried not to sound bitter, but it was hard. “The group philosophy is to avoid trouble at all costs, and this—” I pointed at Kizwat “—is trouble.” 
 
    
 
   It was a bit harsh dismissing Kizwat’s desire for revenge and retribution out of hand like that, but when it came to avoiding trouble, you had to be firm in your absolute refusal to do the right thing. 
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, Kizwat, but this isn’t a fight we can win. They have too much of an advantage and no one cares if some kid from the sticks got scammed.”
 
    
 
   Kizwat banged the table with his one good fist. “It isn’t fair. It just isn’t.”
 
    
 
   “No, it isn’t. But what is? At least you’ll have your arm back.”
 
    
 
   I had no intention of getting involved with whatever dispute Kizwat had gotten himself into, but I had no problem fixing his arm and sending him back to Probet, as long as it wasn’t too much of an inconvenience.
 
    
 
   “Come to our inn tomorrow morning and Claire will start working on sorting out your arm.”
 
    
 
   “Me?” said Claire.
 
    
 
   “She has experience with deep tissue massage. She may not look it, but she has the hand strength of a forty-year-old welder.”
 
    
 
   But Kizwat wasn’t listening to me. He was staring across the room with a grim expression on his face.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” I looked over to see what had taken hold of his attention. 
 
    
 
   A rotund man with chubby cheeks and an impressively terrible comb-over was going around shaking hands and sharing jokes with the clientele. He was in Dargot military uniform.
 
    
 
   “It’s him,” said Kizwat. “He’s the one who got me drunk that day. Wanted me to join the army.”
 
    
 
   Whether he was part of the conspiracy against Kizwat or not, if the army was involved I wanted even less to do with this business. Kizwat looked like he was ready to launch himself at the guy.
 
    
 
   “Kizwat!” I snapped at him to get his attention. “First get your arm healed. Go get some rest now. It’s going to be a painful process. Tomorrow morning, don’t be late.”
 
    
 
   Reluctantly Kizwat nodded and then left. He kept his head down and skirted around the room. Once he had his arm back, I wasn’t sure he’d be so meek. Maybe it would be better not to help him.
 
    
 
   “People round here aren’t very nice,” said Flossie. “Poor guy.”
 
    
 
   “People are people,” I said. “Their location has little to do with it. If he hadn’t got himself drunk, he’d never have been done over like that.” I gave them all a hard glare. They all looked elsewhere.
 
    
 
   “Why did you tell him I would do it?” asked Claire. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t want him to know we’re using magic. You’re magic’s weak enough that if you do it while massaging his arm and you’re subtle about it, he’ll be none the wiser. Plus, it’ll give you someone to practise on. Throw some Eastern medicine waffle at him, Reiki and all that bullshit, if he gets suspicious.”
 
    
 
   “Actually,” said Maurice, “it isn’t bullshit. Clinical trials have shown—”
 
    
 
   “Perfect. Keep him distracted with exactly that kind of nonsense. If he falls asleep from boredom, even better.”
 
    
 
   “It isn’t boring, it’s very interesting,” Maurice mumbled to himself.
 
    
 
   A shadow fell over us and I looked up to see the round, jolly face of the man Kizwat had blamed for the drunken stupor that had cost him his arm. 
 
    
 
   “Greetings, friends,” he boomed. “You look new to the city. Allow me to introduce myself. Corporal Ween. Folks around here call me Crunchy, but that’s a story for another time—it involves an accident with my underpants when I were a boy, ‘nuff said. Tell me, have you considered joining up with the brave men of the Dargot Armed Forces and protecting this great city from the tyranny of monsterdom?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said. “We have. Thanks for stopping by.”
 
    
 
   “But have you considered the personal benefits?” he continued. “Free meals. Smart uniforms. The latest weapons. And all the friendship and camaraderie you can handle. Let me buy you all a drink and I can tell you more about it.”
 
    
 
   “We don’t drink,” I said. “It’s against our religion. We’re Mormons. Our God, Almighty Oprah, expressly prohibits all beverages stronger than lemon squash.” I crossed myself. 
 
   “In nomine patris et filii, Ellen Degeneres. Amen.” 
 
    
 
   “Amen,” the others all echoed.
 
    
 
   “Go in peace,” I said with a strong hint of piss off.
 
    
 
   He wasn’t one to take a hint very easily. He leaned down. “And of course, there are the three wagons full of whores that follow the army to every battle. Best looking tarts this side of the border.” He waggled his eyebrows.
 
    
 
   Claire stood up. Not good.
 
    
 
   “What about me?” she said.
 
    
 
   Corporal Crunchy stepped back and looked her over. He didn’t seem terribly impressed. “Well, I don’t know if they’re looking for more whores, but I can put in a good word for you.”
 
    
 
   Surprisingly, Claire didn’t lose her cool. “No, I mean as a fighter. I have skills. What I like to do is take a man’s cock in my hand like this.” She grabbed an imaginary member in her left hand and started moving her hand up and down. “Once I get it nice and stiff, I take my dagger—” she took a dagger from her belt with the other hand “—and place the tip right in the eye of the penis.”
 
    
 
   She held the dagger over the invisible penis with the tip of the blade poking the area at the top. There was nothing there, of course, but every man in the room could see it very clearly.
 
    
 
   “And then I plunge it!” Her dagger dived into the encircled fingers of her left hand. 
 
    
 
   There was a collective flinch and wince.
 
    
 
   “I could even teach the whores. They’d be even more useful then, wouldn’t they? And I have plenty of daggers.” She started to pull out blades and knives, stabbing them into the tabletop one after the other.
 
    
 
   “No, no, that’s fine,” said the horrified corporal as he backed away. “I’ll get back to you.”
 
    
 
   Claire sat down and began pulling the daggers out of the table. There were eight, and I’m not sure she didn’t have a few more on her. Once, I had warned her about protecting herself from dodgy men. Message received, it would seem.
 
    
 
   “Probably best not to ask for a handjob tonight,” I said to Maurice out of the side of my mouth. 
 
    
 
   “Wasn’t planning to,” replied Maurice in the same fashion. “Ever again.”
 
    
 
   There was a distinctly uncomfortable atmosphere in the room after Claire’s demonstration of her ‘skills’. The man behind the bar had a word with one of his staff who ran out with a lute in his hand. He went over to the corner of the room and started plucking away on it while humming along. 
 
    
 
   This did help soften the mood as some of the men hummed along and clapped a beat. Flossie’s eyes began to sparkle. She slowly rose to her feet and edged her way out of the booth.
 
    
 
   I looked at the others. “Where’s she going?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

18. The Flossie Show 
 
    
 
   Flossie walked across the room like she was in a trance. She seemed to know where she was going, though. We all watched her, curious to see what had possessed her to walk away from the security of our little group.
 
    
 
   She made a beeline for the young man playing the lute. She stopped in front of him, her head bobbing along to the terrible ‘hey nonny nonny’ tune he was plucking.
 
    
 
   The guy smiled at her and carried on. 
 
    
 
   He threw a couple of curious looks her way as she continued to stand right in front of him. 
 
    
 
   He hit a couple of bum notes, starting to get nervous about the weird girl eyeballing him from two feet away. He’d probably never had a groupie before.
 
    
 
   But it turned out Flossie had something other than getting his autograph in mind. When he finally came to the end of his jaunty little ditty, she moved in closer and started speaking with him. Or at him. She was very animated; he was very frightened.
 
    
 
   He looked confused at first, but after a bit he began nodding. And then he shrugged a reluctant acquiescence.
 
    
 
   Flossie turned around and faced the room. Most of the men were more interested in what was in their mugs to be too concerned with what was going on in the corner. Flossie cleared her throat and began singing ‘True Colours’ by Cyndi Lauper.
 
    
 
   It was acapella at first, and then the lute guy joined in. He was trying to copy the refrain and struggling a bit, but he eventually locked into the melody, or a simplified version of it, and his accompaniment became more confident.
 
    
 
   Flossie’s soft, clear voice found its way through the noise and the men in the room slowly transformed from a disparate group of drinkers into an audience. The noise subsided and then died out altogether so only Flossie’s voice and the pling-pling-pling of the lute could be heard.
 
    
 
   The end of the song was met with silence. Not in a negative way, just slightly confused. A few people started clapping, but Flossie didn’t take a bow or say thanks, she started stamping her foot, and clapping herself.
 
    
 
   Stamp, stamp, clap. Stamp, stamp, clap. 
 
    
 
   It was such a catchy beat, the men joined in. And Flossie began singing over the top.
 
    
 
   Buddy you’re a boy
 
   Make a big noise
 
   Playin’ in the street
 
   Gonna be a big man some day
 
   You got mud on your face
 
   You big disgrace
 
   Kicking your can all over the place
 
   Singing...
 
    
 
   She soon had them singing along. And she didn’t stop there. She went from Queen to Abba to Oasis. The men got up from their seats and formed a little mosh pit in front of her and her lead guitarist. It seemed her moment in the spotlight with the trolls had given Flossie a taste for show business. The shy little pixie was a born performer. 
 
    
 
   We all watched this transformation somewhat stunned. Claire and Jenny got up and squeezed their way to the front row. The crowd opened up to let them pass, probably because no one wanted to stand in front of Penis-stabby Girl.
 
    
 
   Maurice and I exchanged a WTF look, but remained where we were. The small crowd was fairly raucous but Flossie seemed to be in control. At the end of each song, she calmed them down with a few words before launching into the next one.
 
    
 
   The person most baffled by the whole thing, though, was Dudley. He went from mildly bemused to delighted to somewhat downcast. While Flossie became the centre of attention, he became the forgotten man.
 
    
 
   “You alright there, Dud?” I said over the thunderous applause for Flossie’s version of ‘Living On A Prayer’.
 
    
 
   “Absolutely. She’s, er, really popular, isn’t she?”
 
    
 
   That was certainly true. Every man in the place had his eyes on her. Despite Dudley’s attempt to be the supportive boyfriend, he was clearly feeling a bit insecure. 
 
    
 
   Over the past couple of months, Flossie had lost a bit of weight, found a little confidence, and discovered a talent that brought her plenty of attention. And she was loving it. 
 
    
 
   Not that there was anything wrong with that, but Dudley was seeing his dream girl slipping away from him and had no idea what to do about it.
 
    
 
   People were steadily filling up the pub, either because they’d heard the commotion and wanted to see what was going on, or maybe word was going around. A couple of hours into the show with no sign of Flossie tiring, Dudley suddenly stood up.
 
    
 
   “Think I’ll head back. Feeling a bit peaky, might take a nap.” He was doing his best to sound casual about it, but he was more than a little distressed about Flossies sudden popularity and her obvious desire for more.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?” I said. He definitely was not okay.
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes, of course. You’ll make sure she gets back okay, won’t you?”
 
    
 
   I nodded and Dudley quickly left. I was the only one who noticed.
 
    
 
   It was getting dark outside before Flossie decided to take a break. The crowd voiced their disappointment, but she promised to be back after a short interval. She returned to the table flanked by Claire and Jenny.
 
    
 
   “That were pretty bostin’, weren’t it?” She was sweaty and red-faced, but still buzzing.
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Are you planning a new career?”
 
    
 
   “Dunno. Maybe.”
 
    
 
   “Where’s Dudley?” asked Claire.
 
    
 
   “He went back to the inn.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, is he alright?” said Jenny. Flossie was drinking some juice, tapping her feet and looking around the crowd.
 
    
 
   “Yeah. I think he just didn’t want to be in the way.”
 
    
 
   Flossie waved at a group of young men hovering around. They probably would have come closer if Claire hadn’t thrown the occasional scowl in their direction.
 
    
 
   “In the way of what?” asked Jenny.
 
    
 
   “Well, you see, you probably don’t know this about guys, but some of us have this primal need to look after the people we care about. Not me, obviously, but other guys. And sometimes, when you put your whole heart into lifting someone up, they fly away, leaving you behind. And since your entire reason for living is to make them happy, you can’t really do much about it but wish them the best.”
 
    
 
   “What the fook are you talking about?” said Flossie. She looked around at us, confused. “Where’s Dudley gone?”
 
    
 
   “He didn’t go anywhere,” I said. “And if you ask him, I’m sure he’ll say there’s no problem. If the girl you like is too busy to notice you, it isn’t her fault is it? Why should she be expected to do anything differently.”
 
    
 
   Flossie pursed her lips and furrowed her brow. “Ah don’t know what you’re saying. Ah’ve done nothing wrong.”
 
    
 
   “I agree. If Dudley’s feeling scared and abandoned, I’m sure it’s all in his own mind. He’s a fool—don’t worry about it. His whole life he’s been told he isn’t worth much, so he’s probably convinced himself you’re better off without him. It’s not like he’d ever expect you to put him first. No one else ever has. I mean, only an idiot would give up what they wanted just to make someone else happy, and there’s no way he thinks you’re an idiot. Just leave him to wallow in his self-inflicted misery, he’ll get over it. It’s what he deserves for being such a big girl’s blouse. It’ll probably help him toughen up.”
 
    
 
   Flossie stood up, her face getting redder by the second. She looked like she wanted to say something but all she could get out were loud, laboured breaths. The sight of her getting up started the crowd slow clapping in anticipation of her return.
 
    
 
   “That’s not fair. Ah’m allowed to think of mahself sometimes. Everyone is.”
 
    
 
   “I agree. Fuck him for being so unreasonable. He’s terrified of losing you, terrified of not making you happy, and terrified because he knows he’s going to help you in every way he can to give you what you want, even if it means giving you up. He’s scared shitless of everything and none of it’s your fault. So why should you do anything about it? I wouldn’t.”
 
    
 
   Flossie’s resolute exterior began to crumble. She turned around and stormed off. There was a cheer and the crowd parted to let her back to the impromptu stage, but she ignored them. She wasn’t going back to perform, she was headed for the door.
 
    
 
   A couple of her more ardent fans tried to get in  front of her, but she took out a dagger and slashed wildly at the air in front of her, sending them scurrying out of her way.
 
    
 
   Claire jumped to her feet and started to go after her but she stopped and turned to me. “Was that really necessary?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said. “Better now than when she’s gotten too big for her boots.”
 
    
 
   “I hope someone’s there to do the same for you one day.” Claire turned and ran off, the men in her way scattering much quicker than they did for Flossie. 
 
    
 
   “I hope so too,” I said. And I meant it. 
 
    
 
   Maurice stood up. “I better…” and he headed off after Claire.
 
    
 
   I remained seated. 
 
    
 
   “You not going to go, too?” asked Jenny.
 
    
 
   “Might give it a few minutes,” I said.
 
    
 
   We sat there in silence. I didn’t fancy going back to the inn any time soon. Either there’d be shouting and crying, or shouting and shagging. Either way, it would be hard to get any sleep. 
 
    
 
   “I’ll do it,” said Jenny.
 
    
 
   “Do what?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “If you get too big for your boots, I’ll bring you back down to earth.”
 
    
 
   “Okay. Thanks.” I wasn’t sure how she thought she’d do it, but I appreciated the thought. 
 
    
 
   The crowd had started to thin out and people were returning to their seats. 
 
    
 
   “Maybe we should—” I started to say. Jenny put a hand on my arm and leaned in closer.
 
    
 
   “See that army guy over there?” She pointed her chin at the recruiter who had earned Claire’s anger earlier.
 
    
 
   “Yeah?” He was going around to different tables, laughing and joking.
 
    
 
   “Every time he talks to someone, he takes that small pouch on his belt and pours something into their beer.”
 
    
 
   I watched him and she was right. He was subtle about it and careful to distract the victim, but he was definitely putting something in their drinks. And it wasn’t just one or two people, he was doing it to everyone.
 
    
 
   “If it’s some kind of date-rape drug,” I said, “he must have a hell of a sexual appetite.”
 
    
 
   “I think it’s more likely a way to pressgang them into the army,” said Jenny. “Easier to grab them if they leave here totally out of it.”
 
    
 
   She had a point. There was a good chance they’d wake up with a terrible headache and a nice, new uniform.
 
    
 
   We continued to watch him as he made sure to socialise with everyone. The pub was still quite packed thanks to Flossie’s performance. Corporal Ween eventually finished his rounds and left. He received a warm send off from his many drinking buddies. If only they knew the truth.
 
    
 
   “We should say something,” whispered Jenny.
 
    
 
   “No, we shouldn’t. It’s got nothing to do with us. Let’s just leave them to it.”
 
    
 
   Jenny nodded. Then she stood up, climbed onto the table and said “Hey, everyone, over here. I have something to tell you.”
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” I had a horrible feeling the whole time I’d been checking for trouble over my shoulder, doing everything I could to stay out of its reach, it had been sitting next to me all along.
 
   


 
   
  
 

19. Locked In
 
    
 
   The men in the room turned their attention to the pretty girl standing on the table. Maybe they thought after the singing comes the go-go dancing. 
 
    
 
   “Sorry to interrupt. I thought you might like to know the man who just left put something in your drinks.”
 
    
 
   A confused murmur drifted around the room.
 
    
 
   “I can’t be absolutely sure, but I think he drugged you so it would be easier to grab you when you leave here and force you to join the army.”
 
    
 
   The murmuring escalated into objections.
 
    
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
    
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
    
 
   “Not true. Not true.”
 
    
 
   The natives started to get restless. I tried to move away from Betty Bigmouth, but I was in a booth so it was hard to get any distance.
 
    
 
   “Please, I don’t want to start any trouble—” Yeah, right “—but I saw him squeeze a few drops of whatever was in the small pouch on his belt into each of your mugs. Maybe they were vitamin drops and he’s secretly boosting your immune system, I don’t know, I’m not a doctor. I’m just warning you, if you leave here and run into him, there’s a good chance he’s going to try and sign you up, whether you’re willing or not.”
 
    
 
   This gave the men pause for thought, but none of them seemed convinced. A scruffy man with a bushy beard stood up on the far side of the room.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know why you’re saying these things, but I known Crunchy since we were boys—same as most everyone else here— and there’s no way he would do something like that. No way. I mean, why? Why would he do such a thing? It makes no sense.”
 
    
 
   There was general agreement with this sentiment. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” said Jenny. “Does he get paid a commission for the men he brings in?”
 
    
 
   An awkward silence fell on the room. 
 
    
 
   “He do,” said Bushy Beard, “but not enough to turn on his friends.”
 
    
 
   “What if he managed to bring in every man in this room. Would it be enough money to tempt him then?”
 
    
 
   Everyone looked around, counting the number of men and doing the calculations. There were twelve men in the room.
 
    
 
   “I, I still don’t believe it,” said Bushy, sounding unsure of himself. “You say he put something in our drinks? Well, I feel fine. More than fine. I think you just be seeing things. You wanna be more careful who you go around badmouthing, young lady. I had enough of this. I’m a going home.”
 
    
 
   He pushed away a chair and walked over to the exit, paused to give Jenny a disapproving glare, and opened the door.
 
    
 
   A gust of cool, fresh air rushed into the room and struck Bushy like an undercut to the chin. His head tilted up and he staggered a few steps backwards before collapsing.
 
    
 
   A couple of the men nearest rushed to help him up. They got him back to his feet but his neck had turned to rubber flopping his head from side to side.
 
    
 
   “Remi, what’s wrong? Are you okay, Remi?”
 
    
 
   His only response was a stream of giggles. A sense of panic pervaded the room.
 
    
 
   Jenny climbed down from the table and sat back down next to me. She smiled at me like job well done.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I said.
 
    
 
   “All I did was warn them,” said Jenny. “It’s up to them if they want to do something about it or not.”
 
    
 
   “And you think that’s all? No blowback?”
 
    
 
   Jenny shrugged. “Why would there be? We can just leave.”
 
    
 
   Holy shit, she actually believed that. It must have been pretty great being  someone whose life always worked out for the best. I, on the other hand, was a guy whose life never did. Irresistible force, immovable object. Who would win?
 
    
 
   “He’s just drunk,” said a bald man over by the bar. “You’re all going barmy over nothing.” He stood up, took a step forward like you do when you get to the bottom of the stairs and thinks there’s one more step when there isn’t, and went down like a very drunk sack of potatoes. He lay on the floor giggling.
 
    
 
   All around us, men began to stagger and go limp. Weird, unnerving laughter filled the room.
 
    
 
   A younger guy sitting by the window suddenly stood up. “It’s Corporal Ween, he’s back. He isn’t alone.”
 
    
 
   “Lock the door,” cried out the barman. “Shutter the windows.” 
 
    
 
   The three bar staff ran around shuttering the windows, skipping around the incapacitated customers.
 
    
 
   “We’re going to have a lock in,” said the barman. “You’ll all stay here until you sober up.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t stay here,” said one of the men who was still able to remain upright. “You any idea the bollocking I’ll get if I spend the night in pub? My wife’ll cut me goolies off.” He stumbled towards the door which was closed, locked and had a bar across it.
 
    
 
   “What do you think she’ll do if she finds out you’re fighting on the frontlines and there’s no one to support her or the kids?” said the barman.
 
    
 
   The guy stopped and leaned against the wall like he was giving the question a lot of consideration. He slowly slid down the wall and ended up in a heap on the floor, so I guess deliberations had ended.
 
    
 
   “We can just leave, can we?” I said to Jenny.
 
    
 
   She looked at me somewhat sheepishly. “There’s probably a back door.”
 
    
 
   “Damn, the back door. I almost forgot the busted lock. You—” the barman pointed to one of his staff “—go to the back door and nail it shut.”
 
    
 
   Jenny refused to look me in the eye. “It’s just a lock in. It’s not like we have to fight our way out of here.”
 
    
 
   The guy who had played lute for Flossie suddenly called out. “Oh, no!” He was pulling large wooden shutters across the window at the front of the pub, but he had stopped and was looking at something out in the street. “Uncle Enwye!”
 
    
 
   “What is it, Little Chicken?” said the barman.
 
    
 
   To be fair, with his long scrawny neck and beaky nose, the kid did have a poultry look about him, but it was still a bit of cruel nickname.
 
    
 
   “The men with Corporal Ween,” said Little Chicken, “they ain’t regular army. They look like they’re from the Carpenter’s Guild.”
 
    
 
   “Oh shit!” said the barman.
 
    
 
   It was a bit of an extreme reaction, I thought. Granted, a carpenter might be useful for taking the door off its hinges, but I couldn’t see any reason for the abject fear on everyone’s faces. 
 
    
 
   I got up and walked over, partially out of curiosity and partly because I didn’t want Jenny to say anything else.
 
    
 
   “At least it isn’t raining.” SFX: crash of thunder.
 
    
 
   “What’s so scary about a few carpenters?”
 
    
 
   The barman looked at me like I was an idiot. “There aren’t any carpenters in the Carpenter’s Guild.”
 
 
   “Then why are they called the—”
 
    
 
   The barman interrupted me with a long sigh and a shake of his head. “If you had a group of thugs and murderers for hire what would you call them? The Assassin’s Guild? Put it on a business card with your contact details, would you? Be a bit of a giveaway to the authorities, wouldn’t it?”
 
    
 
   “Oh,” I said. “I get it. And the Thieves’ Guild…”
 
    
 
   “The Cheesemaker’s Association. They do actually also produce cheese, but it’s more of a sideline.” 
 
    
 
   “So, these Carpenter Guild guys are pretty tough?”
 
    
 
   “They take a blood oath before every job. Either they get the job done or die trying.”
 
    
 
   There was a loud banging on the door. “Come on, now. What’s going on in there? If you’re having a lock in, at least let me in for a drink.”
 
    
 
   The barman moved over to the door. “Ah, you know the law, Crunchy. Once the door’s locked, no one’s allowed in. Cost me my licence if I broke the rules.”
 
    
 
   “I won’t tell anyone,” said the voice through the door. There was a fake jovality to it, but it wasn’t hard to spot the menace beneath it.
 
    
 
   “Ha, nice try,” said the barman, his fake jovality undercut with a nervous desperation. “Sorry, no can do.”
 
    
 
   There was another round of banging. “Those men have got families to go home to, jobs in the morning. It’s irresponsible to let them drink all night.”
 
    
 
   “It’s irresponsible to bring the Carpenter’s Guild into this,” the barman shot back. There was silence.
 
    
 
   I went to the shutters and peered through the slats. There were three wagons out there and a bunch of silhouettes. Large silhouettes.
 
    
 
   “I don’t suppose you have a cellar with a secret passageway out of here?” I said.
 
    
 
   “No,” said the barman. “There’s no way in or out of here now.”
 
    
 
   “Okay. We’ll just have to wait for everyone to sober up.” The customers were in various stages of passing out. On tables, on the floor, some even on their feet. “Let’s just hope Corporal Crunchy doesn’t try any FBI hostage negotiation techniques like setting the place on fire and burning us all to death.”
 
    
 
   There was a sound above us. We all stopped and looked up. 
 
    
 
   “Oh shit,” said the barman, “I forgot about the roof. There’s a skylight in the back bedroom.”
 
    
 
   Jenny sprang to her feet, ran across the room, headed for the stairs. I grabbed her as she tried to get past me.
 
    
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” I had her firmly by the arm. “I’m not going to get myself killed because you think you’re some kind of hero.” 
 
    
 
   She shook me off. “I didn’t ask you to come with me.” She patted me on the shoulder and then sprinted up the stairs. 
 
    
 
   She was right. If she wanted to throw herself into the arms of certain death, that was her business. Absolutely nothing to do with me. My job was to keep me alive. She was on her own.
 
    
 
   Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
 
    
 
   I chased up the stairs after her. What the hell was it about this girl that made me run towards danger?
 
   


 
   
  
 

20. Assault On Pickled Gherkin
 
    
 
   Lanterns gave The Pickled Gherkin a warm cosy feel, but the soft orange light only reached about halfway up the stairs, after which I was quickly enveloped in pitch black. I slowed as I reached the top, took one step onto the landing, and bumped into the back of Jenny.
 
    
 
   She threw her arms behind her and grabbed hold of me like she’d been waiting for me. “Shh.”
 
    
 
   I get it. I know, I was being manipulated. She had me doing exactly what she wanted and she did it without even having to ask. Masterful. But being aware of it made little difference. I was still just a guy with all the regular guy bits and pieces. It’s hard to resist a pretty girl who gives you the eye, even if she’s just stringing you along. The chance that one day, maybe, perhaps, sometime in the future she might let you into her pants is enough to get most of us to act like fucking retards.
 
    
 
   We stood there pressed tightly together, listening to the sounds of movement on the roof overhead. Ahead of us, there was an open door faintly visible from the light coming through a small skylight. 
 
    
 
   Jenny leaned into me, tipping her head back so it rested on my shoulder. “If we close that door and lock it, we might have enough time to get some nails and hammer it shut like they did to the back door downstairs.”
 
    
 
   It was actually not a bad idea. No fighting, no trying to stab people in the dark, no Oldman-style wading through a sea of thugs in a narrow corridor. Take ten steps forward, shut the door. Done. My kind of plan.
 
    
 
   She let go of me and edged forward. I followed. There was a tapping sound coming from up ahead. As we got closer, the small window in the sloping roof flickered as shadows passed in front of it. Someone was definitely  up there.
 
    
 
   From the doorway, there was enough light to see the skylight quite clearly. It wasn’t very big, but big enough to allow a person to come through if they kept their arms close to their body or over their head. A soft metallic glimmer revealed the latch that was firmly closed. The wooden frame trembled as it was worked on from the other side.
 
    
 
   “Why don’t they smash it in?” whispered Jenny.
 
    
 
   “Probably want to sneak in,” I said.
 
    
 
   Jenny reached for the doorknob and gently pulled it towards her. “There’s a latch on the door.”
 
    
 
   “Good,” I said.
 
    
 
   “It’s on the other side.”
 
    
 
   Not so useful, unless one of us wanted to wait inside with the a bunch of psychos. “The barman probably has a key we can—”
 
    
 
   “There’s no keyhole,” said Jenny. “If you hold it shut, I’ll run down and get some hammer and nails.”
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you hold it shut, and I’ll go get the hammer and nails?” I suggested.
 
    
 
   “Because you’re stronger than me.”
 
    
 
   “Well, you have nicer hair.”
 
    
 
   “How is that relevant?”
 
    
 
   “It’s about as relevant as my strength versus a bunch of professional goons.”
 
    
 
   “Then what do you suggest we do?”
 
    
 
   Before I could answer, the crack of splintering wood interrupted our little discussion. The skylight shook and then the entire frame was lifted out, leaving a hole. A pair of boots appeared.
 
    
 
   I pushed past Jenny and hurriedly took up position on the other side of the dangling feet. I didn’t want to get into a fight, and I really didn’t want to kill anyone. In my hand I had the one weapon that would enable me to avoid both, hopefully.
 
    
 
   After a couple of seconds of lining himself up, the carpenter fell through the hole and lightly landed on his feet. As he stood up, I waited until he was at the right height and then hit him as hard as I could on the back of his head with my sap.
 
    
 
   I got a good solid thwack in, the kind where bat meets ball with a sweet pop and you know you’ve hit it right. He went down without making a sound.
 
    
 
   Jenny, who was peering into the room from behind the doorjamb, lifted a hand at me. I think it was thumbs up, but it was too dark to see. 
 
    
 
   Another pair of  feet appeared above me. I had just enough time to rollover the body on the floor so it wasn’t directly beneath the hole before my next victim arrived. He remained crouched, possibly trying to make out what was lying on the floor in front of him. I didn’t wait for him to get up this time and hit him like a golf ball. Assuming no cross-wind, I’m pretty sure I would have hit the fairway.
 
    
 
   Carpenter number two fell forward on top of his buddy. I waited. There was no sound and for a moment I thought that was it, but then a head appeared. 
 
    
 
   “Brothers? Brothers?” The voice was quite young and high-pitched. Just a kid, probably. The head leaned down further into the room like Spider-man looking for Mary Jane. It was too tempting a target to ignore. I caught him beautifully with a smack on the kisser he wouldn’t soon forget, and he dropped through the hole head-first.
 
    
 
   Despite my complete lack of sympathy for him, for some reason I caught his limp body and lowered it to the ground. I’m not sure I can explain the difference between brutally beating someone senseless and not wanting them to hurt themselves falling awkwardly, but it was more instinctive than logical.
 
    
 
   I waited again, but no other members of the Carpenter’s Guild paid us a visit. Jenny crept into the room. 
 
    
 
   “Is that it?” she whispered.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe.” I put a foot on top of Mount Abu Ghraib and jumped up to grab the edges of the empty skylight. I pulled myself up just enough to be able to peek through it, and then immediately dropped back down. I didn’t want a taste of my own medicine.
 
    
 
   The couple of milliseconds my head had been exposed were enough to see there was no one else on the roof.
 
    
 
   “I think we can get out this way. The other buildings are quite close. We should be able to jump across.”
 
    
 
   “You want to leave the people downstairs?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, Jenny. I want to leave them. You can stay if you want.” Enough of the heroic bullshit. I looked up at the hole. It would be hard to pull myself up through it. What I needed was something to stand on. Something a bit more solid than the heap of bodies. 
 
    
 
   “But don’t you think it’s strange?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said. “I think it’s very strange. Everything in this world is strange.”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Jenny. “I mean, if the army guy wanted to grab all these people to make some money, why would he hire professional thugs to help him? They must cost quite a bit.”
 
    
 
   She had a point. “You’re the one who said he was doing it for the money,” I said. “Maybe it’s something else. Maybe these guys owed him a favour.”
 
    
 
   “Or maybe someone loaned them to him, so it would be more of a test for you.”
 
    
 
   “For me? Why would anyone…” I didn’t need to finish the thought, I already had a pretty good idea of who would want to see if I could wangle my way out of a tough spot like this. It would mean he had gone to a lot of trouble, which he would only do if he had big plans for me.
 
    
 
   “So, if I leave now and get out of here in one piece, would that mean I pass the test?
 
    
 
   “Depends what they’re testing.”
 
    
 
   If I abandoned these people to their fate and snuck away without a scratch, I could only see the Lord Administrator being impressed by my resourcefulness. The utter disregard for other people’s lives would probably be a bonus. If I managed to get out of here alive, I had no doubt he’d find a way to force me to go on some impossible mission where I’d be terrified the whole time, right up to my death. Success was not an option. Failure, on the other hand, would mean dying here and now.
 
    
 
   “What we need to do,” I said, “is find a way to fail and still somehow survive.”
 
    
 
   “And how are we going to do that?” asked Jenny.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, and then I shoved her as hard as I could, sending her tumbling to the floor.
 
    
 
   Running up behind her was a figure with something in its raised hand. I raised my own hands defensively and a flash of brilliant white light exploded from my right hand. It wasn’t intentional and I didn’t have time to move my fingers in any particular pattern; it just happened. It didn’t last very long, but long enough for me to make out Little Chicken and the kitchen knife in his hand.
 
    
 
   It could have been an honest mistake—a panicked kid, a dark room, threatening strangers trying to break in—but what the flare revealed was not a face surprised to see the wrong target. What I saw in his eyes was confirmation that he’d found his man.
 
    
 
   And that was the last thing I saw. Not because he stabbed me—the knife never arrived—but because the white light had left me blind.
 
    
 
   “I can’t see, I can’t see,” screamed my attacker. The light had had the same effect on him.
 
    
 
   I fumbled my sword out of its sheath and stood there waving it in front of me. “Jenny? Jenny, are you there?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” said a voice beside me. “Stop waving that thing about.” 
 
    
 
   I felt a hand on my arm, and then the sap was removed from my wrist. A few seconds later, Little Chicken screamed again. 
 
    
 
   “Ow! Ow! Stop, that hurts!” The familiar thwack of the sap rained down. I couldn’t tell from the sound where she was hitting him but I could tell it was a lot.
 
    
 
   “Why—” thwack “— did you—” thwack “— try to—” thwack “— kill us?” Thwack, thwack, thwack.
 
    
 
   “No, please, no, I didn’t.”
 
    
 
   The rain turned heavy as more blows fell. And then they stopped.
 
    
 
   “G-get away from me,” said Little Chicken in a shaky voice.
 
    
 
   “Put the knife down,” said Jenny.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it.” His voice was smothered in tears. “He said he’d pay me. It was so much money.”
 
    
 
   “Okay,” said Jenny. “I understand. Just put the knife down before you hurt yourself.”
 
    
 
   I could hear them moving about. I still couldn’t see so I assumed he couldn’t either. He was probably striking out wildly.
 
    
 
   “I said, put the knife doooooown.” Jenny’s voice moved across the room. Was she lunging at him?
 
    
 
   There were sounds of a scuffle, and then Jenny screamed. Something flew past my face and bounced off a wall. More thwacks and yelps from Little Chicken which gradually turned into whimpers.
 
    
 
   The thwacks stopped and something fell against me. Jenny.
 
    
 
   “He stabbed me.” Her voice sounded weak and like she was continuously inhaling.
 
    
 
   “What? Where?”
 
    
 
   There was no response. I could feel her holding onto me tighter. I fell backwards, landing on my backside. She fell with me, cradled in my arms.
 
    
 
   “Jenny, I can’t see. You have to tell me where.”
 
    
 
   “He… stabbed… me…”
 
    
 
   “Yes?”
 
    
 
   “In the... crotch.”
 
    
 
   It was my turn to pause. “What?”
 
    
 
   “In the pussy… He stabbed me right in the pussy.”
 
    
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
    
 
   “He wasn’t aiming for it.” She was starting to sound a bit annoyed, but it wasn’t exactly a standard ‘I’m hurt, help me’ situation. 
 
    
 
   “Does it hurt?”
 
    
 
   “Of course it hurts! Ugh.” Raising her voice made her grunt with pain. 
 
    
 
   “Alright, alright. It could have slipped in and out without hitting anything.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what kind of women you’re used to, but no it couldn’t. It hurts.” She grabbed my shirt in two tight fists and moaned. “And it’s bleeding. You… you… you have to heal me. Please.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Of course. It’ll be fine. Don’t worry. Only… I have to use my hand. I have to put my hand over the wound.”
 
    
 
   “I know that. Obviously. Ow. Ah. Colin, stop being such a dork and put your hand down my knickers.”
 
    
 
   It was possibly the most romantic thing anyone had ever said to me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

21. The Doctor Is In
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said. “I’m going in.”
 
    
 
   Under normal circumstances, this sort of thing would happen with both people getting hot and heavy, some kissing, various body parts rubbing against each other, a sense of excitement in the air… in this case, not so much.
 
    
 
   Being unable to see anything other than dark blotches on a background of even darker blotches also added to the strangeness. I finally had the chance to be intimate with the girl I liked and it was about as sexy as a gynaecological examination.
 
    
 
   I probably sound a bit self-involved. After all, she was badly injured and in a lot of pain. Did it really matter if I wasn’t able to enjoy this moment for its eroticism? Of course not. Getting turned on would be inappropriate. Although, inappropriate sexiness is one of the best kinds of sexiness.
 
    
 
   No. This was a medical emergency and I was doing what I had to. That was all. One hundred percent. Plus or minus five percent standard deviation. You always have to allow for a margin of error when it comes to statistics. What’s that? Standard deviation doesn’t work like that? Shut up and go back to your textbooks, I had lives to save. 
 
    
 
   I composed myself and placed my hand on Jenny’s stomach. She took a sharp inhale of breath. I slid my hand down her body.
 
    
 
   “Stop!”
 
    
 
   I froze.
 
    
 
   “I’ll undo my belt.” She twisted against me and grunted. “Go ahead.” Her breathing was ragged and she was clearly in a great amount of pain.
 
    
 
   “I just want you to know this is purely for medical—”
 
    
 
   “Shut up and get on with iahhhhhh—” She let out a gasp as my hand slid inside the fabric of her underwear. They were surprisingly large panties. Not that I was paying attention to minor details like that.
 
    
 
   “Oh, you’re really wet.”
 
    
 
   “That’s... because... I’m bleeding.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I meant. Okay, I have to move my fingers to activate the healing.” 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, fine, just do iunghhhh.” She suddenly gripped my jacket and buried her face in my chest. Her body convulsed as my hand vibrated. From the healing. That’s all I was doing, one hundred percent healing. Plus or minus five percent. Statistical variance is a thing, don’t judge me.
 
    
 
   I pressed down harder as she writhed and moaned. Because of the pain. Probably. I still couldn’t see anything, so I didn’t know what kind of face she was making.
 
    
 
   “You know,” I said, “usually the bleeding is the first thing to stop, but my hand seems to be actually getting wetter.”
 
    
 
   “Mmmm,” she responded. Followed by, “Ggggggggghhhh.” She bit into my jacket. The pain must have been too much for her to bear.
 
    
 
   After about five minutes, my hand was still sopping wet. “Is it any better?”
 
    
 
   “Little bit. Little bit better. Keep going.”
 
    
 
   I tried not to think about where my hand was. I tried to ignore the soft flesh pressed against my fingers. This was nothing more than a medical procedure. One hundred percent. Plus or minus.
 
    
 
   Jenny’s body shuddered and then she went limp. Had she passed out? Did the healing not work?
 
    
 
   “You can… you can take your hand out now.” She was out of breath but didn’t sound in pain anymore. I removed my wet and sticky hand from her pants. 
 
    
 
   She let out rather a long sigh. “Thanks. I needed that.”
 
    
 
   “Me too. I mean, glad I could help. Medically. Hey, I think my eyesight’s returning.” The blotches in front of me had started to take shape and colour was returning as I squinted and blinked. 
 
    
 
   The first thing I saw was Little Chicken lying on the floor. He was curled up in a ball with his arms over his head. He was making a weird high-pitched whistling sound so at least that meant she hadn’t killed him.
 
    
 
   Then my attention was caught by a flicker further down the passageway. A light was coming up the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Someone’s coming.”
 
    
 
   Jenny turned her head to see and then jumped to her feet. Her trousers fell down to her ankles and she quickly bent down to pull them back up. 
 
    
 
   The barman’s face, illuminated by the lantern he was holding, appeared at the top of the stairs.
 
    
 
   “He-hello? Are you okay? I heard—” He stopped once he saw the curled up body lying in the doorway. He ran forward. “Little Chicken, oh no.”
 
    
 
   He knelt down and cradled the boy in his arms. “What happened?”
 
    
 
   Jenny buckled her belt. “It turns out your nephew was helping Corporal Ween.”
 
    
 
   “What? No, I don’t believe it. Little Chicken, Little Chicken.” He shook the boy by his shoulders and  the whistling sound turned into a gurgle. He was crying.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry Uncle Enwye,” sobbed the boy. “I’m sorry.” His face had lumps and bruises all over it. 
 
    
 
   The barman, Enwye, looked over at the three carpenters who were in a pile behind me. “Are they dead?” he asked. 
 
    
 
   I got up and kicked each one. They all made various noises indicating that they were breathing. “They live.”
 
    
 
   Now that we had some light, I could see their clothing. They were wearing matching jumpsuits with large collars and shoulder pads that wouldn’t have looked out of place in an 80s music video. I knew this was a backward society, but I hadn’t expected to see something this primitive. 
 
    
 
   I turned back to the barman. “Help me get these men naked.” Which was the first time I’d ever said that. Yes, I’m sure. “And you,” I pointed at the kid, “how well do you know those guys downstairs?”
 
    
 
   Little chicken looked confused.
 
    
 
   “Well enough to want to help them out of this mess?” He nodded. “Then take your clothes off.”
 
    
 
   Despite what you might think, a gay gangbang was not part of my plan. But I did have a possible way out of this predicament and the others seemed to sense it. At least, they did as I said without wanting wasting time to ask questions.
 
    
 
   It took a while to get Duran Duran out of their outfits. They were tight-fitting duds with plenty of straps and belts so some squeezing and twisting of limbs was necessary. This produced a number of groans and painful yelps, but none of them regained consciousness. 
 
    
 
   Once we had them stripped, the barman found us some rope and we tied their hands behind their backs. The youngest of them was actually around my age, he just had an unusually high voice. He also now had an extremely broken nose. But I had no qualms about having hit him, even if he had been ten. Child or adult, he came to kill us. He deserved what he got. The important thing was that he was about the same size as our traitor.
 
    
 
   Little Chicken put on the guy’s clothes as I told him what I wanted him to do.
 
    
 
   “We’re relying on you,” said Enwye in a stern manner. “You’ve gotten yourself in big trouble, Little Chicken, but you can still get yourself out of it. A man faces his problems. Right? And don’t be thinking of running off. Don’t matter where you go, you can’t escape from Enwye, you know that.”
 
    
 
   Little Chicken trembled in his Flock of Seagulls one-piece, but he had a determined look on his face. He nodded and we boosted him out through the skylight. His disguise probably wouldn’t fool any carpenters close up, but his outline running over the rooftops might not raise their suspicions too much.
 
    
 
   “Now we just have to get these guys down the stairs,” I said.
 
    
 
   Easier said than done. The three of them had finally regained consciousness but were still quite out of it. Guiding them downstairs required a mixture of prodding, coaxing and carefully targeted kicking. 
 
    
 
   While Jenny and I had been dealing with the intruders upstairs, Enwye and his staff had been busy sorting out their customers. The drugged men were all lying on the pub floor arranged in rows, snoring.
 
    
 
   We maneuvered the bound carpenters through the field of sleepers towards the door. Once we got there, Enwye unbarred it and opened it just enough to let his face out.
 
    
 
   “Crunchy!” Enwye called out “We got a gift for you.” He pulled the door wider and kicked the first man out. 
 
    
 
   He was stark bollock naked with his hands tied behind his back, but he didn’t make a sound. Too embarrassed at having royally fucked up, I would guess. 
 
    
 
   He was quickly followed by the other two. 
 
    
 
   “If they took a blood oath on this job, I think you can safely mark them down as failed,” said Enwye. “But feel free to send down a couple more. We’ll have a couple of fellows waiting to give them a warm welcome.”
 
    
 
   That wasn’t true. We’d simply closed the door to the back room and hoped our bluff would stop them from trying the same thing again.
 
    
 
   The three naked men stood in the street, shivering. Corporal Crunchy and his hired thugs could have tried rushing the door, but they seemed too shocked by the unexpected turn of events, or perhaps there was a truce in operation as we returned our prisoners. Either way, there was no attack.
 
    
 
   Hooded men came forward and bundled their naked colleagues roughly towards the wagons. There were some unpleasant sounds which I assumed were the consequences of taking a blood oath on a job you thought would be a pushover.
 
    
 
   Enwye closed the door and barred it. “Now we wait.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Let’s hope your nephew comes through for us.”
 
    
 
   “He will. He’s not a bad boy. He’ll do what’s right.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t feel so confident, but it was our only chance of getting out of this. And, more importantly, I wouldn’t be the one to save us. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

22. The Waiting Game
 
    
 
   “He’s probably going to come at us with everything, isn’t he?” I said to Enwye.
 
    
 
   “Oh, I don’t know about that. Thing about Crunchy is, he’s never been a big risk taker. Likes things to be in his favour before he makes a move. Sending out those boys naked like that would have put the wind right up him.”
 
    
 
   The only reason I’d made them all strip was so the uniform I’d given Little Chicken wouldn’t be missed. But returning prisoners naked also had a nice psychological effect.
 
    
 
   I went and sat down in the booth at the back of the pub, exhausted from all the running around and hitting people from behind. Just because it was cowardly and dishonourable didn’t mean it wasn’t tiring. 
 
    
 
   Enwye went back up and nailed the door shut in case our little subterfuge didn’t work, although I wasn’t sure it would stop them if they really wanted to get through. A couple of slams with those shoulderpads would probably leave the door in smithereens.
 
    
 
   But they’d have to come through a bottleneck one at a time, which completely negated their advantage.
 
    
 
   Eventually, though, Ween would come up with a plan. Unless, of course, he had been told to wait for me to make my move first, which would be great since I planned to do absolutely nothing. Everything relied on Little Chicken, assuming he hadn’t taken his chance to leg it and disappear over the horizon. 
 
    
 
   As I sat there, I noticed my hand was remarkably clean considering all the blood that had passed through my fingers recently. Had I wiped it off without thinking? Or had Jenny’s claim to be injured been an elaborate ruse to be intimate with me? It was pleasing to think she’d go to such lengths to get me to fiddle with her bits, but how likely was it really? Wishful thinking.
 
    
 
   Jenny slipped into the booth beside me and leaned on my shoulder. “What you doing?”  There was plenty of room for her to spread out, but she chose to sit as close to me as possible. I didn’t mind it.
 
    
 
   “I was, er…” A guy staring at his hand after it had recently been in a girl’s pants probably didn’t give off the cool, laid back vibe I was hoping to send out. Maybe one step above “Hey, smell my finger.” I put my hand under the table like it didn’t belong me.
 
    
 
   “Just so we’re clear,” she said, “what happened upstairs was a medical emergency.”
 
    
 
   “I know. Why else would you let me put my hand down there?”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause. “I’d appreciate if you didn’t tell the others about it.”
 
    
 
   “Sure, no problem. Is it alright if I think about it when I’m by myself?”
 
    
 
   There was an even longer pause. “If you want.”
 
    
 
   Not the answer I was expecting. I turned to look at her. “I mean, it’s not like you could stop me, but thanks for the green light.”
 
    
 
   She shrugged. “Makes no difference to me.”
 
    
 
   It was a fair point. But I have to admit to feeling a tiny bit disappointed by her lack of concern. Perhaps she really did only see me as a useful medical device.
 
    
 
   The bar staff were stationed at the windows, peering through the shutter slats. Snoring filled the room, topped off by the occasional involuntary fart. I sat with my elbows on the table, thinking about how to get out of Dargot without getting caught up in whatever scheme Gullen was cooking up. I could always try old faithful—running away—but I doubted it would work against Gullen. Or his dogs.
 
    
 
   Jenny joined in the snoring. Apparently the threat of a horrible death at the hands of violent ruffians wasn’t worth losing sleep over. 
 
    
 
   The chances of my plan working weren’t bad, but they weren’t great, either. If this was a game, I’d have any number of skills and abilities to help. Stealth, AoE, persuasion… there’d be six different escape routes and a secret door in the basement—which I could find with my detect skill. But all I had was a door with a bunch of nutters on the other side.
 
    
 
   I aimlessly started pressing invisible buttons. I had given up on the idea of this being a game, but I had learned magic in a random fashion, so maybe this would be the same. Which reminded me, I had to figure out how I’d managed to create that flash of light without using any finger movements.
 
    
 
   Beep boop beep.
 
    
 
   My hands froze in mid-air. That noise… Could it be....
 
    
 
   I tapped the area in front of me with a finger. Beep. “Oh for fuck’s sake.” I turned to Jenny. 
 
    
 
   “Beep. Boop.” She grinned at me.
 
    
 
   “Really?  You had to get my hopes up just so you could watch them crash and burn?”
 
    
 
   “The crash and burn is the best part,” she said. Girls are cruel. “I asked Maurice why you keep doing that, and he said you think this might be some kind of virtual reality game.”
 
 
   “It’s possible.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t think so. I’ve tried Occulus Rift and I can tell you, it isn’t like this. It’s shit.”
 
    
 
   “Is it? I’ve heard it’s quite—”
 
   
“Shit. It’s very, very shit. But even if this is some advanced VR simulation, why do you think there would be an invisible control panel? Why wouldn’t it be voice activated?”
 
    
 
   “Sorry, what?” Idiot. I’d completely forgotten about voice commands. 
 
    
 
   “Have you ever played computer games?” 
 
    
 
   It’s not fun having your video game prowess looked down on. Even more so when it’s by a girl. Sexist? Yeah, but still true.
 
    
 
   “Status screen,” I said. Nothing happened. “Control panel.” Nothing. “Open window.”
 
    
 
   “Open sesame,” said Jenny.
 
    
 
   “User Interface on.”
 
    
 
   “Let there be light.”
 
    
 
   “You aren’t helping,” I said.
 
    
 
   “How do you know? It could be a special password. Show me the money! Ooh, did you see that? I think I saw something.” She was mocking me and thoroughly enjoying herself while she did it. “Maybe it’s Maybelline.”
 
    
 
   I was saved from further psychological mauling by one of the sleepers on the pub floor. He 
 
   suddenly sat up and said “Eh? What’s going on here?”
 
    
 
   The other men all sat up, almost in unison, like this had been the prearranged signal to rise from their slumber. The men looked around, confused and still a bit groggy.
 
    
 
   “Everyone get up. On your feet.” Enwye went round helping them up. Once he’d done that, he told them what had happened in the last few hours. This caused shock and disbelief. Which turned into anger and fear. Which, inevitably, led to whining and complaining.
 
    
 
   “Calm down, throwing a hissy fit won’t do any good,” said Enwye
 
    
 
   “This is madness,” said Bushy Beard. His previous faith in his good buddy Crunchy had disappeared. “We can’t stay here forever.”
 
    
 
   “That’s true” said Enwye. “Come sun up, Crunchy will have the authority to demand entrance. Nothing I can do about it. He’s still a member of the Dargot Army, even if he is a total dirtbag.”
 
    
 
   There was some more grumbling about this.
 
    
 
   “But his plan was probably to grab you all when you were shit-faced and get you to sign the papers without knowing what it was you were signing. You ain’t drunk now, so he can’t make you sign nothing.”
 
    
 
   I doubted it would be that easy, but the men seemed mollified and made optimistic noises. Until, that is, there was a loud banging on the door.
 
    
 
   “Who is it?” shouted Enwye.
 
    
 
   “This is Corporal Ween of Her Majesty’s Royal Infantry, Third Division. Under the City Provisions Act, I demand entry to these premises.” He sounded very formal and officious.
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes, I know the drill.” Enwye unbarred the door and opened it. The men all backed away.
 
    
 
   Corporal Ween stood in the doorway looking very pleased with himself. 
 
    
 
   “Hello, Ween,” said Enwye without a trace of friendliness. “You’re welcome to check my licence and stores, but first you’ll have let these customers leave.” He shoved Ween aside and motioned for the men to leave. They were nervous and unsure of what they’d find on the other side of the door, but they slowly walked through it. At the end of the line were me and Jenny. Seemed like as good a time to leave as any.
 
    
 
   Outside, the sun’s early rays presented us with an ominous scene. The wagons formed a semi-circle blocking us in, and all around the perimeter were large men carrying clubs. I did a quick head count and made it fifteen of them—it looked like he’d called in reinforcements— against twelve scared men with hangovers, a barman and three staff members, and us two. 
 
    
 
   “Wh-what’s all this?” said Bushy. 
 
    
 
   “Now, now, don’t look so worried. I just want a quiet word, that’s all.”
 
    
 
   I pushed my way through the men. “Well, I’ll be off then.”
 
    
 
   “Wait a minute,” said Ween. “This is official Army business. You’ll have to wait until we’re done.”
 
    
 
   “No, I won’t. You can do what you want, but it’s got nothing to do with me, so out of the way, Crunchy.”
 
    
 
   Roly-poly Crunchy who enjoyed a joke and a laugh was not coming out to play. Instead, I had his evil twin Corporal Creepy staring me down.
 
    
 
   “You may be a Visitor and all,” he said, eyeing me up like a lamb chop, “but you’ll do as I say if you want to avoid upsetting my friends.”
 
    
 
   I did have a weapon and could possibly take out one or two of the carpenters if I got lucky, but I didn’t really fancy it.
 
    
 
   “I think you’ve got it wrong,” I said. “I won’t be your opponent today. They will.” I nodded towards the men behind him. 
 
    
 
   He turned, didn’t see anything untowards at first, and then walked over to the wagons, pushing the  carpenters out of the way.
 
    
 
   It was hard to see clearly because of the way the wagons were positioned, but coming down the street was a crowd. A large crowd of women and children.
 
    
 
   “Wait a minute” said Bushy, suddenly looking twice as afraid as he had a moment ago. “Is that… Oh shit. What’s my wife doing here?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

23. Stone Cold
 
    
 
   Despite my general poor attitude towards women, especially those around my own age, I don’t see females as inferior to males. In some cases, they are superior. 
 
    
 
   Men have a history of abusing women. Of taking advantage of them and forcing them to do things they don’t want to. But women have their own way of righting the balance. They may not be stronger or faster or be able to park cars in a perfectly reasonable parking space, but one thing is certainly to their advantage: they made us. And creators know their creations better than anyone.
 
    
 
   The relationship between men and older women—not just their own mothers, but all mothers—is a complicated one. Doesn’t matter if it’s a loving, adoring mother or a cruel, vindictive one. You can’t treat them however you want. You can’t say, “Look, old woman, this is how it is and if you don’t like it, scram.” Try it. Enjoy the utter devastation as your psyche implodes from a simple look of disappointment.
 
    
 
   The women marching towards us were of all different ages. Some carried babies. Some dragged toddlers behind them. Most were of an age where doing your hair and makeup before you go out was not so much of a priority. Am I saying some women let themselves go once they’re married and have kids? Of course not, I would never say something like that.
 
    
 
   Corporal Ween and his goons watched with baffled looks as the women formed a circle around them. I had sent Little Chicken to gather the men’s families, but there were far too many women here. There had to be at least a hundred. They surrounded Ween and his men and pinned them down with very harsh glaring—a surprisingly effective containment technique. I could feel my balls shrinking and they weren’t even looking at me.
 
    
 
   A figure stepped out from the crowd. She was probably the smallest woman there, definitely the oldest. Her hair was pure white and her face was heavy with wrinkles. A large mole sat on the side of her nose daring you to mention it. Her back was hunched and she hobbled forward using a crooked branch as a walking stick.
 
    
 
   “What do you think you’re doing, Ween?” She had the voice of a forty-a-day smoker. 
 
    
 
   “Mama Ivy, I’m just doing my job. You all, you need to get back to your homes. You can’t be interfering with me performing my duties.” I think he was trying to make it sound like a threat, but it came out more like a nervous plea. 
 
    
 
   “Your duty, is it? Your duty to take these boys away from their families? I see, I see. And what about their duty to provide for their kin. How will they put food on the table if they’re off fighting ogres and goblins and what have you?”
 
    
 
   “That’s… that’s not my concern. We’re fighting a war. There won’t be any tables to put food on if the monsters aren’t stopped.” He turned away from Granny Grimface and appealed to the crowd. “You... you should be proud of your boys for protecting this city. This city is your home. We need to fight to safeguard our home.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, Ween,” said Mama Ivy. She seemed very tired and frail, barely managing to stay upright as she bent down, tottering with one hand gripping the stick, the leathery texture of her fingers almost matching the gnarled wood, to pick up a fist-sized rock lying on the ground. “We’re more than capable of protecting our home. Especially from men like you.”
 
    
 
   A common insult among guys is to accuse one another of ‘throwing like a girl’. It is, of course, unfair to label all womankind as terrible throwers. It’s a way of suppressing an entire gender with casual jokes and put-downs and in that regard, it’s quite effective. Confidence greatly affects performance. I’d guess Mama Ivy had never been too bothered by mean words.
 
    
 
   She didn’t throw like a girl. She didn’t even throw like a boy. She threw like a pitcher in the MLB. Once the rock left her hand, I didn’t see it again until it bounced off Ween’s forehead.
 
    
 
   He staggered backwards, his eye darting around like he couldn’t tell where the blow had come from. He reached up and touched the blood pouring from the nasty gash. 
 
    
 
   The women all suddenly had rocks in their hands. Even the children, those who were big enough, had stones gripped in their tiny fists. 
 
    
 
   The men beside me shrank back. They were pale and their expressions were somewhere between horror and pity. Many of them looked away.
 
    
 
   “We should go,” said Jenny, gulping.
 
    
 
   She started to edge past me but I grabbed her by the arm. “No. We should stay and watch.”
 
    
 
   She gave me a questioning look and then winced. I was holding her arm too tightly, but I didn’t let go. And she didn’t ask me to. 
 
    
 
   In hindsight, there were probably a number of ways the men inside that circle of rage could have escaped. Form a tight unit and punch a hole through the wall of women. Start beating everyone in sight and cause panic. Take a child hostage and threaten to do nasty thing if the crowd didn’t disperse. But they did none of those things.
 
    
 
   Once the rocks started flying, only one of the carpenters tried to make a break for it, rushing headlong into the ranks of women. He was quickly swallowed up and ripped to pieces.
 
    
 
   I don’t know if you’ve ever seen a stoning, but it’s far more gruesome than you can imagine. Some countries still use it as a form of punishment because those countries are run by sociopaths. Not even a person guilty of the worst crime deserves a death like that. 
 
    
 
   Why didn’t they fight back? Why didn’t they try to get away? When I came up with the idea to send for the families of the men trapped in the Pickled Gherkin, I thought it would shame Ween into backing off. Some industrial-grade nagging to put him in his place. I hadn’t expected this.
 
    
 
   In the midst of it all stood Mama Ivy. Her face showed not one iota of sympathy. Her eyes remained on the men as they sank to their knees, as they dropped to the ground, as they begged for mercy. She wasn’t enjoying it. She wasn’t pleased with the outcome. She was just seeing the job through to the end.
 
    
 
   She raised a withered, deformed finger and the rocks stopped flying. She walked, tilting from side to side like a duck with terrible arthritis, and prodded Ween’s prostrate body with her stick. He didn’t respond. She spat on him.
 
    
 
   This was apparently the signal for everyone to go home. They all turned and walked back the way they had come. The men with us hurried to catch up. Mama Ivy was the last one. She waddled off, but then stopped and turned to look at me. Directly at me. 
 
    
 
   I did what anyone would in that situation. I pulled Jenny across so she was in front of me. 
 
    
 
   Now, you may think hiding behind a girl isn’t the act of a true hero, to which I would respond by suggesting you go fuck yourself. This little old lady had just orchestrated the execution of sixteen men, and she’d managed to keep them frozen in place to receive their punishment simply by staring at them. She made Medusa look like some bint with a funny haircut. 
 
    
 
   Mama Ivy pierced me with her gaze and my knees buckled. I would have fallen if I hadn’t held onto Jenny. Then she turned around and hobbled off.
 
    
 
   “Did you just use me as a human shield?” said Jenny.
 
    
 
   “What? No.” I let go of her. Behind us the door to the Pickled Gherkin was closed. In front of us were a bunch of bloody and tattered corpses. 
 
    
 
   “Can we go now?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said.
 
    
 
   We walked through the empty, early morning streets. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know why you wanted to watch that. Probably give me nightmares.”
 
    
 
   “Good,” I said. “It should give you nightmares. That all happened because of you.”
 
    
 
   She stopped. “That’s not very fair. It’s not like the alternative outcome was any better. People would have died either way. At least the ones who suffered deserved it.”
 
    
 
   “And you’re fine with that, are you? You get to decide who lives and dies?”
 
    
 
   “I’m not the one who summoned Lilith’s Army of the Damned.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t try to shift the blame onto me,” I said. “You’re the one who stood on a table and started this. And I don’t give a shit about those guys lying back there. You’re right, they got what they deserved. But what about all those people you turned into killers today. Just because you had no idea what would happen, doesn’t mean you aren’t responsible. Do you think they’ll walk away from this unchanged? You think those kids throwing stones won’t be affected?”
 
    
 
   Jenny looked down at the ground. “If you start thinking about all the possible outcomes like that, you’ll go mad.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it’s a lot easier if you don’t think about it. Don’t imagine that one of those kids will grow up, get married and then beat his wife to death when he finds out she slept with someone else because when he was a little boy, he learned that was how you got justice. Well, I do think about it. It’s all I ever fucking think about.”
 
    
 
   I had got quite worked up and had to take a moment to collect myself.
 
    
 
   “Every time I do something horrible to save my own neck, that’s what fills my mind. All the horrible possibilities I’ve created. The rest of you can go to sleep every night dreaming about rainbows and unicorns and whether you’ll get to see a flying horse tomorrow.” I pointed back the way we’d come. At the bodies in the street. “That’s what I dream about.”
 
    
 
   Jenny took a step closer to me and reached out to grab my still-pointing arm. She gently pulled it back down.
 
    
 
   “There is no right answer, Colin. There is no outcome where everyone walks away with a prize. All options are bad. All we can do is choose which is least terrible, because that’s what life is. You can’t choose options you aren’t given. I understand what happened today was because of me. Those dead men probably had wives and children, too. But I would still make the same call, because out of all the possible horrible choices I think it was the best one. And yes, it’s much easier to get involved when you don’t have to see the consequences, but it makes no difference. When I lie in my bed I’m not going to be thinking about the men who died, because what good would it do? You know what I’m going to dream about? I’m going to dream about flying horses, because now that you’ve put the thought in my head, I can’t stop thinking about it. Can we go and have some breakfast?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t wait for an answer, she let go of my wrist and walked away from me. I stood watching her for a bit, and then I followed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

24. Back To Mine
 
    
 
   Neither of us were in a mood to rush back to our lodgings. We wandered through the empty streets like a couple taking an early morning stroll. 
 
    
 
   The corpses we’d left lying in the street, blood pooling around them, didn’t figure very much in my thoughts. Neither did the memory of sliding my hand inside Jenny’s underwear (although I certainly intended to have a long hard think about that later). What preoccupied my mind was what I would do next time Jenny decided to rush headlong towards danger.
 
    
 
   She had every right to go around kicking wasp nests if she wanted to, but I didn’t particularly want to get stung. And yet, would I be able to back off and leave her to it? That’s what I should do, but part of me wanted her to get in trouble just so I could rescue her.  So I could be her hero.
 
    
 
   Yes, I realise how idiotic that is. This is what happens when you start to develop feelings for a girl. Stupid shit. 
 
    
 
   What I needed to do was stop mooning over the pretty girl next to me and start working on a way to get out of this city. 
 
    
 
   It wasn’t a simple matter of leaving, we had to have somewhere to go. Preferably far away from people. But how would we survive? How would we make money? How would we eat? My stomach rumbled, suggesting I answer the last question first.
 
    
 
   We found a bakery and bought some breakfast pastries. It was sweet, yet cheesy. No, not cheesecake. More like a grilled cheese sandwich with whipped cream. It wasn’t bad. Could have used some ketchup. 
 
    
 
   “What should we say to the others about last night?” asked Jenny through a mouthful of food. 
 
    
 
   “Nothing. It’ll only freak them out. I’m going to do my best to forget everything. Especially Mama Ivy.” I shuddered at the recollection of the cold stare she gave me before she left.
 
    
 
   “I liked her,” said Jenny. “She seemed like a sweet old lady.”
 
    
 
   “Are you insane?” It was hard to imagine we were talking about the same person. “Don’t you think it was strange how those men didn’t even try to escape? Once she locked eyes on them, they were done. She bent them to her will, crushed their souls and left them unable to even defend themselves. How is that sweet?”
 
    
 
   “Oh,” said Jenny, completely ignoring the magnitude of malevolence I was describing, “do you think she’s some kind of witch?”
 
    
 
   “Quite possibly. You should go see if she’s looking for an apprentice.”
 
    
 
   Jenny smiled at me. “Careful. I might turn you into a frog.”
 
    
 
   I shrugged. “I know some very happy frogs. It isn’t a bad life.”
 
    
 
   Neither of us said much on the way to the inn. Perhaps we needed time to process the events of the last few hours and let them filter their way into the part of the brain that locks things up and puts them away. 
 
    
 
   By the time we got back, fatigue had started to set in. The manager was behind his desk, as usual. Drunk, as usual. Not that I’d ever seen him drinking, but the smell of alcohol was hard to miss. Maybe he had an intravenous drip attached to his leg that I couldn’t see.
 
    
 
   A job where you could be wasted the whole time seemed very appealing. If you had no idea what was going on, even bad things wouldn’t affect you. But the thought only lasted for a second. I didn’t want to be detached from life, I wanted to be attached to a life that was enjoyable. Where do you find one of those?
 
    
 
   These and other self-involved musings bounced around in my head as I walked up the stairs to the landing, where I was met by a scream.
 
    
 
   It was a man’s scream. Not out of fear, or surprise, it was very definitely a scream of pain. And it came from Maurice and Claire’s room. It should be an indicator of just how distracted I was with all my feelings that my reaction was to immediately draw my sword and rush into their room. Clearly, I was not in my right mind.
 
    
 
   The first thing I saw was the naked man on the bed. Well, maybe naked is too strong a word. He had no top on and was lying face down, not moving. It took me a second to realise it was Kizwat. 
 
    
 
   Standing over him, her hand covering her mouth, was Claire. And cowering in the corner, way on the other side of the room, was Maurice.
 
    
 
   “What did you to him?” I asked Claire.
 
    
 
   “I think he’s okay,” said Claire, not sounding very sure. “I don’t think he’s dead.” She leaned a bit closer. “He’s breathing. A bit.”
 
    
 
   I sheathed my sword and approached the prone figure. A sheen of sweat covered his back, which rose and fell confirming that he was indeed still breathing. His eyes were closed.
 
    
 
   “I think he just passed out from the pain,” said Claire. “I was working on his arm, trying to focus more on the physical therapy, like you said. Only, it turned out to be a lot harder to get any kind of improvement to the posture, so I gave it a bit of pull.”
 
    
 
   “It was horrible,” said Maurice. “She put her knee in his back and nearly yanked his arm out of it’s socket. And then she… twisted.” His eyes were filled with the regret of having seen what can’t be unseen.
 
    
 
   This was what I should have been like after the previous night’s events. The utter desolation of innocence lost and the realisation that the world is a dark and terrible place. Although, maybe you can only experience that after you get a girlfriend.
 
    
 
   “His arm does look better, though,” said Claire. “Doesn’t it?”
 
    
 
   I checked Kizwat’s arm. The elbow was straight and the wrist now pointed in the normal direction. The shoulder still looked a bit misaligned, so I placed my hands on it and after a few seconds there was a click and the awkward-looking ridge flattened.
 
    
 
   Kizwat groaned but didn’t wake.
 
    
 
   “I think that’s fine,” I said. “You did good. The more painful and unpleasant he found it, the less likely he is to consider it some kind of miracle. Nice work.”
 
    
 
   Claire looked over at Maurice, a big smile on her face. Maurice gave me the impression he wouldn’t be asking for a back rub any time soon.
 
    
 
   “Where have you two been?” she asked me.
 
    
 
   I looked at Jenny, who looked back at me and shrugged.
 
    
 
   “It’s a long story. What happened to Flossie and Dudley? Everything okay?”
 
    
 
   “I should say so,” said Maurice. “Bedsprings were creaking all night.”
 
    
 
   An image flashed in my mind, which I quickly pushed into the compartment of my brain containing the trauma-inducing moments of my life. It was getting quite full. 
 
    
 
   “We also have something very important to tell you,” said Claire. She signalled Maurice to come closer, which he did. Slowly.
 
    
 
   I watched them prepare themselves. This couldn’t be good.
 
    
 
   “We were talking to Kizwat,” said Claire, “about his hammer and all that stuff, and we think there’s a way of finding the spike-thing of yours with absolutely no risk.”
 
    
 
   “No risk,” echoed Maurice. The both looked at me expectantly.
 
    
 
   I nodded. “Great. Anyway, I need to get some sleep. I’ll see you later.” I turned and headed for the door.
 
    
 
   “Hey!”
 
    
 
   I’d almost made it out, too. I stopped and turned around.
 
    
 
   “You’re supposed to ask us what we know and so on.” She rolled her hand to suggest the so on part. “Aren’t you curious?”
 
    
 
   “It doesn’t matter where the spike is. We aren’t going to get involved.”
 
    
 
   “But there’s no risk!”
 
    
 
   “No risk,” echoed Maurice.
 
    
 
   “There’s no such thing as no risk. There’s always a risk. If you can’t think of any, that means it’s surprise risk, the riskiest risk of all.”
 
    
 
   “Ugh, I don’t even know what that means,” said Claire, rolling her eyes. “At least hear us out. Even if you don’t like it, knowledge is power, right? We have information.”
 
    
 
   She had a point. “Okay. What?”
 
    
 
   Claire immediately went into presentation mode. “As you know, the Sheaf houses all the guild offices. Every guild in the city is located in that one building. It goes down eight floors, and right at the bottom is a vault.”
 
    
 
   “Are you planning a heist? Because it sounds like you’re planning a heist.”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Claire. “Just listen. The vault is called the Guild Treasury, and all the guilds keep their valuable stuff in there.”
 
    
 
   “Still sounds like a heist.”
 
    
 
   “No. Be quiet. There is one person in charge of the Treasury, and his name is God.”
 
    
 
   I was about to make an interjection, but Claire held up a hand.
 
    
 
   “He isn’t a god, that’s just his name. I don’t know why. Anyway, he is trusted by all the guilds and there are two things special about him. First, he’s a Visitor, like us. Kizwat doesn’t know exactly how long ago he arrived, but it’s been a while. And the other thing is his special ability. He’s a truth detector.”
 
    
 
   “What, you mean he has a lie detector?”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Claire. “Not a lie detector, a truth detector. A lie detector can tell when you’re lying, but if you believe what you’re saying, even if it’s not true, you aren’t lying so you’ll pass. A truth detector can tell when you believe something that isn’t true.”
 
    
 
   “How is that possible?” I said, incredulous.
 
    
 
   Claire shrugged. “How can you heal people, or make flames come out of your hand.”
 
    
 
   She was right, normal logic didn’t really apply. And if it was some kind of magic ability, that certainly made this God guy more interesting, even with the ridiculously pompous moniker.
 
    
 
   “Wait,” said Jenny, “you can make flames come out of your hand?” I’d forgotten she’d never seen me do that. “Is there any other stuff I don’t know about?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said. She waited for me to continue, but I didn’t. “How does knowing about this guy change anything?”
 
    
 
   “Ah,” said Claire smugly. “Visitors, it turns out, are allowed to meet with God as a courtesy. I’m not sure why, he just likes to hear about what’s going on back home or something. And since we’re Visitors…” She spread out her hands and raised her eyebrows like she’d just performed a magic trick. “All we need to do is tell him about the spike, he’ll know we’re telling the truth, and chances are if it’s anywhere, it’s in his vault.”
 
    
 
   “And you think he’s just going to give it to us?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” said Claire, “but it’s worth a try, isn’t it?”

“I don’t think you fully understand what the words ‘no risk’ actually mean.”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t got to that part yet,” said Claire. “Since they’ve already seen you with Kizwat at the Sheaf, it’s probably best for you not to come with us.”
 
    
 
   It took me a second to understand what she’d said, and I still didn’t believe it. “What?”
 
    
 
   “You see? It’s no risk for you. Because you won’t be there.”
 
    
 
   I was stunned. “You want to do this by yourselves? Without me?”
 
    
 
   Claire nodded
 
    
 
   “It’s just recon,” said Maurice. “We go in, talk to God. If he doesn’t know anything, we haven’t lost anything.”
 
    
 
   The idea of them doing this by themselves did hold a certain appeal. The more independence from me they gained, the better. And if I really wanted to rid myself of the urge to play hero, the best way to do it was not be there.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said. “You should take Flossie and Dud, too. And Jenny. You should all go.”
 
    
 
   “Really?” said Claire, buoyed by my faith in them. “You think we can do it?”
 
    
 
   “Sure, but first we’ll need to visit the Municipal Directory.”
 
    
 
   Claire nodded even more enthusiastically. “Okay. What stuff do we need to get out?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing. I want you to make me a co-signer on all your accounts. That way, when you don’t come back, I get to keep your stuff.”
 
    
 
   Now that’s what I call a no-risk plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 

25. The Dao of Colin
 
    
 
   Anyone can lose their way. Doesn’t matter how fervently you believe, your faith can abandon you. Distractions will lead you away from the path, and send you on a detour you may never return from. 
 
    
 
   I had been weak. I had been tempted by nice, well-meaning people. Trust. Friendship. Loyalty. All the warm-fuzzies had laid siege to my resolve and cracked it wide open. For a moment there, I actually started to believe I too could become a normie. 
 
    
 
   Find a nice girl, settle down, live the dream. It was, of course, ridiculous. Time to wake the fuck up.
 
    
 
   “You’ll be on your own, so any problems, do your best.” I gave Claire a thumbs up and left the room. 
 
    
 
   “Don’t be surprised when we come back with the spike,” Claire called after me. 
 
    
 
   “Remember to have fun,” I shouted back.
 
    
 
   I had been up all night and needed some sleep. As soon as I got in my room, I closed the curtains, stripped off and got into bed. I fell asleep immediately.
 
    
 
   I don’t know if I dreamt about dead men or flying horses. When I woke a few hours later, I had no recollection of dreaming at all, which was great. The less I interacted with my brain the better as far as I was concerned.
 
    
 
   The others were downstairs in the dining room—I call it that because it had a table and chairs where we could eat stuff we bought elsewhere. Probably best that no food was cooked on the premises; the manager would have burned the place down.
 
    
 
   Jenny looked bright and alert. I assume she got some sleep, but it still could only have been the same amount as I got. How she managed to look completely refreshed and ready to go while I staggered around with one eye still stuck close was a mystery.
 
    
 
   As soon as I entered the room, Flossie got up from her seat and walked towards me. I hadn’t seen her since our little altercation, so I was curious as to how she would react to me.
 
    
 
   She walked right up to me, hit me in the chest with her forehead and put her arms around me. I got a squeeze, some mumbled words I couldn’t make out, and then she released me and went back to her seat. I have no idea what that was about, but her and Dudley seemed to be back on course, so I guess they’d worked things out.
 
    
 
   Claire stood up. She was dressed ready for adventure. Weapons, supplies and a new hat (when did she have time to go shopping?). 
 
    
 
   “Shall we go?” She spoke with a calm resolve that made me think she had been preparing what to say to me the whole time I was asleep.
 
    
 
   “I thought I might eat something first.”
 
    
 
   “You can eat on the way,” said Claire. “There are plenty of food stalls on the way to the Municipal Directory.”
 
    
 
   The others all got up. There was definitely an air of ‘we’re gonna prove you wrong’ about them, which was fine by me. Much preferable to an air of ‘Colin save us’ which was the usual vibe they gave off.
 
    
 
   They all filed past me. Jenny was at the back. She saluted at me as she marched behind the others. I didn’t have much choice other than to fall in line.
 
    
 
   We went to the Municipal Directory, pausing long enough for me to buy a kind of burrito. I say’ kind of’ because burritos aren’t normally red and sewn shut with long green strands of grass that taste like liquorice. 
 
    
 
   Nobody said much as we arranged for me to be able to access all their accounts in the event of their deaths. Everyone was very businesslike and no one gave me a hard time about what I was asking them to do, and what it implied about my opinion of them doing this side-quest.
 
    
 
   Once that was out of the way, we headed off to the Sheaf. 
 
    
 
   “Well, good luck,” I said at the entrance.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” said Claire. “See you later.” She walked into the Sheaf.
 
    
 
   Maurice grinned at me as he followed Claire. Flossie gave me another hug. Dudley also gave me a hug. Is it possible to have sex so great it makes you go around hugging people? I wouldn’t know, obviously.
 
    
 
   Jenny paused before going in. “What are you going to do while you wait for our triumphant return?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure I’ll find a way to amuse myself.”
 
    
 
   “Did you say amuse or abuse?”
 
    
 
   “Amuse,” I enunciated clearly.
 
    
 
   “Okay. Well, be careful of chafing.” She walked into the Sheaf without waiting for a reply. Not that I had anything to say; it was good advice.
 
    
 
   I made my way back to the inn, feeling strangely light on my feet. Whatever problems they might face, there was nothing I could do about it. It wasn’t like they’d entered a dungeon or haunted ruins. True, they might have to face off against a civil servant or two, but at least they don’t try to eat people. Not often, anyway.
 
    
 
   The first thing I did after returning to my room was amuse myself. Twice. Finally having no one around to bother me or come barging in demanding my attention was a great luxury and I enjoyed being on my own for once. 
 
    
 
   Of course, I was often on my own. The others tended to pair up and do their own thing, but they were always around. Now they were gone. Maybe forever.
 
    
 
   If they did come back, successful in their mission or not, the confidence they would gain would put me one step closer to my ultimate goal, which was to slip away at some point and leave them to it.
 
    
 
   If they didn’t come back, well…
 
    
 
   The most likely outcome was for them to turn up in a couple of hours, probably having got tied up in red tape or simply having had their questions answered in a way that didn’t help them find the missing spike.
 
    
 
   A couple of hours later, I started to think they must have at least located God. Maybe even got invited to dinner. Knowing my luck, they were having a great time and would come back with an even more inappropriate understanding of how to deal with risky situations. 
 
    
 
   I spent the afternoon sitting around doing nothing much. I practised a little magic, creating balls of light that floated up to the ceiling and bobbed around up there like helium balloons. I found I had some sort of attachment to them and could make them roll across the ceiling by pushing my hand forward slowly. I could also make them roll back, but that was a lot harder.
 
    
 
   After it got dark, an odd sensation began to fester in my stomach. I felt uncomfortable. Nervous. I had known something would probably go wrong. I expected it to. What I hadn’t expected was to worry so much. 
 
    
 
   Still, it’s never easy when you go cold turkey. If I wanted to rid myself of this addiction to playing hero I’d have to suffer a bit. Eventually, the craving would stop and I could go back to being a surly, antisocial git, the way I was meant to be.
 
    
 
   They could be dead or injured or in some kind of desperate situation. The important thing was to wait here and resist the urge to care.
 
    
 
   It must have been well past midnight when there was a knock on my door. I was lying on my bed wide awake and immediately jumped to my feet. Then I stood there. I didn’t want to make it look like I was eager to see them or anything.
 
    
 
   I walked over to the door and opened it.
 
    
 
   “Greetings, Visitor from another world,” said Biadet. “I bring news.” 
 
    
 
   I slammed the door shut in her face. Shit. I dithered for a few seconds. Maybe if I didn’t open the door she’d go away?
 
    
 
   “Some people might take that as a sign you weren’t pleased to see them.”
 
    
 
   I turned around to find Biadet sitting cross-legged on my bed. She was wearing a black dress with her shoes sticking out from under a frilly skirt. She pointed up at the ceiling.
 
    
 
   “Can you teach me how to make them?”
 
    
 
   Above her, half-a-dozen balls of light jostled against each other in the breeze from the window.
 
    
 
   “Can you teach me the trick to moving around like that?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “It isn’t a trick, you’re just very easy to distract.”
 
    
 
   That hardly explained how she was able to teleport into my room through a closed door. 
 
    
 
   “I suppose this is to do with the rest of my group.”
 
    
 
   “I suppose it is,” said Biadet. She lay down on the bed. “So, this is where the magic happens.” She turned her head towards me and pointed at the ceiling again. “I’m referring to that magic.”
 
    
 
   “I know which magic you were referring to. What happened to them, Biadet?”
 
    
 
   She sat up again. “They displeased God and are sitting in a cell waiting for their punishment.”
 
    
 
   “How did they displease him?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know the full story, but apparently they tried to steal an item from the Guild Treasury. Not the brightest bunch, are they? You must be pleased to be rid of them.”
 
    
 
   Would they really do something so stupid? Well, yes, but still, hard to believe they’d do it when I wasn’t around to get them out of trouble. 
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said. “It’s good to be free. What kind of punishment will they get?”
 
    
 
   Biadet interlaced her fingers and rested her chin on them. “Hmmmm. Hard to say. God doesn’t take kindly to pilfering. I would imagine death is likely. Although, perhaps torture first. Publicly, maybe. Would serve as an excellent warning to others. Perhaps you plan to save them?”
 
    
 
   It was pretty obvious she had come to tempt me into mounting a rescue attempt. Fuck that.
 
    
 
   “Did Gullen send you here, Biadet? See what I’m capable of?”
 
    
 
   “I think he has a pretty good idea what you’re capable of. The way you got yourself out of that ‘pickle’ the other day was very impressive. Did you see what I did there? Pickle. It’s a play on words.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I get it.” Damn, it seemed my attempt to sneak one past the Lord Administrator had failed. 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know how you summoned Mama Ivy, but it was a very gutsy move.” 
 
    
 
   I didn’t like the way she called it gutsy. “Should I be afraid of Mama Ivy?”
 
    
 
   “I’m afraid of Mama Ivy, you should be terrified.” A little smile appeared at the edges of her lips.
 
    
 
   “Do you think Gullen could have a word with this God person? Ask for a little leniency on the grounds of sheer stupidity?”
 
    
 
   “Not really his department. Very little to do with road planning or maintenance.” Yeah, like that was his department. “And God really doesn’t listen to anyone. He is a law unto himself in this city. “
 
    
 
   “Don’t you think it’s a bit weird he calls himself God? Bit egotistical.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t see why. That’s his name. Godfrey.”
 
    
 
   “Oh. I see. God for short.” Maybe he wasn’t some crazy loon. Maybe he could be reasoned with. Wait, what was I even thinking? “Can he really tell when someone’s lying?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes,” said Biadet. “Everyone has to tell the truth in God’s presence. Well, except for one person.”
 
    
 
   It took me a moment to figure out what she meant. “Everyone except God himself?”
 
    
 
   Biadet nodded. 
 
    
 
   “So he might be making up the whole thing about them stealing something?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” said Biadet. “But why would he do that? Simply to attract your attention? Who’s being egotistical now?”
 
    
 
   I hadn’t actually made that claim, but now that she’d mentioned it, I could see it as a way to get me involved. Even if it was, it didn’t mean I would bite.
 
    
 
   “I don’t suppose he’ll let them go with a slap on the wrist.”
 
    
 
   “Unlikely. The last person to try and steal something from God…” She shook her head. “Put me off barbecue for  a week. Anyway, I thought you’d want to know.” She got off the bed and walked over to the window. She stopped, turned and pointed at the door. “Look out!”
 
    
 
   I spun around but there was nothing there. When I turned back, Biadet was gone. I’m pretty sure I heard a distant voice say, “So easy…” but when I went to the window there was no sign of her. 
 
    
 
   My options were clear. 
 
    
 
   Do nothing and leave them to their fate. 
 
    
 
   Come up with a plan and risk everything to save them. 
 
    
 
   It was no choice at all, really. I lay on my bed and said my goodbyes to them. They weren’t a bad lot, really. Clueless and idiotic, certainly, but I could have ended up with a much worse group. But all friendships have to end eventually. It was time to move on and face life the way I was used to—alone.
 
    
 
   Once I accepted this as the only way forward, I felt a lot better. The uncomfortable situation in my stomach resolved itself and the tension in my shoulders went away. It wasn’t an easy choice, but compared to haring off on a suicide mission I was definitely happy with my decision.
 
    
 
   So how I found myself standing outside the Sheaf a few hours later, I have no idea.
 
   


 
   
  
 

26. Blind Man’s Bluff
 
    
 
   In truth, I know exactly how I ended up back at the Sheaf.
 
    
 
   Once I had accepted the end of my time as leader, I made the mistake of going into Jenny’s room. I just wanted to say goodbye to what could have been. I’m human, I have regrets. Even though I never really got to be with her, except in medical terms, I would still miss her.
 
    
 
   And also, who knew what I might find lying about?
 
    
 
   What I found was a very neat and tidy room, bed perfectly made and even some flowers in a vase. And an envelope on the bedside cabinet. With my name on it.
 
    
 
   I opened it, of course. Mistake right there.
 
    
 
   Kizwat. Hammer and Tong Hostel.
 
    
 
   There was no other message, no explanation. She wanted me to know how to find Kizwat, if I had reason to. And as it happened…
 
    
 
   The Hammer and Tong was a lot nicer than our inn. A small fountain in the courtyard; rose covered trestles against the walls; a guy playing flute as the guests picked from an extensive breakfast buffet.
 
    
 
   Since Kizwat was staying here I couldn’t imagine it was very expensive, but the guests all gave off a similar vibe. From their clothes and their general demeanour I guessed they were all tradesmen or travelling merchants. People who knew how to find good deal.
 
    
 
   I bumped into Kizwat by the sweet dumplings and told him what I wanted to do, he agreed immediately. So, a little while later, we pitched up at the Sheaf, prepared for the difficult task ahead of us. And by prepared, I mean totally unprepared. And by difficult, I mean suicidal.
 
    
 
   “Yes, how can I help?” The same oily man as before sat behind his desk in the foyer. The smarmy look on his face fell away as he recognised me and Kizwat. “Oh… it’s you.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is,” I said aggressively, although it’s hard to be threatening when you’re agreeing with someone. “I’d like to see the Guildmaster for the Blacksmith’s Guild.”
 
    
 
   “Alright, let me just…” He bent down to get out the appropriate appointment book.
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, “I don’t want to make an appointment. I want to see him now. All you have to do is tell me if he’s here. And if he isn’t, who’s next in charge.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, well, I’m afraid that isn’t how—”
 
    
 
   I took out a dagger and delicately picked at my fingernails, which was both awkward and slightly painful. But it did give the receptionist pause for thought.
 
    
 
   “Is he in or not? A simple yes or no will do.”
 
    
 
   The receptionist blinked rapidly, paying close attention to the dagger. “Yes. Yes, I believe he is.”
 
    
 
   “You believe he is or he is? You weren’t too reliable last time we met, so you’ll understand why I’d like you to be specific.” I placed the tip of the dagger on his desk, where it immediately sank half-an-inch into the previously unblemished surface. “I killed a Mouse King once, you know. He wasn’t half as slippery as you.”
 
    
 
   Yes, I was bigging myself up. Throwing my weight around. Giving it large. All the things I usually went out of my way to avoid. Today, I wanted to attract attention. Why not? You should try everything once, except for incest and morris dancing.
 
    
 
   “That, ah, that was a misunderstanding, sir. No offence meant.” His smile had turned into a fixed grimace. The blinking-rate shot up. “The Guildmaster came in earlier. I signed-him in myself.”
 
    
 
   It was quite liberating to act the bully and watch people cower before me. I could see the appeal—as long as they didn’t call my bluff.
 
    
 
   “No problem,” I said, like I was letting him off the hook. “Now, inform them that I’m here and waiting. My name’s Colin. You never know, the Guildmaster might actually want to see me. All you need to do is your job. Properly.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, yes. Of course.” He hit the bell on his desk and before it finished dinging, a boy appeared at his elbow. The receptionist handed over a quickly scrawled note and sent him running off. “We should have a reply in a few moments. You can wait over—”
 
    
 
   “I’m fine here, thanks.” I remained standing right in front of him. What a dick. Bully Boy Colin, gimme your lunch money.
 
    
 
   It took about five minutes for us to get a response, and it wasn’t in written form. Patrick Swayze and the Road House crew came up the stairs, all swagger and sleeveless shirts. Their magnificently coiffured leader stood in front of me with his arms crossed.
 
    
 
   “You’re not going to start nagging me again, are you?” I said.
 
    
 
   “I. Do. Not. Nag.” He was very emphatic on this point.
 
    
 
   I looked past him at his men. They all made sure to avoid any head movements. “If you say so. We’re here to see your Guildmaster.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. He wants to see you, also. Alone.” He glared at Kizwat. 
 
    
 
   KIzwat glared back. “Don’t think you can push me around, Ajay. I’m no longer unable to fight back.” He made a fist with his right hand and punched his left palm. The testosterone in the air increased exponentially. My fake hard man act looked pretty puny by comparison.
 
    
 
   The sight of Kizwat rehabilitated arm shocked the men, who most likely had been involved in crippling him in the first place.
 
    
 
   “Your arm… how?” Lion-O, whose name was Ajay, leaned forward, staring intensely at the arm.
 
    
 
   “Where I come from,” I said, “we’re good at fixing things. And breaking them, too. Hold out your hand and I’ll demonstrate.” I did my best to keep my voice casual and nonchalant, even though my natural inclination was to look for the first gap in the wall of muscle in front of me and make a run for it. 
 
    
 
   Ajay, my bouffanted friend, uncrossed his arms and put his hands behind his back. The miraculous transformation of Kizwat’s arm seemed to have a profound effect on how he viewed me.
 
    
 
   “I suppose he can come with you,” said Ajay. “He won’t be able to go in with you to see the Guildmaster, though.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, well, we’ll see about that when we get there. Lead the way.”
 
    
 
   We could have made our own way to the guild office—Kizwat had been there many times and knew where to go—but I had no interest in sneaking around and turning up unannounced. Fine if we were doing a stealth mission, but this was more of a direct assault. Riskier, but less tedious.
 
    
 
   To be honest, I’ve always disliked those games where you have to hide behind desks and peek around corners, waiting for the security guard to look the other way so you can creep to the next hiding spot. Thrilling.
 
    
 
   This plan was all about fronting. Why would anyone be so brazen if they didn’t have something up their sleeve? And every time someone questioned one of my ridiculous claims, the only play was to double-down and make an even more ridiculous one. 
 
    
 
   You’re probably thinking the chances of this working weren’t good. But you never know, maybe I did have something up my sleeve.
 
    
 
   Of course, one punch to the face and it’d all be over.
 
    
 
   We went down six floors. It was early, so there weren’t that many people about. Some were neatly dressed, carrying files. Others, like our escorts, looked like enforcers for the Mafia. With so many guilds in one place, there was bound to be some argy-bargy. I wondered if there were any rival guilds I could get on my side if things went south and the blacksmiths refused to play ball. 
 
    
 
   Tunnels led away in all direction. Unlike the ones made by trolls, these had smooth walls and polished floors. The Blacksmith’s Guild offices were behind a large door at the end of a corridor. 
 
    
 
   A sign on the wall said: 
 
   Dargot Blacksmith’s Guild
 
   Quality You Can Trust
 
    
 
   The offices were wood panelled with a middle-aged woman behind a desk. She asked us to wait and went through another door. 
 
    
 
   We stood there, me dwarfed by real men on all sides. Every time I had a chance to think about what I was doing, sweat trickled down my back. To be honest though, I had given up on getting out of this in one piece. Now that I was all in, my only option was to go full retard.
 
    
 
   The secretary returned and ushered us in. Despite what Ajay’s said, no one stopped Kizwat from coming in with me.
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster was a potbellied man, probably in his fifties. He wore a burgundy robe with high collars and a gold chain around his neck Mr T would have found too showy.  There was no desk here, just some large chairs around a roaring fireplace. Perfect for cigars and brandy. Neither were offered.
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster was seated in the largest of the chairs, a wing-backed monstrosity with lion claws carved into the arms and feet. It wasn’t a throne, but kings have sat in less ostentatious affairs. Two more men stood either side of him. I was the smallest person in the room. Again.
 
    
 
   “Your arm looks a lot better, young Kizwat.” The Guildmaster’s voice was full of gravitas and wisdom. He’d be great for movie trailers.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Guildmaster,” said Kizwat. “No thanks to you.”
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster shook his head. “As I told you before, we would never harm one of our own. I am glad you are healed.” He turned his attention to me. “I take it you are the one who claims to have killed the Mouse King.” 
 
    
 
   He didn’t sound too convinced, which was annoying. A good thing, since I find it much easier to act the dick when I’m annoyed.
 
    
 
   “Yes, that’s what I claim. You have reason to doubt it?”
 
    
 
   “The tests on the spike we were presented were inconclusive.”
 
    
 
   “That’s fine,” I said. “Just give me back the spike and I’ll have it verified by someone more competent.”
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster rose to his feet. “I assure you, “ he said through gritted teeth, “the competence of our—”
 
    
 
   I waved away his protestations. “Where’s the spike now? Misplaced isn’t it? An artifact that important and valuable suddenly goes missing when it’s in your care. I don’t know what you would call that kind of diligence, but competent wouldn’t be the first word that comes to mind, don’t you agree?”
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster sat back down. “Mistakes happen.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. And when they do, restitution is expected. Either grant Kizwat the silver hammer that is his right, or compensate him for the lost artifact. How much do you think something like that is worth?”
 
    
 
   “As I said, the tests were inconclusive. Without proof—”
 
    
 
   “But we have proof,” I said.
 
    
 
   Everyone in the room, including Kizwat, seemed taken aback by this.
 
    
 
   “You have proof that this spike was used to kill the Mouse King?”
 
    
 
   “Well, I don’t, but you do. In this very building. All we need to do is go see God and ask him if I’m telling the truth. If he accepts my claim, then you won’t even need the spike, will you?”
 
    
 
   A cloud passed across the Guildmaster’s face. He seemed deep in thought. The men standing beside him leaned down and whispered in his ears, which must have been confusing. 
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster merely nodded and then raised a hand. The two men straightened up again.
 
    
 
   “God is a busy man. He may not wish to be bothered with such trivial matters.”
 
    
 
   “As I understand it, God’s door is always open to Visitors, and I am a Visitor—he’ll make time to see me. Or perhaps you would rather not? The reputation of your guild is at stake, after all. Once it becomes common knowledge how you’ve treated one of your own guild members, people will start to question whether they can trust you at all. Is that silver blacksmith down in the southern district even a real silver blacksmith?”
 
    
 
   “Fine,” said the Guildmaster. “I would be happy to seek God’s opinion on the matter. We will abide by whatever judgement he makes. The most important thing is to maintain the good name of the guild, even if it means admitting our failure to meet our own high standards. The loss of the artifact is clearly our fault, so we offer you an apology regardless of how this matter is resolved, and will compensate you appropriately. ” 
 
    
 
   Bluffs were being called all around. 
 
    
 
    “Excellent,” I said, although that wasn’t how I felt.
 
    
 
   The plan had been fairly simple. Get God to verify the spike was mine. If it belonged to me, then taking it couldn’t be considered theft. You can’t steal what you already own. Whether Kizwat managed to get his silver hammer was only a secondary concern. 
 
    
 
   There was just one minor problem, potentially. If God was part of the blacksmiths’ deception, then he might lie in their favour. In which case, there was Plan B. If you think Plan A was risky…
 
    
 
   But the way the Guildmaster spoke now didn’t sound like a man who was confidently leading me to his co-conspirator. He sounded genuine and sincere. Which meant either he was an awesome actor, or I had missed something. 
 
    
 
   Only God knew the truth, so we set off to meet him.
 
   


 
   
  
 

27. The Word Of God
 
    
 
   We made our way down to the eighth floor. We passed no one on the way down, although the stone steps were worn and dented from much use. The temperature noticeably rose as we reached the bottom. Balmy. 
 
    
 
   Unlike the previous levels, there was only one door down here. It went from floor to ceiling, which must have been at least ten feet. No doorbell. Or knocker. Or handle. But there was a small black hole right in the centre.
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster placed his mouth over the hole and spoke. “Hello, God?” His voice boomed out like like he was doing a mic check in a stadium. “It’s me, Master Garet.”
 
    
 
   We stood there waiting, me and Kizwat, the Guildmaster and his two men. We had dispensed with the Swayze fan club, for the time being at least.
 
    
 
   Echoing footsteps could be heard on the other side, then a smaller panel in the door opened and a man’s face appeared. He had very dark skin, big, chubby cheeks, a neatly trimmed afro with heavy sideburns and a thin moustache.
 
    
 
   “Oh, hello Garet. You look well. How are the wife and the family?” He spoke in English, at least to my ear, but with a thick French accent. He came across as very mild-mannered and polite, which made me suspect he probably wasn’t a native of France.
 
    
 
   “They’re all fit and healthy, thank you, God.”
 
    
 
   “You don’t have to thank me, I had nothing to do with it.” He let out a peal of girlish laughter. He looked past the Guildmaster at the rest of us, nodding and smiling. “You have brought friends?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, God,” said the Guildmaster. “This young man is Colin. He is another Visitor who wished to meet you.”
 
    
 
   “Oh.” God’s eyes widened and his smile got bigger. “Oh. Oh. Yes, yes. How wonderful. Come in, come in.”
 
    
 
   He closed the panel. 
 
    
 
   There was a clank. Then a grinding of gears. A few seconds later, the big door rose up into the roof. 
 
    
 
   “If you please, follow me.” God wore a knee-length tunic, like a kaftan, which billowed and swirled around him as he turned. It was so colourful it made your ears hurt.
 
    
 
   The space behind the large door was empty and only led to another, normal-sized door, a few feet away.
 
    
 
   God took out a bunch of keys—I couldn’t tell from where—and selected one to unlock the smaller door. He pulled the door towards him and then stood aside, motioning for us to go through. 
 
    
 
   We entered single file, the Guildmaster leading the way and me behind him. The room on the other side was not very big. There was a settee and two chairs, and a desk. More functional than decorative. Behind the desk was another door with a big wheel on it, like you find in submarines.
 
    
 
   “Please, sit, sit.”
 
    
 
   God closed the door and locked it again. I had expected guards and all sorts of security measures, but it appeared God didn’t need protecting. 
 
    
 
   I grabbed one of the chairs while the Kizwat took the other. This left the Guildmaster and his cronies to squeeze themselves into the settee. They looked like they’d been invited around to someone else’s granny’s for tea and didn’t know what to do with themselves.
 
    
 
   “Apologies. If I had known I was going to have so many guests I would have arranged for more chairs. I’m not usually so popular, you know?” He laughed again. 
 
    
 
   I didn’t feel intimidated by him. He gave off no unpleasant vibes at all. This would normally make me suspicious, but in this case I remained relaxed and at ease. Possibly, I had reached anxiety fatigue, and my fear hormones had been completely depleted.
 
    
 
   God sat down behind the desk. “Now, before we get to why you’re here, let me first ask you… ah, Colin? Yes, Colin. Could it be you are with the group who came to visit me yesterday?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said. “They are my… travelling companions. Or they were, until you locked them up.”
 
    
 
   “Ah, well,” he shrugged. “Such is life. But tell me, did you come planning to rescue them?” His question didn’t sound menacing in any way, just interested.
 
    
 
   “Kind of. I’d like to get them out if I can, but I don’t really know what they did. It could be they deserve to be punished.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes. It could be.” Around God’s neck hung a pendant, a dark crystal on a gold chain. He rubbed it between thumb and finger. Could it be a magical item? The source of his ability to tell truth from lie? 
 
    
 
   “Can I ask you something?” I said.
 
    
 
   “Certainly.”
 
    
 
   “What language are you speaking?”
 
    
 
   “Why, French of course. Same as you.”
 
    
 
   “I’m speaking English.”
 
    
 
   “Ah.” His smile broadened. “You just think you’re speaking English. We all speak French here. It is, after all, God’s own tongue.” He burst into laughter again. He obviously enjoyed his God puns. 
 
    
 
   “So, you’re French?” Gullen had mentioned French Visitors, but he’d said they’d all died.
 
    
 
   “No, no. Quebecois.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, I’ve never met a black French Canadian before.”
 
    
 
   “No, no,” said God, a little less jovially. “Quebecois.”
 
    
 
   “Okay.” Didn’t seem like an issue I wanted to get into. “So, there’s a lot of stuff I’d like to talk to you about, but first there’s a small matter I was hoping you could help settle, if you don’t mind.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, yes? I am happy to help, if I can.”
 
    
 
   “Great. “ I looked over at the Guildmaster who was squashed between his two attendants. I was starting to feel hopeful. This God fellow didn’t seem too bad. “I recently killed a Mouse King with a spike made by Kizwat here.” I pointed at Kizwat seated on the other chair. “He gave the spike to the Guildmaster, who promptly lost it. I was wondering if you could verify if the spike was genuine or not.”
 
    
 
   “I see,” said God. “You killed the Mouse King with this spike, is that what you’re claiming?” He lifted the pendant up to his lips and began sucking on it.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said.
 
    
 
   God shook his head. “But you and I both know that isn’t true.”
 
    
 
   Shit.
 
    
 
   There was a clear and definite change in the mood of the Guildmaster and his men. Jubilant, I’d call it.
 
    
 
   “Er,” I said, “I’m pretty sure it is true. I was there when it happened.”
 
    
 
   “No, no. It is very clear that you don’t believe your own words.”
 
    
 
   Double shit. He was accusing me of lying. Obviously I wasn’t lying, so that could only mean he was.
 
    
 
   I sighed. It had always been the most likely outcome, so it wasn’t really a surprise. “Is there anyway to prove that you’re not lying?” 
 
    
 
   “Of course,” said God.
 
    
 
   Not the answer I expected. “There is?”
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster sat up, jostling his way free of the elbows pinning him back. “It would be a very unreliable system if the Teller of Truths could simply choose when to be honest.”
 
    
 
   “If I tell an untruth,” said God, “I will die. It is how the previous Teller met his end.” God shook his head sadly.
 
    
 
   “But I thought… I was told by…” Fucking Biadet. “So, you really think I’m lying about having killed a unique beast?”
 
    
 
   God looked surprised. “Oh. A unique beast? Yes, that is true. You did kill a unique beast.”
 
    
 
   Now I was really confused. “With the spike Kizwat made me?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes. That is correct.”
 
    
 
   “But you said I didn’t kill the Mouse King.”
 
    
 
   “Because you didn’t. You certainly don’t believe you did.”
 
    
 
   I sat there thinking about what he’d just said. “Your ability, it allows you to tell when someone’s lying.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Even if they believe what they’re saying, you can still tell when their belief is incorrect.”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “What if they don’t believe something that is actually true? Is that a lie or not?”
 
    
 
   “Oh. Let me think.” God held the pendant between his teeth, pondering. “So, someone boasts that they are a great swordsman when they know they are not, but in fact they truly are a great swordsman? Something like that?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “Hmm. I suppose that would show up as a lie. But what kind of delusional fool would think like that?”
 
    
 
   I put my head in my hands. What kind of fool, indeed. I rubbed my face to try and wipe away the humiliation crawling all over me. I don’t think it worked.
 
    
 
   “I did kill the Mouse King,” I said. “That is a fact. But the truth is, it wasn’t the scary monster everyone gave me credit for. It wasn’t a gigantic beast all teeth and claws. It was a little mouse, quite old and frail, that I stabbed in the face until he was dead. Technically, it was the Mouse King, just in his refractory period when he’s breeding and has no strength left for fighting.”
 
    
 
   I looked over at Kizwat who looked confused. Anger and disappointment would probably soon follow. The Guildmaster and his men were listening intently.
 
    
 
   “That might explain why the tests were inconclusive,” said the Guildmaster. “We would have to adjust the parameters to confirm what you’re saying. But it is still, technically, a unique beast.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, technically. But, in my heart, I don’t feel like the killer of the mighty Mouse King. So it’s hard for me to accept in those terms. Do you think that’s what you’re picking up?”
 
    
 
   “Quite. Quite,” said God. “Very interesting. I don’t think I’ve ever run into a case like this before.”
 
    
 
   “Obviously your power was never intended for people full of doubt and self-loathing. Could probably use an upgrade.”
 
    
 
   “You may be correct,” said God. “If only such a thing were possible.” He chortled to himself. I had no idea about what.
 
    
 
   “Anyway,” I said, trying to get the topic off me and my massive insecurities, “the important thing is that you agree that the spike is genuine and I am the person it belongs to. So my friends who took it only reclaimed what was already ours, so they didn’t really steal anything.”
 
    
 
   God looked confused. “I’m sorry, but your friends did not steal a spike. I have no spike here for them to steal.”
 
    
 
   “Um, what now?” Just when you think you’re out, they pull you back in. I turned to the Guildmaster. “You didn’t hide the spike in God’s vault?”
 
    
 
   “Of course not,” said the Guildmaster. “I told you, it was misplaced.”
 
    
 
   “Ah,” said God. “No, no. I can see you believe that, but that is not what happened.”
 
    
 
   It was the Guildmaster’s turn to be confused. “It wasn’t misplaced? Then where did it go?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, what did happen to it?” I asked God.
 
    
 
   He shrugged. “That, I cannot say.”
 
    
 
   I was starting to think this power of his was a bit crap.
 
    
 
   “And my friends, what did they steal?”
 
    
 
   “A ceremonial dagger belonging to another guild. It is worth quite a lot of money, but hard to sell, considering the guild it belongs to.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t suppose it’s the Lollipop Guild.”
 
    
 
   “No. It is the Carpenter’s Guild.”
 
    
 
   Of course. It would be. For what possible reason would they have taken a ceremonial dagger? For no reason, obviously.
 
    
 
   “But I’m sure my friends claim to have no idea how the dagger ended up in their possession.”
 
    
 
   “That’s right.”
 
    
 
   “One minute it wasn’t there, the next, there it was.”
 
    
 
   “Absolutely. They put it almost in those words exactly.”
 
    
 
   Spikes suddenly disappearing. Daggers appearing out of nowhere. Who did I know capable of vanishing in and out of thin air?
 
    
 
   Fucking Biadet.
 
   


 
   
  
 

28. Walking Through Walls
 
    
 
   “What I’d like to know,” I said to God, “is how you couldn’t tell they were telling the truth. When they said they didn’t know how the dagger ended up in their possession, did you think they were lying?”
 
    
 
   “It is… complicated,” said God. “Perhaps we should discuss this alone.” He shifted his gaze towards the Guildmaster who stood up (after a short struggle disentangling himself from his colleagues).
 
    
 
   “However this situation came about,” said the Guildmaster, “the artifact we were presented with appears to be genuine. That is what you’re saying, God?”
 
    
 
   “Lies can be tricky,” said God, “but the truth is the truth. No doubt.”
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster seemed to accept this. He turned to Kizwat. “Young man, we owe you a silver hammer. Please accompany me back to the guild.”
 
    
 
   Kizwat stood up, his eyes sparkling. 
 
    
 
   God also rose from his chair and made his way to the door, which he unlocked. As the blacksmiths filed out, the Guildmaster paused and turned back to me. “If you do manage to find the artifact, we would still like a chance to test it under the right conditions.”
 
 
   “I have a pretty good idea who took it, but whether I’ll be able to get it back...”
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster opened his mouth as if he was going to say something, but then shut it and gave me a nod. God followed them out, closed the door and locked it, leaving me alone.
 
    
 
   “That was interesting, wasn’t it?” said Biadet.
 
    
 
   I jumped out of my chair and somehow ended up standing behind it. Biadet was sitting in God’s chair. 
 
    
 
   “What the fuck, Biadet?” I went over to the door and tested it. Locked. “This is a locked room! How did you get into a locked room?”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” said Biadet, “I was here all the time.”
 
    
 
   That was actually quite plausible. Could God have been in cahoots with the sly minx all along? My instinct was to doubt it—he seemed a decent sort. But since when could I trust my instincts?
 
    
 
   “You might as well have this back.” Biadet placed the missing spike on top of the desk. 
 
    
 
   There was the sound of lock in key, and the door opened. God returned. He saw Biadet in his seat but only raised an eyebrow. He locked the door.
 
    
 
   “Miss Biadet. I take it you are the one responsible for recent strange events.”
 
    
 
   “Responsible? No, I am not responsible,” said Biadet. 
 
    
 
   “Is she lying?” I asked God.
 
    
 
   God shrugged. “This young woman is the only one my ability doesn’t work on. I have no idea why.”
 
    
 
   “I told you there was one person,” said Biadet.
 
    
 
   “You said it was him,” I said in rather a whiney voice, pointing at God. 
 
    
 
   “No, you said that.”
 
    
 
   “But you agreed.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
    
 
   I thought about it. “You nodded.”
 
    
 
   Biadet nodded. “Nodding means different things in different cultures.”
 
    
 
   “I’m pretty sure in this culture it means ‘yes’.”
 
    
 
   “This isn’t my culture,” said Biadet.
 
    
 
   My head was starting to hurt. “Fine. Whatever. Did you plant a dagger on one of my party?”
 
    
 
   Biadet smiled. Or at least her lips stretched across her face. “I didn’t think they’d turn on each other so quickly. Very amusing.” She vacated God’s chair and walked over to him. “The barrier will be lifted. You can let them go.”
 
    
 
   “But why, Biadet?” I asked. “Why did you do all this?”
 
    
 
   “Just following orders.”
 
    
 
   “And that’s a good reason to do terrible things to innocent people, is it?”
 
 
   Biadet shrugged. “Isn’t it the only reason to do terrible things to innocent people? In any case, more terrible things are yet to come. It appears someone has informed the Carpenter’s Guild that the person responsible for the recent deaths of a number of their members is you. They are upset.” 
 
    
 
   I didn’t even need to ask who that someone was. “Are you trying to get me killed?”
 
    
 
   Biadet ignored the question. “They are scouring the city for you. It won’t take long for them to learn where you are. But, if you can find your way to the Lord Administrator, you will have his protection.” She pointed at the ceiling. “Only eight floors.”
 
    
 
   Did she expect me to fight my way out floor by floor? Of course she did.
 
    
 
   “I’ll see myself out.” Biadet walked over to the door and opened it. She exited, pulling it shut behind her.
 
    
 
   I got up and went to the door. I tried the handle. It was locked.
 
    
 
   “Great. That’s just great. Did you know about this?”
 
    
 
   God shook his head. “It is not the sort of thing I like to get involved with. Messy.”
 
    
 
   I let go of the door handle. “I have some questions I’d like to ask you.”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” said God. “But why don’t we go see your friends first? I’ll be happy to answer your questions, if I can, on the way.”
 
    
 
   He sidled past his desk to the door behind it, got out his jangling bunch of keys and chose the biggest one. He put it in the keyhole, turned it with a loud click and then spun the large wheel in the middle of the door. He slowly pulled the heavy door open. 
 
    
 
   A warm blast of air hit me in the face.
 
    
 
   “This way, if you please.”
 
    
 
   On the other side of the door was a bridge lit by glowing stones set in the handrail. Either side of us hung a vast darkness. From beneath us rose an unexpected noise—I concentrated, trying to identify it—like far off thunder or a distant waterfall.
 
    
 
   “It’s the Underland Sea,” said God. “Dargot depends on it for water and a number of other conveniences.” He locked up behind us and proceeded to walk across the bridge, the other end of which was not visible.
 
    
 
   “How did you get your ability?” I asked God as I trotted along beside him. He moved fast for a heavy man. “Is it something to do with your pendant?”
 
    
 
   “This?” He held up the crystal around his neck and laughed. “No, no. Let me see… How to explain.” He tapped the pendant against his lips. “There were only four of us in our year. Myself, Gerard, David and Bruno. All men, which was unusual. I was by far the most useless. Sad but true.” He paused as if caught up in a memory. “Everything terrified me. Confused me. Monsters everywhere!” He shuddered. “But it was Bruno who was the problem. Monsters were drawn to him, chased him wherever we went. They always targetted him first, for what reason, I cannot say.”
 
    
 
   “Was he a good fighter?”
 
    
 
   “No. Very much the opposite. Small, weak, but very bright. He had so many ideas how to change this world. Gunpowder, steam engines, even electricity. He knew the basics of all sorts of scientific ideas. He just needed time to bring this world into a new era.”
 
    
 
   “I guess he didn’t make it.”
 
    
 
   “He did not. David and Gerard abandoned us once they realised they’d be better off without two liabilities in tow. I can’t say I blame them, but they still managed to get themselves killed within a few days. And Bruno got eaten by a rogue ogre. This is all within the first week, you understand. I refused to leave Probet after that.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t doubt his story. Most of the people transported to this world probably ended up the same way. 
 
    
 
   “I was sixteen, scared out of my mind, and a complete coward. The soldiers who had found us took pity on me and gave me a ride to Fengarad. There I met a man who changed my life. Saved it, really. He took me to one of the spires—you’ve seen the seven spires, yes?—and it was he who gave me this ability.”
 
    
 
   “Who was the man?”
 
    
 
   “Everyone calls him Uncle Peter. He is a Visitor, too. American.”
 
    
 
   I thought back to Laney mentioning an uncle who resided within the spires. Could it be the same person? “And how did he give you this power.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know for sure. He put me into a deep sleep, and when I awoke it was inside me. He sent me here to take over from the last Truth Teller, who had just passed, and I was only too happy to take the job.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t you get bored down here all on your own?” 
 
    
 
   “Oh no. Never. Have you seen what’s waiting up there? Thank you, but no. No, no, no.”
 
    
 
   A humid wind swept across the bridge. Where it came from this far beneath the surface was anyone’s guess. The background roar was even louder now. I peered over the side but couldn’t see anything. The sea below sent up spray to confirm it was there. It tickled my face. Fresh water, by the taste of it.
 
    
 
   The bridge didn’t reach the opposite side (it wasn’t even clear if there was one), it ended at an island. Or rather, a pillar of rock with a large opening in it. A shimmering wall covered the entrance with streaks of golden light racing up and down it.
 
    
 
   “Is that some kind of force field?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “You could call it that. I am the only one authorised to take anything out of the Treasury. If someone else tries, that appears. No one, other than me, may leave while it is there.”
 
    
 
   “So you can’t turn it on or off?”
 
    
 
   “Not my department. Road Planning and Maintenance. They’re also responsible for bridges.”
 
    
 
   “Then how will we—” Before I could finish speaking, the translucent wall flickered and faded.
 
    
 
   We passed through the archway and entered a large room full of all sorts of items. Chairs, tables, paintings, crockery—they were probably all antiques worth a lot of money, but it had the appearance of a warehouse for a  bric-a-brac store. The heaps of gold coins and jewels I’d expected were notable by their absence.
 
    
 
   Stuff was piled up with no sense of order.
 
    
 
   “How do you keep track of what belongs to who?”
 
    
 
   “It’s all very carefully organised,” said God. I very much doubted it.
 
    
 
   As we made our way through the mountains of junk, er, I mean valuables, I saw a familiar group of people lounging about. From what I could see, they had dragged together various bits of furniture and made a very comfortable little nest for themselves. 
 
    
 
   Sofas, chaise lounges, a dinner table with candelabra. While I’d been running around trying to save them from being stuck in some depraved hellhole, they’d passed the time with a little interior decorating.
 
    
 
   “Colin!” called out Maurice.
 
    
 
   The others all jumped up excitedly, except for Jenny, who had her head in her hands, and Flossie, who I couldn’t see.
 
    
 
   “If I’d known you were trapped in such luxurious surroundings, I wouldn’t have bothered coming.” 
 
    
 
   “Luxurious?” said Claire. “We have one bathroom between five of us. It’s barbaric.”
 
    
 
   There was the sound of a flush and a door at the back opened. Flossie stepped out. “Ah’d give it five minutes.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” said God. “We don’t usually have this many guests.”
 
    
 
   A few days ago we’d been shitting in the woods; now she wanted all mod-cons. Spoiled brats, that’s what they were.
 
    
 
   “So,” I said. “No risk plan. How’d that turn out?” You might think this wasn’t the time for an ‘I told you so’ speech. You would be wrong.
 
    
 
   “Oh, shut up,” said Claire. “It was all going fine until a certain somebody decided to go all klepto.” It was clear from the direction of her glare who she was referring to.
 
    
 
   “I told you,” said Jenny, “it had nothing to do with me.” She sounded very tired. It seemed they’d been having this discussion for a while. I would describe the atmosphere as slightly frosty. Like Antarctica with fewer penguins.
 
    
 
   “The dagger was in your belt!” Claire grabbed the sides of her head like she was trying to stop it exploding.
 
    
 
   “Somebody put it there.”
 
    
 
   “There was no one else here!”
 
    
 
   Maurice and Dudley looked away awkwardly as the two girls faced-off. Flossie bounced up and down like she wanted to stop them but didn’t know how.
 
    
 
   I understood it. Claire was scared and had no idea how to lead them out of a tricky situation, so lashing out made total sense. Plus, she had gone all in to prove me wrong, and the gamble had not paid off. Anger, frustration, embarrassment—all the fun stuff we insecure people enjoy so much—had overwhelmed her common sense and rational mind.
 
    
 
   Probably even more difficult to control herself now that Captain Smugnstuff had arrived.
 
    
 
   What an amateur. You don’t let those emotions out to draw even more attention to yourself. You eat your feelings and bury them in the pit of your stomach. Let them stew with your shame and self-loathing for a couple of decades until they’re nice and ripe. Then you can wear it like armour.
 
    
 
   “Well, good news,” I said breezily. “I’ve arranged for your freedom.”  
 
    
 
   This got the response I expected. Smiles of relief and a general vibe of ‘Hooray, it all turned out for the best.’ I’d soon put a stop to that.
 
    
 
   “As long as one of you confesses to taking the dagger.”
 
    
 
   They all looked shocked. Then they all looked at Jenny.
 
    
 
   Jenny scrunched up her fists by her side. “But I didn’t—”
 
    
 
   “It’s the only way. If you admit it was you, everyone else can leave. You’ll have to take your chances with the Department for Road Maintenance and Planning once they come pick you up for trial. Or you can make everyone stay here and you can all rot together.”
 
    
 
   Jenny looked at me, pale and uncertain, then at the others. It wasn’t hard to tell what they wanted her to do.
 
    
 
   I was, of course, lying through my teeth—the barrier was already down and they could leave anytime they wanted—but I was curious to see what she’d choose.
 
   


 
   
  
 

29. She Afraid
 
    
 
   “What would you do?” Jenny asked me.
 
    
 
   She stood there, arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to keep warm, biting into her bottom lip.
 
    
 
   I didn’t even have to think about my response. “Me? I’d confess. The last thing I’d want to do is spend my final days locked up with this lot. Mind you, I’d probably give a long speech about how they owed their lives to me and how much they didn’t deserve it. Make them feel as shitty as possible. Gratitude is fleeting, but shame lasts forever.”
 
    
 
   Jenny’s body sagged. She closed her eyes and and took a deep breath. “It was me. I took the knife. You can all go.” Her voice was steady, but she was shaking. She sank down into a crouch, arms hooped around her knees and rested her head in the little divot between her kneecaps.
 
    
 
   “Okay, everyone,” I said, “let’s go.”
 
    
 
   They hesitated, looking at each other for support, for permission. I think they knew abandoning Jenny would be a death sentence for her. Even if she had stolen the dagger, they didn’t want to be responsible for that. Guilt kept them from moving. They didn’t want to be the ones to condemn her. They wanted someone else to do it.
 
    
 
   I bent down so my head was about level with hers. 
 
    
 
   “Aren’t you coming?”
 
    
 
   Jenny looked up at me, tears in her eyes. “What do you…” The watery sadness in her eyes flipped into confusion, and then tumbled into something far sharper. “You fuck!”
 
    
 
   “You were very noble,” I said. “You didn’t make them eat shit or anything.”
 
 
   Jenny sprang up like a jack-in-the-box. “You fucking fuck.” I had to step back quickly to avoid being headbutted.
 
    
 
   “Wait,” said Claire. “So, she didn’t have to confess?”
 
    
 
   “Nope. Why should she? She didn’t do anything. Although, it was impressive how you turned on her like that. You guys are some heartless motherfuckers.”
 
    
 
   They all looked at each other. Outrage or shame? Place your bets.
 
    
 
   Claire’s mouth went from frown to grimace to open bomb bay doors.
 
    
 
   “You know,” I said, cutting in before she could start, “she only just managed to get away from her last bunch of ‘friends’. Imagine how she feels now, thanks to you.”
 
    
 
   Claire faltered. Her eyes swung away from me and towards Jenny, who was still shaking with rage. I mean, she was shaking with rage at me, but Claire was in her line of sight, too. I didn’t mind sharing.
 
    
 
   All four of my original party bowed their heads as they took collective responsibility. 
 
    
 
   Claire slowly inched towards Jenny. She didn’t make eye contact and her voice was low and mumbly. “Sorry, Jenny. I know I was out of order and there’s no excuse for how I acted, but—”
 
    
 
   Sure, there’s no excuse, but… Classic.
 
    
 
   “—the truth is after you spend as much time with Colin as we have, he starts rubbing off on you.”
 
    
 
   Wait a minute…
 
    
 
   “Snapping and lashing out at people feels like the normal thing to do. I didn’t even think about what I was saying, I was all wrapped up in myself, just like him.”
 
    
 
   How did this become my fault?
 
    
 
   “The truth is...” Tears fell from Claire’s eyes. “I was scared I’d led everyone to their deaths and I just wanted to blame someone else, the way Colin would.”
 
    
 
   And what do you think you’re doing right now?
 
    
 
   “I... I need help. I know that. If I start acting like him again, please punch me in the face.”
 
   “I understand,” said Jenny. She put her arms around Claire and they hugged tightly. The others swarmed around them, joining in with mumbled apologies and promises to never doubt each other again, blah, blah, blah. A beautiful  moment. For them.
 
    
 
   I looked over at God who was wiping a tear from the corner of his eye.
 
    
 
   Where were my hugs and kisses? I was the one who came all the way down here to get them out, and what did I receive? The blame. I had a good mind to lead them out to the bridge and push the lot of them into the Underland Sea. Then we could rename it the Sea of Ingrates.
 
    
 
   The brave thing to do was send the others away and deal with the carpenter’s by myself. The carpenters weren’t looking for them, they were looking for me.
 
    
 
   The smart thing to do was send the others away and deal with the carpenters by myself without The Undependables getting under my feet and accidentally shooting me in the back seven or eight times.
 
    
 
   But I wasn’t feeling courageous or clever. I was feeling kind of… spiteful.
 
    
 
   “Well, I’m really happy you were all able to forgive each other for being massive idiots, very magnanimous of you, but I’m afraid it won’t be a simple matter of going back to the inn and celebrating all night with sex and blowjobs, even though I’m sure that’s what you all deserve. The Carpenter’s Guild has decided they don’t like their ceremonial dagger being stolen, so they’re swarming the Sheaf looking for you. And in case you’re thinking, Oh, they’re only carpenters, there aren’t any carpenters in the Carpenter’s Guild, it’s the name used by the Assassin’s Guild to keep a low profile.”
 
    
 
   Concerned I was rubbing off on them? They should be so lucky. If they wanted something to worry about, I was only too happy to oblige.
 
    
 
   I gave God a hard stare to make sure he kept his mouth shut.
 
    
 
   “But we didn’t take the dagger,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “It never even left the Treasury,” added Claire.
 
    
 
   “I expect they want to make an example of you. Assassin’s aren’t generally known for their relaxed attitude to being fucked with.”
 
    
 
   Were they actually assassins? Probably not. More like thugs for hire and utility goons of various sorts. Assassins just sounded scarier.
 
    
 
   “So, we have to fight our way out of here?” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “That’s right. Eight floors of relentless battling to survive. Ready?”
 
    
 
   There was a collective gulp. The five of them looked nervous and apprehensive. No more bonding and fluffing each other’s egos. No more touchy-feely bullshit. Fear, insecurity, despair. Honest emotions you could count on.
 
    
 
   God led us back across the bridge. They were dragging their feet a bit and I had to shout at them to hurry up a couple of times, but I managed to not shove anyone into the drink. Well done me.
 
    
 
   “It’s been very nice meeting you all,” said God as we stood back in the passageway outside his room. “Do come back and visit, if you can.”
 
    
 
   “Sure you won’t come with us?” I asked him. “People might leave us alone if you’re with us.” 
 
    
 
   “Ah, not right now. Have a lot of tidying up to do.” The door came slamming down.
 
    
 
   Can’t say I blamed him. Maybe we should have stayed in there with him and waited for things to calm down, but somehow I doubted we’d be allowed to. One way or another we were going to have to get to Gullen.
 
    
 
   “Right,” I said to the others. “Let’s try not to die on the way out. And remember, I did just rescue you bunch of clowns, so if you spot an archer trying to pick me off, feel free to throw yourselves in front of me to take the hit.” Yeah, fat chance.
 
    
 
   They nodded and drew their weapons. Serious faces and determined expressions surrounded me. 
 
    
 
   And then, Maurice took out a helmet I hadn’t seen before. No, not a helmet, more like a mask. Or a cowl. Batman was back.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck, Maurice?”
 
    
 
   It was much more intricate than the one he used to have attached to his onesie. He’d clearly had it made to order, with slits in the side to accommodate his glasses.
 
    
 
   “Metal plating.” He knocked on the side of his head, creating a dull, metallic sound. 
 
    
 
   Fair enough. If he wanted extra protection for his head, reinforced head gear made sense. I wasn’t sure how the bat ears helped, though.
 
    
 
   Maurice turned to Claire and gave her a look. Claire seemed to be pretending she hadn’t seen it. He nudged her. She ignored him. He nudged her harder and she reluctantly reached into her bag and pulled out a mask of her own.
 
    
 
   It was black, but shinier than Maurice’s, with white stitching and little ears. Cat ears. It was a copy of Michelle Pfeiffer’s Catwoman mask from Batman Returns.
 
    
 
   She put it on.
 
    
 
   Looking at the two of them, a thought occurred to me. A very disturbing thought.
 
    
 
   “You two have sex in those, don’t you?”
 
    
 
   Claire’s face flushed a deep red while Maurice grinned like The Joker.
 
    
 
   “Jesus. I hope you wiped them down.” I turned to the others. “Any S&M fetish gear you lot want to put on? No? Okay then. We have eight floors to get through, each floor is going to be full of hostile killers with only one thought in mind—taking us down. Our only hope is to kill them before they kill us. Aim weapons at the vital points—eyes and balls—and if you lose your weapon... Hai-ya!” I struck the air with the edge of my palm. “Karate chop.”
 
    
 
   Claire grabbed the front of her mask and slowly pulled it off. “We aren’t going to fight our way out are we?”
 
    
 
   “Of course not,” I said. “We’d last about ten seconds.”
 
    
 
   Their faces were a mixture of relief and confusion.
 
    
 
   “We’re going with Plan B.”
 
    
 
   “I get the feeling we aren’t going to like Plan B, either” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “No one likes Plan B. That’s why it’s called Plan B. Time to go.”
 
    
 
   They stayed close behind me as we went up to the seventh floor. I didn’t know if the carpenters had figured out where we were yet, but I was hopeful we could make it up one flight of stairs without dying.
 
    
 
   We must have looked pretty odd sliding along the wall, trying to see if anyone was coming down as we went up, but we got to the seventh floor without encountering any large men with exaggerated shoulders.  I led them off the staircase and down the hallway 
 
    
 
   We passed a couple of doors and a few people, none of whom paid us any attention. We got to a junction where four corridors met and I opened the map Kizwat had drawn for me before we’d arrived at the Sheaf. He had been here enough times to know the rough layout, and I only needed to know the location of one place.
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long to get to our destination. We all stood outside the beautiful mahogany doors. The plaque next to it said:
 
    
 
   The Carpenter’s Guild
 
   Because Wood Works
 
   


 
   
  
 

30. Diplomatic Immunity
 
    
 
   “Aren’t they the ones who are after us?” asked Claire.
 
    
 
   We were in an empty corridor, all bunched up in front of the door to the Carpenter’s Guild, with no one keen to go in.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Most of them will be out looking for us, so chances are there’ll only be a few of them in here. If we can get to their boss, maybe we can sort this without having to fight.”
 
    
 
   Claire’s eyes narrowed as she processed my logic. She looked over at the others who didn’t exactly brim with enthusiasm either.
 
    
 
   “One sec,” said Claire, and they all huddled together. Intense discussions followed, but in whispers I couldn’t hear.  If I had a watch, I would have looked at it impatiently.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” said Claire. “We don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
    
 
   “Mm hmm,” I said. “Who gives a fuck? You’re the guys who went on a zero-risk mission and ended up on death row. If you don’t think it’s a good idea, it’s probably a brilliant idea.” I was a little irritated.
 
    
 
   “We’re not trying to tell you what to do, but even we might have some suggestions worth considering, once in a while,”said Claire, defiantly sticking her chin out.
 
    
 
   “Like what?” I was genuinely curious, for the comedy value. My sudden interest in what she had in mind seemed to throw her. 
 
    
 
   “Well…” She spun around and reconvened the UN Insecurity Council.
 
    
 
   “Okay, enough,” I said. They all paused in their deliberations to look at me. “If we managed to somehow get out of this alive—I know it’s a big if—but assuming we did, I had planned to dissolve our band of merry adventurers. Quit while we’re ahead. But it’s pretty obvious you lot have reached a point where you have the confidence to make your own decisions and do things your own way. Which is great. So, why don’t we just end it right now? I’ll go in here and deal with the carpenters, you lot make your way to the surface and then go live a life devoid of common sense. I have no doubt that somehow you’ll make it work.”
 
    
 
   “But what about the men looking for us?” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “The truth is, they aren’t looking for you, they’re looking for me. I’m the one they want. Go, try not to get into too much trouble, and I’m sure you’ll be fine. Better than fine, probably far in the future, when you’re walking down a street, with your kids and your happiness and your double chins from eating too many cream cakes in your mansion, you might see me begging in the street, one leg missing and an eye patch. Just drop a couple of coins in my wooden bowl and pretend you don’t recognise me, and you can consider us quits.”
 
    
 
   They all stared at me. Flossie raised her hand.
 
    
 
   “Yes, Flossie?”
 
    
 
   “How did you lose the leg.”
 
    
 
   It was a fair question. Inane, but fair.
 
    
 
   “A dragon ate it. There was a princess who promised me half her kingdom if I saved her, but after I killed the dragon, she changed her mind. And before you ask, the eye’s fine, I just wear an eye patch to impress the other beggars.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t you think you should stop this,” said Jenny.
 
    
 
   “That’s what I’m trying to do.”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Jenny, “I mean stop feeling sorry for yourself. This idea you have that the world is against you and nothing ever works out in your favour, it’s getting a bit old.”
 
 
   I didn’t really know how to respond to that. It was like the teacher announcing to the class you’d wet yourself. Which never happened to me, of course. Mrs Maxwell, Class 2B. Bitch.
 
    
 
   “You’re probably right,” I said. “It’s hard to get up in the mornings without at least one slice of self-pity and a hot cup of bitterness, but I’ll try. Assuming I don’t die in here, first.”
 
    
 
   “Colin, just stop.” Jenny sounded angry. “You’re our leader. We don’t follow you because there’s no other choice, we follow you because we believe in you.”
 
    
 
   I looked at Jenny like she might be having some kind of breakdown. The others were looking at her in much the same way.
 
    
 
   “Do you really think if some smooth, good-looking smart-arse came along and offered us the chance to team up with him and his friends, we’d all jump at the chance and leave you behind?”
 
 
   “Yes!” I said.”That’s exactly what you’d do. Right?”
 
 
   The others made non-committal head bobs. I don’t think they knew which answer they were supposed to give.
 
    
 
   “And I wouldn’t blame you.”
 
    
 
   “No” said Jenny very firmly. “We wouldn’t do that. Right?”
 
    
 
   She got the same indecisive head-bobbing reaction.
 
    
 
   “You’re the leader,” she insisted. “You can’t just offer suggestions and then say, “But, hey, do what you want.’ You need to be firm. With all of us. When you give us an order, you should expect us to do it. And if we don’t, then punish us.”
 
    
 
   The irritation I felt a few moments ago had gone, to be replaced by mild confusion. Not that I didn’t agree with what she was saying, but why was she giving this speech? And why so aggressively? It was like someone offering their surrender by shoving a white flag down your throat.
 
    
 
   “Discipline doesn’t appear out of thin air. You have to enforce it. Especially early on.” She turned to the others who looked horrified by what she was saying. “I don’t know what you’re going to do, but I’m going to follow him to the end. Even if that’s five minutes from now.”
 
    
 
   I’d say the general atmosphere was one of ‘Forget the off button, take out her batteries!’
 
    
 
   “Do you really think this will work?” said Claire. It wasn’t so much a question as a stunned request for confirmation.
 
    
 
   Jenny shrugged. “Even if we go in fully committed, success isn’t guaranteed. But if we do this half-hearted, I think we’ll definitely fail. All I know is that only he would think to come here when anyone else would try to get as far away as possible. And that sort of insane thinking has saved my life more than once. He is the leader, even if he doesn’t believe it.”
 
    
 
   Claire looked at Maurice who looked at Dudley who looked at Flossie who looked at Claire. They could have quite easily kept this going for a couple of hours. 
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said. “You guys take a vote or form a caucus or whatever and let me know.” I pushed the door open and walked into the guild office. A quick death had started to seem quite appealing.
 
    
 
   Inside, there was a large desk that took up half the room, behind which sat a small woman with a lot of hair. I mean big hair, piled up high and wide. It was a wonder she didn’t tip over.
 
    
 
   “Yes?” She sounded like she had better things to do, even though she was just sitting there.
 
    
 
   I looked around the room. It was fairly large and nicely designed—lots of wood panelling as you’d expect in the Carpenter’s Guild—but it was hard to miss the main feature, which were two enormous men, holding spears, standing either side of large double doors.
 
    
 
   “Ah, hello.” My mind was suddenly blank. Why had I thought this was good idea again?
 
    
 
   There was a rush of air behind me as the door opened and the rest of my party joined me. Had anything been resolved? Probably not. If we did get out of here alive, I still expected them to go off to do their own thing. But I did feel strangely comforted by having them there.
 
    
 
   “Is the Guildmaster available?” I asked the secretary.
 
    
 
   She gave me a curious look, like she was deciding whether or not to press the button under her desk that would drop us into a shark tank. She looked over at the men by the door, who didn’t move or react in any way. If this was a real carpentry guild, I might have suspected they were carved out of wood.
 
    
 
   “She’s very busy. What’s this in relation to?”
 
    
 
   The Guildmaster was a woman. I had assumed it was a man because either it was statistically more likely for the person running a violent criminal organisation in a pre-industrial society to be male, or I’m a sexist twat. Feel free to apply your own preconceptions.
 
    
 
   “It’s, um, a contract for the removal of some… trees.”
 
    
 
   “I think you want the Lumberjack Guild.” 
 
    
 
   I seemed to have chosen the wrong metaphor.
 
    
 
   The secretary stared at me. She had a serious face and her outfit was all business. A fitted black jacket with large shoulder pads like an 80s power suit.
 
    
 
   I looked over at the men by the door. Their exaggerated shoulders and pinched waists also had an 80s feel to them.
 
    
 
   “The Guildmaster, she isn’t by any chance a Visitor, is she?”
 
    
 
   The secretary narrowed her eyes. “Maybe. Why?”
 
    
 
   “So are we!” My voice suddenly got high-pitched with excitement. I calmed myself. Just because she was a Visitor didn’t mean she wouldn’t want to kill us. “Could you tell her we’d like to meet her. We have lots of news from back home. I’m sure she’d be interested.”
 
    
 
   The secretary seemed to take this request a lot more seriously than the arboreal murders I’d tried to arrange.
 
    
 
   “One moment, I’ll see if she’s free.” She got up and walked over to the double doors. A look passed between her and one of the guards, and then she slipped into the office.
 
    
 
   We only had to wait for a couple of seconds before the doors were flung open and a middle-aged woman with the biggest hair I’d ever seen appeared. She made the secretary look like she had a crew cut. But the crown of black curls was only the topper. Her sequined dress had shoulder pads you could float out to sea and land planes on.
 
    
 
   She threw her arms wide. “Darlings, I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you. Come in, come in. We have so much to talk about.”
 
    
 
   She spun around and walked back in, leaving the secretary to hold the door open.
 
    
 
   It was quite an entrance, but the thing that had made the biggest impact wasn’t the outfit, or the coiffure. It was the accent. She was South African. A white South African from the 80s.  Finally, someone I’d have no guilt about killing.
 
    
 
   We followed her into a plush boudoir. There was no desk or normal chairs. There was a giant egg which our host had climbed into, and a mass of cushions on the floor. And two large men. Large men seemed to be the design motif.
 
    
 
   “Please, call me Dana, and what should I call you?” A bejewelled hand waved in my direction, with fingernails Wolverine would have been proud of. 
 
    
 
   “Could I just ask first, which year did you arrive?”
 
    
 
   “Ah, 1984. I have heard about many of the changes since my time, but I take it you are from this year’s batch.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Ah… I984. So you’re a racist?”
 
    
 
   She looked shocked. “What? Of course not. You mean because I’m South African? As I understood it, apartheid ended a long time ago.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but not when you were there. You must have supported the regime.”
 
    
 
   “No, no, no. Please, don’t think that. I can’t help the time and place I was born, but I never supported that kind of thinking. Times change and people move on.”
 
    
 
   She did seem genuinely hurt by the accusation. Which wasn’t surprising. Try finding a modern-day white South African who ever believed in apartheid. Apparently the whole thing was a bad dream the world had.
 
    
 
   “You still wear shoulder pads. You can’t have moved on that far.”
 
    
 
   Now she looked really shocked. “Are you saying shoulder pads aren’t in fashion anymore?”
 
    
 
   “They haven’t been in fashion since 1986.” I grabbed Maurice and pulled him out of the crowd behind me. “If  you kill him, it will only prove you hate blacks.”
 
    
 
   I didn’t know if using white guilt would have an effect on her, but she was South African, the guiltiest of all the whites, so I figured it was worth a shot. 
 
    
 
   “Why would I want to kill him?” she implored.
 
    
 
   Maurice was trying to squeeze out of my grip, not too keen on being the focus of racial tensions. I held on tight.
 
    
 
   “Because that’s what Gullen ordered you to do.”
 
    
 
   Her eyes widened. “You… you’re him!” She pointed at the others. “You’re them!” Not the most articulate when she was being accused of hate crimes, but it was clear she knew who we were (‘him’ and ‘them’).
 
    
 
   “I just want you to understand this has all been arranged by the Lord Administrator. He’s been using you to test us, see if we’re worthy of his patronage. If you kill us, you’re just doing his dirty work for him.”
 
    
 
   Dana, the reformed South African, stood up. “Other people’s dirty work is what we do here.”
 
    
 
   Slight miscalculation on my part. I had just accused her of doing her job.
 
    
 
   She looked at Maurice. “I want you to know, I won’t be killing you because you’re black, I’ll be killing you because you’re with him.” She pointed a beautifully manicured three-inch fingernail at me.
 
    
 
   The men beside her drew large wooden clubs with elegant carvings down the side. You could really see the workmanship. At least the didn’t have swords, I thought to myself. Then they also drew swords. Dual-wielders. Nice.
 
    
 
   I let go of Maurice and both my hands burst into flame. I was a dual-wielder myself.
 
    
 
   The two men took a step back. 
 
    
 
   “You use magic!” said Dana, impressed. Not that I could do much damage. Usually.
 
    
 
   “Yes. And judging by your hair, you use a lot of product. Is it flammable?”
 
    
 
   Her face went from impressed to panicked. “You wouldn’t!”
 
    
 
   “I fucking would. And a lot more besides. Now tell me, where’s the way out.”
 
    
 
   “What are you talking about? It’s behind you.”
 
    
 
   “I mean the secret way out you use. Come on, you’re the head of bunch of killers for hire, you must have an escape route if things go pear-shaped.”
 
    
 
   “Just because you can set fire to things doesn’t mean you’ll leave here alive. My instructions are to capture you, nothing more. Put out those flames and let’s talk about this. I’m sure we can come to an understanding. You, me and the Lord Administrator.”
 
    
 
   I almost fell for it. If she was going to turn us over to Gullen anyway, why fight it? But then I caught the look she gave her guards. It didn’t feel she was giving a restraining order. And would Gullen even bother with half-measures like that?
 
    
 
   “Did you ever see Raiders of the Lost Ark?” I asked her.
 
    
 
   The question caught her a bit off guard. “What?”
 
    
 
   “The movie, Raiders, did you see it?”
 
    
 
   “No, I can’t say that I did.”
 
    
 
   “Good. When I say Marion, I want you to do like in the scene where they open the Ark.” This last bit was said to the people behind me. Whether they’d understand, I had no idea.
 
    
 
   I slapped my burning palms together and the flames went out. When I pulled my palms apart, a ball of light floated between them. I gave it a nudge and it floated towards Dana.
 
    
 
   “It’s beautiful,” said Dana, mesmerised by the streaks of colour playing across its surface. 
 
    
 
   “Marion!” I snapped my fingers. The ball popped, releasing a brilliant flash of white light—one of the tricks I’d developed while messing around in my room. Solitude has its advantages.
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes. Dana and her men were staggering around, blind. I turned around. My party all had their eyes tightly shut.
 
    
 
   “You can open your eyes.”
 
    
 
   They did as instructed, blinking and stretching their eyes, but otherwise fine.
 
    
 
   “Guards!” screamed Dana. 
 
    
 
   Shit. I’d forgotten about the guards outside. I drew my sword and prepared to fight, but Maurice and Dudley were ahead of me. They stood either side of the door, each holding the end of a piece of rope. As the guards came running in, they lifted the roped and tripped them. They jumped on the guards and began hitting them with saps very similar to mine.
 
    
 
   I hadn’t told them to do any of that, and I hadn’t shown them how to make a sap. 
 
    
 
   “Colin!”
 
    
 
   I looked over to where Jenny and Claire had Dana pinned to the ground. 
 
    
 
   “Them!” Jenny was pointing at the two remaining guards, who were blindly flailing about with their weapons. 
 
    
 
   I took care of them with my sap, although it took some ducking and weaving and a number of hits before they dropped.
 
    
 
   Breathing hard, I looked around to see where Flossie had got to. She was in the outer office, chasing the secretary around her desk. Everyone had come out of it unscathed, but we still had to find a way out. Reinforcements could arrive at any moment.
 
    
 
   “Where’s the escape hatch?” I asked Dana. 
 
    
 
   Her face was shoved into a large cushion. We probably needed to find a less comfortable torture device if we wanted to make her talk.
 
    
 
   “Go to Hell!” she mumbled. 
 
    
 
   Jenny grabbed her hair and yanked. It came off, revealing clumpy blonde tresses under a hair net.
 
    
 
   She had been properly afraid when I threatened to set her hair on fire, but for a wig? “Why was she so worried about me burning her hair if it wasn’t even hers?” 
 
    
 
   “It is mine! I paid for it!” Dana squealed as she tried to wriggle out from under the two girls.
 
    
 
   “Just tell us how to get out of here,” I said, my head lowered so it was nearer hers. “Or I’ll set fire to your real hair.” I produced a single flame from the end of my finger.
 
    
 
   There was the sound of stone scraping against stone and a large section of the wall slid aside.
 
    
 
   “How wonderful. Real magic. I’m amazed.” Gullen stood there with Biadet by his side. He slapped his gloved hands together. “I knew there was something about you.” He wagged finger at me. “Special boy.”
 
    
 
   He walked in like he’d been invited to a garden party and was looking for the cucumber sandwiches.
 
    
 
   I stood up. Sitting in the secret passage were two giant dogs, like Dobermans but heavier, and about the same height as Biadet. They made no noise, I couldn’t even hear them breathing. They looked a bit bored. Then one yawned and  I nearly crapped myself. Its teeth were solid metal.
 
    
 
   “I must thank you, by the way. You were right about the trolls—whole army’s riddled with them. Took us forever finding them all.” Gullen looked down at his feet. “Oh, hello, Dana. I told you he was a tricky one, didn’t I? Is that a new haircut?”
 
    
 
   “Mmf mff,” said Dana through a mouthful of pillow.
 
    
 
   “Very nice. Suits you.” He turned  back to me. “So, shall we go?”
 
    
 
   “Go where?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer. 
 
    
 
   “Oh, I have plans for you, my boy. Such plans. For all of you.”
 
    
 
   The others looked around nervously.
 
    
 
   “Initially, I had thought this was a one-man operation, but now I see you really are a team. A very hard to figure out, unusually unstable team, but somehow you make it work. That’s why you will make the ideal envoys to send over the border to convince our enemies to negotiate a peace.”
 
    
 
   “Over the border to…?”
 
    
 
   “Monsterland.”
 
    
 
   “Ah. And as envoys, we will be protected under some truce or…?”
 
    
 
   “No, no. No protection. But I’m sure you’ll manage to stay alive long enough to get to the Archfiend’s castle.”
 
    
 
   “Archfiend?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Terribly fearsome fellow, by all accounts. Not that we have many. He always sends back our envoys in pieces. But you, I have a good feeling about your chances.” He wagged his finger at me again.
 
    
 
   The best thing to do would be to take the deal and then make a run for it. He’d come after us, but it had to be better than the alternative.
 
    
 
   “Of course, I’ll need to secure your loyalty by keeping one of you behind. Now, let’s see… What about the girl in the back?”
 
    
 
   We all turned around. Flossie had the secretary cornered by the filing cabinet. The secretary seemed to be whimpering. Or possibly giggling.
 
    
 
   “She’d probably be safer here,” I said to Dudley. The way his whole body shook, I don’t think he agreed. I turned back to Gullen. “How about this… You let us keep Flossie, and we promise to go on this mission for you. Word of honour.”
 
    
 
   “Mm. Tempting, but I don’t think so. How about I keep Flossie, and you give me your word, and if you don’t come back, I’ll hang her?”
 
    
 
   I could feel waves of deadly intent rolling off Dudley. Normally, this would be a good thing, but in this case I was pretty sure it wouldn’t turn out well. Biadet had taken up position next to him and was staring like she’d found a fly in a web. And she was the spider.
 
    
 
   “Interesting,” I said. “If I could suggest a small amendment, you give us Flossie, I stay here, and you send the others to Monsterland.” I turned to the others and gave them a thumbs up. They didn’t look very impressed by my great sacrifice.
 
    
 
   Gullen smiled with his lips, but nothing else. 
 
    
 
   “I’m afraid that won’t do. You are the lynchpin of this party and you will go as our representative to meet with the Archfiend. And please don’t suggest we keep all of them and let you go on your own.” Damn, my next ploy foiled. “Without them to act as your conscience, I’m not sure you would ever come back, whoever I threaten to kill.”
 
    
 
   There was a murmur of agreement from behind me.
 
    
 
   Where was the trust? Claire was right, I had started rubbing off on them.
 
    
 
   “One of them will stay here. Who would you suggest?”
 
    
 
   Why did they have to call it Monsterland? The name was just so off-putting. But there seemed no way to avoid it. We were going to the land of monsters. As soon as I chose someone to leave behind.
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