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1. Journey To The West
 
    
 
   One of the things I bought on my way out of town was a small cooking pot. The smells of the chicken and mixed spices (sold by the butcher in a small bag—who knew?) as we sat around the bubbling pot made all our stomachs growl.
 
    
 
   “If I’d know you were going to buy all this stuff,” said Claire, “I would have given you a list.”
 
    
 
   “Good reason not to tell you, then,” I muttered under my breath. Both girls looked hacked off at missing the chance to do some shopping. “Once we get to the city, you can buy whatever you want.”
 
    
 
   “And how long is that going to take?” Claire asked, with a definite implication that no matter the answer, it would be too long.
 
    
 
   She wasn’t wrong. Our clothes were in a pretty bad state and didn’t smell good. The food I had bought, while a marked improvement on our usual diet of rabbit, rabbit and more rabbit, would only last for maybe one or two more meals.
 
    
 
   “Feel free to go back into town and get what you want,” I added. No one looked keen on doing that in the dark. 
 
    
 
   Everyone felt better once we’d eaten. No one had the energy to keep grumbling, and the four of them fell asleep very quickly. I was tired, but too worried to relax. We were out here on our own with no idea what we were supposed to be doing or how we were going to survive. And we would probably have to kill again. 
 
    
 
   I took out the sword I’d acquired from the blacksmith. I imagined stabbing a living, breathing being with it. My breath became ragged and my body tensed up. Cold sweat trickled down my back.
 
    
 
   When the blacksmith gave me the sword, he also gave me a whetstone. I started stroking the blade with it, the way he’d showed me. I couldn’t match his speed without nicking my fingers, so I took it slow and steady. Even though the weapon was the cause of my distress, sharpening it was oddly relaxing and helped calm my mind.
 
    
 
   I had told the others about my deal with the blacksmith’s apprentice and how I’d got the sword. Rather than feel jealous or annoyed that I hadn’t told them earlier, they were all excited by the upgrade to the group’s arsenal—although, owning a sword and knowing how to use it were two entirely different things. 
 
    
 
   They very much saw everything we owned as belonging to the collective. It didn’t matter who used which weapon or who carried the money. The one thing our group didn’t lack was trust. I wondered how long that would last.
 
    
 
   The next morning, we considered going back into town to buy some supplies. Grayson and his men would be gone, so we wouldn’t run into them. With money no longer an issue, we could buy whatever we fancied. Surprisingly, Maurice pushed for us not to do that.
 
    
 
   “I know we’ve got all this cash now, but chances are there’ll be a bigger choice and better quality items in the city. It’d be a waste to buy stuff now that we’re just going to end up chucking away in a couple of days, right?” He spoke quickly and was itching to start our journey westward. He opened up the map Claire had copied. “According to this map, the distance from Probet to Fengarad is only a little more than the distance from Probet to the clearing in the forest, so it shouldn’t take us very long to get there. The way I see it, the sooner we get to Fengarad, the better.”
 
    
 
   The others were keen to be supportive of Maurice’s plan and agreed we should set off immediately. Having made this decision, they all turned to me, having suddenly remembered they weren’t the ones who got to decide anything.
 
    
 
   I shrugged. “Okay. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Did I think it was a good idea? Definitely not. Even a short detour into town to buy some basics wouldn’t have taken more than an hour or two. It would have made much more sense to get stocked up before setting off—we had no idea what was out there or what problems we might face—but I didn’t say anything. 
 
    
 
   In my estimation, staying hungry, uncomfortable and uncertain, would keep everyone on their toes and, more importantly, easier to control.
 
    
 
   While being on edge made people more prone to being awkward and snippy with each other, in the case of our party we had those attributes pretty much maxed out already. Complacency and overconfidence were more likely to trip us up. 
 
    
 
   Shame I didn’t take my own advice.
 
    
 
   What Maurice said about the advantages of getting to the city was true. And had the map been to scale, it would have only taken a few hours to get there. The map was not to scale.
 
    
 
   The road was wide and dusty, but flat and straight. At least we wouldn’t get lost. On one side were open fields, on the other, a border of trees. Beyond the trees lay the forest.
 
    
 
   Despite the bright sunshine and clear skies, the forest emanated a dark menace. Just looking in its direction made my skin crawl, like something was looking back. The thought of what might be waiting for us behind those trees was enough to keep us walking on the far side of the road.
 
    
 
   How did we pass the time? Maurice mentioned how Fengarad sounded Swedish, so they started speaking with terrible Swedish accents, although Dudley’s effort sounded more like Chinese. Yes, this is what passed for entertainment. They also shared various details about their lives—where they grew up, what they did in their spare time; all the usual getting to know you stuff. But in a Swedish accent. They kept this up for hours!
 
    
 
   I say ‘they’ because I didn’t get involved in the bonding session. I didn’t care about their hopes and dreams before we ended up in this weird fantasy land, and tuned out of the conversation. Not that I looked down on whatever kinds of lives they lived back home, it just didn’t interest me.
 
    
 
   By the time the sun had started to disappear behind us (I still found it disconcerting that the sun set in the east), we must have travelled several miles yet the horizon ahead of us showed no signs of a city. 
 
    
 
   We made camp behind under a large tree in one of the fields, and ate the rest of the food. 
 
    
 
   The next morning we set off again, a little more subdued. With the sun beating down and our general level of fitness being about the same as the fat kid who always gets picked last in P.E., it didn’t take long before our purposeful marching was reduced to a slow shuffle. Our water skins were nearly empty and the food was gone.
 
    
 
   I had thought we’d find some small animals we could hunt, but so far we hadn’t seen anything. There were probably some creatures in the woods, but we weren’t hungry enough to risk it. Yet.
 
    
 
   There was some talk of heading back and getting proper supplies. It seemed like a waste of effort to turn around now, but we didn’t have many other options.
 
    
 
   “What’s that noise?” said Flossie, tilting her head and half-closing her eyes.
 
    
 
   We all listened and then slowly started walking into the forest towards the sound—the sound of running water. 
 
    
 
   We cautiously tip-toed past the treeline, and the temperature immediately fell to a goosebumping chill. Weird animal noises echoed around us, but the rush of flowing water kept drawing us in further. After ten minutes of weaving our way through the trees, we found a shallow river running parallel to the road and we eagerly refilled our waterskins. The other good thing about the river were the fish swimming in it. 
 
    
 
   Easy pickings! Not quite.
 
    
 
   Maurice tried using his recently acquired spear to catch our lunch. He stood with the water up to his knees, frozen in classic hunter pose. Well, other than the Batman cowl he insisted on wearing—apparently, he didn’t want the underwater world knowing his secret identity. The fish, which varied in size from tiny to arm’s length, swam between his legs, ignorant of the doom hanging over their heads.
 
    
 
   Wait... wait… strike! The spear stabbed into the water and struck the rocky riverbed. The fish went about their business like nothing happened.
 
    
 
   After a bunch of failed attempts, we all had a go. With the same results. Spear fishing, it turns out, is hard. We also tried sticking our hands in the water and grabbing the fish, which went about as well as you’d expect. My new sword wasn’t much help and I wished I still had my spike. 
 
    
 
   We hadn’t eaten since the night before and I had no intention of being defeated by those scaly bastards.
 
    
 
   After several hours, I figured out a way to catch them. We used one of the blankets, held by a person at each end, and lowered into the water. Then we waited. When a fish swam over the blanket, we lifted it up. You had to get the timing right, otherwise the water would cascade out like a waterfall, providing an escape route for the fish. 
 
    
 
   Yes, it would have been better if we had a net, but we didn’t have one of those so we did the best with what we had.
 
    
 
   Using this method, we caught six fish in quick succession. They lay on the river bank, flopping about. I had seen enough crappy tv shows about fishing to know what to do. I took my stick and hit the biggest one on the head. That’s the most humane way to quickly kill a fish. On our planet. In this world, it had rather a different effect. The fish started screaming.
 
    
 
   Now, I’m not a fish expert, but I’m fairly sure fish aren’t supposed to scream. I hit it again, but it kept screaming and then all the other fish joined in. If you’re wondering what a fish scream sounds like, pretty much like this: Ahh! Ahhhhh! Ahhhhhhh!
 
    
 
   My party looked horrified and ready to start screaming themselves. I went over to where our stuff was piled up and took out my new sword. I walked over to the fish and cut off their heads, one after the other. The screaming stopped.
 
    
 
   It may seem somewhat hypocritical after all my soul-searching over killing the mice, but they were just fish, and it’s amazing how pragmatic you can become when you’re really hungry.
 
   


 
   
  
 

2. Needs Must
 
    
 
   After our experience with preparing rabbit, gutting and cleaning the fish was quite straightforward, if a little messy.
 
    
 
   We roasted them over a fire and picked the flesh off the bones. There were a lot of bones. It tasted like regular fish, thankfully. We now had a ready supply of food and water. We also had the chance to wash our clothes and ourselves. 
 
    
 
   The girls went first while the boys sat on the road pretending we couldn’t hear them splashing about. Images of naked girls kept invading my thoughts, so I got up and started practicing with the sword.
 
    
 
   I was really regretting giving up my spike. It was light and easy to use—aim at the head, stab, stab, stab. With a sword, you have to know what you’re doing. All I had to go on were movies I’d seen, and I’m pretty sure they weren’t the best source of reliable info.
 
    
 
   What I discovered very quickly was that even a short sword that feels quite light at first, will make your arm ache after a few minutes of swinging it around. I’d alway planned on getting into shape at some point, like we all do I guess, but never really needed to. The bus stop was down the road from where I lived, and my job involved me sitting around most of the time. It never occurred to me one day I’d be fighting monsters.
 
    
 
   Maurice followed my lead and waved his spear about, while Dudley examined the passing clouds. What we needed was more muscle.
 
    
 
   “How many pushups can you do?” I asked Maurice.
 
    
 
   He shrugged. “Ten? Twenty?”
 
    
 
   “Really? Have you tried recently?”
 
    
 
   “No, but ten isn’t a lot, is it?”
 
    
 
   “What about you?” I said to Dudley.
 
    
 
   “I couldn’t say, off the top of my head. About the same, I expect.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, then, let’s see.” Neither of them moved. “Fine, I’ll go first.”
 
    
 
   I got into position and started. The first two were easy. Number three and four were a bit of a struggle, and number five was a battle. Six got me down, but there was no getting back up. I stood up, panting.
 
    
 
   “Five.” I nodded at Maurice. “Your turn.”
 
    
 
   Maurice put down his spear and got on the ground. He did three.
 
    
 
   “That’s five,” he said.
 
    
 
   “That was three. The last two, your knees were touching the ground. We’re going to have to get a lot fitter than this if we want to fight properly. There’s no point having decent weapons if they end up wrecking us more than whoever we’re fighting.”
 
    
 
   “My turn,” said Dudley, sounding very confident.
 
    
 
   He got in position. First pushup was okay. Second one, his whole body trembled, but he managed to get back up with elbows locked. He lowered his body to the ground for number three, and stopped.
 
    
 
   “That’s two,” I said, in case he’d lost count.
 
    
 
   “Wait,” he said.
 
    
 
   We waited. And waited. Very slowly, his body rose back up, his whole body shaking like a washing machine on fast spin. He finally made it to three pushups, and then collapsed onto his face.
 
    
 
   Next, we tried sit ups and we each did thirty, which sounds quite a lot, but they were much easier and we were probably cheating them. All our faces glowed with sweat and we were too out of breath to speak.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” said Claire.
 
    
 
   I don’t know how long Claire and Flossie had been watching us, but probably long enough for us to make fools of ourselves. Not that it mattered very much right then. The girls had finished washing and were holding their wet clothes. They had both wrapped themselves in blankets, which covered their middle, but left plenty of skin showing. Legs. Lots of legs.
 
    
 
   “Aren’t you going to go wash up?” asked Claire. 
 
    
 
   I realised I had been stood there gawping. “Yes. Of course. Right. Bathtime for baby!” I had no idea what I was saying. Maurice and Dudley joined in, equally flummoxed.
 
    
 
   “Absolutely. Time for scrubbing the old bod,” said Maurice.
 
 
   “Wash wash wash,” added Dudley.
 
    
 
   With all the running around and trying not to die it was easy to forget we were young men with hormones and stuff. The sight of the girls was a firm reminder. Very firm.
 
    
 
   As we got to the river I said, “You know, I think the best way to wash our clothes is to keep them on.”
 
    
 
   The other two agreed immediately. 
 
    
 
   “Two birds, one stone,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Brilliant idea,” added Dudley.
 
    
 
   We waded into the water, all three of us relieved we would have a chance to let things ‘settle down’ before getting naked. If you have no idea what I’m talking about, that’s probably for the best. 
 
    
 
   Once we had bathed and given the clothes a good rinse, we returned to the girls. They had hung up their clothes on branches to catch the sun and were lying on their backs, the blankets falling away here and there to reveal even more flesh. 
 
    
 
   “Damn,” I said, clutching my stomach. “I need the bathroom. I might be some time.” And I rushed off. I didn’t need the bathroom, although I did need to relieve myself. It didn’t take very long. Both times.
 
    
 
   When I returned, Maurice and Dudley had needed the ‘bathroom’ too. 
 
    
 
   “They’ve been gone ages,” said Flossie, sounding concerned.
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong with you guys?” said Claire. “You think the fish wasn’t cooked properly?”
 
    
 
   “No, you two would be affected too, then,” I pointed out. “Just, er, nature taking it’s course,”
 
    
 
   I hung up my clothes on the nearest branches and lay down feeling much more relaxed. Within a few seconds I had fallen asleep.
 
    
 
   When I woke up, my right arm, shoulder and back all ached. My stomach was also cramped up. Pretty normal reaction to doing some exercise after years of doing none, but if it was like this now, by tomorrow morning I’d be crippled. 
 
    
 
   It was late afternoon and the others were all dozing in the sun. I got to my feet and did some stretches, which helped a little, and then I woke the others up. No one felt like more walking, but a few choice swear words and a threat to leave them behind got them moving. 
 
    
 
   Our clothes had dried and we quickly got dressed and set off again. We decided to travel along the river bank rather than the road. We found various bushes and brambles covered in berries growing along the bank and picked loads of fruit. It was slower than the road, but we had a rolling buffet to keep us busy, which made things more interesting. And then it got a bit too interesting.
 
    
 
   There was a roar from somewhere in the forest. It didn’t sound very close, but it did sound very terrifying. We rushed back onto the road. We heard the roar again, this time a little closer. We started jogging.
 
    
 
   Ahead of us, the road continued to the horizon with no signs of buildings or people.
 
    
 
   There was a noise like a tree falling over. Followed by more trees being ripped out of the ground and hurled into the air. We were so fixated on watching for any signs of a monster—not that I knew what to do if one did turn up—that we nearly missed the path leading north through the field.
 
    
 
   It was two thin tracks divided by a mohawk of grass, like it had been made by a wagon. Far in the distance, there seemed to be something, but too far to make out what exactly. A building?
 
    
 
   As we stood at the intersection wondering if it was worth diverting from our planned route to investigate, a crash followed by a lot of splashing made the decision for us. We sped down the track.
 
   


 
   
  
 

3. The Farmer’s Wife
 
    
 
   The sounds of destruction continued behind us. We picked up the pace as we speed-marched down the dirt track.
 
    
 
   “What’s the plan?” said Maurice. “I mean, if that thing comes after us, what do we do?”
 
    
 
   “We run,” I said, “and hope whatever’s at the end of this road has plenty of places to hide.”
 
    
 
   The silhouette in the distance had started to take on the shape of a building, but it was still too far away to be sure what kind. In this world, when you ran from danger, you were just as likely to be running towards it at the same time.
 
    
 
   “Do you really think we can outrun it?” said Claire, nervously looking over her shoulder.
 
    
 
   “We don’t have to outrun,” I said. “We only have to outrun each other.”
 
    
 
   This comment, which I felt was simply stating the truth, did not go down well.
 
    
 
   Claire sped up until she was ahead of me and turned her head to give me a full-in-the-face glare. “You really think it’s okay to let Flossie get eaten?”
 
    
 
   “Hey,” said Flossie, who was bringing up the rear and panting quite hard, “ah can move when ah have to.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry,” said Dudley. “I won’t let you get eaten.”
 
    
 
   “Worry about yourself,” said Flossie as she zoomed through the crowd and took the lead.
 
    
 
   Everyone started overtaking each other, but in a casual ‘I’m not really running, I’m just stretching my legs’ kind of way. Nobody wanted to be at the back where monsters could get you.
 
    
 
   Fortunately, whatever it was back in the forest didn’t come out, although the unnerving noises continued. We slowed down a bit as the sounds receded into the distance, partly because we felt safer, and partly because we were all knackered.
 
    
 
   The fields on either side of the track had changed from grass to crops—corn, wheat, various green vegetables—and the building appeared to be a farmhouse. It took us about an hour to reach it. 
 
    
 
   The ranch-style house was a one storey wooden building with a large porch out front, and a small barn stood next to it. Chickens wandered around the yard and a goat tied to a post bleated at us as we approached. I didn’t see any people. Of course, as soon as we got within a few yards of the place, I found myself back in the lead with everyone else huddled behind me.
 
    
 
   “Watch out for the goat,” said Maurice. “It might be trained.”
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure what he thought it might be trained to do, but it did have rather larger horns so I gave it wide berth, just in case. After everything we’d been through, I refused to be taken down by an attack-goat. 
 
    
 
   Our tightly packed group nervously advanced through the chickens—which had apparently been trained to shit everywhere—and climbed the steps onto the porch. Or, at least, I did. The lonely sounds of my footsteps on the wooden boards indicated the others had stopped just short and allowed me to take the final few steps alone.
 
    
 
   I had the sword in my left hand. If things went pear-shaped, I could draw it from its scabbard and wave it around like someone who doesn’t know how to use a sword properly. Will I hurt you? Will I hurt me? What could be more intimidating?
 
    
 
   After a moment to calm myself and think over what I was going to say, I knocked on the door and took a step back. I heard someone approach and then the door was yanked open to reveal a small woman. She was quite fat with her brown hair piled up on her head in a bun.
 
    
 
   “Yes?” She wiped her hands on the apron around her waist. She didn’t look the least bit surprised to see me standing there. She didn’t look particularly pleased, either.
 
    
 
   It took me a moment to remember what I planned to say. “Oh, hello. I’m Colin. How are you?” None of which was part of my prepared speech.
 
    
 
   She looked me up and down, then past me at the others. 
 
    
 
   “We’re on our way to Fengarad,” I continued, getting back on track, but suddenly rushing so everything came out of my mouth at a million miles an hour. “We were hoping we could buy some food from you. We can pay. With money. Eggs, milk, bread, anything really. We don’t mind helping out if you need a hand or something like that. Do you have any? Food, I mean. We have money, like I said. Nice place you have here.” I made myself smile in what I hoped was an amiable manner, although it was probably more creepy than friendly.
 
    
 
   She stared at me a bit more. It was the kind of look you rarely see outside a professional boxing match. It made me want to crawl away and take my chances with the monster in the woods.
 
    
 
   “You’ll be the Visitors who arrived a few days ago.”
 
    
 
   It wasn’t a question, and I couldn’t tell if she considered our arrival to be a good thing or not.
 
    
 
   “Yes. Will you help us? So far, everyone we’ve met either ignores us or treats us like idiots for not knowing how things work in this world.”
 
    
 
   A baby started crying somewhere inside the house.
 
    
 
   “You better come in, then.” She turned and walked away, leaving the door open.
 
    
 
   I followed her, rapidly joined by the patter of four pairs of feet behind me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

4. There’s No Such Thing
 
    
 
   The interior of the farmhouse was large and airy. The room contained a stove with a number of pots simmering on it, and a wooden table with benches on either side and a chair on each end. It could easily seat eight, maybe more.
 
    
 
   We stood in the doorway, all wiping our feet on the mat for longer than was required. The woman came out of a side room carrying a whimpering toddler. The kid stopped the moment he saw us and stared. Mainly at Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Sit down, then,” said the woman as she walked over to the stove where she began stirring one pot after another. “My name’s Margi.”
 
    
 
   We all introduced ourselves as we took a seat at the table. Margi didn’t seem too worried about having five strangers in her house, but then, she looked like she could beat the crap out of us with the kid in one hand and a rolling pin in the other.
 
    
 
   “My husband’s not here at the moment,” she told us, “but he should be back soon. I take it you’re not here for the rogue ogre.”
 
    
 
   We all looked confused. 
 
    
 
   “What’s a rogue ogre?” I asked. “Don’t all ogres run around smashing things up and roaring for no reason?”
 
    
 
   She gave me the look I knew only too well from the people in Probet.
 
    
 
   “And please remember we don’t have ogres where we come from.”
 
    
 
   Her face relaxed a little and she shifted her son onto her other hip. “You’re right, it isn’t fair to expect you to know these things. Ogres, in general, aren’t particularly troublesome—if you leave them alone, they won’t bother you. But every now and again, one will suddenly become enraged and go on a rampage.”
 
    
 
   “There was something ripping up trees in the forest,” said Maurice. “We didn’t see it, but it sounded pretty mad.”
 
    
 
   “That’ll be him,” said Margi. “No one knows what sets them off, but the only way to stop them is to kill them. It doesn’t happen very often, but recently we’ve had a spate of them. That’s why my husband’s gone into Fengarad to fetch someone to take care of it. At first, I thought maybe that’s why you were here, but by the looks of you, you aren’t ready for that kind of a fight. Not yet, anyhow.”
 
    
 
   The ogre we encountered on our first day had been enraged for sure, but the one we saw eating rabbits had been calm, almost docile. So what Margi was saying seemed to be true. They weren’t aggressive unless something provoked them. Knowing what that something was would be quite useful.
 
    
 
   “Can they talk?” I asked.
 
    
 
   She looked confused. “Can who talk?”
 
    
 
   “Ogres,” I said. “Are they able to speak?”
 
    
 
   Despite my explanation for our ignorance, she still cocked her head like she couldn’t believe just how dumb a question I had asked. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never spoken to one.”
 
    
 
   “Perhaps,” said Maurice, “if you asked it why it was upset it would tell you.”
 
    
 
   This received a very long stare.
 
    
 
   “Sure,” said Margi. “I suppose you could try asking as it ripped your arms out of their sockets.”
 
    
 
   I know what you’re thinking. Here we were learning about some mysterious reason that drove ogres to kill and destroy—clearly the starting point for a quest. All we had to do was discover what this reason was, and we could bring peace to the valley. At least that’s how it would go in a game. 
 
    
 
   The villagers shower us with gifts and hold a festival in our honour. Maybe the ogres, grateful for our assistance, bestow on us the blessings of their god, Og the Mighty (sounds like the kind of name an ogre god would have). We would level up and claim our quest reward, Shield +1/+1. Ding! Quest complete.
 
    
 
   Yeah, well, quest declined. I had no intention of doing anything like that. In a game, you can try one approach, get killed, then try something else. In this world, getting hit hurt like a motherfucker. I hadn’t experienced what it felt like being eaten alive, but I got the impression it wouldn’t be much fun. And as far as I could tell, you didn’t respawn at your last save point.
 
    
 
   “Your husband’s going to hire some people in Fengarad? People like us? I mean, Visitors.”
 
    
 
   “That’s right,” said Margi. “There’s usually a few willing to help for a fee. Of course, it would be easier if the army took care of it like they’re supposed to, but they’re always too busy.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    
 
   Having seen Captain Grayson deal with an ogre, I assumed it was something that wouldn’t be much of a problem for the army. I wondered what it was they were busy doing.
 
    
 
   Margi opened the little door in the stove and, using the hem of her apron, pulled out what looked like shepherd’s pie. It smelled amazing. She dropped it on the table with a clatter, and then produced plates and cutlery (real knives and forks!) for everyone. 
 
    
 
   She managed to serve the pie and dole out vegetables from one of the pots, all while carrying the kid on her hip. It was pretty impressive. 
 
    
 
   The kid kept a suspicious eye on Maurice throughout.
 
    
 
   “Now eat up, especially you,” she plopped an extra large portion of pie on Claire’s plate. “Men round here like a girl with a bit of meat on the bone, like your friend here.” She served Flossie another huge portion. “You’re going to be right popular with the boys, and no mistake.” Her eyes positively glowed as she ran them up and down Flossie’s curves.
 
    
 
   Now, I’m sure you’ve seen movies or TV shows where the characters come across some classic situation and they act like they have no clue what’s going on. It’s like the characters have never seen a movie or TV show themselves. It’s understandable why it’s written like that, but it’s still annoying. Personally, I’ve seen a ton of movies. And this scenario was feeling very familiar.
 
    
 
   Isolated farmhouse out in the sticks. Surprisingly friendly matron-type with the racist baby; eyeing up the chubby girl and practically licking her lips; force-feeding the skinny girl in an effort to fatten her up… It’d make you wonder what kind of meat was in the shepherd’s pie, right?
 
    
 
   “This looks fantastic,” I said, moving the food around my plate, looking for a finger or eyeball, “what kind of meat is it?”
 
    
 
   “Mutton. Do you have that where you come from?”
 
    
 
   “Yesh,” said Maurice through a mouthful of food. “But it doesn’t taste as great as this.”
 
    
 
   Obviously, I was being silly. The others were tucking in with gusto. The smell was too much for me to resist. 
 
    
 
   It tasted as amazing as it smelled. Freshly cooked and perfectly seasoned. I think it may have been the best meal of my entire life, even if it was soylent green.  
 
    
 
   After we’d stuffed ourselves I felt a bit dazed, like I was stoned. I just sat there feeling full. We were very grateful and expressed our thanks repeatedly.
 
    
 
   “Is it just you and your husband here?” asked Claire. 
 
    
 
   Margi laughed. “Oh no. My boys are out working the fields. Six in all, including little Dom here.” She cuddled the boy in her arms. He pulled a face and tried to wriggle out of the embrace.
 
    
 
   The news of five more sons had an unsettling effect on me. There was no reason to believe they were anything but wonderful young men, but a pinching feeling in the back of my head urged me to not wait around to find out just how wonderful.
 
    
 
   “We should get going,” I said.
 
    
 
   The others looked taken by surprise by my suggestion.
 
    
 
   “My husband should be back tonight. If you’re heading to the city, we make regular trips. He could give you a ride in the wagon.”
 
    
 
   “How far is it to the city? asked Maurice. “If you were on foot.”
 
 
   She thought about it for a moment. “Three days?” 
 
    
 
   The others turned to me with pleading eyes. This was the problem with being well-fed and comfortable. It made you sloppy.
 
    
 
   “I suppose we could stay for a bit, if it’s okay,” I said, like an idiot.
 
    
 
   “Of course,” said Margi. “Having Visitors is an honour. One day you may become great people, and you’ll remember little Margi who helped you when you were just starting out. You can stay in the barn. It isn’t much, but it’s warm and dry, and a straw bed is more comfortable than the ground, that’s for sure.”
 
    
 
   It seemed a reasonable deal. A hot meal and a warm place to sleep, in return for which she’d have the gratitude of five potential legendary heroes. Of course, the greatest thing we were likely to achieve was not dying, but she didn’t know that.
 
    
 
   The warmth in my stomach, the eager looks on the faces of my party, they all contributed to me ignoring my natural instinct to spend as little time with people as possible.
 
    
 
   Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.
 
   


 
   
  
 

5. When You Got To Go
 
    
 
   Margi looked out the window over the sink. “Oh, I can see my boys. Perhaps I should show you the barn now. Once the boys get here, I won’t have time to do anything but shovel more food at them. You want to see some real appetites, you don’t see them bigger than my boys’.” She beamed with pride.
 
    
 
   She led us out to the barn, which was full of bales of straw. Ladders led up to a loft, and the place had a comforting smell to it. Like summer in the park.
 
    
 
   “Oh, and another thing,” said Margi. “That little shed we passed on the way here, that’s the outhouse. Feel free to use it when you need to take care of your business.”
 
    
 
   The kid in her arms finally spoke. “Poo poo.”
 
    
 
   We were left to settle in and everyone flopped down on the bouncy straw. Compared to sleeping on the ground, this was like a bed of clouds. Full of food and feeling safe for once, we lay there revelling in the luxury of not having to fear for our lives. Once the farmer returned, we might even be able to get a lift into the city. It seemed too good to be true. Which, of course, it was.
 
    
 
   The warmth in my stomach shifted downwards. I struggled to my feet and decided to give the outhouse a visit. As I walked out of the barn, I could hear voices drifting across from the farmhouse. I couldn’t make out any words, but the occasional hooting laugh made it sound like a jovial get together.
 
    
 
   The outhouse was the size of a garden shed, the kind you can just about fit a wheelbarrow and lawnmower into. There was a trough of water beside it where you could even wash your hands. All the mod cons.
 
    
 
   I opened the door expecting the usual hole in the ground, but was stunned to find an actual toilet, with a wooden seat. There was no flush, so it was probably just a deep hole with a chair over it, but it felt like I’d just walked into the penthouse suite of some fancy hotel.
 
    
 
   There was even toilet paper! Well, a stack of dried leaves, but they really felt smooth and soft. I sat there, enjoying the near normality, when the sound of water splashing told me someone was probably washing their hands in the trough. I then overheard the following conversation: 
 
    
 
   “Aw, you lazy bums. You still not got that tree stump out the top field? What’re you like?”
 
    
 
   “What you mean, lazy? That’s damn hard work. I’d like to see you try.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, Jarrad, we really be putting our backs into it.”
 
    
 
   “Three days you been at it. Lazy is right.”
 
    
 
   There seemed to be three speakers, all young men.
 
    
 
   “You can shut your mouth! My hands are ruined from pulling on that rope. Why can’t we use one of the horses to help?”
 
    
 
   There was the sound of someone being slapped.
 
    
 
   “Because Da’s taken the horses to the city, you dimwit. You expect him to pull the wagon his self? You better get finished with that stump by this afternoon, or there’ll be hell to pay.”
 
    
 
   “Aw, I’m so tired. We haven’t had a break in forever. When we gonna have some fun, Jarrad?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, it’s fun you want, is it? Well you can forget about it. I told you some Visitors killed the Mouse King, didn’t I? Until a new mouse colony moves in, we don’t do anything. We can’t have people wondering where their girls have gone if there aren’t any mice to blame.”
 
    
 
   “A new mouse colony? Aw, Jarrad, that could take years.”
 
    
 
   “It might. Or a few months. You can never tell with them mousey bastards. In the meantime, you both keep your mouths shut while these Visitors are staying with us.”
 
    
 
   “Do you think they’re the ones who killed the Mouse King?”
 
    
 
   “Nah, according to Ma, these are real green. She says they have a couple of girls with them, though.”
 
    
 
   “Really? Are they young?”
 
    
 
   “Hold your horses, now. Let’s see what the men are like first. Don’t want to start any trouble if they look like they can handle themselves.”
 
    
 
   “We can take care of them, Jarrad. Come on, I need my fun.”
 
    
 
   “You can always go back to shagging chickens—hur, hur, hur.”
 
    
 
   “Shut your mouth. That was only the once.”
 
    
 
   “Sure, sure it was.”
 
    
 
   The voices drifted off as they moved away. I sat there, trousers around my ankles, sweat pouring down my face, feeling incredibly lucky. Lucky that they hadn’t noticed my presence on the other side of the thin wooden wall, and lucky that I was in the perfect place to shit myself.
 
    
 
   I waited a few seconds to makes sure they really had gone, then I snuck out and returned to the barn. I immediately got my stuff together and prepared to leave.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” asked Claire. They were all up in the loft area choosing where they planned to spend the night. 
 
    
 
   “We’re leaving. Now.”
 
    
 
   “What? Why?” Claire sounded shocked and angry. Four heads were staring down at me, waiting for an explanation.
 
    
 
   “Okay, I’m leaving. Normally I wouldn’t try to persuade you to follow me, but in this case I’m going to make an exception. Listen very carefully. Come with me, right now. Keep quiet, do exactly what I tell you, and fucking move!”
 
    
 
   I turned, bag on back, weapons drawn, and left. There was no time for explanations, and I was reluctant even to give them a hint of what I’d heard. If, somehow, one of those brothers heard me voice my suspicions, we’d be done. It was unlikely, but then it was unlikely for me to have heard them, too.
 
    
 
   I should point out that the conversation I overheard was not conclusive proof of anything. I could quite easily have misunderstood what they were talking about. Or they might have been exaggerating and making outrageous statements to try and impress each other, as boys often do when they’re together. 
 
    
 
   It was hard to forget what Captain Grayson had said about the mouse warriors, how they kidnapped young girls and what they did to them. Not that it lessened the guilt of killing those babies, but at least it made it seem like some good would come of it. But if the mice weren’t responsible at all, if these hillbilly arseholes were the real culprits, not only did it mean we really were murderers, it also meant we were about to meet a sticky end if we hung around here much longer. It would be especially sticky for Claire and Flossie.
 
    
 
   I had no intention of waiting around to find out if I was suspecting them unfairly. Fuck fair. If I was making unreasonable assumptions, I’d just have to learn to live with it.
 
    
 
   The others caught up with me, looking confused and scared. They followed my lead, keeping low and sneaking around the back of the barn into the fields of corn. I headed back toward the road that led to Fengarad, but rather than use the track we’d taken to get here, I was cutting through the field so we would come out much further along the road.
 
    
 
   Trampling through someone’s crops was considered a crime in these parts, but my only concern was to not be seen, and the tall stalks of corn provided excellent cover. I just hoped I was heading in the right direction. 
 
    
 
   After about half an hour, we broke out of the corn into a meadow. Far to our left we could see a break in the grass indicating where the track was. Ahead of us was the forest and the road to the city. I stopped to take a drink of water. 
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, we had missed out on the chance to stock up on food at the farm, but if we got back to the river, we would be able to survive the three days it would take to get to Fengarad. Assuming we didn’t run into the rogue ogre.
 
    
 
   “Are you going to tell us what the fuck is going on?” said Claire. 
 
    
 
   They had all done what I had asked. Not one word was spoken as we fled through the corn. No one demanded answers or wanted to stop and rest. They deserved an explanation, so I told them what I’d overheard.
 
    
 
   They were all stunned by what I said. Claire and Flossie both paled, while Dudley and Maurice drew their weapons even though there was no one to fight. They didn’t question the accuracy of what I’d heard, or of the conclusions I’d drawn. 
 
    
 
   “Somebody has to stop them,” said Claire, her voice all shaky.
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I agreed. “I hope somebody does, but right now we have other things to worry about.”
 
    
 
   I pointed down the road at the horse and wagon approaching in the distance.
 
   


 
   
  
 

6. Then A Hero Comes Along
 
    
 
   It took us another half an hour to reach the road. By then we could see the wagon was being pulled by two horses, and that there was another horse with rider alongside it. Most likely it was the farmer returning with help to take care of the rogue ogre. 
 
    
 
   We set off down the road, towards the approaching wagon. 
 
    
 
   “Nobody mention the farm,” I said. “We’re coming straight from Probet, on our way to Fengarad. Don’t offer any other information. If they ask any questions, just say nothing and look confused. I don’t care who these guys are or how great they seem, keep schtum.”
 
    
 
   This seemed the safest course of action. Making sure we all kept to the same story was the most important thing, and the best way to do that was to have no story. If there was one thing this group was good at, it was acting dumb. 
 
    
 
   The others were nervous, but at this point we were all suffering from anxiety fatigue and too exhausted to panic properly.
 
    
 
   “Ah hope they ain’t psychos too,” muttered Flossie.
 
    
 
   “It’ll be fine,” said Dudley. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, fine, fine,” added Maurice.
 
    
 
   As we got closer, the first thing that became apparent was the difference between the horses. The two pulling the wagon were small and black, shuffling along with heads drooped. The one with the rider was a golden tan colour with a glorious white mane, and cantered along with its head held high. Even from a distance, its movement looked impressive.
 
    
 
   The rider was hard to see properly because he was glinting so much. The late afternoon sun was sinking behind us, and its light reflected off what I assumed was armour.
 
    
 
   We continued walking towards them, various scenarios playing in my mind. We just had to exchange pleasantries, keep it short, then move on. No doubt it wouldn’t be that easy—it never was in this place.
 
    
 
   It turned out the rider wasn’t in full armour. He was wearing a very cool looking leather get up with metal bands on the shoulders and arms. He had curly blond hair and a huge smile on his face.
 
    
 
   “Hey! You alright there?” he yelled at us.
 
    
 
   I immediately disliked him. It wasn’t just the fancy horse and the cool leathers, it was the accent.
 
    
 
   “Are you Australian?” I called out to him.
 
    
 
   “Sure am. You sound like a Brit. I’m guessing you’re the new arrivals.”
 
    
 
   The wagon pulled up just ahead of us. The man behind the reins was short and plump with a full beard and a floppy hat. He was smiling too, and certainly didn’t look like the father of a bunch of psychopaths.
 
    
 
   The Australian climbed down from his horse and came at me with hand extended.
 
    
 
   “The name’s Sonny. Can’t tell you how happy I am to meet you guys.” He shook hands with everyone. We all introduced ourselves.
 
    
 
   He was tall, good-looking and built like an athlete. And very Australian. I don’t mean that in a good way.
 
    
 
   “This here is my best friend, Nicky.” He rubbed the horse’s nose. “And this is Farmer Angelo.”
 
    
 
   He pointed to the farmer who took off his hat to reveal a bald head, which he bowed slightly. “It’s Angalad.”
 
    
 
   “Oops, sorry about that, mate. Got a terrible memory for names.” Sonny laughed. “Anyway, you can leave us to it.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?” asked the farmer.
 
    
 
   “No worries. Now that I’ve met up with my new party here, we’ll have your little ogre problem sorted in no time. Right guys?”
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” I said, trying to sound confused (not very difficult), “what are you talking about?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll explain it all in a minute.” He walked over to the wagon and pulled a bag out of the back and then patted the side. 
 
    
 
   “Well, good luck!” called out the farmer as he set off. “You know where we are when you’ve finished. There’ll be a slap up dinner waiting for you!”
 
    
 
   Sonny hung the bag on his saddle. He gave the farmer an exaggerated wave and then turned to us. “Right then, down to business. You probably have a bunch of questions, and I’m the man with the answers. Got here with my lot four years ago. Didn’t have a clue what was going on back then, but now I know this place like the back of my hand. Trust me, bumping into me was the best thing that could have happened to you.”
 
    
 
   See. Australian.
 
    
 
   “Thanks,” I said, “but we just want to get to Fengarad. We’re not really up for any ogre fighting right now. As you can see, we aren’t very well equipped.”
 
    
 
   “No problem,” exclaimed Sonny. “The thing about ogres, it’s more about the tactics than the weapons. I can show you the ropes, teach you how to handle yourselves—you’ll never have a problem dealing with ogres again. Full masterclass, no charge.” He grinned , showing off immaculate teeth.
 
    
 
   Clearly, he wasn’t the type to take no for an answer. Fortunately, I had a bunch of fuck yous to offer him.
 
    
 
   “Sonny, is it? I think you misunderstand. I don’t appreciate being volunteered into service. You didn’t ask us if we wanted to be part of your task force or posse or whatever it is you think you’re forming here. We’re going to Fengarad.”
 
    
 
   I started walking. Sonny threw up his hands and walked backwards to keep ahead of me.
 
    
 
   “Woah, woah. Looks like we got off on the wrong foot here. My fault, my fault. I didn’t mean it, but sometimes the old mouth takes over before the brain’s had a chance to get in gear, know what I mean?”
 
    
 
   I kept walking. The others were following me, but I could sense their discomfort.
 
    
 
   “Thing is,” continued Sonny, “that’s why we’re here. We’re the heroes who take care of monsters. It’s what we do.”
 
    
 
   His relentless grinning was really getting on my tits. I stopped walking. “Heroes? There’s no such thing as an Aussie hero. The closest you ever got was Ned Kelly, and he was just a criminal with a bucket on his head.”
 
    
 
   “Colin....” Claire couldn’t help but intercede. I ignored her.
 
    
 
   “We heard something big and angry thrashing about in the woods back there.” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “You want to be a roleplayer? Have fun cosplaying Mad Max on a horse all you want.”
 
    
 
   Sonny squinted like he was trying to get a proper look at me. Then he burst out laughing. “Okay, okay, enough with the sledging. I was out of order, I admit it. You guys want to do your own thing, that’s cool. I can handle the ogre, you don’t have to get involved. I just thought you might want to learn how it’s done. My mistake.”
 
    
 
   “You’re going to kill the ogre by yourself?” asked Maurice, sounding incredulous.
 
    
 
   “Sure, why not? It’s easy once you know how. But look, it’s getting late—be dark soon. Why don’t we set up camp and I can at least give you the lowdown on Fengarad. Where you need to go, where you need to avoid, all that stuff. Least I can do.”
 
    
 
   “What about the ogre?” asked Claire.
 
    
 
   “No worries. They bed down pretty early. He’s probably already tucked away for the night by now. We can enjoy a nice meal, some laughs, and tomorrow morning I’ll sort out Mr Ogre, and you lot can head off to Fengarad with Sonny’s list of must-see places. When I get back, maybe we can meet up for a drink. Don’t tell me Aussie’s don’t know a thing or two about where to find the best pubs.” He grinned at me.
 
    
 
   He had a point. It was getting late and we’d have to set up camp soon. And it would be useful to know about Fengarad.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said. “But we don’t have any food. We were going to catch some fish.”
 
    
 
   “Then, today really is your lucky day. I’m going to treat you to the best meal you’ve ever had.”
 
    
 
   “Oh,” said Maurice. “Did you bring some food with you?”
 
    
 
   “Of course, mate. I’m Australian! Time to set up the barbie.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

7. Sword Art Offline
 
    
 
   Although there were still trees growing alongside the road, the forest itself had thinned out, so there were large open spaces around the river. We built a fire in one of these clearings. 
 
    
 
   Sonny pulled out a number of metal rods and fitted them together until they transformed into a rack and stand which he placed over the fire. He unrolled a piece of cloth to reveal a selection of meats. He threw them on the rack where they sizzled and spat as they cooked.
 
    
 
   “Now,” said Sonny, “when you get to Fengarad, the first place you’ll want to go is the Municipal Directory. Ask anyone where it is, they’ll point you in the right direction. It’s a big old building in the middle of the city and they’ve got all the main institutions there—including registration for Visitors. That’s what we’re called, Visitors.”
 
    
 
   He pushed the strips of meat around with the tip of his dagger, turning a couple of them over.
 
    
 
   “They’ll be able to give you all sorts of advice and info there. Where you can find digs, how to make money, all that good stuff. Say, how many of you are there?”
 
    
 
   We were sat around the fire, staring at the sizzling meat. Even though we had a large lunch, the smell of charred flesh still got us salivating.
 
    
 
   “There were twenty of us when we arrived,” I said.
 
    
 
   Sonny let out a low whistle. “Wow. We only had eight in our group.”
 
    
 
   “What happened to them?” asked Claire.
 
    
 
   “Aw well, there’s a story. We had four guys, four girls. We lost a couple early on to an ogre attack. We got a bit overconfident, to tell you the truth. We’d seen the soldiers take care of an ogre on our first day and thought we could handle it…” He shook his head.
 
    
 
   “Wait,” I said, “are you saying when you first woke up in the clearing in the woods, your group was attacked by an ogre?
 
    
 
   “That’s right, mate. Scared the shit out of us—but the soldiers who came to find us dealt with the bastard like it was nothing. Amazing, it was.”
 
    
 
   The idea that both their group and ours were attacked by an ogre within moments of arriving in the clearing seemed an unlikely coincidence. On the other hand, as a way to put the fear of monsters into our heads, and encourage us to turn into killers, it was pretty effective. It made me think there was some manipulative bastard out there responsible for making sure we saw this world as a fight for survival.
 
    
 
   “Shame really. Tim was a great bloke, top man. We tried to distract the ogre like we’d seen the soldiers do, but it went for Tim, no idea why. He didn’t stand a chance once it got hold of him. Nothing we could do. Abby, she was one of the girls, tried to save him, but only got herself killed too.”
 
    
 
   Listening to Sonny tell his story, his eyes watering up and his voice faltering, I got the distinct impression I was being played.
 
    
 
   “What happened to the other two guys?” I had a strong suspicion they didn’t make it either.
 
    
 
   “Well, I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but they were both right galahs. Got into a fight over one of the girls, ended up killing each other.”
 
    
 
   Claire and Flossie both had hands over their mouths, like they couldn’t believe it.
 
    
 
   “So it was just you and the three girls, then,” I said. “Must’ve been cosy.”
 
    
 
   “Trust me, mate, it was a nightmare. No offence,” he said to the girls, “but it’s not easy fighting for your life and trying to keep three girls safe at the same time. Still, we managed somehow.”
 
    
 
   “They must have been very grateful to you,” I said. “Where are they now?”
 
    
 
   “The adventuring lifestyle wasn’t really their cup of tea, if you get my drift. Noleen got herself a job in one of the taverns. Dora took up with some rich bloke she met. Got married, doing very well for herself, last I heard. And Felicity went off by herself. Bit of a free spirit that one.”
 
    
 
   Yeah, sure. This guy was so full of shit, I was surprised there weren’t bunnicorns jumping out of his mouth. The others, however, were hanging on his every word.
 
    
 
   “The one who got a job in a tavern, which tavern was it?” I asked him. “We could use a contact in the city.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, good idea. Let me think… Was it The Poached Ferret? I think that was the one.”
 
    
 
   I was betting if we went to that tavern, they would have never heard of any Noleen there. 
 
    
 
   “Where’s the best place to stay?” I asked him. “Can we rent a place? Or should we just get a room in a tavern?”
 
    
 
   “Come stay with me! I’ve got a huge place, plenty of room for all of you, and my staff will take care of all your needs. You won’t have to lift a finger. Proper bath. Real home cooked food. You’ll love it.”
 
    
 
   The others perked up at this news and I could tell they were warming up to Sonny, which was their absolute right. There’s no law against stupidity.
 
    
 
   “You have servants?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “I wouldn’t call them that. They work for me, and I pay them. I pay them well.”
 
    
 
   “But they’re all girls, right?” I just had a feeling they would be. “And you dress them in maid outfits.”
 
    
 
   “Well...,” said Sonny, carefully choosing his words. “It’s not like I make them do anything they don’t want to do. We’re like a team. You’ve got to have support system in this world. Nobody does it all alone, am I right?” He leaned back and let out an excited yell. “Wa hooo! Looks like this meat is ready! Prepare your tastebuds for the time of their lives.”
 
    
 
   I’d never seen anyone get so excited about barbecued meat, but he was Australian, so it didn’t seem so strange. Sonny picked up the meat from his barbecue and passed them to us. They all quickly disappeared down our throats. 
 
    
 
   “So, the general set up in this world is pretty straightforward. I mean, I can’t tell you why we’re here or how we got here in the first place, but I can tell you what you can expect to find in the city. There’s four main cities in all, each one has a royal family, and a ruler. These royals are all descended from the First Visitors who arrived over a hundred years ago.”
 
    
 
   “Who were they,” said Maurice, “these First Visitors?”
 
    
 
   Sonny shrugged. “Details are sketchy. Apparently they defeated some big bad, saved the world and got to be kings and queens. Nice work if you can get it. They’re the ones who named everything. Re-named it, actually. Decided the original names were too hard to pronounce, or something. That’s why this place is called Flatland, and the other place is called Monsterland.”
 
    
 
   The existence of this ‘other place’ was news to us. We hadn’t been told about Monsterland.
 
    
 
   “Where is Monsterland? We have a map, but there’s no place called that on it.”
 
    
 
   “Let me have a look at this map,” said Sonny.
 
    
 
   Maurice took out the map. He opened it up and placed it on the ground. It was getting quite dark, so we all huddled around the map as Sonny inspected it.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, this is only the local area. What they call Monsterland is over here.” He tapped the ground about six inches away from the north west part of the map. Then he tapped down below the southern part. “Over here is the ocean. No idea what’s beyond it. And over here is a desert.” He indicated the area east of the map. “Rumour has it there’s another empire past the desert, but I don’t know how accurate that is.”
 
    
 
   Sonny told us about the constant fighting on the frontier between Flatland and Monsterland. Apparently, war was constantly on the horizon.
 
    
 
   “Once you’re settled in Fengarad, you should sign up for the army. They’re always looking for new recruits, and you get free bed and board—plus, they’ll teach you how to fight! That’s how I learned to handle this.”
 
    
 
   He took out his sword which was very impressive. It had engravings all over the blade and the ornate hilt looked like it was made of gold. 
 
    
 
   “Here, let me show you a few moves.”
 
    
 
   He showed us some basic fencing stances. It was actually very useful stuff to know and I asked him a number of questions about how to use my sword correctly, which he was only too happy to answer.
 
    
 
   After ten minutes, I already felt more confident swinging my sword around. I still didn’t have a clue how to fight, but at least I could start training myself in vaguely the right way.
 
    
 
   “Wa hooo,” called out Sonny, stretching his arms and back. “Hmm, also a good idea to warm up before you do any fighting. Right! I have to visit the little boys’ room. Don’t get in any trouble while I’m gone.”
 
    
 
   He sauntered off into the woods to take care of his business. I carried on swinging my sword the way he had shown me.
 
    
 
   “See,” said Claire. “He isn’t so bad, even if he is Australian.”
 
    
 
   “Ah think he’s nice,” agreed Flossie. “We should team up with him. Probably be a lot safer.” She nudged Dudley who was sitting next to her. “Don’t you think that’d be a good idea?”
 
    
 
   Dudley mumbled, “I suppose so.” Both he and Maurice seemed a little uncomfortable with how the girls had suddenly become Sonny fangirls.
 
    
 
   “You’re both idiots,” I said. 
 
    
 
   Claire instantly reverted to witch mode. “Why? Because we think he’s a nice guy? Maybe you’re just jealous because he’s not all bitter and twisted like you. Even when he goes out of his way to show you how to use your sword properly, you can’t even be grateful like a normal person.”
 
    
 
   I had to stop myself smiling. ‘Angry Claire’ was so easy to bait. “Have you never had a guy be nice to you until he gets what he wants? You’d think after a person experiences that a few times, they’d learn their lesson, but I guess it’s never happened to you. How is your track record with guys, by the way? Good?”
 
 
   Claire didn’t say anything, she just glared at me. Of course, I knew her history with men. She had opened up to the group about her shitty boyfriend and the pain it caused her. To use that information against her was both petty and cruel. Welcome to entry level Colin-Fu.
 
    
 
   “You want to go with your gut on this one and follow ‘Bruce Almighty’ back to his mansion, join his harem and spend the rest of your days polishing his helmet, go right ahead, Claire. It’s not like your gut instincts have ever led you astray, right?”
 
    
 
   Claire stared at the ground, fists clenched. Quietly, but bitterly, she said, “Not everyone is your enemy, Colin.” 
 
    
 
   “True,” I agreed. “There are still a lot of people I haven’t met yet.”
 
    
 
   Sonny came strolling out of the woods, adjusting his trousers. “Wa hoo! Better out than in, eh?” He stopped and noticed the tension between us. “What’s up, guys? Nothing to do with me, I hope.”
 
    
 
   There was a loud crash as the trees Sonny had just emerged from fell over and an ogre, far bigger than either of the ones we’d seen before, came staggering towards us.
 
    
 
   The light from the stars and from our small fire made it hard to make out its features, but there was no doubting its size. Taller than a double decker bus and shaking the earth with every step, it slapped down its enormous hands and leaned forward to make a terrifying roar.
 
    
 
   The ear-shattering sound washed over us in waves. I could feel my whole body shaking, but I wasn’t afraid. I should have been, but something else had caught my attention. Something about the roar felt familiar, like I’d heard it before somewhere. I don’t mean when we encountered the other ogres, I mean recently.
 
    
 
   If you ignored the inhuman volume and the primal rage it transmitted, and tried to recreate the sound in words, I think the closest you’d get would be something not too unsimilar to “Wa hoo!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

8. Rogue Ogre
 
    
 
   “Everyone stay calm,” shouted Sonny, although we were all just standing there in shock. The only one really panicking was Sonny’s horse, which he had tied to a large log. The terrified animal was trying to rip its reins free but looked more likely to break its own neck.
 
    
 
   Sonny backed away from the ogre as it slowly lumbered towards us. “Looks like this is a fight you won’t be able to pass on.” He grinned at me. “No need to worry, we can handle this. No problemo. Just do what I tell you and we’ll teach this bastard to crash our barbie.” He pulled out his sword. “Right, everyone fan out. Form a line. Make sure to keep at least ten paces between you.”
 
    
 
   We did as he instructed and spread out. The ogre stopped as we moved in different directions. Its head moved from side to side as it tried to decide who to go for first.
 
    
 
   “Listen up!” said Sonny from slightly behind our line. “This is real simple. One person tries to attract its attention. When it starts moving towards that person, someone else on the other side starts making a ruckus so it moves over there. Rinse and repeat. You over there—” he pointed his sword at Maurice who was the furthest on the right “—give it a go.”
 
    
 
   We had all seen how Grayson’s men had confused the ogre that attacked us on our first day, so we already had a good idea of how this was supposed to work. 
 
    
 
   Maurice raised his hands over his head and waved them.  “Hey! Hey! Over here!”
 
    
 
   The ogre let out a wa hoo and headed towards Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Excellent,” said Sonny. “Now you over there, your turn.” His sword was pointed at Dudley.
 
    
 
   Dudley raised one hand and in very quiet voice said, “Excuse me. Excuse me.”
 
    
 
   “Come one, put a bit of effort into it. Your mate’s going to get eaten if you don’t.”
 
    
 
   In a booming voice, Dudley called out. “I say! Hello? I’m talking to you, damn it.”
 
    
 
   The ogre stopped and turned to face Dudley. 
 
    
 
   “Nice one,” said Sonny. “Now keep doing that while I sneak around behind him.”
 
    
 
   Sonny walked around the back of our line as the ogre moved towards Dudley. It took a few steps, and then Maurice started calling it over to the other side. Everything appeared to be going to plan. Until I decided to join in.
 
    
 
   I was in the middle of the line, with Flossie on my right and Claire on my left. Both girls looked pretty scared and happy to let Maurice and Dudley play ogre ping pong. I took a step forward and at the highest volume I could manage, I called out, “Wa hoooooo.”
 
    
 
   The ogre immediately lost interest in the others and fixed its eyes on me. It’s hard to properly describe the face of something so hideous. Think of a boxer who should have retired from the ring a long time ago. Then make him play rugby. And give him a collapsed nose from doing too much cocaine. Now set his hair on fire so it only grows back in odd patches. That person would be Miss World compared to this monstrosity.
 
    
 
   Maurice tried to attract the ogre’s attention by shouting. The ogre ignored him and kept coming towards me. Dudley joined in, but it made no difference. I backed away from the approaching behemoth. The girls also started hollering but I gave it another ‘wa hoo’ and the ogre started to pick up speed. 
 
    
 
   I had no idea why that sound attracted it. A challenge? An insult? A mating call? (God, I hoped it wasn’t the last one). Whatever it was, it definitely worked. I turned and ran, straight towards Sonny.
 
    
 
   Sonny had managed to work his way out to the side of the clearing, probably planning to slip behind the trees and get behind the ogre without being seen. I had a different idea.
 
    
 
   “Hey! No!” Sonny yelled when he saw me running in his direction. “Don’t bring it over here. Are you crazy?”
 
    
 
   I could tell from his wild eyes and horrified expression he hadn’t been expecting this. He started running for the treeline. I followed him.
 
    
 
   He must have thought I was also going for the trees to try and lose the ogre in the woods, so he veered sharply to the left. 
 
    
 
   I wasn’t aiming for the trees, I was aiming for Sonny, so I also took a sharp left.
 
    
 
   The thing about fancy leather armour with metal bands woven onto it is that it’s quite restricting. Not as much as say full plate armour, but still quite heavy. Me in my rags, on the other hand, allowed for a lot of free movement. I quickly caught up to Sonny, and kept pace alongside him.
 
    
 
   “Come on, Sonny, “ I called out. “Keep up. Wa hoo!”
 
    
 
   The ogre was charging across the clearing, closing in on us. With its breath on our necks, Sonny decided to take a chance and turned to throw his sword at the monster.
 
    
 
   Had he been a real hero, I’m sure the sword would have flown straight into the ogre’s eye, killing it instantly. In this case, the ogre caught the sword in its massive hand, and tossed it away without breaking stride. However, what Sonny’s failed attempt to one-shot our pursuer did achieve was to give me the opportunity to throw myself onto the ground and roll out of the ogre’s sight. With only Sonny in front of it, the ogre made the very reasonable decision to focus on the git who’d thrown a sharp object at its head.
 
    
 
   Sonny kept running, weaving this way and that, but the ogre wasn’t going to be shaken off so easily. Clearly tiring, Sonny led the ogre back towards the fire. I was way ahead of him, both in the field and in my head.
 
    
 
   “Get to the trees,” I yelled at the others who didn’t need to be told twice. We had enough of a lead that there was no way Sonny would be able to catch up and pass the ogre onto us. 
 
    
 
   With no other option, Sonny headed towards his horse. The animal was rearing up and kicking the air, but it couldn’t get free of its mooring. Sonny got behind the horse and the ogre paused for a moment, before grabbing the horse like a cob of corn and sank its teeth into its belly. 
 
    
 
   The horse screamed and thrashed about for a bit before going limp. The ogre lifted its head and roared up at the starlit sky.
 
    
 
   We watched from behind trees as it dragged the horse carcass to the river, where it crouched down. It ripped off the horse’s limbs and dipped them in the water before munching on them like chicken legs. Apparently food hygiene is a big thing with ogres. It seemed to have lost interest in Sonny and the rest of us.
 
    
 
   The ogre was far enough away that we could grab our stuff and get out of there. We emerged from our hiding place and returned to the fire. Sonny was sat with his head in his hands. He looked up as we approached, his face smeared with tears. “You saw what he did!” he screamed. “He tried to get us all killed!”
 
    
 
   Not entirely correct, but I couldn’t deny the accusation was sort of true. “I thought I’d do it to you before you did it to me. I mean that was how you got rid of the last bloke, right? Tim was it?”
 
    
 
   Sonny stood up, incensed. “What are you talking about? I didn’t kill Tim. He was my mate.”
 
    
 
   “Sure. And you said the horse was your best friend. Funny way to treat your best friend, feed it to an ogre so you can save yourself.”
 
    
 
   “You really think horses are the same as people. Are you hearing this?” He turned to the others. “You’re not going to last ten minutes out here with this nutjob. Fuck this guy and come with me. I’ll make sure you’re alright, I promise you.”
 
    
 
   I also turned to the others, ready for them to start shouting at me too. But they didn’t.
 
    
 
   “The thing about Colin,” said Maurice, “is that he has a special ability.”
 
    
 
   “What?” said Sonny. “Getting people killed?”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Maurice, “it’s more like that movie, The Sixth Sense, you know the one?”
 
    
 
   Sonny stared at him, baffled. I wasn’t too clear on what Maurice was going on about either. Since when could I speak to ghosts?
 
    
 
   “Only,” continued Maurice, “instead of being able to see dead people, he can see dickheads. Like, from a mile away. Don’t know how he does it, really.”
 
    
 
   “Far as I can tell,” said Claire, “it works off the basic principle of takes one to know one.”
 
    
 
   “He’s a useful person to have around,” chipped in Flossie, “even if he’s real fookin’ annoying most of the time.”
 
    
 
   Maurice started picking up his gear, as did the others. “So we’ll be sticking with him, for now.”
 
    
 
   “Better the devil you know, and all that,” said Dudley.
 
    
 
   It was strange hearing them talk about me. It made me realise they must have discussed these things when I wasn’t around, which in itself was a strange experience. I’ve never been too bothered about people speaking behind my back, because no one cared enough to do it. Most people weren’t aware of my existence, even when standing right next to me. 
 
    
 
   These people very definitely did know I existed. Was this how it felt to be part of a group? I didn’t know how I felt about this kind of relationship where people treated you like you mattered. I didn’t hate it.
 
    
 
   “You’re all crazy!” screamed Sonny. “You won’t get away with this. I’ll make sure of it.”
 
    
 
   “You should go find your sword,” I said, pointing into the dark with my own sword. “I think it’s over there somewhere.”
 
    
 
   “We should get going before the ogre decides it wants dessert,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   I nodded and grabbed my gear and we headed back to the road. It was dark and hard to see where we were going, but I just followed the person in front of me. They seemed to know the right direction.
 
   


 
   
  
 

9. The Goodbye Girls
 
    
 
   We got back on the road and started walking. It was already dark and we were tired, but no one felt like waiting around. 
 
    
 
   I still wasn’t sure what to make of my companions’ view of me. I don’t think you could call it a compliment. Given the choice of superhero powers, I’m pretty sure most people wouldn’t consider being able to spot a dickhead at five hundred paces an insta-pick. 
 
    
 
   To be honest, though, I had no magical spidey-sense when it came to horrible people (despite Claire’s theory that my ‘gift’ was due to the old playground adage of ‘it takes one to know one’). A more accurate description would be to say I considered everyone I met to be a dick, and statistical probability just happened to always be in my favour.
 
    
 
   “Do you think he’ll come after us?” asked Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Sonny? I doubt it,” I replied. “He hasn’t got a horse so he’ll probably go to the farm to get one. Of course, he’s going to bad mouth us to the farmer, but that might turn out to be a good thing.”
 
    
 
   “How’s that a good thing?” said Claire.
 
    
 
   “The farmboys may already have figured out why we skipped out on their hospitality. If they’re worried we might blab about what they get up to, they could decide to help Sonny take care of us. But if he makes it sound like we’re even bigger psychos than them, they might think twice. I don’t know, it’s probably fifty-fifty, but I don’t think they’ll want to waste time chasing us when they have work to do and an ogre that still needs to be dealt with.”
 
    
 
   We didn’t take a break until sunrise. It was much easier to find our way back to the river with a little light to guide us. We washed up, refilled our waterskins and picked some berries for breakfast.
 
    
 
   There was still no sign of the city on the horizon, but from what the farmer’s wife had said, we still had a couple of days to go. I wasn’t too worried about our physical condition—even though my body was aching all over from my recent attempts at getting fit—my main concern was Sonny. 
 
    
 
   Even though I had made it sound unlikely that he would bother to come after us, the truth was Aussies knew how to hold a grudge. I could easily imagine him forgetting about the ogre and convincing the farmer to lend him his wagon. Even with those tired old horses, he’d easily catch us up. 
 
    
 
   Lunch was handled surprisingly efficiently. Two of us caught fish, two of us started a fire and then prepared the fish as they were caught, and the last person stood out on the road keeping a lookout. We were back on our way in under an hour.
 
    
 
   By the time it was dark, we were properly wiped out. I insisted we take turns keeping watch, even though the suggestion received groans all round. Nothing had bothered us for the whole day, not even a questionable sound from the woods. I made various excuses why we needed to not let our guard down, but the real reason was the image I had in my mind of Sonny riding those horses into the ground trying to get his revenge on us. And by us, I mean me.
 
    
 
   Maurice and Claire kept the first watch. Flossie and Dudley kept the second. And I kept the third alone, which I didn’t mind. Although I did wonder if the others had spent theirs talking about me. My watch was also the shortest, as I got everyone up as soon as the first rays of the sun appeared over the horizon.
 
    
 
   We got going, the day passing much the same as the previous one, save for two things. 
 
    
 
   First, I had to stop for a toilet break and ran into the woods while the others waited for me. I got past the belt of trees that ran alongside the road and was about to drop trou, when I saw something strange through the trees on the other side of the river. Cliffs.
 
    
 
   I splashed through the shallow water and ran to the treeline, very nearly falling to my death. Beyond the trees, the ground fell away in a sheer drop to a canyon below with a rocky bottom. I held on tightly to the tree trunk I had grabbed to stop myself running out into mid-air like Wile E. Coyote.
 
    
 
   In a land named for its flatness, it was strange seeing such a shocking gash in the landscape. But not as shocking as what I saw lying at the bottom of the canyon.
 
    
 
   I had to get on my stomach and peer over the edge to make sure it really was what I thought, but there was no doubt. Four women lay with their limbs twisted in unnatural positions. It was the four girls who had arrived in the clearing with us, and who had disappeared after the first day. Judging by the way they were positioned, and the fact two were still holding hands, it seemed obvious they hadn’t fallen, they’d jumped.
 
    
 
   I made my way back to the others who complained loudly at my inability to do my business in a timely fashion. Which is when I realised I had forgotten to go, and still needed to. Rather than have to explain what I’d been doing, I squeezed my buttocks shut and decided to wait it out.
 
    
 
   There was no reason not to tell them what I’d seen, but something told me to keep it to myself, at least for now. I think the others could tell something was on my mind, but they didn’t say anything. I guess they were used to my strange moods.
 
    
 
   Those four girls had probably struck out for the city on the first day, thinking that civilisation might offer them something other than murder as an occupation. They would have had water, from the river, but who knew if they found much food. The berries we picked were a nice supplement, but even with all the fish we were still hungry. They must have been starving, and with no sign of their destination, it must have been hard to keep going.
 
    
 
   The fact they refused to simply kill because it was expected of them was admirable. That they would rather die than play the role forced on them was kind of brave, I guess. I had succumbed to that pressure, and despised myself for it. Fortunately, I already despised myself for a bunch of other stuff, so I was used to it and didn’t feel the need to throw myself off a cliff. But who’s to say I wouldn’t end up wishing I had?
 
    
 
   And if this really was a game, maybe the moment they died here, they woke up back home. Or maybe they woke up in another world, even crazier than this one. 
 
    
 
   It was because all these thoughts were swirling around in my head that I was the last to notice the second thing. I was a little behind the others so I walked into the back of Dudley before realising they had all stopped. I had to step past him to see what they were all staring at.
 
    
 
   In the distance, right on the horizon, tall spires reached up like fingers. Their symmetrical sides and even spacing very clearly indicated they were man made. The towers of a city.
 
    
 
   We all looked at each other, elated that our journey really did have an end point, and one we looked like reaching. I felt a strange sadness, too. If those girls had kept going for a couple more hours, they would have seen the same sight, and maybe they would have made it. Then again, did Fengarad offer anything Probet didn’t? Perhaps their decision to log out early and take their chances with whatever lay on the other side was the smart move. Only time would tell.
 
   


 
   
  
 

10. Fengarad City Limits
 
    
 
   The vision in the distance gave us all a boost. We set off again with renewed purpose, eyes fixed on our goal, although I couldn’t help but occasionally glance backwards to see if there was anyone on our tail.
 
    
 
   Whatever Sonny was up to, we didn’t seem to be his main priority as there was no sign of him. 
 
    
 
   The trees remained as belts on either side of the road, but the forest had faded away and now we were flanked by farmlands. Farmhouses appeared at regular intervals and we even saw people working in the fields.
 
    
 
   By the end of the day, the city’s outline had become clear and distinct. A high wall with turrets, behind which rose an assortment of tall buildings, dwarfed by a series of spires. Rather than rest for the night, we excitedly pushed on.
 
    
 
   By sunrise the next morning, we were exhausted but within a stone’s throw of the city walls. The most noticeable feature from this distance, however, wasn’t the architecture, it was the huge line of people. As we got closer, I realised they weren’t just waiting for the gates to open—the gates were already open. It wasn’t like a line at the supermarket checkout, it was like a line outside a phone store waiting for the new iPhone to be released. 
 
    
 
   The people looked like they’d been waiting there for days, maybe longer. Many had little camps set up and were making breakfast around small fires.
 
    
 
   “Should we get in line?” said Maurice, anxiously pushing his glasses up his nose. It was a massive queue that went all the way along the wall and disappeared around the corner.
 
    
 
   “Let’s check the front first,” I said. 
 
    
 
   There are some people who can go to the head of a line with a swagger, loving the feeling of being more important than the plebs. And then there are others, like us, who feel horribly embarrassed to be cutting ahead of people who have been waiting for much longer.
 
    
 
   We made our way to the gates, heads down, avoiding eye-contact with any of the people to our right, although I could hear them grumbling as we passed.
 
    
 
   The entrance was a large archway with a raised portcullis. Four soldiers, their chests covered by leather scale and wearing rounded metal helmets, high boots and baggy shorts, guarded the entrance with long pikes. The soldiers looked pretty relaxed, using the pikes to lean on rather than intimidate.
 
    
 
   An officer of some kind—I assumed this from his fancier uniform and the fact he had a clipboard—was talking to the man who was first in line. After a brief conversation, the man and his family picked up their gear and followed the officer through the archway.
 
    
 
   At the same time, a wagon, loaded with barrels and pulled by large dray horses, rolled past us. The driver waved at the guards and rode through the gates without fuss.
 
    
 
   I took out the card Grayson had given us. On our journey here, we had all attempted to learn how to read, which had been surprisingly easy. Grayson had given us a kids’ alphabet book and we quickly worked out it wasn’t all that different from our own language. Their alphabet used different symbols, but they matched our own letters one-to-one. So, while we used ‘A’, they used a small spiral. For ‘B’ they used two curves on top of each other. But in every other way they followed the same rules we did; made the same sounds, formed the same words. This seemed very suspicious to me.
 
    
 
   Anyone who’s seen Planet of the Apes (the good version) knows the scene at the end where the Statue of Liberty rising out of the sand reveals to our hero that he is in fact on Earth. But this shouldn’t have been a surprise, since the apes he’d encountered all spoke English. Bit of a giveaway.
 
    
 
   Since arriving in this world, I’d noticed that when people spoke to us, the words didn’t seem to match the movements of their lips. Some kind of magic that allowed us to understand them, I figured. But their alphabet being a simple coded version of our own seemed too simple to be anything other than a cheap way to make this world seem alien while keeping it easy to understand, like you would in a game.
 
    
 
   Although I still hadn’t found any concrete proof this world was some kind of VR simulation, the circumstantial evidence was continuing to mount; in my mind at least. I definitely felt someone out there was pulling the strings, although it could just as well be a Sauron as a pizza-guzzling software engineer.
 
    
 
   The card Grayson had given me said we were Visitors and were to be allowed full access to all cities under the Treaty of the Four. Considering how we had attacked Grayson, I had been worried it might contain instructions for our immediate imprisonment, but it was a very short statement we had been able to decipher easily, despite Grayson’s terrible handwriting. Although that may have had something to do with me stabbing him just before he wrote it.
 
    
 
   I walked up to one of the soldiers holding a pike, and held up the card. “Can you tell me if we have to wait in line?”
 
    
 
   He casually glanced at the card, and then his eyes widened. “Wait here.” He turned and ran through the archway.
 
    
 
   A moment later, the officer with the clipboard came jogging out, followed by the same soldier. 
 
    
 
   “Ah, hello. Right this way. Follow me, please.” The officer, who was younger than I’d thought he’d be, spoke in a bright, cheerful voice. 
 
    
 
   There was a bit of a commotion along the line as people watched us receive special treatment, but it was more out of curiosity than animosity, I’d say. A bunch of hobos in rags suddenly getting whisked past the velvet rope would raise a few eyebrows in any world. 
 
    
 
   We were led through the archway where there were a number of low buildings. We weren’t actually in the city as there was another wall ahead of us, with another archway. Through that, I could make out numerous buildings.
 
    
 
   The officer, who hadn’t introduced himself, showed us into one of the buildings. The room was full of benches and a number of people, including the family we had seen enter earlier.
 
    
 
   “Please wait here while I inform the Commander of your presence,” said the officer. He nodded to the soldier who remained with us.
 
    
 
   We sat down, all glad to have a chance to rest. We’d walked through the night to get here, and the adrenalin rush of finally reaching our goal had worn off. We were too knackered to do anything other than sit there.
 
    
 
   “I hope you have something to offer the great city of Fengarad,” said a large man with a painted face. I don’t mean he had makeup on, I mean he had paint on his face. Black panda eyes, bright red cheeks, and a white strip from his nose down to his chin.
 
    
 
   “I hope so, too.” I smiled politely and looked at the others. They were all very studiously looking elsewhere.
 
    
 
   “I’m Cordibar the Tremendous, magician and sage. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”
 
    
 
   On hearing the word magician I suddenly perked up. For someone like me with poor fighting skills and a terrible physique, there was only one way to become OP—learn magic.
 
    
 
   I shuffled along the bench. “You can do magic?”
 
    
 
   “Of course. Birthdays, parties, functions of all sorts—Cordibar will keep your guests entertained!” He twirled his hands and produced a rather limp bouquet of flowers out of nowhere. Or possibly from his voluminous sleeves.
 
    
 
   Disappointed, I again smiled politely, and slid back down the bench.
 
    
 
   The officer returned and I looked up expectantly, but he rushed past me. He stopped in front of Cordibar the Tremendous. “We’ve checked the records and have a report from the City of Dargot about a children’s entertainer called Candimar the Terrific.”
 
    
 
   “Never heard of him,” said Cordibar.
 
    
 
   “If you think we’re going to expose our children to a pervert like you, you’re sadly mistaken. Guards!”
 
    
 
   Four guards appeared. Cordibar leapt to his feet with surprising agility considering his large girth.
 
    
 
   “This is a travesty. You have no proof. No proof!”
 
    
 
   There was a puff of smoke and Cordibar disappeared. Everyone was left baffled, until Cordibar appeared from behind a bench, crawling towards the exit on all fours like no one could see him.
 
    
 
   The guards grabbed him and man-handled him out of the door.
 
    
 
   “This is an outrage! I’m not a pervert, I’m an entertainer!”
 
    
 
   “I do apologise,” said the officer. “The Commander will see you now.”
 
    
 
   We followed him down a corridor into a large office. Behind an impressive desk sat a stern-looking soldier with a walrus moustache, a bald head and a monocle. He rose as we entered and came over to shake out hands.
 
    
 
   “Commander Ducane. Charmed. Delighted. Charmed. Please sit. It’s an honour. A great honour.”
 
    
 
   He retook his seat and we sat down on the chairs provided. The officer handed the Commander the card from Grayson, and then the Commander did something very surprising. He unfolded it.
 
    
 
   The card was quite thick, but there had been no indication it could be opened. The two sides separated like book covers and the Commander read what was written inside. There must have been quite a lot of writing because his eyes remained on the card for an inordinately long time, his eyebrows climbing further and further up his hairless pate until the monocle fell out.
 
    
 
   I didn’t know what Grayson had written about us, but I really wished I had one of Cordibar the Tremendous' smoke bombs on me.
 
   


 
   
  
 

11. The Commander And The Princess
 
    
 
   Commander Ducane stood up. He gravely shook his head. “It seems I owe you the thanks of my people, and also my personal apology.”
 
    
 
   I had no idea what he was talking about. “Why? What did Grayson say?”
 
    
 
   Ducane sat down and refitted the monocle to his right eye. It immediately fell out again. “It seems you are the ones responsible for ridding us of the Mouse King. For that, we, the people of Fengarad, will be eternally grateful. My thanks.”
 
    
 
   I looked at the others who were as baffled as me. “You’re... welcome? If you don’t mind me saying, you seem quite upset about it. Is there a problem?”
 
    
 
   “No, no. Well, yes, but not of your doing. You see, another party of Visitors arrived in Fengarad recently. They had been responsible for clearing a mouse nest, so when I heard the Mouse King had been killed, I’m afraid I assumed they were the ones responsible. They have been awarded the accolades that should have been yours. I am terribly, terribly sorry.”
 
    
 
   This news didn’t bother me very much. Personally, I wanted as few people as possible to know about my role in killing the Mouse King and his unborn mice babies. If someone else wanted to take the credit, that was fine by me.
 
    
 
   “Ah, excuse me,” said Maurice. “When you say accolades…?”
 
    
 
   “The reward for killing a unique beast, such as the Mouse King, is the Key to the City. It allows you both the freedom to go anywhere in Fengarad, including restricted areas such as the Palace and the Seven Spires, and it also grants you the right to an audience with the King himself.”
 
    
 
   The Key sounded like a really useful item to have. Not that I had much interest in meeting the King, but the ability to go anywhere in the city, perhaps leading us to clues to why we were here, was definitely something I’d want.
 
    
 
   “The key was awarded in a ceremony only two nights ago,” continued Ducane, his eyes fixed on the desk. “It was a wonderful night of celebration.” He was practically choking back the tears. “I can’t believe they didn’t say anything. They’re supposed to be heroes, damn it.”
 
    
 
   “They probably didn’t realise,” I said. “The nest was cleared out when we got there. We only discovered the King’s hiding place by accident. When you told the others they’d killed the Mouse King, they probably assumed he was one of the mouse warriors. We had no idea what we’d done until Grayson told us, so I don’t expect the others knew what the Mouse King looked like, either. I’d put it down to an honest mistake.”
 
    
 
   Ducane nodded. “You’re probably right. Still, the mistake will have to be rectified. The Palace will be horribly embarrassed because of my error. My only course of action is to take responsibility and try and protect the King’s good name.”
 
    
 
   “This Key, are there many of them?” I asked Ducane.
 
    
 
   He lifted his head. He really did look sorry for himself. “Indeed. Quite a few have been handed out over the years. I even have one myself, awarded back in my youth. I wasn’t always the pathetic excuse for a soldier you see before you now.”
 
    
 
   “Then to atone for your mistake, give us your Key,” I said.
 
    
 
   He looked surprised.
 
    
 
   “Give us your Key,” I continued, “and don’t tell anyone about the mix up. That way we will have our rightful reward, and the King won’t be embarrassed.”
 
    
 
   “But, but…” Ducane seemed to be having difficulty grasping what I was suggesting. “People will think they and not you were the ones who killed the Mouse King.”
 
    
 
   I shrugged. “Let them. It means nothing to us, right?” I looked at the others for confirmation. They didn’t seem to understand what I was doing either, but they all made various sounds to confirm they agreed with me.
 
    
 
   “You would really forego any recognition of your heroism for the sake of the King?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t give a toss about the King, but I had no problem staying out of the spotlight. My whole gameplan was to keep a low profile and attract as little attention as possible. The only thing I wondered about was why the Mouse King was considered such a valuable target. True, we had struggled to kill him, but that was because it was us. The mouse had not been a particularly difficult adversary and I’m sure other groups, or Grayson himself, would have dealt with him easily. 
 
    
 
   Not that I was going to bring it up, despite my curiosity. The last thing I needed to do was convince Ducane the Mouse King wasn’t that a big deal and our role in his demise was more luck than judgement. I wanted that Key.
 
    
 
   “For the sake of the King,” I said, “I think it’s best this way, don’t you?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know how to thank you,” said Ducane, excitedly wringing his hands. He turned to the officer who was still standing beside him. “Laffi, quickly, go to my residence and get my Key. It’s in the reception room, in the glass cabinet by the window.”
 
    
 
   The officer darted out of the room. 
 
    
 
   There was a gleam in Ducane’s eye. I actually think he was happy to be giving up his Key. I suspected he was the type who saw being punished for your mistakes as noble and honorable. “I’ll have to inform the Palace, of course. We can’t have people thinking you’ve stolen my Key. But otherwise, discretion shouldn’t be too hard to maintain.”
 
    
 
   “Are you sure it’s okay?” said Claire. “The Key probably means a lot to you.”
 
    
 
   If I could have reached from where I was sitting, I’d have slapped the silly cow on the back of the head. 
 
    
 
   “It means the world to me,” said Ducane. “Which is why it is exactly the sacrifice I need to make.” He turned to me. “I truly am very grateful to you for giving me this chance to make amends.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t mention it.” I glared over at Claire, psychically demanding she shut her big mouth. Unfortunately, my psychic powers appeared to be on the fritz, as Claire started to say something else.
 
    
 
   She didn’t get to vocalise whatever idiotic thought had occurred to her because the door flew open at that point. 
 
    
 
   “Ducane! Why was I not informed there were Visitors here?”
 
    
 
   Standing in the doorway was a teenage girl. Her bellowing voice didn’t seem to match her slight frame and babyish face, but then neither did her outfit. Think of the kind of uniform every crazy dictator designs for themselves as soon as they get in power. Braids, ribbons, tassels, gold trim and brass buttons-a-go-go. Now add a My Little Pony colour scheme—pink jacket, lilac jodhpurs, rainbow epaulets—and top it off with masses of red hair. Not ginger, bright red.
 
    
 
   “Your highness!” said Ducane, standing to attention and dipping his head. “They only just got here.”
 
    
 
   “That’s what you always say. Thankfully my spies are everywhere. Don’t you forget it, Ducane. Everywhere.” She walked around to get a proper look at us, at which point, her face fell. “Oh. How disappointing.”
 
    
 
   I looked at Ducane for some kind of explanation.
 
    
 
   “Ah, yes. This is Her Royal Highness, Princess Laney, youngest daughter of the King. And these are—”
 
    
 
   “Never  mind,” said the princess waving a dismissive hand at Ducane. “I know who they are. I’ve already met with the other Visitors and they were very clear about the three remaining parties. The Posers, the Losers and the Cowards. It’s more than obvious which you are.” 
 
    
 
   “Is it?” I said, more than a little annoyed by Little Miss Bossy Boots (the boots were purple, in case you’re wondering). “And what did they call themselves? The Super Smashing Super Squad?”
 
    
 
   “No, actually they’re called The Avengers.”
 
    
 
   “What!” Maurice was on his feet, eyes popping out of his head. “How dare they! You can’t just take that name. I won’t allow it!”
 
    
 
   Of all the things to be morally outraged by in this world, this, apparently, was a bridge too far for Maurice. Appropriating the name of Earth’s Mightiest Movie Franchise was where Maurice drew a line in the sand.
 
    
 
   Claire pulled an incandescent Maurice down into his chair.
 
    
 
   “And the members of The Avengers?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “Don’t call them that!” wailed Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Tin, Dag, Marlon, Mandy, Amy and Jenny.” She gave me a sarcastic smile. “They’re all good friends of mine.”
 
    
 
   I wasn’t surprised it was them, although hearing Jenny’s name gave me an odd feeling. At least she was okay. 
 
    
 
   Flossie raised her hand. I’m not sure who’s permission she was seeking, but I felt obliged to give her a nod. 
 
    
 
   “If we’re all posers, losers and cowards,” she said, “why’d you want to meet us?”
 
    
 
   The princess put her hands on her hips. “According to my good friends in The Avengers, the Posers are quite handsome, so I wanted to see for myself. I appreciate a pretty boy as much as the next girl. But instead, it’s you, the Losers.” She rolled her eyes. “I would have preferred it to be the group of girls, even if they are cowards.”
 
    
 
   The mention of the girls set my teeth a little on edge. The memory of seeing them was still quite raw for me, and I didn’t appreciate the princess’s snide comments.
 
    
 
   I wanted to put the little bitch in her place, tell her exactly what I thought of her, but that wouldn’t be wise. Even though she was just a kid—I’d put her around thirteen—she could still make trouble for us. I’m sure Daddy would happily chop off our heads if his precious baby asked him to. I decided to keep my thoughts to myself and wait for her to get bored and leave. The sensible choice.
 
    
 
   “Honestly,” said the princess, “how can you expect to survive in this world if you’re too scared to kill anything. I hope they’re lying dead in some ditch, somewhere. It’s what people like that deserve.”
 
    
 
   Of course, sensible and me have never been great friends.
 
    
 
   “By the way,” I said to Ducane, “if by chance I do something truly heroic, like… kill a dragon or save the city—you know, something really big—do you think the King would grant me any reward I wanted?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” said Ducane. “Traditionally, the King will give a true hero whatever he asks for.”
 
    
 
   “What if I wanted to marry a princess?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “That is actually one of the more common requests. I’ve never known it to be refused.”
 
    
 
   I looked at Princess Laney, who had her eyes narrowed at me. “Even if the princess in question isn’t very keen?” 
 
    
 
   “Well,” said Ducane, “royal marriages tend to be political. Princesses rarely get a say in these matters. Oh.” He finally noticed the princess glaring at me.
 
    
 
   I had no intention of marrying a child, and I had even less intention of fighting any dragons, but if I wanted to give her something to have sleepless nights over, what could be more horrifying than the thought of spending the rest of her life with me?
 
    
 
   “You wouldn’t dare,” snarled the princess. Then her face crumbled. “Please, forgive me, I was out of line.” Tears streamed down her face. “I won’t make fun of you any more, I promise.” And then, in less time than it takes to snap your fingers, her face transformed into a huge grin and she burst into laughter. “Oh, it’s too funny. You? Kill a dragon?” She laughed again, her eyes huge and wild. “Oh, whatever will I do if you ask for my hand, brave knight?” And then she twisted her face into a mask of pure hate. “Let me make you an offer, loser. If you do anything worthy of a meeting with my father, I will not only agree to be your bride, I will get on my knees and lick your boots in the middle of our wedding ceremony. If you’re going to try and scare me, let’s make the stakes nice and high, hmmm, huuuuu-s-baaaand?”
 
    
 
   Which was when I realised my mistake. Ogres, rapists, taking mice with spears—they didn’t come close to the terror I felt looking into the eyes of this thirteen year old girl. She was fucking insane.
 
    
 
   I wanted to say, “Just kidding,” and get the hell out of there, but I was frozen in my chair.
 
    
 
   Laffi, the officer Ducane had sent off, came running in carrying a velvet box.
 
    
 
   I stood up. “Thank you, Princess, I agree to your terms.” I turned to Ducane. “We need to get going. Could you direct us to the Municipal Directory?”
 
    
 
   Ducane nodded. “I’ll have one of my men escort you there.”
 
    
 
   “And may I have that?” I pointed at the box he was holding.
 
    
 
   “Of course. With my thanks.” He handed me the box.
 
    
 
   I opened it just long enough to see the golden key inside, and then snapped it shut. “Thank you. I rely on you discretion, Commander.”
 
    
 
   “And I on yours,” he said.
 
    
 
   Princess Laney was staring open-mouthed. I had made sure my little glimpse at the key was in her eyeline.
 
    
 
   “Why does he have that? Is that a… Ducane? Why does he have a Key?”
 
    
 
   “Ah, your Royal Highness, I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say.”
 
    
 
   I bowed. “I look forward to seeing you soon, Princess. And to meeting your father. I think we’ll have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    
 
   I turned and walked out to the sounds of her screaming at Ducane.
 
    
 
   The others were right on my heels.
 
    
 
   “Are you really going to marry her?” Claire hissed at me. “She’s a kid!”
 
    
 
   “Of course not,” I said. “What do you think I am? I was just winding her up.”
 
    
 
   Screams rang out behind us.
 
    
 
   “I think you may have gone too far,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, no shit,” I said. “Don’t worry, I have a plan.”
 
    
 
   “Does it involve running away and hiding?” asked Claire.
 
    
 
   Damn, they knew me too well.
 
   


 
   
  
 

12. Welcome to Fengarad
 
    
 
   The moment we passed through the second archway into Fengarad proper, the whole world changed. Noise hit us from every direction. Bangs and clatters, voices shouting, dogs barking, carts trundling across cobblestone. We all had to take a moment to get used to it. 
 
    
 
   Everywhere I looked there were buildings squeezed together and leaning against each other in haphazard fashion. Narrow, tall and wonky.
 
    
 
   “If you’ll follow me,” said Laffi, “it isn’t too far to the Municipal Directory.”
 
    
 
   He led us through narrow streets, weaving between the crowds of people who all seemed to be going in the opposite direction to us. We had to bump and jostle our way through them to keep up with Laffi, who seemed to have an uncanny knack for sliding through the gaps without slowing. 
 
    
 
   Everything was so tight and cramped, it was impossible to get a view of anything other than our immediate surroundings. Not that we had much time to look around, we were too busy trying to keep Laffi in our sights.
 
    
 
   After about ten minutes, we exited the dark alleyways and found ourselves in a plaza. There were buildings on each side, the most impressive of which had a white marble facade with columns across the front. It looked like a museum or art gallery, but it was in fact our destination, the Municipal Directory.
 
    
 
   I’d thought the narrow streets had been crowded, but they were positively deserted compared to the interior of the Directory. It was like a train station during rush hour. We lost Laffi within seconds of entering the place.
 
    
 
   We stood in the middle of a sea of people, trying to figure out where we were supposed to be going. There were windows along each wall, with people queuing up to speak to the person on the other side. What they were queuing up for, I had no idea.
 
    
 
   We were just about to join a random line when Laffi reappeared. 
 
    
 
   “Ah, there you are. I’ve spoken to the management, and they’ve arranged a private office for you. This way.”
 
    
 
   He was about to vanish again so I grabbed the back of his jacket, nearly yanking him of his feet. The others followed my lead and all grabbed some part of his clothing. 
 
    
 
   “Keep going,” I said to him, as though it was perfectly normal to have five people clinging to you as you tried to walk.
 
    
 
   We moved very slowly, but together, through the crowd. Up to this point we had been ignored or simply barged aside, but now people stopped to stare as we shuffled across to the far end of the room, where a small, smartly dressed but slightly greasy-looking man stood by a door.
 
    
 
   Once we got to the door, we let go of Laffi and entered a room with some chairs and a table. We immediately sat down without being asked, which was probably a bit rude, but we were all too exhausted to care.
 
    
 
   “This is Master Niven,” said Lafffi. “He’ll take good care of you and answer whatever questions you might have. I leave you in his capable hands.” He snapped his heels together, turned and was gone.
 
    
 
   “Corporal Laffi has informed me you have some money you wish to claim,” said Master Niven. “May I see the order?”
 
    
 
   Maurice passed him the chit Grayson had given us. Niven read it once and then put in in his pocket. “That’s fine. Would you like it in cash or do you want to open an account?”
 
    
 
   “Is this like a bank?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “Yes, in a manner of speaking. A bank, a depository, an exchange. Goods, services, jobs of various kinds—we provide it all. Visitors like yourselves find it convenient to have somewhere to leave their valuables rather than carry them around with them.”
 
    
 
   “So, it’s safe to leave our stuff with you?” If people left all their valuables here, it seemed like the ideal place for thieves to target. 
 
    
 
   “I assure you, our security is second to none. We did have an attempted robbery about six months ago, but all of the miscreants were apprehended, every last chob was accounted for, and the guards on duty were all executed.”
 
    
 
   “You executed the guards?” said Claire, a little shocked.
 
    
 
   “The criminals were also executed, of course, along with their families. Their homes were burnt to the ground, and letters were sent to all living relatives informing them if they set foot within Fengarad’s walls, they would be killed on sight.”
 
    
 
   “That seems very harsh,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   Niven beamed with delight. “Thank you very much.”
 
    
 
   “So I can leave anything with you and it will be here when I come back for it?” I asked, just to make sure.
 
    
 
   “Absolutely,” said Niven.
 
    
 
   “Great.” I put my stick with the nails in one end on the table. “I’d like to deposit that.” It was awkward carrying it around, even in my bag. It always managed to poke me in the back as I walked, so it would be good to leave it somewhere safe. Who knew when I’d need it again?
 
    
 
   “Oh,” said Niven. “Of course. Is there anything else?”
 
    
 
   “Yes.” I pushed the velvet box with the Key to the City in it across the table. 
 
    
 
   He opened the box and his jaw nearly hit the floor. He quickly recovered and closed the box. “That won’t be a problem, Sir.”
 
    
 
   We ended up all opening individual accounts. We split up the money between us and deposited two hundred bits each, keeping the rest on us for expenses. Niven had become extremely helpful after he saw the Key, and was happy to answer our questions about the best place to spend the night and where to buy gear from. He even gave us a map of the city and marked places of interest. 
 
    
 
   The inn he recommended was in a quiet area on the east side of the city. I had emphasised that it should be private and not too busy. My main goal was to stay out of sight while we figured out our next move, or as Claire put it, ‘hiding’. 
 
    
 
   We got three rooms. One for the girls, one for Maurice and Dudley, and one small one for me. We were just in time for dinner in the small courtyard and stuffed our faces with bread and soup until we could barely move, and then all struggled up the steep stairs to our beds. Real beds with pillows.
 
    
 
   I fell asleep the moment I lay down and the next thing I knew it was morning. I was still fully dressed, my face was sticky with drool, and I couldn’t move. For the first time since we’d arrived, my body had finally had a chance to relax properly, and the result was that every muscle in my body had seized up.
 
    
 
   I rolled off the bed in agony and managed to get to my feet. The pain was excruciating. It even hurt to walk, and the only way to move was using a Frankenstein’s monster shuffle. I slowly worked my way down the stairs to find the others waiting for me. They were all perfectly fine and raring to go. Bastards.
 
    
 
   Our plan was to go shopping for new gear and clothes. The girls were especially excited at the prospect and impatiently tried to get me to eat faster. The others had woken hours earlier and already eaten breakfast by the time I got up. The sight of them all chatting away, discussing the kinds of clothes they would look for, annoyed the fuck out of me, and I ate as slowly as possible. Not that I had much choice—even lifting a spoon was sheer torture. 
 
    
 
   I finally finished and we prepared to leave on what I’m sure the girls considered our first true adventure—shopping.
 
    
 
   “It’s a shame we ain’t got the Key with us,” said Flossie. “Ah bet we’d get much better service if we flashed it around a bit.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” I said, “but it’s more important for us to keep a low profile and not let anyone think we’re anything other than some low level wannabes. Being underestimated is still our chief weapon. That and surprise. Our two chief weapons are surprise and being underestimated.”
 
    
 
   “And ruthless efficiency,” added Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Our three chief weapons are surprise, being underestimated,—”
 
    
 
    “And a fanatical devotion to the Pope.”
 
    
 
   “Our four chief weapons—”
 
    
 
   “What the fook are you two going on about?” said Flossie.
 
    
 
   “Not a Monty Python fan?” I said.
 
    
 
   Flossie shrugged. “Ni,” and then she walked off.
 
    
 
   “Wait,” I looked at Maurice, “was that a Python reference?”
 
    
 
   Maurice looked as unsure as me. “It couldn’t have been... could it?”
 
    
 
   Claire just shook her head at both of us, mumbling, “Nerds,” before setting off after Flossie.
 
   


 
   
  
 

13. The Emporium Of Needs And Desires
 
    
 
   We had asked a few people about the best place to buy stuff and they’d all suggested the same place: Madame Robidoo’s Emporium. Apparently it was the place to get kitted out.
 
    
 
   With map in one hand and terrible sense of direction in the other, we navigated the spaghetti-like streets of Fengarad like 18th century explorers fumbling their way through the jungles of Africa.
 
    
 
   Other than my debilitating stiffness—fortunately it eased off after a bit of walking—I felt pretty relaxed and was more than happy to be doing something as mundane as going shopping. We had enough money to buy what we needed, and maybe enough to get some cool stuff on top. What we would do after that was still undecided, but to be honest, none of us wanted to think about it until absolutely necessary. A new pair of underpants was far more important.
 
    
 
   We got lost a number of times, and certain members of our party got distracted by a shoe shop where we were forced to wait while they inspected a vast range of inappropriate footwear, but eventually we found our way to the Emporium. It was a massive department store on two levels, with every sort of garment, from armour to ballgowns. A section at the back had weapons. Upstairs, there were tools, utensils, and household goods like cups and plates. And spoons, lots of spoons. Never again would I have to eat stew with a twig.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” I said, “we should get some clothes first. Make sure it’s functional. Pockets are more important the sequins.”
 
    
 
   “That’s incredibly sexist,” said Claire. “We aren’t idiots.”
 
    
 
   I grabbed Flossie’s wrist and pulled her hand out from behind her. In her fist was a red spangly skirt. I prised it from her grip—which took some effort—and threw it back into a basket of equally brightly coloured fashion items.
 
    
 
   “And nothing too colourful. We don’t want to stand out.”
 
    
 
   We split up and began to rummage our way through the Emporium’s inventory. It took several hours for us to find everything we needed, but we were in no hurry. We probably should have haggled over the prices, but it was all well within our budget so we just piled everything up and paid what they asked. 
 
    
 
   There was no point carrying it all back to the inn, so we changed into our new gear and threw away our rags. Maurice held on to his Batman onesie, though. One day the Dark Knight would return, no doubt. No, that isn’t racist.
 
    
 
   After some further convincing, the girls had settled on basic trousers and jackets, and sensible boots. The guys had obviously needed no coercing, and we had all gone for combat trousers with multiple pockets, and leather jackets with even more pockets.
 
    
 
   I had considered the heavier armoured garments but they were so stiff and bulky, I didn’t think their extra protection would be worth the lack of mobility. It would probably be better to buy second-hand gear that had been broken in already. 
 
    
 
   We still looked quite scruffy—none of the guys could grow a beard that didn’t look like patchy underarm hair, and we hadn’t shaved in over a week—but the upgrade in outfits had elevated us from murder-hobo chic to rugged homeless bums. We all bought shaving kits, including the girls. I assumed for their legs, but I didn’t ask.
 
    
 
   We bought decent bags, basic eating utensils, some hats—more arguing with the girls about what a hat was for and why pink flowers didn’t count as camouflage—and three tents.
 
    
 
   Next up were weapons. First thing we did was get everyone a decent knife. They weren’t really for fighting—although that would probably be required at some point—more for everyday use. We also bought a couple of small axes and a mallet. Swords were a bit more expensive and none of us knew a good one from a bad one, so we bought the cheapest ones for now. I already had one, so didn’t need another, and Maurice was happy with his spear, so we bought three. 
 
    
 
   At the rear of the store, there were racks of bows of all sizes. From teeny ones suitable for a child, to giant ones that would dwarf even the tallest person. Other than the man behind the counter, the area was deserted. 
 
    
 
   “Can we try these out somewhere?” I asked the man. 
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?” He was tall and bald, with a very neat beard and a depressed look on his face.
 
    
 
   “I want to buy a bow,” I explained, “but I don’t know which would suit me best. So, can I try them out?” It seemed fairly self-explanatory.
 
    
 
   “Try them out how?” said the man.
 
    
 
   “Is there somewhere I can fire off a few arrows?” 
 
    
 
   “No.” He didn’t seem to be taking me very seriously. “That would be dangerous.”
 
    
 
   “Look, the five of us all want to buy a bow. That’s five bows, plus a ton of arrows. But we have to be able to test them first. Otherwise we’ll go somewhere else. Now, is there an alleyway or something where we can safely shoot some arrows? We’ll pay for the arrows.”
 
    
 
   He’d remained so impassive as I spoke, I thought maybe he hadn’t heard any of what I’d said, but he suddenly walked out from behind the counter and over to a door. He held it open and nodded. 
 
    
 
   I stepped through the door to find a narrow alley, bricked up at one end and leading to the street at the other. Apart from some trash, it was empty. I went back inside.
 
    
 
   “That’s fine. Now we just need a target.” I looked at him. Nothing. “How about a bale of hay? Is there a stable nearby we could borrow one from.” Still nothing. “Or buy. I’ll pay.”
 
    
 
   He let out a shrill whistle and a boy, maybe ten years old, came running across the store. The man told him we needed a bale of hay and the kid ran out of the door into the alley. While we waited, we selected a bunch of bows and paid for a quiver of twenty arrows.
 
    
 
   The kid returned in about five minutes, balancing a huge bale of hay on his back. He was told to put it down at the far end of the alley.
 
    
 
   We all stood in the alley and I aimed an arrow at the bale. It was hard to even draw the string back, and when I did finally let it go, it missed the bale by a good margin and smashed into the back wall. The arrow broke, obviously. I could tell this would waste a lot of arrows.
 
    
 
   “How much does a bale of hay cost?” I asked the man.
 
    
 
   “One chob.”
 
    
 
   That was nothing to a bunch of money-bags like us. I looked at the far wall and measured roughly how many bales it would take to entirely cover it. “Please send for eleven more bales.”
 
    
 
   This got me a single raised eyebrow, but he whistled again and sent the boy off. He returned with a bunch of little friends, and they piled up the bales until there was a wall of hay at one end of the alley. 
 
    
 
   I tried one of the other bows—this one was smaller and a lot easier to draw. My aim was still terrible, but it did land in the hay. I walked down and pulled the arrow out. It wasn’t broken.
 
    
 
   After that, we all tried different bows until we each found one that suited us. There were a few more breakages as arrows hit the wall or went straight into the ground, but mostly they found their target.
 
    
 
   Everyone apart for Dudley chose one of the smaller, more compact bows. They were easiest to use, and to carry. Dudley preferred a larger, more powerful bow that was quite tricky to use, but had a bigger range. He had some natural talent and his arrows were neatly grouped together.
 
    
 
   The salesman almost smiled as we paid for our bows and arrows. I asked him to leave the bales where they were so I could come and practice. I arranged to pay him a small fee for this, which seemed to both confuse and delight him. The idea of a firing range to hone your skills was apparently not something anyone had suggested to him. I planned to come here for the next several days and get good. Or at least, less terrible.
 
    
 
   Having finally got everything we needed, I turned to the girls and said, “Right, that should do us for now. You can use the money you have left to buy whatever useless crap you want.”
 
    
 
   Both girls looked shocked. It didn’t take long for them to recover, though. They dropped everything they were carrying and ran off making strange squealing sounds.
 
    
 
   They came back with their arms full of hopelessly impractical stuff. Lace dresses, weird hats, silk scarves and all sorts of nasty cheap jewellry. They were panting, their faces were red and their mouths were fixed in huge grins. For the first time ever, I’d managed to make two women orgasm at the same time.
 
   


 
   
  
 

14. Man On A Mission
 
    
 
   We spent the rest of the week exploring Fengarad. There were various interesting places in the lanes and side streets, including a red light district any red-blooded male would have investigated fully. Needless to say, the three of us got horribly embarrassed at the first sight of a scantily clad woman giving us the come hither, and we swiftly came up with excuses to head off to some other part of the city. 
 
    
 
   We might not have acted quite so scared if she hadn’t looked like Steve Buscemi in drag. Who am I kidding? Of course we would.
 
    
 
   The girls, oblivious as ever, had no idea why the woman wanted to speak to us in private. The only thing of interest to them was where she’d purchased her bikini top.
 
    
 
   I eventually convinced the others we should split up, or at least, I should split up from them. We were familiar enough with the layout of the city that I didn’t think they’d get lost, and as long as they were together they wouldn’t get into too much trouble. Probably. I just needed a little time off from playing Dad. 
 
    
 
   They were a bit nervous going off on their own, mainly because of the problem with reading signs and street names. Out of the group, I was by far the best at reading. This was because on our journey to Fengarad, while they had been chatting and getting to know each other, I had spent my time studying the book Grayson had given us. 
 
    
 
   I could now recognise most words without having to spell them out phonetically. They, on the other hand, knew each other’s favourite colours. 
 
    
 
   Having to rely on themselves would be good for them, and it wasn’t like they would face any danger in the middle of the city. Our main goal was just to learn where everything was and to dig up any cool places that might be worth further investigation. We were basically tourists. Even they couldn’t get themselves killed sightseeing.
 
    
 
   My routine was to wake up early and go to the public baths which I had discovered. No, it wasn’t a pickup joint for gays. Or maybe it was, but no one propositioned me—which was both a relief and very depressing. I looked forward to encountering elves and dwarves so they could reject me, too.
 
    
 
   After my nice long soak (alone), I’d go to the Emporium and spend an hour or so shooting arrows.
 
    
 
   After a couple of days, I had to make a booking for these sessions, as others had started to want to use the alleyway. The bow salesman, whose name was Temel, had started a side business in archery training, bringing in a cousin who was a soldier to offer guidance, and business was booming. I got a lesson for free, seeing as how I was the one that made this lucrative new venture possible, and was informed that pretty much everything I was doing was wrong.
 
    
 
   Can’t say I was surprised. He corrected my poor posture and grip and my aim improved. Slightly. 
 
    
 
   I would spend the rest of the day poking about in the city, returning to the inn in the evening. Over dinner, we’d exchange information. A lot of Flossie’s and Claire’s reports revolved around where to find the best bargains, and I could see the will to live slowly being drained from Maurice and Dudley—rather them than me.
 
    
 
   If you think my portrayal of Claire and Flossie as obsessed with shopping seems a little unfair, you could be right. After the intense pressure of trying to survive in a crazy fantasy world where death was around every corner, perhaps it was just their way of relaxing. Or, maybe they were a couple of shopping-mad bimbos. Hard to say.
 
    
 
   Before going to bed, I did my exercises. Sit ups, push ups, squats and lunges. I was determined to be at least fit enough to run away properly. Then I practiced with the sword, but I didn’t feel very confident with what I was doing. At some point I would need to hire someone to train me.
 
    
 
   A blacksmith on the outskirts of the city made me a spike like the one I’d given up. He was a bit baffled by my request and I had to talk him through how to make it for me, but in the end I got something pretty close to the original. It felt good to have my trusty spike back.
 
    
 
   I also bought a large piece of lead from him. The sap I’d tried to make using bits of old metal had never felt right. This time I got a professional seamstress to sew the lead into some leather and the whole construction was a lot more solid.
 
    
 
   I returned to the Municipal Directory to try and figure out what the place was for, and how I could use it to my advantage. Master Nevin had shown us the window where we could get our money and other items, but I still had no idea what all the other windows were for. 
 
    
 
   My plan was to hang around and see if I could pick up any information, but trying to inconspicuously stand next to people in an attempt to overhear their conversations did not go down well. I got some threatening looks and had to quickly make myself scarce. 
 
    
 
   In the end, I just joined the longest queue and waited until I got to the front. It took about two hours.
 
    
 
   The woman behind the window looked like her family had just been murdered, and she was the one responsible. If you’ve ever been to a post office, you’ll know the look.
 
    
 
   “Yes?” she demanded.
 
    
 
   “Oh, is it my turn?” I was stalling, trying to figure out what she did. She was in a small office with nothing in it, as far as I could tell.
 
    
 
   She glared at me. “What service do you require?”
 
    
 
   “What services have you got?”
 
    
 
   This earned me a look at her teeth, which she bared at me. “Do you have something to hand in or not?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe later.” I could feel every person in the line behind me staring as I walked away.
 
    
 
   It took me another two days to discover the stairs leading to the basement. Down there I discovered a throng of people, all of them armed to the hilt, milling about. The walls were covered with posters offering bounties on various monsters, like the ones Grayson had in Probet. There were dozens of them. And these had a lot more details about each creature. 
 
    
 
   There was also a map on one wall, but unlike the one in Probet, this one was being constantly updated with information on where targets could be found. 
 
    
 
   We still had lots of money, but it had started to noticeably go down. Eventually, we would have to find a way to make more, and claiming bounties was the obvious way to do it. But I was very reluctant to go down that route again. I needed another method.
 
    
 
   But there was one poster that caught my interest.
 
    
 
   “I want to head out to the marshlands tomorrow,” I told the others over a dinner of roast chicken and potatoes. The meat wasn’t chicken and I’m pretty sure potatoes aren’t blue, but that’s what it tasted like, and I had learned not to ask questions I didn’t want to know the answer to.
 
    
 
   “Why?” said Claire. “What’s in the marshlands?”
 
    
 
   “Frogmen. It’s about time we got back into the adventuring business.”
 
    
 
   The other stopped eating and looked at each other somewhat apprehensively.
 
    
 
   “You can calm down,” I said. “There won’t be any killing. Maurice, what did you write down about the frogmen in your notes?”
 
    
 
   Maurice took out his notebook and flipped through it. “Ah, frogman, uses basic beast magic.”
 
    
 
   “Exactly. It’s the only mention of actual magic I’ve come across. So, we’re going to find some frogmen and we’re going to learn magic.”
 
    
 
   The following morning we got up early and prepared to leave. We were fully geared up, with bags stuffed full, clothes that actually fit, and weapons all sharpened. We looked like a bunch of nerds going rambling, but we were prepared for every eventuality. Monsters, injuries, dangerous terrain, light showers—we had an answer for them all.
 
    
 
   Claire handed me an envelope which was addressed to Commander Ducane. I opened it and read the letter inside. It was an anonymous tip off about the farmboys we had encountered and how they were responsible for the kidnapped girls and not the mouse warriors as people had assumed. She’d been careful not to reveal who the letter was from.
 
    
 
   “I know we don’t have any real proof,” she said, “but perhaps Ducane will look into it. At least, if more girls go missing, they’ll think to question those boys.”
 
    
 
   I nodded. “Sure. But you can’t send this.” I put the letter back in the envelope.
 
    
 
   “Why not?” she demanded, her voice ramping up as she laid into me. “If they hurt more girls, it’ll be on us. This is the least we can do, and it’s not like he’ll know who sent it. I know it’s a longshot, but we can’t just do nothing. We can’t!”
 
    
 
   I waited for her to finish her tirade before speaking. “I agree. We should do something. But you can’t send this because you wrote it in English.” I handed the letter back to her.
 
    
 
   “Oh,” she said.
 
    
 
   We waited the half hour it took for her to translate the letter, and then headed out.
 
    
 
   “How exactly are you going to get the letter to Ducane without him seeing you?” I asked. The others looked at me like I must be joking.
 
    
 
   We were headed to the Municipal Directory, for some reason. They seemed to know what they were doing so I just followed. 
 
    
 
   It was quite early and the place was a lot less busy than usual. Claire immediately got in line and reached the window in about five minutes. The woman serving was the same one I’d spoken to the other day. 
 
    
 
   Claire handed over the letter. “I’d like this delivered today, please.”
 
    
 
   The woman took the letter. “Two chobs.”
 
    
 
   Claire paid and that was that.
 
    
 
   “So, this is where you send mail?” I was stunned they knew this. “What about the other windows?”
 
    
 
   “That’s for handing in bounties, that’s for paying taxes, that’s for reporting problems with public roads and buildings, that one’s for requesting help with rogue monsters…” Maurice went round the room pointing to each window.
 
    
 
   “When…? How did you figure this all out?”
 
    
 
   Maurice pointed at the one window that had no line. “We asked at the information desk.”
 
    
 
   “Why didn’t anyone tell me this?” That’s what the evening meets were supposed to be for, not the latest prices of blusher and lipstick.
 
    
 
   Claire shrugged. “We thought you knew.”
 
    
 
   That was the problem with acting like you were smarter than everyone—sometimes they actually believed you.
 
   


 
   
  
 

15. Frog Capture Plan
 
    
 
   There were a number of things I looked for in Fengarad but didn’t find. Book shops didn’t exist, although I knew books did. Now that I could read, books seemed the obvious way to gather a lot of information quickly, but they were incredibly rare. Most likely, there were private libraries somewhere. My guess would be that there was one in the Palace, but I had avoided that part of the city because palaces are where princesses live.
 
    
 
   The other thing I couldn’t find was a compass. It would make life a lot easier if we knew which direction we were going in, but no one understood what I was going on about when I asked shopkeepers if they sold them. Perhaps magnets didn’t exist, or maybe there was no North Pole to attract them.
 
    
 
   We left Fengarad heading north. At least, I think we did. The marshlands were a huge area with no towns or cities—not human ones, anyway. It took us two days to reach them. I expected to find swamps and crocodiles, but it was more like a series of lakes linked by narrow tributaries. Trees were sparse, but all sorts of other vegetation grew in and around the water. 
 
    
 
   Forcing our way through the tall grass, reeds and thick foliage was a chore—the one thing we didn’t bring was machetes—but on the upside, we were quite well hidden from whatever might want to have us for lunch.
 
    
 
   Insects buzzed and hummed around us, but we saw no other creatures. No frogmen.
 
    
 
   Once we had worked our way into the heart of the marshes, it was really hard to know which way was which. We may well have been travelling in circles. We had quite a lot of food with us, mostly dried meat and nuts, and there were also fish in the water, although they seemed particularly adept at avoiding the nets we had brought with us. After four days, there was some grumbling about what we were doing and how maybe it was time to head back.
 
    
 
   I, of course, told them they could leave anytime they wished. Or rather, I said, “Well, fuck off then.”
 
    
 
   On the fifth day, we finally saw our first frogmen. Flossie returned to our camp from a visit to the little girl’s room, doubled over like she had the world’s worst stomach ache, but she was in fact trying to avoid detection. 
 
    
 
   “Quick,” she whispered at us, “over here. Ah’ve seen ‘em.”
 
    
 
   We followed her through the undergrowth to the edge of the water. We all lay on our stomachs, peering through the grass at the platform of logs floating on the lake. There were four frogmen on the platform. A female with a child, a large male with a spear and an elderly male sitting on what looked like chair made of wicker.
 
    
 
   They literally looked like large frogs. They had skinny limbs, compact torsos, webbed feet and the bug-eyes and wide mouths you associate with frogs. The only un-froggy thing about them was that they weren’t green. Their skin colour was light brown.
 
    
 
   We lay there watching them for a few hours.
 
    
 
   The larger male—he was about as tall as Dudley—used the spear to catch fish. He was good at it, scoring pretty much every time. There was a small fire burning on the platform, over which hung a pot. The female cleaned and cooked the fish. The child spent most of its time with her, occasionally going over to see what Dad was up to, and usually getting shouted at. They were too far to hear what they said, but they certainly spoke. 
 
    
 
   When they weren’t fishing or cooking, they swam. Messing about in the water, diving for various plants they used for cooking, teaching the kid to leap out of the water onto the platform—it looked like an idyllic life. One we intended to disrupt.
 
    
 
   The older male spent his time smoking. He had a long pipe that he puffed on pretty much constantly. It was the first time I’d seen anyone smoking in this world. I had assumed tobacco didn’t exist until now, although there was no way to confirm it was tobacco.
 
    
 
   What was more interesting, though, was how he lit the pipe. Every now and again it would go out and then he would raise his hand and a flame would appear from his finger. Like magic.
 
    
 
   We continued to watch our family of frogs over the next few days. Three people would remain at the water’s edge while the other two stayed at the camp. Every few hours one of us would rotate.
 
    
 
   The weather turned and it started to rain. We set up our tents and continued the surveillance. Our food was rapidly depleting and the best we managed with fishing was two in one day. I knew we’d have to make our move soon, but what that move was, I still wasn’t sure.
 
    
 
   We couldn’t just go up to them and ask them about how to do magic. The bounty on frogmen was only 100 bits. You’d have to come all the way out here, find them, and then kill them. It was a lot of effort for not very much money, so not many people bothered hunting them. But I still couldn’t see us being treated as anything other than a threat. 
 
    
 
   They spent all their time on the water. They even slept on their platform. However, once a day the male would use his spear to punt the platform to the far side so the older male could go onto land for about half an hour. 
 
    
 
   I decided to find out what he was up to, so the next morning, I worked my way around the edge of the water and hid myself in the undergrowth. And waited.
 
    
 
   The old guy was smaller than me, but no doubt he’d be able to put up a fight if need be. I’d warned the others if they saw me running, they should do the same.
 
    
 
   After a couple of hours, the platform came floating across the water and bumped into the bank. The old frogman stepped off and somewhat unsteadily made his way onto land. 
 
    
 
   I kept my head down and waited for him to pass, then I slowly followed on all fours. Since he was a beast, there was a good chance he had heightened animal senses and would be able to detect my presence, so I was careful to be quiet and didn’t follow too closely.
 
    
 
   He did pause a couple of times and look around. Perhaps he felt like he was being watched, but he didn’t seem too suspicious, just slightly puzzled. I wasn’t particularly familiar with amphibious facial expressions, but he looked a bit dozy.
 
    
 
   He walked for about five minutes until he came to a small group of bushes. He pushed them aside to reveal a hole in the ground which he crouched over. Yep, he was going to the toilet.
 
    
 
   Why he had to do this on land, and why the rest of his family didn’t need to, was a mystery. What I did learn, though, was that frogman poo smells just as bad as ours, and their farts are high pitched and kind of tuneful. I’ll never be able to listen to an Ellie Goulding song the same way again.
 
    
 
   As I lay there, I considered going back to the others, organising a plan and then coming back the following day to capture him. It would take some time getting them sorted out and confident in what they were supposed to be doing, but it was probably the safest way to do it.
 
    
 
   On the other hand…
 
    
 
   I crept around the back of the bushes, wincing every time I made a noise. There were no twigs to step on, but even brushing aside stalks of grass seemed to be inordinately loud.
 
    
 
   I managed to get right up behind him before he noticed me. It must have been a terrifying sight, my face looming towards him through the bushes as he tried to take a quiet dump. He let out a startled yelp and then keeled over as I hit him with my sap.
 
    
 
   It was risky—there was no way to know if the sap would work. I’d never tried it before, and frogman physiology could have been very different to ours. His large, slimy head might have been covered in rubber for all I knew.
 
    
 
   Fortunately, I connected well and his bulbous eyes rolled back in his head.
 
    
 
   For those of you planning to kidnap someone while they’re shitting outdoors, here’s a couple of tips. If you drag them away by their arms, they will leave a streak of shit along the ground that will make it pretty easy for you to be tracked. Better to grab their legs and drag them off that way, although you’ll have to hold your breath. And don’t look down.
 
    
 
   I knew I had some time before he would be missed, so I dragged him as far as I could in ten minutes and then tied him up. He was still breathing but out cold. I poured some water over his head and slapped him a bit, but that didn’t seem to do much. I ended up sitting down next to him and eating some jerky, waiting for him to come round. I just hoped I hadn’t put him in a coma.
 
   


 
   
  
 

16. Win Lose Draw
 
    
 
   The unconscious frogman’s wide nostrils flared as he sniffed at the air. His eyes opened and looked around, which was kind of freaky as his head didn’t move, his eyes just pointed in all different directions. He didn’t seem all that concerned by my presence, or the sword I was holding extra tight in my sweaty hand. His attention was on the jerky.
 
    
 
   I threw him a piece which he caught in his mouth.
 
    
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said, trying to stop my voice from shaking. “I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
    
 
   He tilted his head and winced. “You’ve already hurt me, you scum.” His voice was deep and from the back of his throat. He sounded a bit like Alan Rickman.
 
    
 
   “Sorry about that. What I mean is, I won’t hurt you again… as long as you tell me what I want to know.”
 
    
 
   Despite not wanting to kill for no reason, I was under no illusion about what it would take to get him to give me what I wanted. That was the reason I had decided to do this alone. The others would have balked at having to use violence and probably would’ve suggested a chat and maybe swapping emails.
 
    
 
   These creatures owed us nothing and had every right to hate humans, including me. Which meant the surest way to convince them to do what I wanted was to live up to their fears.
 
    
 
   The frogman shifted around, his hands tied behind his back making it difficult for him to sit up. “Kill me if you want. You just want money, right? You people only care about money. You make me sick, man.” He stared at my jerky. “That’s pretty tasty. Throw me another piece.”
 
    
 
   I realised the reason why I’d been able to sneak up on him, and why he was so chill about the whole situation, was because he was stoned. Whatever he’d been smoking in his pipe, the effects were all too familiar. He had the munchies. I tossed him another strip of jerky. I was keeping my distance from him in case he had one of those long tongues frogs used to catch flies. 
 
    
 
   “I want you to teach me how to do magic,” I said. 
 
    
 
   “Why?”
 
    
 
   I placed the tip of the sword against his neck. “Because if you don’t, I will kill you.”
 
    
 
   Obviously, I was bluffing. I had no intention of killing him. If things went pear-shaped, my plan was to leg it. I might’ve been reluctant to kill but given the chance, I was sure he’d have no problem ripping my throat out. Like it or not, we were enemies. 
 
    
 
   “No, you idiot, I mean why do you want to learn. You humans have your own magic.”
 
    
 
   Grayson had said there were magicians, but there’d been no sign of any kind of magic-wielding humans so far. If they existed, they weren’t very common. And even if I found one, I doubted they’d share their secrets with me.
 
    
 
   “I don’t get on well with other humans.” I thought this might win his trust and it wasn’t exactly untrue. “As soon as I arrived in this world, they put a weapon in my hand and told me to kill, but most of the monsters I’ve met so far have been other humans. I want to learn your magic to defend myself against my own kind.”
 
    
 
   The frogman laughed, which sounded like a gurgling drain. “Our magic is simple and harmless. It’s a way to make life a bit easier, not to murder.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, but show me anyway. That’s all I ask, and then I’ll let you go.” I threw him some more jerky.
 
    
 
   He narrowed his eyes and thought about it as he chewed on the dried meat. “You’ll have to untie my hands.”
 
    
 
   It was risky. If he attacked me, my chances of survival probably weren’t all that great. He could use magic, for one. Who knew what other defense mechanisms he might have? Poison skin? Acid spit? Frogjitsu? But there was no point quitting now. I loosened the rope I’d used to tie his hands behind his back. He didn’t try to attack me or run away, he just shook his hands to get the feeling back.
 
    
 
   “Man, you’re a pain. What kind of magic do you want to learn?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t realise there was more than one, but I went with what I’d already seen. I held up a hand. “Show me how to make fire come out of your fingers.”
 
    
 
   The frogman made a series of movements with the fingers on his right hand, ending with his index finger sticking out. A blue flame popped up from the end. He blew on it, and it went out.
 
    
 
   He showed me the movements more slowly and I copied what he did. The gestures were like a more complicated version of rock, paper, scissors, enacted super-fast, but not beyond my capabilities to imitate. I tried a number of times at different speeds. No flame appeared for me.
 
    
 
   He carried on showing me and I carried on copying him for twenty or so minutes, with no success. I didn’t know if I was doing it wrong or if he was playing me and the movements were not how it worked at all. Or, it could be humans didn’t have the ability to do this kind of magic.
 
    
 
   “What are you thinking when you do it?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “Nothing.” He had all the jerky now, and was munching away as he watched me repeat the hand signals over and over.
 
    
 
   “Is this right?”
 
    
 
   He shrugged. “Mmdunno.”
 
    
 
   It was like being trained by Stoner-Yoda. Questions you ask, too many. Harshing my buzz, you are.
 
    
 
   There was a shout in the distance that sounded like someone calling, “Nabbo! Nabbo!”
 
    
 
   I jumped to my feet, holding my sword in a trembling hand. “What was that?”
 
    
 
   “That’s my son. He’s probably wondering what’s taking so long.”
 
    
 
   “You’re name’s Nabbo?”
 
    
 
   “Nabbo means father. My name is—” He made a strange whistling, burbling sound. 
 
    
 
   “Nabbo it is, then. You better go.” 
 
    
 
   I felt quite depressed. I hadn’t learned any magic. In fact, I’d failed miserably and the whole thing had turned into a bit of a fiasco. I’d assaulted an old man, got frog faeces on my new boots, and was down one bag of jerky. 
 
    
 
   He got up and walked off.
 
    
 
   My stomach growled. “Wait,” I called out after him. He stopped and turned. “What about some fish. You have quite a lot, you could afford to give me a couple.”
 
    
 
   “In exchange for my life?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “In exchange for all the jerky you ate.”
 
    
 
   He looked down at his fist which still held the last couple of strips of jerky. “All right. This way.”
 
    
 
   I scrambled to my feet and followed him back to the water. Foolish? Probably. Once we got back to his people, there was no reason why he wouldn’t have his son kill me on the spot. But I didn’t care. Kidnapping and threatening an elderly frog hadn’t been easy on me. I had been drenched in sweat, shaking with nerves and constantly on the verge of throwing up throughout the ordeal. After all that, I couldn’t stand the thought of going back empty-handed.
 
    
 
   As we approached the water’s edge, the frogmen on the platform saw me. I had my sword out and probably looked more menacing than I intended. The young male grabbed his spear and pointed it in my direction, while the female pulled her kid into her arms and crouched down, her eyes on the water, probably planning to swim for it.
 
    
 
   The old frogman waved at them. “Put that down, he isn’t dangerous. Give him two fish.”
 
    
 
   The son lowered the spear. “Two fish? Why?”
 
    
 
   “Eh! Just do it.” He threw the last of the jerky at his son, who caught it, sniffed it, and then stuffed it into his mouth.
 
    
 
   They gave me two large fish that I could just about carry. The female and kid kept to the other end of the platform, eyeing me suspiciously. I was about to leave when a thought occurred to me.
 
    
 
   “I was just wondering,” I said to the son, “how do you keep your spear sharp?”
 
    
 
   The spear was actually very basic. A straight piece of wood sharpened to a point.
 
    
 
   The son placed the end of the spear in his mouth and twisted it like a pencil in a pencil-sharpener. When he took it out, it was noticeably pointier.
 
    
 
   “Have you thought about using a metal blade? Like this one.” I dropped one of the fish and took out my knife. I showed him the blade and then tossed it to him.
 
    
 
   He examined it, felt the edges, put it in his mouth and tried to bite it. The he shook his head and tossed it back. “Fish would slide off.”
 
    
 
   “What if you could design it in the shape you wanted?”
 
    
 
   He thought about it and then placed the end of his spear in the fire. when he took it out, the tip was blackened. He used it to draw a design on the floor of the platform; a narrow blade with a curved hook on the side. It didn’t look like it would be very hard for a blacksmith to make.
 
    
 
   “If I bring you a spear like that, will you teach me how to catch fish?”
 
    
 
   He glanced over at the old guy and they shrugged at each other. Then he looked back at me, still uncertain I was on the level. “Maybe.”
 
    
 
   I looked over at the woman. “And this…” I pointed at the pot on the fire which was actually a rusted old helmet. “If I bring you a proper cooking pot, will you show me and my friends how to cook the fish we catch?”
 
    
 
   “Who are these friends?” asked the son.
 
    
 
   “Hey!” I called out to the other side of the pond. “Stand up!”
 
    
 
   The four members of my party stood up sheepishly. I waved at them. They nervously waved back like contestants in a ‘who can act the most awkward’ competition. It was a four-way dead heat.
 
    
 
   The frogman looked confused. “What exactly are you people?”
 
    
 
   It was a good question. 
 
    
 
   “Do we have a deal?”
 
    
 
   He nodded.
 
    
 
   “Wait!” said the female. She held up two fingers. “Two pots. And a big spoon.”
 
    
 
   I smiled—a fellow spoon lover. “Okay.” All that time thinking violence was the answer when the only weapon I needed was good old capitalism.
 
   


 
   
  
 

17. It’s Nice To Be Wanted
 
    
 
   When I returned to the others, they had a bunch of questions for me. They hadn’t expected to see me walk out with the old frogman, and didn’t know what to do. Rush over and help? Cause a distraction so I could escape? 
 
    
 
   “You know,” said Claire, “I thought you might kill them, even the little baby.” She laughed like she was telling me some silly joke. “I was about to scream at you to leave them alone, but Maurice said we should see what you were planning.”
 
    
 
   I could imagine the reaction if a crazy girl had suddenly started screaming at the top of her voice—frogman spear straight into my gut. Fortunately, they ended up doing what I would expect from them. Nothing.
 
    
 
   We ate the fish for dinner, which was by far the best meal we’d had in days, and next morning we set off back to Fengarad. I explained the deal I had made exchanging goods for services and they let out a collective sigh of relief. More shopping was something they could handle.
 
    
 
   It took us two days to get back. On the way, I showed them the hand movements for creating fire. There was no reason to keep it secret from them, and there was always the chance one of them had a knack for it.
 
    
 
   They all very excitedly gave it a go, but no one managed to produce a flame. Although every few minutes Flossie would blurt out, “Ah think ah felt summit. No, really, this time, there were definitely a tingle in me fingers.”
 
    
 
   They eventually got bored and gave up, but I kept at it. Maybe it was one of those things that just clicked one day and you could just do it.
 
    
 
   We were out of food, exhausted and ready for a night in a cosy room with a proper bed as we reached the familiar city walls. The sight we were met with as we approached Fengarad’s main entrance, though, twisted my stomach so hard I nearly fell over.
 
    
 
   The long line of people wishing to enter the city was there as usual, along with the guards on the gate. But stuck to the city wall were a number of posters. They were like the bounty posters in the Municipal Directory that told you which beasts to kill and how much money you’d receive for them. Only these posters didn’t have a picture of a beast on them, the drawing was very clearly of a man. Me.
 
    
 
   And the rewards? 10,000 bits. Dead or alive. The ‘dead’ was in a much bigger font than the ‘alive’.
 
    
 
   Of course, it was very flattering to be considered such a high value target for every killer out there. If my head hadn’t been spinning while I gasped for breath and flop sweat ran into my eyes, blurring my vision, I’m sure I would have felt immensely proud of the achievement.
 
    
 
   The others quickly huddled around, propping me up as my legs gave out. 
 
    
 
   “Oh look,” said Dudley, “isn’t that one of those, er, what do you call them? Trees?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!” agreed Maurice. “I’ve been wanting to have a closer look at one. Let’s go over there.”
 
    
 
   All of them joined in this highly unsuspicious conversation as they carried-dragged me away from the line of people all watching the group of weirdos who apparently had never seen a tree before.
 
    
 
   The drawing was of me when I had my scraggly beard and my hair wasn’t quite right either. The artist had also taken the liberty of thickening up my eyebrows and giving me a vicious scowl. Wanted-me definitely had the face of a criminal and was also, somewhat upsettingly, much more handsome than regular-me. 
 
    
 
   All these small changes, plus the hat I was wearing, helped me get away without being recognised. If I had been, I’m pretty sure every single person waiting to enter Fengarad would have abandoned their position in line to beat me to death with their bear hands, and split the money between them.
 
    
 
   Shit, for 10,000 bits I considered surrendering to the authorities and claiming the reward myself.
 
    
 
   We managed to get beyond the trees and out of sight.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck did you do?” Claire yelled at me.
 
    
 
   I’d been in daze up to this point, but her harridan screeching snapped me out of it. “What are you talking about, you dozy cow? I haven’t done anything. I’ve been with you the whole time.”
 
    
 
   This undeniable bit of logic calmed her down. Slightly. “What about before you left?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing. I did nothing. Someone’s obviously trying to fit me up. One of the people we pissed off.”
 
    
 
   Thinking about who that someone could be, made me realise how long a list it was—we’d only been in this world a few weeks and we’d made a formidable number of enemies. 
 
    
 
   Grayson might have changed his mind about me. Or maybe the cut I gave him got infected and he died, making me his killer. 
 
    
 
   The farmboys could have decided to frame me for one of their crimes. That would certainly put me on the most wanted list. But for ten grand? 
 
    
 
   Then there was Sonny. He struck me as someone who’d make up a lie to get his revenge, and he probably had connections to the people in charge of putting up bounties.
 
    
 
   But one person seemed much more likely than the rest. HRH Princess Laney. On the one hand she was just a young girl and this seemed quite an extreme response to our little tiff. On the other hand, she was mad as a bag of ferrets.
 
    
 
   I told Maurice to go see Commander Ducane. “Tell him I left the group, but you know where to find me. You’ll bring me in but first you want to know what I’m accused of.”
 
    
 
   He was a bit nervous about not fluffing his lines, but Claire agreed to go with him, for moral support.
 
    
 
   They returned in about an hour with news of my crimes.
 
    
 
   “It’s the Princess, like you thought,” said Maurice. “She’s put up her own money for your capture. Apparently, you committed an unspeakable act.”
 
    
 
   “What?! I never touched her.”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Claire, “it’s not that. She sent you an invitation to the Palace and you never turned up.”
 
    
 
   “And now she wants me dead?” This seemed more than a little disproportional.
 
    
 
   “Well,” said Flossie, “you stood her up. Ah’d be mad, too.”
 
    
 
   “I wasn’t even in the city! And why did she even invite me? It’s not like we parted on good terms.”
 
    
 
   “Actually,” said Maurice, “according to Ducane, before she sent the invite, she asked him about the differences between arsenic and cyanide, and which kind of pastry best disguised their taste. So, he reckons she was planning to poison you, but when you didn’t show, she decided to take a more direct route.”
 
    
 
   “But there is some good news,” added Claire. “The King found out what she did and declared the bounty void. It’s just that it’ll be some time before they can take all the posters down.”
 
    
 
   “Great. I guess we’ll have to make ourselves scarce for a couple of days.” It wasn’t ideal considering how tired and hungry we were, but it could have been a lot worse.
 
    
 
   “The thing is…” began Maurice, in a tone I didn’t like at all. “Once we realised you weren’t really considered a criminal, we told Ducane you were here. And he thinks it would be best if you went to the Palace and sorted things out. Turns out the King is quite keen to meet you, and he can smooth things over with Princess Looney.”
 
    
 
   “But I’ll be mobbed as soon as I’m recognised,” I said.
 
    
 
   Claire took over. “That’s why he’s sending an armed escort to take you there.” She pointed at the six soldiers walking towards us.
 
    
 
   It was inconvenient, but they were right. Best to deal with it now. “Okay. Let’s get it over with.”
 
    
 
   “Yes…” said Maurice in that same tone. “I really need to get something to eat.”
 
    
 
   “And I need a bath,” said Claire.
 
    
 
   “Ah’m dead on me feet. Couldn’t make it to the Palace if I tried.”
 
 
   “Let me take your bag for you, old boy,” offered Dudley. “Make it a little easier on you.”
 
    
 
   “We’ll go grab our usual rooms and meet you later, yeah?” Maurice gave me an encouraging pat on the back. And by encouraging, I mean highly irritating. 
 
    
 
   The four bastards abandoned me just as Corporal Laffi arrived with his men, who had their swords drawn and carried large shields.
 
    
 
   “Ah, hello again,” said Laffi. “Now, we’ll be moving quite quickly and if we do get attacked, please remember to keep your head down and your hands inside the shields at all times. It’s considered bad form to bleed in the Palace.”
 
    
 
   The journey through the city was uneventful, if a little nerve wracking. Laffi took the lead, with two soldiers either side of me and one bringing up the rear. 
 
    
 
   We moved the way you do when you’re walking at night and you hear footsteps behind you, so you speed up while trying to make it look like you aren’t running scared. 
 
    
 
   Which looks odd enough when it’s just one person. When it’s seven of you all doing it together, with heads bobbing around like paranoid pigeons as you check for assassins… well, we got some pretty strange looks as we zoomed through the streets of Fengarad.
 
    
 
   The soldiers were nervous and the short one at the back kept diving behind me every time someone stepped out of a side street or alleyway. I suspected Ducane hadn’t assigned his most elite troops to this detail, although they did have nicely polished shields. I kept my hat pulled down low and hoped for the best.
 
    
 
   We made it to the Palace in one piece. Once through the gates, my fearless guards regained some composure and we marched through the impressive Palace grounds at a more normal pace, stopping occasionally so Laffi could tell the sentries who we were and where we were going.
 
    
 
   We entered the Palace through a side door, probably a tradesman’s entrance, and walked what must have been at least a mile along various red-carpeted corridors. Finally we reached large double doors with a bunch of chairs lined up outside.
 
    
 
   “Just wait while I let them know we’re here,” said Laffi. “They should be expecting us.”
 
    
 
   He went through the doors—from the glimpse I got, there seemed to be a man at a desk and another set of doors beyond him—and I was left standing with my escort. 
 
    
 
   I didn’t know how long it would take and really fancied sitting down. As I looked around, I noticed there were six other people already seated. Three boys and three girls, one of whom was Jenny.
 
   


 
   
  
 

18. Wait For It
 
    
 
   Jenny was sitting with the rest of her team. Next to her was Tin, tricked out in full chainmail armour. Around his neck was a thick gold chain, hanging from which was a big shiny key. Subtle.
 
    
 
   Jenny’s outfit was leather but with chainmail inserts covering vital organs. The two of them almost looked colour coordinated. Were they a couple now? It wouldn’t surprise me. Alpha males tend to attract pretty girls. The natural order of things.
 
    
 
   The whole party was seriously tanked up, armour-wise. Straps and belts and shiny bits of metal everywhere. It wasn’t like the stuff we’d seen in Madame Robidoo’s Emporium, this was all high end, top of the line gear. I hate to admit it, but they looked pretty cool.
 
    
 
   I casually checked them out for a couple of minutes before realising they were all staring back at me. Awkward!
 
    
 
   I have a habit of not saying anything when I run into people I know because of some uncomfortable experiences in my past. There have been a number of times when I’ve been out shopping and bumped into someone I went to school with. Five years of my life in the same classroom, maybe even sitting in adjacent desks, and when I say hello to them… nothing. They have no idea who I am. 
 
    
 
   Big deal, right? I didn’t make a big impression on them, it’s not the end of the world. But it’s still embarrassing, so I tend to keep my mouth shut and let them speak first, if they want. They usually don’t.
 
    
 
   “Why is there a price on your head?” asked Jenny.
 
    
 
   The guards shuffled out of the way so I wasn’t hidden behind them. They seemed surprised a good-looking girl had spoken to me and I think they wanted to see if it was a fluke or if it would happen again.
 
    
 
   “It’s a misunderstanding. That’s why I’m here, to clear things up with the King.”
 
    
 
   “And the others? Are they okay?” She gave me a very serious look, like was expecting me to say I’d got them all killed.
 
    
 
   “They’re fine. Still alive with limbs attached and everything. Hard to believe, I know. They’re probably enjoying a nice lunch about now. Bastards. I don’t suppose there’s any food around here?”
 
    
 
   Dag laughed. He was the big, black dude with the muscles. He had even more muscles now than the last time I’d seen him. His armour had no sleeves to make sure everyone could see how ripped he was. “I can’t believe you dorks are still going.” He guffawed some more.
 
    
 
   “We’re not the ones who called ourselves The Avengers,” I said. “Pretty sure that makes you the dorks.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck you,” said Dag, suddenly turning off the smile. “We don’t care what you think, we just like the name.”
 
    
 
   “Yep,” I said. “That’s exactly what a dork would say.”
 
    
 
   Dag stood up, hand on the hilt of what I’d say was the biggest sword I’d ever seen. It was normal length, but at least three times as wide. 
 
    
 
   The soldiers all around me immediately closed ranks and drew their weapons, which gave Dag pause for thought. He sat back down. It was great having bodyguards.
 
    
 
   “If you’ve done nothing wrong,” said Tin, “what’s with the armed guards, Colin?”
 
    
 
   He remembered my name, which was surprising. I probably shouldn’t have felt so pleased about it. After all, he was still a massive douche.
 
    
 
   “Oh, I’m not a prisoner.” I nudged the short soldier who had been trying to use me as a human shield on the way over. “Tell him.”
 
    
 
   The soldier had a ‘who me?’ look on his face, but he did as I asked. “We’re his security detail. Make sure nobody messes with him.”
 
    
 
   “See? They just want to make sure no one tries to claim the ten grand before the King can withdraw the bounty. It’s a lot of money.”
 
    
 
   Dag sucked his teeth. “Ten grand? That’s chump change, bruv.”
 
    
 
   Had they really made more than that? Killing beasts couldn’t have netted them that kind of profit, could it? 
 
    
 
   A long silence followed. I should have just left it there, but I guess I felt cocky because I had a wall of soldiers between me and them.
 
    
 
   “I hope this isn’t going to take all day. How long have you guys been here?”
 
    
 
   “You don’t just see the King immediately,” said Tin dismissively. “We’ve been here all morning and we have this.” He held up the key hanging around his neck. “It’s a Key to the City. It allows you an audience with the King, and the chance to ask him for a favour.”
 
    
 
   If smug had a face, it wouldn’t be much different to Tin’s right then.
 
    
 
   “Very nice,” I said. “I’ve got one just like it.”
 
    
 
   He scoffed. “Sure you do.”
 
    
 
   “What favour are you going to ask him?” I didn’t really care, but they clearly had something big in mind and I can’t deny I was curious.
 
    
 
   “That’s none of your beeswax,” said Dag.
 
    
 
   “No, it’s fine,” said Tin. “No harm in telling him how the other half live. We’re going to ask him for some land. We’ve got enough money to build ourselves a nice little castle. You’ll have to come visit. Bring the rest of the losers with you.”
 
    
 
   They must have made a huge amount of money if they were going to build a castle. If this was a game, I’d be convinced they’d found a hack. Still, it was hard not to be impressed by their ambition. Your own castle is pretty good going after only a few weeks.
 
    
 
   “Whereabouts do you think you’ll build it?” I was genuinely interested. How do you go about building a castle? Did architects even exist here?
 
    
 
   “There’s only one really big area still unclaimed,” said Tin. “The marshlands up north. It’s more or less deserted, only a few froggies. We’ll clear them out in a couple of days.”
 
    
 
   Should I have cared? The frogmen didn’t mean anything to me. They lived and died the same as everything else in this world. The strong defeat the weak—the natural order at work again. So why did a chill run down my spine as Tin told me his plans? Why did I suddenly want to take out my sword and stab the fucker in his stupid smug face?
 
    
 
   “What’s that look supposed to be?” said Tin.
 
    
 
   “Oh ho, he’s jealous” said Dag. “Don’t worry, bruv, you’ll get your own place too, one day. Maybe a nice shed, eh?” He roared with laughter. 
 
    
 
   Was I jealous? No. I was fucking livid. And I had no idea why. It had nothing to do with me. Not my problem. If this lot didn’t kill the frogmen, some other group probably would. Of course, they probably wouldn’t systematically slaughter them until not one was left alive. I looked at Jenny, wanting to know if she was part of this quest for mass extermination. She turned her head and refused to look me in the eye.
 
    
 
   I looked at the other three in the group. A shifty guy whose name I couldn’t remember, an attractive girl with amazing breasts (not sexist, just observant), and another girl who would have been the pretty one if she wasn’t in a group with the other two. They didn’t look like bloodthirsty killers, but they did look the type who would do what they were told to stay in the group.
 
    
 
   “You should sit down, mate,” said Dag. “They probably won’t get round to seeing you till the end of the week.” He laughed again, turning his smile up to full wattage.
 
    
 
   The door opened and Laffi returned. “The King will see you now,” he said to me.
 
    
 
   Their faces fell with surprise, but I wasn’t in the mood to enjoy it. I could have left them with some witty putdown, a sharp dig about how the King considered me more important than them, but I was too pissed off. At them, for being such a bunch of evil dicks. And at myself, for not being able to ignore the thought in my head. The thought telling me I had to do something. 
 
    
 
   I said nothing and followed Laffi through the doors.  
 
   


 
   
  
 

19. By Royal Command
 
    
 
   A man was holding the second set of doors open as I entered the vestibule and Laffi went straight in. I was right behind him, so it took a moment for me to see what kind of room we had entered. Good thing too. I probably wouldn’t have gone in if I’d known.
 
    
 
   The place was packed. Hundreds of people, brightly dressed and chattering away, filled a raised gallery that went right round the room, standing ten deep. The moment I walked in, the noise stopped and they all stared down at me.
 
    
 
   When I’d been told I had an audience with the King, I hadn’t expected an actual audience to be present.
 
    
 
   I don’t know if I’ve mentioned this before, but I don’t do well with large crowds. I froze, suddenly unable to remember why I was here. My throat went dry and I could feel moisture forming on the tip of my nose, the back of my neck, the small of my back… everywhere, really. My face felt hot. Was it turning red? Could people tell? These sorts of thoughts only made it worse.
 
    
 
   The room itself was about the size of football pitch. Arches along each wall supported the gallery above. In the alcoves under each arch stood a soldier, fully armoured and holding a spear. There were over a dozen of them, each built like Schwarzenegger in his prime. All wearing demon masks. They showed no signs of movement, each standing between pillars like a still-boxed action figure.
 
    
 
   Intimidated? Me? Let’s just say it was a good thing I was wearing brown trousers.
 
    
 
   At the far end of the room was a raised platform on which there was a large throne. Sitting on it, looking a bit bored, was a young man. Or at least he looked young. His all-purple outfit suggested wealth and opulence. His silver-blond hair hung down to his shoulders, fixed in place by a simple gold circlet. I’d put him in his early thirties.
 
    
 
   I forced myself to move and followed Laffi as he walked across the room. He stopped in front of the platform and bowed deeply. I stood next to him waiting for him to stand up straight, but he just stayed there, bent over.
 
    
 
   “My liege,” said Laffi, still bent over, “may I introduce to you the Visitor, Colin.”
 
    
 
   An older man stood next to the throne. He was in a black robe with a velvet cap that was too small to cover his bald head. His face looked like someone had sucked all the fat out, giving him the appearance of a skeleton with skin.
 
    
 
   “This is King Randall III,” said Skeletor. “It is customary to bow in his presence.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah? Well, it’s not my custom.” It might read like I said this in cool, off-hand kind of way, but I didn’t. It was said in a mumbling, bitter voice. Even with all the people staring at me, my mind was still on Captain Genocide and the Avengers of Doom, so I wasn’t really focused on my current situation. 
 
    
 
   “Do you think you could try, just this once?” asked Skeletor. “For appearance’s sake?” He looked like the kind of guy who arranged public floggings and executions, but actually he sounded more like a slightly exasperated uncle.
 
    
 
   “I suppose so. But I don’t think I’ll be able to do it without making it sarcastic.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t think We’ve ever seen a sarcastic bow before,” said the King. “We didn’t even know it was possible.” He looked up at the gallery with a smirk and the crowds all tittered and giggled.
 
    
 
   Had he said something funny? Not as far as I could tell, but I guess that’s why it’s good to be the king.
 
    
 
   Now that I was closer, the King looked no less youthful. If Princess Laney was thirteen, then technically he could be her biological father, but she was supposed to be the youngest of six. How had he managed that at his age? Even regular moisturising wouldn’t keep him that youthful. Could it be magic?
 
    
 
   If it was some kind of witchcraft, most stories about people finding a way to stay forever young involved the blood of virgins. And no, that didn’t mean my life was in danger, because I wasn’t a virgin.
 
    
 
   A shocking twist! Could I have somehow found a girl sad and desperate enough to let me give her the D? Yes, and more than one. By which, of course, I mean two. That’s right, on two separate occasions, girls who were sober (more or less) and mentally competent (more or less) agreed to have sex with me.
 
    
 
   If you want details, then you’re out of luck. All you need to know is that both times were horrific—I mean Hiroshima and Nagasaki horrific— and ended with no further contact, much to the relief of all parties involved. Why did it turn out so bad? Mind your own business. No, it had nothing to do with penis size. Yes, I’m sure they were both girls.
 
    
 
   “So, you’re the one who’s got our little Laney all worked up. What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
    
 
   “Er, hello… sorry, I don’t know how I should address you. To be honest, I don’t even know why I’m here. The Princess put a bounty on my head for no good reason, so if you could have a word and tell her to cut it out, I’d be very grateful.”
 
    
 
   There was some muttering from up in the galleries. I think my tone wasn’t as respectful as it should have been.
 
    
 
   “Usually one requires a Key to the City before making demands of the Crown.” The King curled his lip, but I couldn’t tell if he was amused or irritated.
 
    
 
   “I left my Key at the Municipal Directory, but if that’s what it would take for you to make your daughter behave herself, I can go get it.”
 
    
 
   This got a Mexican Wave of gasps going around the room. 
 
    
 
   “You have a Key? We don’t recall awarding you with such a—”
 
    
 
   Skeletor leaned forward and whispered into the King’s ear. After a few moments, the King stood up. “Clear the galleries!” he boomed.
 
    
 
   Everyone immediately filed out. Laffi, who had been bowing this whole time, remained bent over and walked backwards to the door, where he turned and felt around for the doorknob before finding his way out. In a few seconds, the only ones left were me, the King and Skeletor. Oh, and the stars of the WWE.
 
    
 
   The King stepped down from the platform and walked towards me. He was tall and built a lot like his guards.
 
    
 
   “It seems We owe you our thanks.” He grabbed me by the shoulders and gave me a shake. I think I lost a couple of fillings, but at least he was smiling. “You defeated the Mouse King, and gracefully allowed others to take the credit. You, sir, are a true hero. The Mouse King’s death is a service to all.”
 
    
 
   Again with the inexplicable level of awe for the Mouse King. I really had to figure out what it was that people had found so impressive about the little guy.
 
    
 
   “We wish to know how you vanquished a foe as fearsome as the King of Mice.”
 
    
 
   “Quietly and with as little fuss as possible,” I said. “We, that is me and my party, don’t like to attract a lot of attention. Easier to get things done if no one knows who you are.”
 
    
 
   “Very wise. Very smart. You will have to bring the rest of your party next time. We want to meet them all. We shall throw a great banquet in your honour.”
 
    
 
   Skeletor stepped forward and whispered some more in the King’s ear.
 
    
 
   “Ah...” said the King. “It seems this matter must be kept private, for now. A shame, but necessary. We thank you for your understanding in this matter and hope you don’t mind too much.”
 
 
   I shrugged. “No, I don’t mind. It was my idea.”
 
    
 
   More whispering. The King’s eyebrows rose as he listened.  “Semion, why weren’t We told about this earlier?”
 
    
 
   “Apologies, my liege,” said Skeletor, whose name was apparently Semion. “In an attempt to be discrete I failed to keep you fully abreast of events.”
 
    
 
   “And the other party, the ones who We awarded the Key to, they are aware of this subterfuge?”
 
    
 
   “No, my liege. It was thought best to allow them to continue to believe they killed the Mouse King, so that the ruse would be more convincing. As suggested by this young man.” He waved a hand in my direction.
 
    
 
   “It seems you are not only smart, but also loyal,” said the King. “You deserve to be rewarded. Isn’t there something We can give you as a token of Our esteem?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said, “there is, actually. I’d like some land.”
 
    
 
   “Oh?” said the King “That shouldn’t be a problem. Do you have somewhere in mind?”
 
    
 
   “I heard the marshlands were unclaimed.”
 
    
 
   The King looked at his advisor who nodded. “Yes, We believe it is so. Any particular part of the marshlands?”
 
    
 
   “All of it,” I said, which took the King by surprise. Took me a bit by surprise too. 
 
    
 
   “And what do you plan to do with all of the marshlands?”
 
    
 
   Fair question. Wish I had an answer. I was so focused on gazumping Captain Genocide, I hadn’t got round to making up a plausible reason for wanting an area the size of East Anglia.
 
    
 
   “Fishing,” I said. It was the best I could come up with on short notice.
 
    
 
   My answer only baffled the King more. “You must be a very keen angler.”
 
 
   “Yes, I can’t get enough of it. Nothing I like better after a long day of monster hunting than getting out my pole and slinging a few worms. I love it.” Were these even the correct terms? I had no idea.
 
    
 
   “Well,” said the King, “We would have to think on it. That’s a lot of land to give to one person.”
 
    
 
   “I understand,” I said. “I’m sure there are others far more deserving than me. Probably with much more ambitious plans. I can see someone wanting to build a castle and turning the area into a training ground for their army. Having something like that so close by would probably be more useful to you than the small log cabin I would build. They’d probably even want to help with running the kingdom and keeping everyone safe with all their soldiers and weapons. I would totally understand if you chose someone with a grand ambition like that over my paltry plans. All I could offer you is an open invitation to come stay at my cabin any time you felt like a bit of fishing. Probably not all that tempting.”
 
    
 
   “No, no, that’s very kind of you,” said the King nervously. He looked properly rattled by the thought of someone wanting to ‘help’ with running his kingdom. 
 
    
 
   Knowing Tin and company had received the Key by mistake might have been enough to stop the King from giving them the marshes, but after my rousing story of a usurping army on his doorstep, I was pretty sure he’d never let anyone turn the marshlands into a private stronghold, not even me. Which was fine. I really had no desire to be the Lord of Ditchwater
 
    
 
   Job done, now I just had to get out of there without screwing things up somehow.
 
    
 
   “Please take as long as you like to decide,” I said. “I’m sure you will be fair and just. If that’s everything, I should probably get going and leave you to run the kingdom. It’s been a pleasure to meet you.”
 
    
 
   “Yes. Nice to, er, nice to meet you, too.” 
 
    
 
   “I’ll see myself out.” I turned and managed one step towards the exit.
 
    
 
   “And where do you think you’re going?” yelled a squeaky yet terrifying voice.
 
    
 
   I slowly turned back around. With all the talk of mice and marshes, I’d forgotten the reason I’d come to the Palace in the first place. 
 
    
 
   Princess Laney stood in the doorway behind the throne, red hair frizzed out, dressed in an orange and lemon uniform. And a look in her eyes crazier than Jack Nicholson before he sticks an axe through your door. 
 
    
 
   “Princess Laney,” I said as calmly as I could, “it’s a delight to see you again.” I bowed.
 
    
 
   “Ah,” said the King, “so that’s what a sarcastic bow looks like.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

20. A Wild Princess Appears
 
    
 
   “Thank you, Daddy,” said the Princess. “You’ve brought him to me to be punished.”
 
    
 
   “Now, now, We’ve spoken to you about this before,” said the King. “You can’t go around putting a price on the head of everyone who annoys you. We wouldn’t have anyone left in the kingdom to rule over.”
 
    
 
   She came stomping across the room. “This isn’t like the other times. Injuring a member of the royal family is a capital offence. Isn’t that right, Semion?”
 
    
 
   Semion  nodded. “Yes, Your Highness, it is. Have you been injured by this young man?”
 
    
 
   “Yes!” proclaimed the Princess. “He hurt my feelings.”
 
    
 
   “Ah,” said Semion, “I’m afraid that doesn’t—”
 
    
 
   “And, he threatened me.”
 
    
 
   “Oh,” said Semion, looking at me. I tried to claim my innocence by rapidly shaking my head at him. “That is quite a serious charge. What did he threaten you with?”
 
    
 
   “He said he would ask Daddy for my hand in marriage.”
 
    
 
   The King spread his arms wide. “Laney, please, that’s hardly a crime. Most girls would be flattered.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I’m not. Once he makes me his wife, he plans to do unspeakable things to me.”
 
    
 
   “Unspeakable things?” said the King. “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   “I can’t tell you, otherwise they wouldn’t be unspeakable, would they?”
 
    
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. I really didn’t want her reeling off a list of sordid acts she’d pulled from her deranged fantasies.
 
    
 
   “That’s why I’ve written them all down.” She pulled out a scroll and unfurled it. The parchment reached down to her knees and was covered in scratchy writing. How long had she taken to come up with all that? She handed it to Semion.
 
    
 
   He took it from her and read the first few lines, and then recoiled in horror. “Your Highness, where did you even learn these words? This is disgusting.”
 
    
 
   “I know, right?” She seemed pleased he agreed with her. “That’s why he has to be locked up.”
 
    
 
   “However,” continued Semion, “if he were to perform these acts with you after you were married, they wouldn’t be illegal.”
 
    
 
   “What? Are you saying married people actually do those things?”
 
    
 
   “Well, only if they’re very flexible, but the point is we can’t arrest a man based on what he might do in the future, especially if it isn’t actually a crime.”
 
    
 
   “Could I say something?” I felt it was time to put an end to this discussion. “I didn’t actually say I was going to ask for the Princess’s hand in marriage. I asked Commander Ducane if it was possible to ask the King for such a reward, but I said to marry a princess, I didn’t mention anyone by name.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, but we all know you meant me. I am the best-looking princess in the kingdom.” She pointed at herself. “Obviously you would want to get your depraved hands on some of this. You pervert!”
 
    
 
   “We don’t think that is the case,” said the King. “Colin here has just asked for Our favour, and he did not ask for your hand.”
 
    
 
   This caught the Princess by surprise. “He didn’t? What did he ask for?”
 
    
 
   “Some land,” said the King, “so he could build a cabin and do an extraordinary amount of fishing.”
 
    
 
   The Princess turned her face towards me and glared. “Why? Why wouldn’t you ask for my hand if you could? What’s wrong with me?” Her voice was much quieter than before, and much more unnerving in its intensity.
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” I said. “You’re just not my type.” I thought this would be a fairly acceptable answer. It’s not like people expect you to explain your tastes. Not sane people, anyway.
 
    
 
   “Do you think I’m stupid?” screamed the Princess. “Tell me exactly what you find unattractive about me. Now!”
 
    
 
   Both the King and Semion were vigorously shaking their heads at me.
 
    
 
   “It’s not that you aren’t attractive,” I said, “it’s just that you’re too young for me. That’s all.”
 
    
 
   She narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. “Are you some kind of idiot? We’re not savages who marry off children. Obviously we’d have to wait for my fourteenth birthday. That’s what engagements are for. But you clearly have other issues with me and I want to know what they are.” And then, in the blink of an eye, the craziness disappeared and she seemed a serious, concerned young woman. “Look, I know what people think of me. The wild child who creates chaos wherever she goes. I don’t have any friends, no one to turn to or tell my troubles. You think I want to be like this? But how am I supposed to improve as a person if no one ever tells me what I’m doing wrong? My position makes it impossible for them, but you’re different. You like insulting people. So tell me.”
 
    
 
   She spoke with sincerity and heartfelt emotion. I didn’t buy it for a second.
 
    
 
   “You’re right, I do have a problem with you. Many problems. Your faults are endless. But I know if I tell you, you’ll just get mad and probably have me assassinated. There’s no upside for me, so you’ll have to find another way towards self-improvement.”
 
 
   “That’s fair. I can see why you would doubt me. But I give you my word, if you honestly and openly speak the truth to me, that I, Princess Laney of the House of Randall, will not harm you in any way. And if I break my word, I will give you ownership of my horse, Durbin, who I treasure above all other things. You have the King and his Chancellor as witnesses to this promise.”
 
    
 
   “It is true,” said the King, “that her horse means more to her than anything.” He leaned towards me and whispered out of the side of his mouth. “Don’t do it, it’s a trap.”
 
    
 
   “I can also attest that the Princess would never doing anything to risk losing her precious steed,” said Semion. He leaned closer on my other side. “It’s definitely a trap, back out now.”
 
    
 
   I had no doubt she wasn’t to be trusted. Just because she didn’t intend to harm me herself didn’t mean she couldn’t get someone else to do it. Or she could just be lying. It’s not like she’d be able to give me her horse if I was dead.
 
    
 
   “You’re not a very nice person, Laney. You’re mean and you’re cruel and you treat people badly. And your sense of fashion makes me jealous of blind people.”
 
    
 
   The King placed a hand over his eyes and shook his head. Semion took a step away from me.
 
    
 
   “Yes, yes.” Laney folded her arms and nodded. “Carry on.”
 
    
 
   “But your main problem is that you have no sense of humour.” I raised a hand to stop the objection forming on her lips. “No, wait, just because you laugh at others doesn’t mean you have a sense of humour. You also have to be able to laugh at yourself. And you take yourself way too seriously.”
 
    
 
   “I see. Thank y—”
 
    
 
   “In fact, I’d say the reason for your deeply unpleasant behaviour is not because you’re a bad person, it’s probably more likely that you’re just scared. Scared of what people think of you. Scared of not being good enough. So scared, you scream and shout and wear ridiculous outfits to try and distract everyone from seeing the real you.”
 
    
 
   “Well, okay, I think you’ve made your—”
 
    
 
   “Your behaviour is childish and you need to grow up, but you refuse. That’s why it doesn’t matter how long an engagement we might have, I doubt you’ll ever be anything other than a big baby.”
 
    
 
   I had tried my best to goad her into hitting me—a bloody nose would be worth it to make her break her promise and give me the upper hand—but Princess Laney didn’t look upset. Her face was serene, her eyes were thoughtful and her mouth was relaxed. “Thank you for being honest and telling me these things to my face. I am very grateful to you.” She turned to her father and said very calmly, “I’d like you to execute him.” 
 
    
 
   “Hey, hey,” I said. “I thought you weren’t going to harm me.”
 
    
 
   “I said I wouldn’t and I won’t. My father made no such promise.”
 
    
 
   “No, not allowed,” I said. “Referee! Foul play! That’s not how it works. If you get someone else to do your dirty work for you, you’re still responsible. Right?” I looked at the King. The King looked at Semion.
 
    
 
   “Ah, yes,” said Semion. “Technically speaking, any attempt to coerce others to cause harm to Colin constitutes the breaking of your promise.”
 
    
 
   She turned to the King. “Daddy, you’re supposed to be on my side.” She pointed at me. “Order him to be taken to the dungeons.”
 
    
 
   “Now, Laney, you know we don’t have any dungeons. And the City Jail is quite full enough as it is. This isn’t one of your storybooks, this is the real world, and here you have to keep your word or people will lose faith in you.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll take the horse to go, thanks,” I said.
 
    
 
   “What? Why? I didn’t do anything to you.”
 
    
 
   “No, but you tried. Just because you didn’t succeed doesn’t mean you did nothing wrong. I have witnesses, remember? The horse is mine.”
 
    
 
   The Princess looked from the King to Semion and then back to me. Her eyes were widening into their manic phase. I took a step back in anticipation of the imminent explosion. She grabbed her hair on either side of her head and screamed. And then charged at me. Just as she was about to grab me by the neck, I said, “Touch me and you’ll only confirm your broken promise.”
 
    
 
   She stopped with her fingers millimeters from my throat. She bared her teeth and hissed at me, but came no closer. Then she collapsed to the ground and started beating the floor with her fists.
 
    
 
   The sound of her wailing echoed around the vast room. I didn’t really know how to handle a teenager having a tantrum. I looked at Semion for assistance, but he’d suddenly become interested in something on the far wall. The King wasn’t much help ether, he just gave me an embarrassed smile and put his hands behind his back as if to say, you first. Even the demon-masked soldier closest to us seemed to give me a shrug.
 
    
 
   “You know,” I said, “I don’t really want your horse.” 
 
    
 
   She stopped pounding and looked up at me, her face streaked with tears.
 
    
 
   “The truth is, I don’t even know how to ride. So, I’ll let you have the horse back in exchange for three requests.”
 
    
 
   “What kind of requests?” she asked suspiciously. Her eyes drifted over to the scroll she had given Semion, which he still held in his hand.
 
    
 
   I followed her gaze and when I realised where it had landed, I threw up my hands. “No...Don’t even… It won’t be anything on your list, I can promise you that. In fact, Semion, please destroy that piece of paper.”
 
 
   “Gladly,” said Semion.
 
    
 
   “The first thing I want you to do is have all the posters of me taken down, immediately.”
 
    
 
   She nodded. She seemed somewhat placated, but I still felt like she was thinking of ways to have me dealt with. “All right. What’s the second thing?”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t decided yet. But as an insurance measure, if I do happen to meet an untimely death, the horse is to be killed.”
 
    
 
   Her mouth fell open. “How is that fair? You could die any time with me having nothing to do with it.”
 
    
 
   “True, but those are my conditions. Lose the horse or tie its fate to mine. Your choice.”
 
    
 
   “Fine, “ she said like it wasn’t fine at all. “Anything else?”
 
    
 
   “No, that’s it for now. Although I was wondering…” I turned to the King. “Do you have a library here?”
 
    
 
   “Certainly,” said the King. “One of the finest.”
 
    
 
   “Do you think I could have a look?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, We think that would be no problem. Laney, why don’t you show your friend the library.”
 
    
 
   “He isn’t my friend,” she said, practically spitting the words. She looked at me. “Is this one of your requests?”
 
    
 
   “No,” said the King, “this is a request from your king. It’s the least you can do after what you put this young man through. Now, Semion, are we done for the day.”
 
    
 
   “Actually, there is one more group waiting to see you,” said Semion.
 
    
 
   “Really? We were starting to get a little peckish. Have they been waiting long?”
 
    
 
   “Since this morning, my liege.”
 
    
 
   “Well, I’m sure they won’t mind waiting till after lunch.” He set off towards a side door, which one of the giant guards suddenly ran to—odd seeing such a big hulk skipping along like that—and opened. “Laney, do your duty,” he called out over his shoulder before exiting.
 
    
 
   “Yes Daddy,” said the sullen Princess. She stood up and sneered at me. “Follow me.” She marched out of the door at the back of the room with me trotting to catch up
 
    
 
   “This library, does it have any books about magic?” 
 
    
 
   She stopped and looked at me like I was the biggest idiot in the world. “Well, obviously. What else would books be about?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

21. Book Smarts
 
    
 
   My expectations of hefty magic tomes full of spells were quickly dashed. Laney’s idea of books was limited to fairy tales about princesses and knights and, of course, magic. Not exactly what I had in mind. As far as she was concerned, if it didn’t interest her, it didn’t exist.
 
    
 
   “This one’s really good,” she informed me, holding up a thin novel called Loved By Two Dragons. “He’s a dragon, but he’s also a handsome boy. But his brother’s even more handsome, and he’s an even bigger dragon!”
 
    
 
   Apparently teenage girls liked shitty books no matter in every world. 
 
    
 
   The library wasn’t particularly big, about the size of a large living room, but the walls were covered in shelves, and each shelf was full of books. I skimmed the spines looking for any interesting titles. 
 
    
 
   “When I said books about magic, I meant books that teach you how to do magic, not silly stories for little girls.”
 
    
 
   “You want to learn magic?” said Laney. She was sitting cross-legged on top of the table in the middle of the room—there were plenty of chairs, but for some reason she ignored them. Next to her was a plate that used to have a pile of sandwiches on it, most of which had migrated into my stomach. 
 
    
 
   “Yes, I want to learn magic. Are there any books that tell you how?” So far I hadn’t found anything other than bad novels and some out of date almanacs. Something along the lines of Magic For Dummies would have been ideal, but I hadn’t come across anything even close to that.
 
    
 
   “No, of course there aren’t,” she said. “How would a book be able to teach you something like that? You either can do magic or you can’t.”
 
    
 
   I flicked through a book called Out In The Field, which turned out to be a guide to planting crops at different times of the year, and placed it back on the shelf. 
 
    
 
   “Do you know anyone who can do magic?” I asked her.
 
    
 
   “My uncle’s supposed to be able to, but I haven’t seen him in a few years. He locked himself away in one of the spires, working on his research, whatever that is.”
 
    
 
   There were seven spires around the city, each vastly taller than any of the other buildings, and with no doors or windows.
 
    
 
   I continued browsing the shelves. “What are the spires for?”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. Daddy says they protect the city, but I don’t see how. They never do anything.”
 
    
 
   My finger stopped on a worn out book. The faded writing on the spine said Beasts Of The Wild. I pulled it out and flipped it open in the middle. There was a drawing of a yeti-looking creature called a yowg. The description gave details of height, size and hair colour. Dietary information and habitats were also included. I flicked through more pages and found more creatures, some of which I was familiar with. The names, at least.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, the book wasn’t organised into alphabetical order, so I had to search a number of pages before I found what I was looking for: Mouse King. 
 
    
 
   The drawing did not look like the small chap we had encountered. This version of the Mouse King was ripped. Huge muscles, enormous teeth, a body almost as wide as it was tall. What the fuck?
 
    
 
   Grayson had seen what we brought in and identified it as the Mouse King. Had he made a mistake? I kept reading. 
 
    
 
   The author of the book was clearly very enthusiastic about the creatures he wrote about. Everything was described in excruciating depth. Why use one adjective when you can use six? It made for a very slow, boring read as I tried to find an explanation.
 
    
 
   He also loved footnotes. Even the footnotes had footnotes. It was in one of these that I finally found my answer. According to the author, the only time the Mouse King was vulnerable was during its mating cycle, when it lost most of its body mass and avoided conflict by remaining hidden with its mate. It also returned to this weakened state after it was killed. 
 
    
 
   The Mouse King we fought was with a pregnant female, so it matched up with what the book told me. And it also confirmed my own suspicions that we had just got lucky. If we’d encountered it at full strength, it would have torn us to pieces.
 
    
 
   “It’s amazing The Avengers were able to kill the Mouse King, isn’t it?” Laney was standing next to me, peering at the open book in my hands. 
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said. “It’s very impressive.”
 
    
 
   “I know it was you, Colin,” Laney whispered. She had a glint in her eye. “I know you were the ones who killed the Mouse King.”
 
    
 
   I thought about denying it, but she didn’t look like she was bluffing. There was no way she would credit me with the kill if she didn’t have some kind of proof. I snapped the book shut.
 
    
 
   “How did you find out?”
 
    
 
   “I heard you talking to Daddy. I thought you were lying at first, but what’s the point of claiming you did it but not wanting people to know? It didn’t makes sense, at first. But then I remembered this book I read, where the hero pretends to be weak and pathetic, but secretly he has a  special ability. He can change into a giant wolf.” She looked at me expectantly, like I was about to transform before her eyes.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Laney, but I’m not a werewolf. And I’m not pretending to be weak and pathetic, I really am weak and pathetic.”
 
    
 
   “Then how did you kill the Mouse King?”
 
    
 
   I took out the spike from my belt and showed it to her. “With this. I managed to stab it in the eye. It was very messy, blood and bits of brain everywhere. And screaming, lots of screaming. Mainly by me. So please put any romantic notions about heroes and hidden abilities back in your books where they belong. And don’t talk to anyone about it, either.”
 
    
 
   She looked disappointed. “I know how to keep a secret. Even a boring one. Are you sure you aren’t secretly super strong or anything?”
 
    
 
   “Yes, I’m sure.” Another book caught my eye, this one on swordfighting. 
 
    
 
   I flicked through the pages. There were lots of diagrams of a man with a big moustache in various poses with a sword. There were a lot of complicated arrows and directions. I closed my eyes and tried to visualise the steps in the book. I hoped the moustache wasn’t compulsory. 
 
    
 
   “What are you thinking about?” whispered a voice uncomfortably close to my ear. “Are you imagining what you would like do to me if we were alone?”
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes and looked around the empty room. “Laney, we are alone. And the only thing I’d like is to read this book, and maybe a few more sandwiches.”
 
    
 
   The seductive leer—which more closely resembled a baby about to pass wind—fell from Laney’s face, to be replaced by a more age appropriate pout. She snatched the book from my hands. 
 
    
 
   “I suppose you think you can learn how to use a sword from a book, too,” she said.
 
    
 
   “Yep.”
 
    
 
   “Idiot. You don’t learn by reading, you learn by doing. Trust me, I’ve been trained in the art of swordsmanship since I was three. There’s no substitute for the real thing.”
 
    
 
   “Then teach me,” I said. Yes, she was only thirteen, but I only needed to learn the basics. And I was a lot less likely to get hurt practicing with her than some huge warrior. Or so I thought.
 
    
 
   “Why should I? Do you think I have nothing better to do?”
 
    
 
   “Because I’m making it my second request.” 
 
    
 
   She put the book back on the shelf and made a pa-pa-pa noise with her lips as she thought about it. “So you want to be in the same room as me when I have a sword in my hand?”
 
    
 
   “I’m relying on you wanting your horse to stay alive more than you want to see me dead.”
 
    
 
   She nodded contemplatively. “I just have to make sure you don’t die, right?” Then she smiled, which was terrifying.
 
   


 
   
  
 

22. Sword Smarts
 
    
 
   The training hall was in a separate building, next to the barracks behind the Palace. Soldiers were working out on gym gear or sparring with weapons when we walked in.
 
    
 
   “Everybody out!” yelled Laney. They all stopped what they were doing, put down any equipment, and headed for the door.
 
    
 
   “Hurry up! Or do you want to stay here and play dollies with me?”
 
    
 
   I don’t know what ‘playing dollies’ consisted of, but you’ve never seen a room clear out so fast. There was genuine fear on the faces of the men who rushed past me. I had visions of burly soldiers being forced to march around a parade ground in frilly dresses and big bows on their heads.
 
    
 
   Once they’d gone, Laney went over to a rack of swords and picked out two wooden ones. They didn’t look very fancy, just sticks with hilts. 
 
    
 
   “Here.” She handed me one. “Let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 
    
 
   Without waiting for an answer, she came at me.
 
    
 
   In a game, you find the special training master and he teaches you a special move. Seismic Slash! Blade Fury! Leaping Hurricane! And then you go out and one-shot all the mobs. 
 
    
 
   My little sensei had something else to teach me—pain.
 
    
 
   She wasn’t a big girl. Her arms were skinny and nothing about her would indicate she was any stronger than a regular teenage girl, so I didn’t feel too intimidated about getting hit. And the first couple of times, I hardly felt anything. 
 
    
 
   The tenth time it kind of hurt. By the twentieth hit, I was grimacing with pain. She was just too fast. All I was hitting was air as she smacked my knuckles, my elbows, my thighs—pretty much anywhere she wanted.
 
    
 
   “Terrible.” Whack. “Where’s your defence?” Poke. “Block it!” Crack.
 
    
 
   Laney did not hold back. The first five minutes were spent beating the crap out of me. She always knew where I was going to aim next, and sidestepped to avoid it, followed by a thwack against my leg or arm. If she’d had a real sword, I’d be cut to pieces.
 
    
 
   “Did you really kill the Mouse King? I can’t imagine you hitting anything. You’d probably miss the ground if you fell over.”
 
    
 
   I rubbed my arm where I had been pummelled with repeated strokes. “A little instruction might help.”
 
    
 
   She rested the end of her sword on the floor. “You don’t know what you’re doing and you don’t know what your opponent is planning. Swordsmanship is about speed and anticipation. You have neither. You don’t even know the basic stances. Your only hope is to learn oops.”
 
    
 
   “Oops?”
 
    
 
   “Strike me on the head.” 
 
    
 
   She didn’t have to tell me twice. I took two steps forward and brought my sword down. She flicked her sword up and swatted mine away to the side. My arm went swinging wide to the right. Leaving me wide open.
 
    
 
   “Now you’re out of position and I can do this.” She lunged forward and drove the point of her sword into my stomach, knocking the air out of me.
 
    
 
   “Ugh,” I managed to say as I fell on my backside.
 
    
 
   “Out of position. O. O. P. Oops. It’s what they teach women and children in case they get into a desperate situation. The way I see it, every situation will be desperate as far as you’re concerned.”
 
    
 
   Really? My special move was going to be called ‘oops’?
 
    
 
   “Will it really work?” I asked through ragged breaths.
 
    
 
   “You aren’t going to beat anyone on pure strength or skill, and as far as stamina, you don’t have any, so your only hope is to get them out of position. But even if you succeed, you’ll have less than a second to strike, so you’ll need what?”
 
    
 
   “To be quick?” I said from the floor.
 
    
 
   She cracked me on the head with her sword. “Good footwork.” Followed by another teeth-jarring tap on the noggin. 
 
    
 
   “Ow.” I covered my head with my arms.
 
    
 
   She smiled at me. “This isn’t as boring as I thought it would be. Come on, get up. I’ll take you through the basics.”
 
    
 
   We went through all the most common opening moves. I copied her to learn them, but my goal was to be able to identify them rather than be able to perform them myself. If I could predict which attack was coming, I could shove it out of the way and go in for the kill. It was a wild and reckless approach, and if I failed to connect I’d be left wide open to my opponent’s follow up.
 
    
 
   “So make sure you hit something important,” Laney advised me.
 
    
 
   It was difficult. I had zero experience of swordfighting and all the moves looked the same to me. Getting good would take years of training, not a couple of lessons.  Even after she showed me the giveaway signs of my opponent’s intentions, I didn’t have time to read the body language and attack at the same time.
 
    
 
   She rained down blow after blow without meeting any resistance from me. “If you can’t tell, then guess. If you get it wrong, you’re dead, but who knows, you might get lucky.”
 
    
 
   The next attack, I just guessed and went for it. I guessed right and knocked Laney’s sword to the side. She was so surprised by my success, she hesitated and left her arm where I’d pushed it. Not wanting to miss a golden opportunity, I brought my sword down as hard as I could, smashing it into her other arm.
 
    
 
   The Princess screamed, dropping her sword and fell to her knees, clutching her arm.
 
    
 
   “Shit, sorry,” I said. “I didn’t—”
 
    
 
   “No, that was good.” Her eyes were ablaze and she was grinning like a lunatic. “Again.” She grabbed her sword and stood up.
 
    
 
   We went at it over and over. Every time I got a lucky hit it—about one in ten—I’d hit her as hard as I could and her eyes would light up. I figured that although she had been trained by the best, they had probably held back. After all, you don’t want to end up seriously hurting the King’s daughter. I had no such qualms. For the first time in her life someone was treating her as an equal and she seemed to find it invigorating. Either that, or I had knocked her final screw loose.
 
    
 
   Of course, when I whiffed, her counterstrikes would leave me reeling. My full out attacks encouraged her to do likewise and she roared with laughter every time I yelled out in pain.
 
    
 
   There was some improvement—it’s amazing how pain can sharpen your reflexes and focus the mind—and my hit percentage went up. Two out of ten instead of just one. After about an hour of beating each other into the ground, we both ended up flat on our backs, gasping for air. 
 
    
 
   “That was fun,” said the Princess, panting. “We should do this again.”
 
 
   I moaned. My whole body ached and throbbed, while the only sign of any real damage on her was a little bleeding from her lip where a wild swing had barely scraped her. Although, she probably had a few bruises under her clothes.
 
    
 
   “Sure. Give me a week to recover.”
 
    
 
   She sat up, eyes still dancing, but not with her usual madness. She actually seemed happy. “No, tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   “Laney, I can hardly move.”
 
    
 
   She punched me in the arm. Hard. “Man up, you bitch. You don’t have time to take it slow and steady. Death waits around every corner. You have to get good fast. Tomorrow.” She hit me again. “Tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   “Okay, okay. Tomorrow.” I staggered to my feet so she couldn’t hit me again. 
 
    
 
   “Same time. I’ll leave your name at the gate.” She lay down and stretched like a cat in the sun, her eyes closed and a big smile plastered across her face.
 
    
 
   I stumbled out of there and looked around. I only had a rough idea of how to get back and slowly headed into the Palace. I don’t know how long it took, but somehow I found my way back to the waiting area. The Avengers were still sat in the same seats.
 
    
 
   “‘Sup,” I said as I shuffled past them, battered and bruised.
 
    
 
   “Colin!” called out a voice from behind me.
 
    
 
   I turned to see Princess Laney walking towards me.
 
    
 
   “You forgot this.” She was holding my belt and sword, which I had taken off when we were practising.
 
    
 
   “Thanks.” I took them from her and tried to put the belt on, but my fingers wouldn’t cooperate.
 
    
 
   “Let me.” Laney took the belt and put it on around my waist. “Are you going to be all right getting back?”
 
    
 
   “Probably not. You could have been a little more gentle on my first time. I can’t even walk straight. How about you? Are you still bleeding?”
 
    
 
   “I told you, it’s nothing. If it doesn’t hurt, you didn’t do it right.”
 
    
 
   I turned to look at our audience who were staring, open-mouthed. Jenny in particular was glaring at me. I thought about what I had said to the Princess. If you didn’t know what we were talking about, it might sound a little bit sexual.
 
    
 
   “It’s not what you think,” I said.
 
    
 
   Laney looked up at me. She was still fiddling with my belt buckle. She turned and saw the looks on their faces and then back at where her hands were. She jumped back like she’d been hit by a bolt of electricity.
 
    
 
   “Wait, you don’t think that I… With him… Are you people crazy!? With him? I was just showing him how to use his sword.”
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure that made it sound any better. The Avengers just sat there, saying nothing.
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong with you people,” she wailed at them. “Disgusting perverts!” She stormed off, turning just before she rounded the corner to point at me. “And you, don’t be late tomorrow. I’m going to give you a licking you won’t forget.” 
 
    
 
   And then she was gone.
 
    
 
   Anything I said would probably only make it sound worse, so I just turned and limped away as quickly as I could.
 
   


 
   
  
 

23. Last One Out
 
    
 
   As soon as I left the Palace grounds, the difference was immediately noticeable.The posters with my face on them had all gone and I felt anonymous again. Just the way I liked it.
 
    
 
   Still, I didn’t want to take unnecessary risks, so I put my hat on and kept to the side streets on my way back to the inn. 
 
    
 
   The others were in the courtyard, waiting for the dinner service to start. I could hear them laughing and chatting from outside, and they irritated me even more once I saw them smiling and full of beans. They looked well-rested and well-fed. 
 
    
 
   I, on the other hand, had only had a couple of sandwiches all day and was barely able to walk. 
 
    
 
   “Hey! You’re back!” shouted Maurice as I walked in, although they were all having such a good time, I’m surprised he noticed.
 
    
 
   “You were gone a long time,” said Claire. “We were starting to worry you’d been thrown in the dungeons.”
 
 
   “You didn’t sound very worried,” I said rather more bitterly than I intended. The smiles fell from their faces, replaced by guilty embarrassment. Even when they were feeling happy and smug, they were only ever one cruel word away from sad and miserable. I really couldn’t stay mad at them. 
 
    
 
   I burst out laughing. “I’m kidding. It was fine. The King says he wants to meet all of you.” I sat down at the wooden table. “I’m starving.”
 
    
 
   “What’s he like?” asked Flossie. 
 
    
 
   “Surprisingly young, but reasonable. Our friends, The Avengers—” even without looking I could sense Maurice bristling “—were there too.”
 
    
 
   I told them about Tin’s plan to ask for the marshlands and my request to the King for them instead. This development took them by surprise and they pelted me with a barrage of questions about Tin’s intentions for the marshlands (which I didn’t really have much knowledge about) and my own intentions (which I had even less knowledge about). 
 
    
 
   “Do you really think he’ll give us the whole of the marshlands?” said Claire.
 
    
 
   “No,” I said, “probably not. But as long as he doesn’t give it to those twats, I don’t care.”
 
    
 
   They all agreed with this sentiment, but they were also aware that there would probably be some blowback if Tin found out what I’d done, which was inevitable. The mood around the table was very different now. When I had arrived, they were happy and laughing. Half an hour later, they were edgy and worried. What a ray of sunshine I was.
 
    
 
   Dinner was finally served and I spent the next twenty minutes stuffing my face while the others continued to discuss the finer points of what a bunch of evil bastards Tin and company were. The general consensus was that the quicker we left the city the better, and I certainly agreed.
 
    
 
   “You and Flosse should buy all the kitchen stuff tomorrow,” I said to Claire. “Just get a couple of pots and some basic utensils. Get food supplies too, and jerky. Lots of jerky. I’ll go get the spear made.”
 
    
 
   “I could come with you,” said Maurice eagerly. 
 
    
 
   This drew a scornful look from Claire. “We’ll need help carrying everything.”
 
    
 
   “Oh, sure,” said Maurice. “Of course.”
 
    
 
   Both Maurice and Dudley seemed less than enthusiastic about yet more shopping with the girls, but I preferred that to them hanging out with me. I hadn’t mentioned my arrangement with the Princess and I didn’t want them tagging along to the Palace. Being trained in swordfighting by the person who put a price on my head didn’t make much sense even to me, so I didn’t know how I was going to explain it to them.
 
    
 
   Once I had learned the basics, I could teach them. But for now, I wanted to limit our exposure to Princess Looney Tunes.
 
    
 
   “You and Dudley should stick with the girls,” I said to Maurice. “Make sure they don’t run into any trouble.”
 
    
 
   “If you think it best,” said Dudley, somewhat resignedly. He was usually at his happiest when he was around Flossie, but there’s something about following a girl around as she goes shopping that sucks the will to live out of a guy.
 
    
 
   After eating, I made my excuses and went to my room. Perhaps they’d regain their good mood, but more likely I’d ruined the evening for them. Serve them right for abandoning me earlier. I was too tired to worry about it, and was asleep within a few seconds of getting in bed.
 
    
 
   The following morning, I visited the blacksmith and explained what I wanted. A normal spear would consist of the head and a wooden shaft which would be fitted together. However, the frogmen would have difficulty repairing the spear if it got broken. They were used to making the best of whatever bits of wood they found lying around. Crafting and shaping a replacement shaft to fit perfectly would be very difficult for them. My solution was to have the whole spear made out of metal. No separate parts, nothing to fix. 
 
    
 
   He was confident he could make it, but there was a problem. All the blacksmiths in the city had received large orders from the army for weapons and armour. There was a major offensive planned and the orders were to be filled as soon as possible. He just didn’t have the time for my job.
 
    
 
   Someone like me, who isn’t interested in other people, can be quite unobservant. I don’t see what’s going on around me because I don’t care. But even I had noticed the change in the city. There was a tension in the air, and a lot more soldiers in the streets. Something was up.
 
 
   Whatever was going on, it had nothing to do with me. My only concern was getting the blacksmith to make my spear. I got around his reluctance the old fashioned way—I offered him more money. A  lot more. He agreed to do it, but it wouldn’t be ready until tomorrow. He’d have to do it on the downlow to avoid getting caught.
 
    
 
   I paid him half up front and set off for the Palace, my bruises throbbing just at the thought of going a few more rounds with Laney.
 
    
 
   As promised, my name had been left at the Palace gates and I was allowed through with no fuss. I used the same side-entrance as before and made my way to the library. No one stopped me or asked what I was doing there.
 
    
 
   I was a little early for my appointment, so I spent the time reading. The book on beasts was the most useful I’d found, and I figured the more I knew about what was out there the better. I started with frogmen, in particular their ability to use magic.
 
    
 
   Unfortunately, there was very little about this, although there was a whole page on how older frogmen started producing toxic waste and defecated on land to avoid contaminating the water. It explained why old Nabbo had to regularly go on land to take a dump, and also made me think the guy who wrote this book had far too much free time on his hands.
 
    
 
   Laney announced her arrival by sneaking up behind me and putting her hands over my eyes.
 
    
 
   “Guess who? Get it wrong and I’ll cut out your liver.”
 
    
 
   Since I only knew one psychotic teenage girl who sounded like Hannibal Lecter on helium, I was fairly sure of the answer. Didn’t stop my heart beating like a jackhammer, though.
 
    
 
   The soldiers were once again thrown out of their training hall, and we spent the afternoon practising footwork, which was a relief. My body couldn’t have handled any more punishment. It was a bit like dancing, and I’m crap at dancing, so there was a lot of stumbling around and tripping over my own feet. It was complicated but the sort of thing I could practise on my own so I was eager to learn.
 
    
 
   “This is the basis for everything else,” said Laney as we glided around the training hall like ballroom dancers, although the aim of this dance was to try and stamp on each other’s feet. Within a few minutes, my toes were severely flattened. 
 
    
 
   “Eventually, you’ll move without thinking,” said Laney, crushing an already squished toe with the heel of her boot.
 
    
 
   I hopped around in excruciating pain. “How long will that take?”
 
    
 
   “Usually at least two or three years. For you, more like five.”
 
    
 
   I wasn’t even sure I’d be alive that long. What I’d give for a quick montage scene and a title on the screen that said ‘Five years later…’ Sadly, real life only happens in real time.
 
    
 
   “I suppose you’ll be leaving soon,” said Laney.
 
    
 
   We did plan to leave soon, to go back to the frogmen, but the way she said it made me think her reasoning wasn’t the same as mine.
 
    
 
   “Why do you say that?” I asked her.
 
    
 
   “Because war is on the horizon, and all men of adventure will be heading to the frontlines to claim valour and glory.”
 
    
 
   She really read too many romance novels.
 
    
 
   “War isn’t really my thing. I don’t really like being in large crowds. Especially crowds of corpses.”
 
    
 
   She looked confused. “But everyone goes to war when the time comes. We are in battle to secure the fate of humanity. All those loyal to the Crown are expected to fight. You know, if you ask me nicely, I could get you a juicy commission. You’d be fighting right up front where the action is.” Her eyes filled with wonder and delight. “I wish Daddy would let me go.”
 
    
 
   It was easy to forget the pint-sized nutjob was certifiable. She had moments of normality (or something close to it) but she was still two slices short of a cucumber sandwich
 
    
 
   “And those who shine on the battlefield can ask the King for his favour. He will grant a true hero his heart’s desire.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively.
 
    
 
   I had planned to leave soon, now I planned to leave even sooner. We ended the session with some swordplay, and by play I mean a ruthless beating. I made arrangements to meet her again the following day, but I had no intention of being there. 
 
    
 
   When I got back to the inn, the others had returned with all the goods. Claire and Flossie were discussing their purchases, while Maurice and Dudley looked bored out of their minds. I told them we’d be leaving the next day and not to mention it to anyone.
 
    
 
   The following morning was warm and bright. Perfect departure weather. First stop was the Municipal Directory where we emptied our accounts. Then we went to collect the spear. As we approached the smithy, I could see some sort of commotion going on.
 
    
 
   There were two soldiers shouting at the blacksmith who looked pretty scared. I couldn’t hear everything being said, but there was lots of swearing and questions about his parentage. My first instinct was to turn around and walk away. When you play enough RPGs you learn not to pull aggro when you don’t need to.
 
    
 
   But I needed that spear. 
 
    
 
   I walked up with my little crew backing me up. Kind of. Somehow, the closer we got to the shouting soldiers, the bigger the gap between me and the fearless four behind me became. You couldn’t fault them on their consistency.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me,” I said. “Will you be long? I have some business with the blacksmith.”
 
    
 
   Their uniforms told me these were Palace guards, and higher than the sentries posted around the place. The one doing all the shouting was some kind of officer. He looked me up and down and quickly sussed I wasn’t a local. I hoped this would buy me a little tolerance.
 
    
 
   “This is city business, nothing to do with you, Visitor.” He looked at the cowering blacksmith and then back to me. “Wait, are you the one responsible for this one failing to meet his army quota? Your actions won’t be looked on favourably by the Palace if you’re found to be involved.”
 
    
 
   The other soldier had been staring at me intently all this time, which was making me uncomfortable. Now he leaned towards his colleague and whispered in his ear. Shouty McShoutsen’s eyes widened. Suddenly his attitude did a one-eighty.
 
    
 
   “Er, we’ll overlook it this time, but don’t let it happen again.” They both hurried off.
 
    
 
   I hadn’t heard what the soldier had whispered, but I had caught one word, ‘boyfriend’. I assumed the soldier had seen me with Laney at the Palace and had jumped to the wrong conclusion. Not that I planned to correct him. If thinking I had a special relationship with the Princess got them to leave me alone, I was happy to let them believe it. The tiny tyrant had her uses.
 
    
 
   “What did you say to them?” said Maurice. The others had gathered around me once the danger had passed—their timing as impeccable as ever—and were miffed by the way the soldiers had run away.
 
    
 
   “It’s like they were scared of you,” said Flossie.
 
    
 
   Of course, it wasn’t me they were scared of, they just knew their lives wouldn’t be worth living if they pissed off the Princess. 
 
    
 
   “Where exactly is it you go when you aren’t with us?” asked Claire.
 
    
 
   “Fight Club,” I said. “Can’t talk about it. Rules are rules.”
 
    
 
   The blacksmith was also impressed by how the soldiers had reacted and only took half the money for the spear. I have to say, I did enjoy being seen as a badass, but I was careful not to get carried away. The trouble with being a fake badass is that once your bluff gets called, the beating you take is very real.
 
    
 
   I decided not to hang around and push my luck, so we headed out of the city. We were stopped at the gates.
 
    
 
   “No one leaves the city, by order of the King,” a soldier informed us.
 
    
 
   The atmosphere felt very different to how it was before. The line of people that was usually outside wasn’t there any more. Not a single person was waiting to come inside the city walls. 
 
    
 
   I took out the Key to the City and showed it to him. “We’re on a special mission. We can wait while you confirm with the Palace, if you like.”
 
    
 
   Bluff. Sweat. Wait. Panic rising…
 
    
 
   The soldiers exchanged looks with each other. “No, that’s fine.”
 
    
 
   They let us through. As we reached the road to the marshlands, there was a loud metallic scraping noise. I turned to see the portcullis over the city entrance come down.
 
    
 
   Something was definitely going on. Something I wanted no part of. We picked up the pace and kept going north.
 
   


 
   
  
 

24. Save The Frog
 
    
 
   Once Fengarad was out of sight I felt a lot better. Whatever was going on back there, our non-participation filled me with a sense of accomplishment. In a game, beating the final boss is what most people think of as winning. When it’s for real, success is never even meeting the final boss.
 
    
 
   It took us all day to reach the outskirts of the marshlands. There was still a way to go until we got to the lakes and ponds, but getting off the road and into the tall grass helped put my mind further at ease.
 
    
 
   We made camp for the night and ate some food. Getting back into our old routine was surprisingly easy and I didn’t even have to organise the guard duty. Everyone knew what to do.
 
    
 
   The next day was spent walking with no random encounters, no dangers needing to be avoided. 
 
    
 
   Everything was going smoothly. But I’d seen too many slasher movies where a bunch of kids go hiking in the woods only to find themselves hunted by a madman who can’t be killed. The happier and jollier my party became, the more edgy I got. I told them to keep it down and stay alert, but they treated me like I was being paranoid. 
 
    
 
   Of course, I wasn’t paranoid, I was right.
 
    
 
   The first sign of trouble was the barking. Not like a dog, more like someone doing an impression of a dog. As we got closer, I realised it was laughter. But not human laughter.
 
    
 
   We kept low in the grass as we approached the lake where we had met the frogmen. Through the stalks we could see the four of them—Nabbo, his son, his son’s wife and their kid—on their wooden platform, but they weren’t alone.
 
    
 
   Five other creatures were also, there. Three on the platform and two in the water, pushing the floating platform towards the bank. 
 
    
 
   These creatures weren’t frogmen. They were bigger and beefier-looking, and they had stumpy tails. They also had swords. I recognised them from the Book of Beasts; they were lizardmen.
 
    
 
   The smallest of the three on the platform, the one who was making the barking laughter, had a sword pointed at Nabbo, who was curled into a ball on his wicker chair. The son was on the floor getting kicked by two lizardmen, while the female was huddled on the edge, her arms wrapped around her child.
 
    
 
   “What should we do?” Claire whispered.
 
    
 
   It was pretty obvious. “We should leave,” I said.
 
    
 
   “You just want to leave them?” Claire was outraged.
 
    
 
   “Yes. And keep your voice down.”
 
    
 
   “Shouldn’t we try to help?” said Maurice.
 
   
“No.” I felt I’d made my position clear, but apparently they needed clarification.
 
    
 
   “We should do something,” said Flossie. “They’re going to hurt the babby.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe if we distract them?” said Dudley. “We could make some noise and they could get away while the ones with swords investigate?”
 
    
 
   “Are you guys even listening?” I hissed. “You want to die? Look at them. They’ll rip us to shreds. Our best bet is to crawl away sneaky peeky, and hope they’re too busy killing them to notice us.”
 
    
 
   “What do you think they’ll do to the woman and child once they’ve killed the men?” demanded Claire.
 
   
“What do you think they’ll do to us once they’ve killed the woman and child?” I demanded back. “I’d love to play the hero and go in and save them, but suicide isn’t much of a rescue plan.”
 
    
 
   “We don’t have to be heroes,” insisted Claire, “we can fight them your way. If they were coming after you, you’d think of something. Just pretend it’s you out there and save yourself. That’s what you’re good at.”
 
    
 
   You had to hand it to Claire, she may not have have been able do magic, but she could cast shame on you like a master-level sorcerer.
 
    
 
   I had actually thought of a possible way to deal with the lizardmen, even before Evil Edna had tried to bewitch me with her Legendary Glare of Guilt. The Book of Beasts had quite a large section on lizardmen. They were pack animals, always travelling in groups of at least five or six, and only attacking if they outnumbered their opponent. They were basically cowards. Or sensible, if you asked me.
 
    
 
   If they felt the situation wasn’t in their favour they would run away. I could relate.
 
    
 
   “Fine. We’ll get involved, even though it’s a terrible idea, but just so you know, if things go tits up, I’m going to run. And trust me, I won’t be the one they capture, I’ve been working out.”
 
    
 
   “Wait,” said Flossie, “you been working out? Why d’you look exactly the same, then?”
 
    
 
   “Maybe he’s not doing the right exercises,” suggested Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Probably the diet,” said Dudley. “Are you eating enough protein?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve seen him eat,” said Claire, “he should have put on at least a little muscle. If he really has been working out, I mean.”
 
    
 
   Everyone’s a critic. “Alright, alright, enough with the in-depth analysis. I thought you wanted to save the frogs.”
 
    
 
   I told them what I wanted them to do. They all nodded and gave me fierce looks of determination, which is what they always did, usually followed by royally fucking everything up. We put down our gear and spread out a little, each holding a bow, arrows lined up on the ground for easy reach.
 
    
 
   I readied an arrow and then yelled as loud as I could, “First archers, ready! Fire!”
 
    
 
   We all fired arrows, one after the other, sending them high into the air. The intention wasn’t to hit anyone, it was just to make it look like there were a lot of us.
 
    
 
   The lizardmen froze when they heard my voice, then panicked as arrows filled the sky. They dived into the water and swam for it.
 
    
 
   I stood up. “Beta team!” I shouted at no one. “Go around and intercept. Leave none alive. Delta squad! Take the other side in case they doubleback. Underwater unit… stay submerged! Alpha team, you’re with me. Charge!”
 
    
 
   I dropped my bow, took out my sword and ran towards the platform. Maurice, Claire and Flossie did likewise, while Dudley continued to shoot arrows into the air. His bow had the longest range so would keep the fleeing lizardmen under fire.
 
    
 
   As we ran out of the grass, screaming and yelling to try and make it sound like there were more than four of us, the frogmen huddled together on the platform. Their expressions changed as we closed in on them, from fear to confusion, to recognition, and then back to confusion.
 
    
 
   As I reached the platform I lowered my voice. “Act scared and play along.” Then I went back to shouting. “These frog bastards don’t deserve to die by steel. Kill them with your bare hands!”
 
    
 
   I dropped my sword and grabbed Nabbo, pinning him to his chair. “You must die!” I had him around the throat and fake-strangled him. His eyes were already popping out of his head, so hopefully that added to the illusion.
 
    
 
   Maurice had the other frogman by the arm while he slapped the air in front of his face. “Take that! And that!” The frogman looked baffled as he watched Maurice fan him. “Pretend I’m hitting you,” Maurice whispered at him.
 
    
 
   The penny finally dropped and the frogman started to move his head from side to side in time with the slaps while making unconvincing noises. “Ooh. Ah. No. It stings.”
 
    
 
   Claire had grabbed the female and was shaking her, while Flossie had the kid. The best way to kill a kid? Smother him in your breasts, obviously.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay, it’s just a game, don’t be afraid,” she whispered as she squeezed his little face into her boobs. Judging by the way he squeezed her back, I’d say fear wasn’t the emotion he was experiencing.
 
    
 
   I took out my dagger and stabbed the chair by the side of Nabbo’s head. “Die! Die! Die!”
 
    
 
   “Easy on the chair, man,” said Nabbo, more concerned about his furniture than his method acting. “They’ve gone.”
 
    
 
   We all stopped and listened. Other than the buzz of instincts and the breeze through the grass, there were no sounds. The arrows had stopped flying overhead and dozens lay on the water’s surface, aimlessly floating about. Nothing else moved.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked Nabbo. He nodded at his son who turned and leapt off the platform. He had a stubby body with gangly limbs, but he arced through the air with surprising grace and plopped into the water without making a splash. We waited quietly.
 
    
 
   A few moments later, he returned, leaping out of the water like a salmon and landing on the platform. “No sign of them.”
 
    
 
   We all let out sighs of relief. 
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” said the female, all teary with gratitude. “You saved us.”
 
    
 
   “No problem,” I said. “Couldn’t leave you like that. Wouldn’t be right.” I purposefully avoided looking at Claire (didn’t have to, I could feel the death stare just fine) and turned towards the far shore. “Dudley! You can come out, now.”
 
    
 
   Dudley’s head popped up. “I’m afraid I’ve run out of arrows.” 
 
    
 
   “That’s fine.” I waved for him to come over. “Hey kid,” I said to the child still attached to Flossie’s chest. “Help us collect all the arrows, will you?” 
 
    
 
   The arrows were spread out over the water and slowly drifting away, but they looked undamaged. The kid didn’t seem too keen to be parted from his two new best friends.
 
    
 
   “Aw,” said Flossie, “ain’t he cute?”
 
    
 
   That’s not how I saw it. I think Dad agreed with me. He grabbed the kid and yanked him off, tossing him away over his shoulder. The kid rotated through the air, straightened into a dive, and plopped into the water. He quickly gathered our arrows, probably so he could get back to nestling in Flossie’s cleavage.
 
    
 
   “What did those guys want with you?” I asked Nabbo.
 
    
 
   “Recruiters,” said Nabbo. “They’re gathering soldiers for the war. They’re supposed to find volunteers, but they can be quite persuasive if you refuse. Scum-suckers.” He bent down and picked up his pipe. It was broken in two. “Damn it. This one was my favourite.” He threw it into the water and then snapped off part of his chair, which somehow looked exactly like the old pipe. Within a few seconds, he had stuffed something that looked like moss into it (no idea where it came from, it just appeared in his hand) and lit it with his finger. “Ahh,” he sighed after the first puff, “niiice.” He melted into his chair.
 
    
 
   “You don’t think they’ll come back, do you?” I asked, scanning the shore for signs of movement. It pays to be paranoid, after all.
 
    
 
   “Pfft,” said Nabbo. “Not without reinforcements, and with all the fighting at the border, there’s no one they can call. We’ll be safe for the time being. Man, I think you messed up my chair.” He rocked back and forth trying to get comfortable.”
 
    
 
   Dudley came over, staggering and stumbling as he carried all the bags we had left behind. “Did we win?”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I said. “We won.” It only really registered once I said it out loud. We’d beaten the enemy and done it without injuries, to them or us. It was hard not to feel a little pleased with myself.
 
    
 
   But overconfidence, as they say, is a slow and insidious killer. And sometimes it isn’t that slow.
 
   


 
   
  
 

25. Trade Agreement With Nabbo
 
    
 
   The success of our rescue mission put everyone at ease and introductions were made in an air of friendship and mutual respect. Beautiful, right? Two different species, once enemies, now allies, helping each other survive in a perilous world. I can hear violins swelling just thinking about it.
 
    
 
   The truth was our little union made us targets for both sides. If our arrangement was discovered the shit storm that would rain down on us would be fierce and final. Every silver lining has a cloud.
 
    
 
   Still, we were in the middle of nowhere and everyone else was busy fighting a war, so we at least had time to enjoy a meal. The frogwoman was keen to try out the pots we had brought for her and set to fixing dinner for us.
 
    
 
   Like Nabbo, their names were impossible to pronounce. The magic that let us understand what they said in English didn’t translate their names for some reason, so I decided to give them names. This could be seen as condescending—it’s not very politically correct to try and overwrite someone’s culture with your own—but we needed to be able to call them something.
 
    
 
   “You’re Pitt, you’re Jolie, and the kid can be Suri. That okay with you?”
 
    
 
   The frogmen (yes, I know one of them is female, stop being pedantic) were fine with it, but Claire took issue with my naming scheme.
 
    
 
   “Suri is Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes’ kid. Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie’s daughter is called Shiloh. And why are you giving him a girl’s name?”
 
    
 
   “So what?” I said. “It’s just a name. And why do you even know this stuff. You should be ashamed of yourself, you stalker.”
 
    
 
   Of course, trying to shame the Guilt Tripper Supreme got me nowhere, she brushed it off without taking damage.
 
    
 
   The food was amazing. If we could get Jolie to teach us to cook half as good, we could open a restaurant and give up the whole hack ‘n’ slash business for good. 
 
    
 
   “She’s an excellent cook,” said Pitt. “It’s why I married her. And of course for her great body.”
 
    
 
   Jolie tittered and slapped Pitt in a flirty way.
 
    
 
   I probably should have mentioned this earlier, but frogmen didn’t wear clothes. So his wife was nude. If you asked me what kind of body she had, I’d probably tell you she had a very nice personality.
 
    
 
   “Do you ever eat humans?” asked Maurice.
 
    
 
   Why? Why would he ask? Nothing good could come of a question like that.
 
    
 
   “No,” sad Pitt. “You people taste disgusting.”
 
    
 
   I really didn’t want to know how he knew we tasted bad. I looked for something to throw at Maurice, but he seemed content with the answer and there was no follow up. 
 
    
 
   We stuffed our faces and then set up camp nearby. 
 
    
 
   I didn’t want to be too close to the water in case the lizardmen came back, so we found a small clearing about five minutes away and put up our tents. The general mood was upbeat and optimistic. For everyone else, that is. I knew the universe too well to consider this anything else other than a temporary lull in proceedings. 
 
    
 
   The next day, Pitt showed us how to fish. While Jolie had been delighted with her pots and pans (the girls had exceeded their remit and bought far more kitchen stuff than I had told them to), Pitt was a bit more wary of the spear I’d had made. 
 
    
 
   He inspected it closely, tried biting it, and threw it around to get a feel for it. But once he actually used it to spear some fish, his attitude changed for the better. He landed a giant tuna-looking fish on his first attempt and yanked it out of the water with a big smile on his face. And when a frogman has a big smile, it’s really big.
 
    
 
   “My old spear would have broken on something this big,” he said as he gutted and cleaned the fish with the knife we had given him. His normal tool for the job was a flat stone with a sharpened edge. 
 
    
 
   Spear-fishing lessons took the form of him showing me, Maurice and Dudley the correct form and action, followed by us doing a horrible imitation. Pitt wasn’t very patient and used the ‘shouting and screaming’ technique of teaching. Eventually, we managed to throw the spear in a straight line, but the really hard part was being able to hit something other than water.
 
    
 
   It turned out the frogmen had another kind of magic they used to help with fishing. Pitt crouched down and placed his fingers in the water. He made a series of movements similar to those Nabbo used to create fire magic, and the water around his hand began to glow.
 
    
 
   Within a few seconds, fish from around the lake came towards the platform, and then swam in a tight group just to make hitting them easier. Maurice watched this with eyes like saucers, and muttered, “Aquaman!” under his breath.
 
    
 
   We all tried to copy the finger moves, but like with the fire magic, none of us was able to get it to work. We carried on practicing with the spear and slowly improved with Pitt’s guidance. And by guidance, I mean relentless shouting. 
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, the girls just sat around chatting with Jolie. Sure, they were learning how to cook, which herbs and vegetables to use, how long to leave it to simmer and all that stuff, but really they were having a good chin-wag. The kid was pretty much permanently attached to Flossie, which Dudley seemed to be keeping a close eye on.
 
    
 
   As evening rolled around, we had caught a number of fish—well, Pitt had, we’d managed to fire a couple of warning shots—and enjoyed another superb meal. As we sat around feeling full and lazy, Nabbo lit his pipe and took a big puff.
 
    
 
   “What’s in the pipe?” I asked him.
 
    
 
   “Pondweed,” said Nabbo. “It grows everywhere. You just have to dry it out and stick it in your pipe.”
 
    
 
   “It rots the brain,” said Pitt.
 
    
 
   “It’s medicine,” said Nabbo.
 
    
 
   “What kind of medicine?” I asked.
 
    
 
   “The kind that makes you feel better,” said Nabbo. “What other kind of medicine is there?”
 
    
 
   “Can I try some?”
 
    
 
   He looked at me through a cloud of smoke, then passed me the pipe. I took a puff.
 
    
 
   I’m not a stoner, but I have smoked weed a number of times. I’ve experienced the crappy stuff where you wonder if it’s really just oregano, and also the alien-looking mutant spores that leave you paralysed with a rictus grin on your face. One hit from Nabbo’s pipe was enough to make me realise I’d never really been stoned before.
 
    
 
   The world got up and left, and a new world sat down next to me. This new world was my friend.
 
    
 
   “The problem with this,” I said while giggling, “is that it makes normal life a lot less interesting.”
 
    
 
   “Easily solved,” said Nabbo. “Smoke weed every day.”
 
    
 
   I passed the pipe to the others who had been watching my transformation from grouch to giddy schoolboy. They each took a nervous toke, and started grinning. 
 
    
 
   I sat on the edge of the platform with my feet in the water, watching the fish and thinking about becoming a drug dealer. If the pondweed was easy to collect and prepare, we could make a lot of money. People always want to get out of their heads, and I was sure the people here were no different. 
 
    
 
   Imagine being the first person to discover heroin. Sure, there’s some drawbacks and problems with being a drug trafficker, but think of the profit! 
 
    
 
   I turned to discuss this amazing business opportunity with Maurice to find I was alone on the platform, which was now bumped up against the bank. When had that happened?
 
    
 
   I looked around. Pitt and his wife were in the water, playing with the kid. Nabbo had probably gone for his bathroom break. I was too relaxed to feel panic, but I was a bit miffed at the sudden disappearance of my party. I stood up to get a better look and saw them in the distance. 
 
    
 
   Maurice and Claire were walking away, hand in hand. Dudley and Flossie, also hand in hand, were near them, but heading in a slightly different direction. Two things became immediately clear to me. One, they were going to have sex. And two, it wasn’t their first time.
 
    
 
   As I’ve said before, I’m not the most observant of people. My interest in what other people get up to is limited to whether or not it will inconvenience me. But I really should have spotted the signs. 
 
    
 
   Now that I thought about it, whenever we split up to do jobs, they always partnered up the same way. Even when we were staying at the inn back in Fengarad, I only assumed Maurice and Dudley shared one room and the girls the other. They could have been shacked up and banging away for weeks for all I knew, the dirty little sluts. And I mean all four of them.
 
    
 
   Did I feel jealous? I guess so, as much as anyone would. I didn’t fancy either Claire or Flossie, and had never thought about them as anything other than mildly annoying, but it’s hard to see people around you happy if you aren’t. It’s just a reminder you don’t need.
 
    
 
   Not that I would want them to stop just to make it easier on me. I’m not the sort of person who thinks my life would be better if other people’s was worse. It’s not like them not having sex meant women would suddenly start throwing pussy my way. It doesn’t work like that. They’d just be less happy and I would be the same miserable me.
 
    
 
   Truthfully, I didn’t have any problem with them shagging. Good for them. Of course, I felt a little sorry for myself, but nothing had changed, really. My life would continue the same, and at least I had weed. 
 
    
 
   I sat down in Nabbo’s chair and took another puff on the pipe. Nothing happened. It had gone out. There was always the cooking fire, I could light it off that. I half rose out of the seat before noticing had also gone out. The whole time we’d been here, the fire was always burning, except now. It was just so typical of my life, I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    
 
   The universe always had a way of letting me know how much of a fuck it didn’t give about me. Don’t be sad, it seemed to say. Things might seem bad now, but they could always be a little bit worse. Let me show you...
 
    
 
   There was no way to know how long Nabbo would be. I sighed and moved my fingers the way Nabbo had shown me. Of course it wouldn’t work, but it wasn’t like I had anything else to do, might as well give the universe another opportunity to laugh in my face.
 
    
 
   So it was something of a surprise when a small blue flame appeared on the end of my finger.
 
   


 
   
  
 

26. Let’s Talk About Sex, Baby
 
    
 
   I stared at my finger for what seemed like forever, although I was still a bit stoned so it may only have been five second. With my other hand, I touched the blue flame dancing on the top of my index finger. It didn’t feel very hot, but it was definitely there.
 
    
 
   A gentle breeze drifted in from across the water and the flame went out. I continued to stare at what was now just my finger, then I repeated the hand movements to bring the flame back. Nothing happened.
 
    
 
   I tried a number of times, but I couldn’t make it reappear. It was fine, though. The flame had definitely been real and if it was possible once, it meant it was possible again. Just knowing that made a huge difference. Now I just had to figure out how I’d done it.
 
    
 
   My first thought was that the weed was responsible. Perhaps it contained some magical ingredient that allowed the smoker to do magic. But there was one flaw in this theory, which was Pitt. I had seen him do magic with the fish-calling, and he didn’t smoke. Then again, Nabbo was on his pipe pretty much 24/7, so there was always a cloud of smoke hanging over the platform. Second-hand smoke magic?
 
    
 
   It seemed a bit of a stretch. 
 
    
 
   My other thought was that the weed had put me into a very relaxed state of mind. Just before I managed to produce the flame, I had reached a point where I really didn’t care, about anything. Not about the others going off together, not about being alone, not even about whether I’d be able to produce a flame.
 
    
 
   If not giving a fuck was the key to being able to do magic, I had the potential to become the greatest wizard this world had ever seen.
 
    
 
   Of course, trying to not care about something you actually care a lot about is no easy task. That’s where the weed came in. It had got me to a place where I stopped caring, I just needed to get myself back there and see if that did the trick.
 
    
 
   Since everyone seemed to be busy doing their own thing, I went back to camp where I could get a fire going the old fashioned way. I took Nabbo’s pipe with me, which was a bit cheeky, but he could always make another one. And I had saved his life, which was an excellent trump card to use as my excuse.
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long to start a fire. I leaned in to light the pipe and took some nice, deep drags of pondweed. The effects quickly washed over me and I returned to the warm bosom of stonedom.
 
    
 
   But the flame still wouldn’t work. I tried it a number of times, all to no avail. Even though I was stoned, I couldn’t recapture that feeling of general ambivalence from before. I cared too much (not something I ever thought I’d have to worry about). 
 
    
 
   What was at stake was so huge, it was impossible to act like it wasn’t. I couldn’t help but get worked up about it as I made the finger movements.
 
    
 
   I took a break and attempted to calm myself, but my head was too full of the possibilities and my anticipation remained sky-high. Of course, there was one other way for a young man to release some of his tension. Yep.
 
    
 
   To be absolutely clear, this had nothing to do with everyone else getting laid and me feeling lonely. This was for science.
 
    
 
   I went into my tent and took care of business. I’m not sure what the world record is for quickest wank, but I’m pretty sure I smashed it. As I lay there, slightly out of breath, the sheer ridiculousness of what I was trying to do made me giggle uncontrollably. 
 
    
 
   Eventually, my amusement at myself subsided and I tried to make magic happen. It worked first time. Flame on! I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    
 
   I burst out laughing again. If I had to jerk off every time I wanted to use magic, it was going to make battling monsters very tricky—not many fights allow for a fap break.
 
    
 
   Still, I could use magic!
 
    
 
   The flame danced on my finger. It wasn’t a fireball, but it was a start. I blew it out and crawled out of the tent to find the rest of my party standing there with confused and slightly judgemental looks on their faces. The judgemental part may have been my imagination.
 
    
 
   “What were you doing in there?” asked Claire.
 
    
 
   “Er, magic,” I said. Which was true on a number of levels.
 
    
 
   Producing a flame there and then was not an easy thing to do. All four of them staring at me expectantly was a lot of pressure. I raised my hand and moved my fingers. A flame appeared. 
 
    
 
   They were suitably stunned. And then they were shrieking and jumping up and down, hitting me with a barrage of questions. I told them about how being stoned had put me in the right frame of mind (I skipped over the other part) and they were keen to try it for themselves.
 
    
 
   We sat around the fire and passed the pipe around. They quickly got stoned, but there was a slight problem. Unlike me, there reaction to being baked wasn’t a zen-like chill, it made them horny—literally the opposite of not giving a fuck. 
 
    
 
   They started giving each other sideways glances and flirty looks. None of them were able to produce a flame, unsurprisingly. Not often you need a bucket of cold water to get a fire going.
 
    
 
   I know I said I didn’t begrudge them their fun, but this was just irritating. Go off and shag yourselves silly in private if you want, but don’t get all hot and bothered in front of me. That’s just rude.
 
    
 
   “There’s something I want to say to you all,” I said. Their attention returned to me, reluctantly. “I know you guys have hooked up and are couples now.”
 
    
 
   They seemed surprised I had figured it out.
 
    
 
   “Ah, yeah” said Maurice. “Sorry about that.”
 
    
 
   “We didn’t want you to feel awkward, that’s why we didn’t mention it,” said Claire. “Sorry.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, sorry,” joined in Flossie. Dudley also mumbled something apologetic.
 
    
 
   All the apologising was annoying. It wasn’t even sincere, the smug bastards. Sorry for having loads of sex when you weren’t. I wonder why Hallmark never printed that card?
 
    
 
   “I don’t care about that. I feel awkward most of the time already, you lot fucking isn’t going to change that. But I assume you haven’t been using any kind of contraception, so there’s a real danger one of you might get pregnant.”
 
    
 
   This dose of reality wiped the smug sympathy from their faces. Colin-Fu, black belt.
 
    
 
   “We really don’t need the extra problems something like that will bring. Right?” I looked to them for confirmation. 
 
    
 
   They said nothing.
 
    
 
   “Look,” I said, “it’s not like having a baby would be the end of the world. People have been having kids in difficult situations since, well, since there have been people. It’s normal. All I’m saying is, it wouldn’t be helpful right now. Having to travel around with a pregnant woman, dealing with the birth, keeping the mother and baby safe when we get into fights… it’d all be a huge pain.”
 
    
 
   Nobody agreed with me, but they didn’t disagree, either. They sat there fidgeting.
 
    
 
   I continued. “All I’m saying is, if you do end up with a bun in the oven, I will be leaving the group to go off on my own.”
 
    
 
   Claire stood up, face contorted into a mixture of disbelief and outrage. “What? Why?”
 
    
 
   I held up my hands. “Hey, I’m just being honest with you guys. Like I said, being in a tough spot has never stopped people having kids. I’m sure you’ll do just fine without me.”
 
    
 
   “Why do you have to be like this?” said Claire. “That’s a really shitty thing to say, Colin.”
 
    
 
   The Sorceress Supreme was about to unleash her arsenal of guilt-inducing weaponry, I could tell. Well, fuck that.
 
    
 
   “I know we’ve come a long way together,” I said calmly, “but once you have kids, everything changes. One for all and all for one becomes women and children first. Which is fine if it’s your women and children, but I don’t want to become a nanny to a bunch of sprogs, thanks very much. It’s your choice to have kids, and it should be your responsibility to look after them. Don’t you think that’s fair?”
 
    
 
   There was an uncomfortable silence.
 
    
 
   Claire was the only one standing. She was also shaking with rage. “So, you’re saying we have to stop having sex or you’ll leave.”
 
    
 
   “What? No. How’d you come to that conclusion? There’s lots of ways to have sex without getting pregnant. Handjobs, blowjobs, up the arse. All I’m saying is I don’t intend to have my already crappy life turned into a bigger bag of shite just because you were having too good a time to remember to pull out.”
 
    
 
   Claire face got redder and she looked like she might explode any minute. “I am not going to have sex up the arse just to make you happy.”
 
    
 
   “Well it wouldn’t just make me happy, right Maurice?”
 
    
 
   Maurice was caught a little off-guard. “What? I mean yes. I mean no. Wait, what are we talking about?”
 
    
 
   “Well, you can forget it,” Claire screamed at Maurice.
 
    
 
   “But I didn’t even…” Maurice was at a loss for words.
 
    
 
   “And you,” Claire pointed at me, “you’re just jealous.”
 
    
 
   “Yep, you got me, Claire. I’m super jelly. So jealous, that I’m encouraging you to have anal sex. Because that’s what you do when you’re jealous, isn’t it? Try to convince the people you’re jealous of to to take it up the shitter. A well-known cure for jealousy.”
 
    
 
   Claire seemed unable to find the words to express her feelings. She turned to Maurice and pointed at him. “No!”
 
    
 
   “It wasn’t even my idea!” said Maurice, a little unconvincingly, if you ask me. 
 
    
 
   Flossie suddenly got up. We all waited to see what she had to say. She stood very stiff with her head bowed, staring at the ground. “Ah… Ah… Ah don’t mind taking it in the boom.” She slowly turned towards Dudley, still intently gazing at her shoes. “Ah mean, if that’s what you want.”
 
    
 
   Dudley’s face did the kind of gymnastics that would’ve scored a perfect 10.0 at the Olympics. I can’t say for sure what was going through his mind, but my guess would be something along the lines of:
 
    
 
   Oh my God, this is it. The dream! The dream!
 
    
 
   No, wait, it’s a trap, she’s testing me. I should say I don’t want to.
 
    
 
   But what if it’s my one and only chance? How can I say no.
 
    
 
   Take the shot! Take the shot!
 
    
 
   “Izzat what you want?” asked Flossie bashfully.
 
    
 
   Reddest of all the red faces, poor Dudley eeked out a pitiful, “Nooooooooo...?”
 
    
 
   “You can forget it. All of you. Flossie, you’re sleeping with me tonight.” Claire grabbed Flossie by the arm and yanked her towards one of the tents. Flossie looked back at Dudley apologetically, just before she disappeared behind the tent flaps.
 
    
 
   Maurice and Dudley shared a sorrowful look with each other. I don’t think they knew what had just happened, other than something precious had been tantalisingly hung in front of them, and then cruelly snatched away.
 
    
 
   I sat back down by the fire and lit the pipe from my finger. And that’s how you teach people not to go around flaunting their good luck in front of those not so fortunate. Works like magic.
 
   


 
   
  
 

27. Dudley Done Right
 
    
 
   For the next week, life was nice and relaxed. Nobody wanted to kill us, and we didn’t want to kill anyone; other than a few fish who, let’s face it, were too delicious to live.
 
    
 
   Claire was still a bit pissed off with me, but she had forgiven Maurice, at least that’s what it sounded like every night. Now that I knew they were all at it, I became aware of all sorts of sounds and I ended up moving my tent away from the camp just so I could get a decent night’s sleep.
 
    
 
   I may have convinced them to try other forms of intercourse, but I really didn’t want to be within earshot of cries like, “No, no, take it out. Take it out!” And that was Maurice’s voice.
 
    
 
   We fished, we swam, we messed around with swords. It was supposed to be hardcore training, but I don’t think you could call it anything other than messing around.
 
    
 
   I showed them all the moves the Princess had taught me, but I didn’t really have them down well enough to teach others. Still, it gave everyone a little more confidence to have specific moves to practise and there was a definite, if slight, improvement as we bashed each other with sticks.
 
    
 
   Even though I’d only had a couple of lessons, I was already far superior to the others. The footwork made an especially big difference as I outmaneuvered them and landed my hits. Don’t worry, I wasn’t as brutal as I was with Laney, and only tapped them lightly.
 
    
 
   I also took to running in the mornings. I would do laps of the lake in my bare feet like those African runners who always win the Olympic marathon. The idea was to toughen up my body, but I was starting from a position of marshmallow softness and my first couple of days were filled with painful sores and cuts. Which led to the discovery of a new kind of magic.
 
    
 
   On the second morning of my new training regime, I came to a limping stop as yet another sharp stone or twig had stabbed me in the foot. I lifted up the sole of my foot to try and sort out the bleeding. Dirt and grit covered the wound, which couldn’t be a good, so I sat at the edge of the water to clean it.
 
    
 
   Jolie came swimming over, her kid splashing about around her. Even though the frogman physiology was totally different to ours, something about her eyes and lips made her look very feminine. The more time we spent around them, the more human they all felt. And no, I was not horny for frog pussy. I’m not even sure there was such a thing.
 
    
 
   “You are injured?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Yeah. Just a little bit. I don’t suppose you know any healing magic.” I said it as joke. Jolie reached her hand out, made a few finger movements, and touched the sole of my foot. 
 
    
 
   There was a tingle and a few seconds later, the cut was completely gone. I poked my foot with a finger to make sure. No pain, no blood, all back to normal. Jolie was about to swim away.
 
    
 
   “Er, could you just show me how to do that?” I said.
 
    
 
   I had continued to practice my magic flame and was getting quite good at it. I’d come to the conclusion it didn’t require me to not care about everything to make it work, I just had to not care about the magic working.
 
    
 
   As long as I treated it like no big deal, the flame would come. The flame itself refused to be more than a tiny pilot light, unable to set fire to anything other than the most dry and brittle of kindling (or pondweed), but that was something to work on later.
 
    
 
   The fish-calling had been less successful. I could get a slight glow in the water, which the fish seemed to find mildly interesting. They came closer to have a look but then swam off. But the fact I was able to raise a little fishy curiosity at all was more than I expected, so I was very pleased.
 
    
 
   Jolie showed me the movements for the healing she had done, and I copied them until I had them down. Then I took out my knife and cut myself on the arm, careful not to make too big an incision. If I failed to make the healing work, I didn’t want to bleed out from accidentally cutting my own wrist.
 
    
 
   The magic worked first time. The cut vanished as I lay my hand over it. This was huge. I wasn’t sure how severe an injury I could fix—judging by the low level of my other abilities, probably only minor cuts and grazes—but the fact something like this was possible in this world made the idea of actually surviving here more than just a matter of luck.
 
    
 
   I returned to camp as the other were just waking from another night of shagging each other senseless (nice work if you can get it) and showed them my new trick. I didn’t just tell them, of course—where’s the fun in that?
 
    
 
   I forced Maurice to hold his hand out and cut him while shouting, “Don’t move, it’ll only hurt more. Look, trust me. No. No. Give it here. Stop crying, you baby.”
 
    
 
   Then I healed him. They all lost their minds and looked at me like I was their new god. Their evil god, but still, it’s nice to be feared as a superior being, even if it’s only until after breakfast.
 
    
 
   They all gave it a go, but failed miserably and begged me to heal the cuts I’d made on their arms. I refused, of course. I thought a little bleeding might encourage them to focus. I explained the whole not caring mindset they needed for it to work, but they couldn’t get the hang of it. They were hopeless.
 
    
 
   Actually, the one person I did have hopes for was Dudley. Not in regards to magic—he was as useless there as the rest of them—but with his archery skills.
 
    
 
   He had always been the best out of us, by quite some margin. Back in Fengarad, I had visited the archery range at the Emporium every day, and I was still nowhere near as good as Dudley. And he also enjoyed it, so didn’t need to be forced to practise.
 
    
 
   With the frogman kid’s help, Dudley had set up his own target dummy made out of grass bound into a straw man. He stuck it onto a post like a scarecrow and placed it near the water’s edge. That way, any arrows that missed would end up in the water and could be collected by Suri. The kid was always hanging around Dudley, because that’s where Flossie was most of the time. And everywhere Flossie went, so did her boobs.
 
    
 
   Not that Dudley missed very often. His aim was amazing. Even when there was a breeze, which made it impossible for me to get anywhere close to the target, he would be right on the money. His only problem was his lack of focus. He was easily distracted or got caught in two minds. Sometime he would spend ten intense minutes firing arrows into his scarecrow, walk over to retrieve them, and just stand there, lost in a daydream until someone shouted at him to get on with it (that person being me, obviously).
 
    
 
   However, there was one thing that focused Dudley’s mind like no other: Flossie. She was the girl of his dreams and somehow he had won her heart. He could barely believe it himself, and nothing meant more to him. Which was perfect for my needs.
 
    
 
   “Hey, Dud,” I said to him one day when we were alone at the scarecrow, “I want to say something to you, and I don’t want you to get upset.”
 
    
 
   He had his bow drawn and sighted, but gave me a quick glance and a raised eyebrow. 
 
    
 
   “It’s about Flossie.”
 
    
 
   He lowered the bow. I had his full attention now.
 
    
 
   “The thing is, she’s a lovely girl and very friendly, which is great, and you both look really happy together, which is also wonderful but…”
 
    
 
   Dudley looked quite concerned by this point. I pushed on.
 
    
 
   “A girl like her is going to attract attention from other guys. I know she isn’t like a model but she’s cute and she’s got them boobs, right? I mean, holy shit, I bet you can’t believe your luck.” 
 
    
 
   I punched him in the arm and he grinned and nodded.
 
    
 
   “All I’m trying to say is, at some point you may get in a situation where some other guys decide they want some of that lovely boobiness for themselves, and you will have to deal with it. It’s your job to keep her safe, Dudley. You can’t rely on us always being there to help. I mean, of course, most of the time we will be, but if we aren’t, you need to be able to do what’s necessary. You understand what I’m saying?”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” said Dudley. “I will do everything in my power—”
 
    
 
   “No,” I said. “I know you have every intention of protecting her, but that isn’t worth very much if you don’t have the skills to back it up. I mean, you’re good with the bow, but if three guys come at you, can you take them all down?”
 
    
 
   Dudley looked at the bow in his hands. “I… I don’t know.”
 
    
 
   “You have to be able to shoot fast and straight and make every hit count. You hesitate, start wondering if you’re doing the right thing, you could lose Flossie. And I mean permanently. We don’t get do-overs in this place. You need to get better than good. You need to be flawless, for Flossie’s sake.”
 
    
 
   You may think the Incredible Hulk’s transformation is drastic, but that’s nothing to the change in Dudley’s demeanour as I pressed the idea of losing Flossie into his big, empty head. His face lost its dreamy countenance and his eyes tightened into a laser-sharp death stare. Right then, if I’d told him I planned to take Flossie away from him, I think he would have killed me on the spot.
 
    
 
   His training went from maybe an hour a day, to three or four daily sessions. He set up two more scarecrows and bombarded them with arrows. Head, chest and groin. Lots of groin. His fingers would be bleeding by the time he finished, and I gladly healed them.
 
    
 
   He improved dramatically, and when he got tired of the relentless monotony, I would whisper in his ear about the terrible men out there, lying in wait for his girl, and he’d be back on the firing range tout de suite.
 
    
 
   Flossie was a little bothered by the sudden obsession with shooting things, and the lack of attention given to her, but if your relationship can’t handle your boyfriend turning into a single-minded killing machine, can you even call it true love?
 
    
 
   I helped Flossie get over her loneliness by giving her extra training sessions. No, that isn’t a euphemism, I mean I put a stick in her hand and taught her basic sword strikes, over and over. She needed the help, and I made sure to call out, “You’re dead!” every time I stabbed her with the stick. Nice and loud so Dudley could hear. The idea of Flossie dying only made him train harder.
 
    
 
   It may seem horribly manipulative (probably because it was) but in the end, he would have the skills to keep Flossie safe. And, of course, those skills would be available for me to use, as well. What a happy coincidence.
 
    
 
   When I wasn’t messing with Dudley’s head, I took to hunting around the lake. Jolie’s cooking was exceptional, but man cannot live on fish alone (although frogs can), and I also fancied trying out my new skills and training. Eventually, I expected to be out there on my own and I felt I should get used to it.
 
    
 
   It was on one of these solo hunting trips that I bumped into an old friend. I was tracking a small deer-like animal through the tall grass, crouched low with my bow drawn, me versus bambi, when I saw a pair of very attractive legs ahead of me. I stood up and aimed at the head, ready to fire.
 
    
 
   “Oh,” said Jenny. “Nice to see you, too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

28. Together Again
 
    
 
   I stood staring at Jenny for a minute, unsure if it was really her. What was she doing here? Was she following me? Was she alone?
 
    
 
   I lowered my bow and looked around. “Are the others with you?”
 
 
   “They’re probably back at the camp, or still scouting. We always split up and map out an
 
   area when we first arrive in a new place. Helps prevent us running into any nasty surprises.”
 
    
 
   “Sounds very organised.” I couldn’t imagine us doing that. We’d all go off in different directions and never be able to find each other again. Then a horrible thought struck me. “Did the King give you the marshlands?”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Jenny, to my relief. “He said he’d think about it, but someone had already made a claim.” I don’t know if my face gave me away, but she seemed to sense my involvement. “You wouldn’t happen to know who that someone might be, would you?”
 
    
 
   “Why are you here then?” I asked, rather clumsily side-stepping her question. 
 
    
 
   Jenny took her hand off the hilt of her sword, where it had been from the moment I popped up, and stretched her arms out wide. I fought back all the lecherous thoughts rushing into my head. 
 
    
 
   “Tin wanted to show the King we were the best choice,” she said, completely unaware of the battle going on in my head; and other places, “so he wants to clear the marshes of the frogmen as a sign of goodwill. There’s a bounty on them, so we’ll make some money in any case.”
 
    
 
   This wasn’t good news. How would I be able to stop them? If we went up against The Avengers, there was no question they’d beat the everliving snot out of us. An awkward silence followed. She seemed to be waiting for me to say something, but I had nothing. I couldn’t just turn around and walk away. Or could I? No, even I wasn’t that socially retarded. I just had to make some small talk, find an exit point, and leave with a cheerio. Easy peasy.
 
    
 
   “What’s Tin short for?” I babbled like an idiot. “Martin? Justin?”
 
    
 
   Jenny sighed and then mumbled something.
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” I said, “I didn’t hear what you said.”
 
    
 
   “It’s short for Rasputin.”
 
    
 
   Not one of the names on my list. “You’re joking.”
 
    
 
   Jenny shrugged. “Parents. He’s a bit sensitive about it, so don’t say anything, alright?”
 
    
 
   “Sure. I wouldn’t want to hurt his feelings.”
 
    
 
   “He’s not a bad guy. He’s a bit full of himself, but you can count on him when things get rough.”
 
    
 
   “You’re entitled to your opinion,” I said, with a heavily implied even if it’s wrong.
 
    
 
   “You’re the one who said I should stay with him, you know, after I asked to join your group and you told me to fuck off.”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t actually tell you—”
 
    
 
   “Yes. You did.” 
 
    
 
   It was a fair cop. I may not have used those words, but that had been the general gist of it. 
 
    
 
   I know what you’re thinking. Here’s this good-looking chick who clearly has some sort of interest in me or my group or something. Why not invite her to join? The others have all paired up, she’d be perfect for me. I can practically hear the cries of Sex her! and Fuck her right in the pussy!
 
    
 
   Yeah, well, it’s not like the thought hadn’t crossed my mind. She really was a stunning girl and we kept bumping into each other, almost like fate wanted us to be together. But as much as I’d have loved to see her swinging from the end of my cock, the likelihood was remote. I mean a cottage in the Outer Hebrides remote. You don’t know where that it? My point exactly.
 
    
 
   It was hard enough not thinking about her when she wasn’t around. If she actually joined our group and didn’t have any interest in me (magic 8-ball says: outlook is good) can you imagine the torture it would be?
 
    
 
   Selfish and petty for sure, but when it comes to survival, I think it pays to be both.
 
    
 
   And there was another issue I had. What if Tin had discovered I was the one who’d scuppered his plans for the marshlands? He could have followed us here and sent Jenny to scope us out, maybe even install herself in our ranks so they’d have a man on the inside.
 
    
 
   But she’s so nice, so attractive, she’d never do something like that. Because beautiful people are so reliable and trustworthy, right? Oh wait, how did this knife get in my back?
 
    
 
   “Well, it’s been fun catching up,” I said, preparing to turn around and walk away like I should have done at the start.
 
    
 
   Jenny drew her sword. “Look out!”
 
    
 
   Suri leapt out of the grass at me. He had a smile on his face as he attempted to surprise me, like he did all the time. It was a little game we played, but Jenny didn’t know that. She lunged forward.
 
    
 
   It was only thanks to Laney’s training (and relentless beatings) that I was able to react as quickly as I did. I dropped the bow and stepped in front of Jenny, twisting my body and grabbing Suri out of the air. I didn’t have time to draw my sword but I managed to push the hilt down, pivoting the scabbard up to block Jenny’s blade. I deflected it but it still caught me on the arm, slicing through my jacket.
 
    
 
   Suri’s expression had jumped from delight to terror as he clung tightly to me.
 
    
 
   “Why did you do that?” Jenny screamed at me.
 
    
 
   I was seriously pissed. “Chill the fuck out, Xena. He’s just a kid.”
 
    
 
   Suri was a mess. “Sorry. Sorry. Maurice caught big fish. I said I come get you. They wanted you to see. Sorry. Sorry.” He stared at the blood dripping down my sleeve, his lips trembling.
 
    
 
   “It’s fine. Suri? Listen to me, it’s fine. You just took her by surprise. You have to be more careful around humans. Your surprise attack is just too good now. I want you to go back to your mother and tell everyone I’ll be there in a bit. Okay?”
 
    
 
   He nodded. I put him down and he scampered away faster than I’d ever seen him move.
 
    
 
   “You made friends with them,” said Jenny in a confused, faraway voice. “That’s why you didn’t want us to have the marshlands. You’re protecting them. Why?”
 
 
   “We got tired of killing for no reason. Turns out they’re just like people. Some good, some bad. I guess that won’t make a difference to Tin, though. He’ll kill them all.”
 
    
 
   Jenny looked pale and shaken. She fell to her knees. “I thought… They said… I thought they were all monsters. They said we were killing monsters.” She looked up at me, tears in her eyes. “What have we done?”
 
    
 
   I wasn’t really in the mood to offer words of consolation. Her reaction was pretty par for the course in my experience. I’ve done this horrible thing, please give me sympathy. The mantra of all entitled fuckwads.
 
    
 
   “I want to meet them.” Jenny stood up and wiped the tears from her face.
 
    
 
   Yeah, that sounded like a great idea. “I don’t think—”
 
    
 
   “Look, Colin, I get it. You don’t like me. I don’t know why, but it’s fine. You’re probably right. But if you can make friends with them, maybe we can too. Maybe I can convince Tin not to kill anyone.”
 
    
 
   It seemed like a longshot, but did I have any other options? I nodded. “Okay. Follow me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

29. Meet The Family
 
    
 
   My arm hurt. I mean it really hurt. But I didn’t want to use magic in front of Jenny so I handled it like a man: I whined a lot.
 
    
 
   Fortunately, Jenny had a first aid kit. Well, some bandages and a needle and thread. She offered to sew up my cut. You see that sort of thing all the times in movies, where the Navy Seal beautifully cross-stitches a wound closed without even wincing. What better way to show a girl your manliness? 
 
    
 
   I politely declined her offer. Don’t act like you wouldn’t have done the same, the needle was fucking huge.
 
    
 
   When we arrived back at the lake, everyone was standing around a large fish. It was pretty impressive, about the same size as Suri, with bright red scales. However, the mood was far from jubilant. They all watched apprehensively as we approached. 
 
    
 
   The kid was in his mother’s arms. He pointed at Jenny. “Her. She the one who hurt the idiot.”
 
    
 
   “First, I’m fine. It was just a misunderstanding. Second, who taught him to call me the idiot?”
 
    
 
   My loyal party members all looked away guiltily. 
 
    
 
   “Are the others with you?” Claire asked.
 
    
 
   “No, it’s just me,” said Jenny. “I wanted to meet your friends. If we can avoid any more fighting, that would be good for everyone.”
 
    
 
   There was a great deal of tension in the air, and I was probably as tense as anyone. Nabbo came forward and stood in front of Jenny. 
 
    
 
   “Hello. I’m Jenny.” She smiled.
 
    
 
   “Ah,” said Nabbo. “You’ve found a mate at last. See?” He turned to his son. “And you said it was impossible.”
 
    
 
   “She’s not my mate, but thanks for the vote of confidence, Pitt.”
 
    
 
   Pitt shrugged, sort of apologetically, with a side order of, Well, I ain’t been proved wrong yet.
 
    
 
   “Of course she is,” said Nabbo. “You think you can fool me? I know a mating couple when I see one.” He waddled around Jenny, sizing her up. “Mmm, not bad. Skins a bit dry. I don’t know how you people spawn… man, the friction burns must be painful.”
 
    
 
   “She’s just a friend,” I insisted. “And we’re wet on the inside. Well, females are.”
 
    
 
   “You spawn on the inside?” said Jolie, looking shocked. “How?”
 
    
 
   How this turned into a sex ed. class I have no idea. “Well, the male puts his penis in the female’s vagina.”
 
    
 
   “What’s a va-gi-na?” asked Suri.
 
    
 
   “Claire,” I said, “show him your vagina.”
 
    
 
   “Show him yours,” said Claire.
 
    
 
   “I would, but I don’t have a vagina,” I said.
 
    
 
   “Are you sure?” said Claire.
 
    
 
   That’s all I needed in front of my mating partner-to-be, a challenge to my authority. I turned to Maurice. “Maurice, please, control your woman.”
 
    
 
   “I wish I could,” said Maurice, and then looked surprised. “Shit! Did I say that out loud?”
 
    
 
   It was too late, the fuse had been lit. “Is that what you really want?” said Claire. “To control me?”
 
    
 
   “No,” said Maurice. 
 
    
 
   “Is that why you’re with me?” Temper rising, launch ignition is a go.
 
    
 
   “Of course not.”
 
    
 
   Fire all thrusters. “Then why the fuck are you with me?”
 
    
 
   Maurice leaned back to avoid getting his face melted off. “Because I’m in love with you.”
 
    
 
   The timing was perfect. The delivery was beautiful. It smashed through all of Claire’s defences like they were paper and struck her right in the heart, exploding every shard of doubt and insecurity she’d been storing in there since the day she’d been born.
 
    
 
   As a student of the dark arts, I’d have to say it was a stunning example of psychological manipulation—or it would have been except the fucker actually meant it.
 
    
 
   The fight went out of Claire and she threw her arms around Maurice’s neck and buried her face in his shoulder. She mumbled something. I love you too, You complete me, You are my sunshine, my only sunshine, blah, blah, blah… I don’t know what exactly, I was too busy trying not to throw up. 
 
    
 
   What is it about sincere emotion that makes people suddenly spout cliches? And for everyone else to act like they’re hearing the greatest poetry ever? 
 
    
 
   Flossie looked fit to burst with joy and had Dudley’s hand so tightly gripped in hers he looked about ready to tap out.
 
    
 
   I turned to Jenny, my last hope for a someone to exchange eye-rolls with, but found her even more out to lunch than the others. Her eyes couldn’t have been more dilated if she’d been tripping on mollie.
 
    
 
   “Looks like you and me are the only two sane ones left,” I said to the dead fish.
 
    
 
   “I’d like to join your group,” said Jenny. “Please.”
 
    
 
   Great. That’s all we needed, another hopeless ditz. “I don’t think—”
 
    
 
   “Let her join,” said Claire in a soft, warm voice that really didn’t suit her.
 
    
 
   “Yes, ah thinks so, too,” said Flossie.
 
    
 
   “Well, good for you, but I don’t recall anyone asking you two loved-up dipsticks for your opinion on the matter.”
 
    
 
   “Colin,” said Claire, all sweetness, which was frankly more unnerving than when she was throwing one of her hissy fits, “it’s your choice. We’ll do what you say, but this one time you should listen. She belongs with us. I can’t explain it, but you should let her in.” She looked at the others who all nodded.
 
    
 
   “Just let me join for a trial period,” said Jenny. “I won’t let you down, I promise.” The eyes were full hope, the smile was extraordinary. Even her teeth looked like they were out of a toothpaste advert. It was brutal.
 
    
 
   There was no way it would turn out well, but the seed had been planted. The seed of hope that this girl I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about since the moment I first saw her might end up being mine. The seed that would grow and grow until it wrecked me. Oh well.
 
    
 
   “Fine. She can join. What about Tin and the others?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll go speak to them,” said Jenny. “We’re camped in that large group of white trees to the east. If I go now, I can be back before it’s dark.” She turned and took a few steps, then stopped and turned. “I’ll explain everything to them. I’m sure they’ll understand.” She set off again running. No, not running. Skipping!
 
    
 
   “Man, your mating rituals are crazy,” said Nabbo. “Can we eat this fish now?”
 
    
 
   I know I always treated Jenny’s motivations with suspicion and acted like she meant nothing to me, but in truth I was no less susceptible to a hot chick than any other guy. I handled it by staying away, and now I couldn’t even do that. 
 
    
 
   Of course I wanted a girl like that to fall for me and have great sex in weird positions. Who doesn’t? But I try not to confuse fantasy with real life, which is especially hard to do when you’ve been transported to a world that’s nothing but fantasy. 
 
    
 
   Just because Jenny was joining our group didn’t make it any more likely she’d be mine, but it did make it a lot harder to stop thinking about it. 
 
    
 
   I had the horrible feeling I’d made a terrible mistake. After all this time of doing what had to be done to survive, this obvious opportunity to sabotage myself comes along and I immediately cave. Pitiful.
 
    
 
   The best possible outcome would be for Jenny to convince her group to make nice with the frogmen, join our party and reveal she had an inexplicable taste for guys who look like me. What do you think the chances were of things panning out like that? 
 
    
 
   Mind you, I’m sure somewhere in the universe, there a guy who got transported to a fantasy world whose life ended up just like that. I don’t know what his name is, but I’m pretty sure it isn’t Colin. If I had to guess, probably Marco Masterson.
 
    
 
   There was a tug on my sleeve and I looked down at Suri. “Va-gi-na?”
 
    
 
   Sounded more like an accusation than a question. Can’t say I disagreed with him.
 
    
 
   Of course, all these concerns would only have mattered if Jenny returned like she said she would. She didn’t.
 
   


 
   
  
 

30. Waiting For A Star To Fall
 
    
 
   Once Jenny left I was able to heal my arm. I warned the others not to mention that we had discovered magic, even after Jenny joined us.
 
    
 
   “Even if she really wants to be part of our group, once she realises what a hopeless bunch we are, she may want to leave. Probably immediately. We don’t want her going off with all our secrets.”
 
    
 
   “When you say hopeless bunch,” said Claire, “you mean the rest of us, right? You’re not including yourself.”
 
    
 
   “No, Claire, I am including myself. Just because I act like I’m better than everyone doesn’t mean I think I’m great. I have a very low opinion of myself, trust me. It just means I’m constantly being surrounded by people who are even less impressive. It’s very depressing.”
 
    
 
   “Ah think you’ll find this will cheer you oop.” Flossie jumped in front of me, legs wide apart, hands on hips in superhero pose. She pointed a finger at me, and out of the end appeared a teeny, tiny flame. For about a microsecond, and then pfft, it was gone. “Shit. Ah got it to last a bit longer last time.”
 
    
 
   There were a lot of hugs and jubilation, as you would expect for this minor miracle. 
 
    
 
   “I also achieved magic level one,” said Maurice, “or at least I think I did. That’s how I caught the fish. He came right up to me, practically offered himself up on a plate. We just need a little more practice and we’ll be as good as you.”
 
    
 
   They all looked to me for some sort of validation or a pat on the head or something. I gave them a thumbs up, which was about all I could muster.
 
    
 
   We prepared and cooked the fish. Pitt cut it into slices like steak and it didn’t taste all that different from a nice juicy t-bone. Everyone put the situation with Jenny on the backburner and we focused on enjoying our meal.
 
    
 
   It was delicious, but I had lost my appetite and only picked at mine. Maurice was excited to tell us about how he had lured the fish closer to the platform using magic.
 
    
 
   “I couldn’t believe it. The water started glowing and this fish made a beeline for me with this look on his face like, You talking to me? Look.” He picked up the fish’s head and moved its mouth. “You talking to me?”
 
    
 
   The weird thing was, the fish did actually look like Robert De Niro.
 
    
 
   I shouldn’t be too dismissive of what Flossie and Maurice had managed to do. This was the first time one of the others had successfully used magic, which was a big step forward. If they could master at least one magical ability, we would be a lot stronger as a group. Everyone else was full of congratulations and encouragement. Normally I would have been too (well, a little bit at least), but I had this sick feeling in my stomach, and it wasn’t the fish.
 
    
 
   Time dragged by. Jenny didn’t come back. When it started to get dark, it became obvious she wasn’t going to. There were any number of reasons why she might have been delayed or even changed her mind. And there was still a chance she would turn up in the morning. 
 
    
 
   This is the problem with allowing hope into your life. It just makes everything taste like disappointment. And there’s nothing you can do about it. Did the others get pissed off with Jenny when she said she was leaving? Did she get attacked by a monster on the way back? Was it all an elaborate ruse and her party were now surrounding us, ready to attack?
 
    
 
   The possibilities were endless and mostly unpleasant. I had no idea what to do. This is what liking girls does to you, makes you weak and pathetic. And if you take into account how weak and pathetic I was to start with, I think you can see why I avoided situations like this as much as possible.
 
    
 
   We returned to our camp and prepared ourselves for an imminent attack by Tin and his crew. Or to be more precise, we sat around the fire and made up excuses for why everything was fine and nothing bad was going to happen. No one sounded very convincing.
 
    
 
   I sat on a log by the fire, poking it with a stick. Our fire was in a pit  and not very big. We didn’t want it to attract too much attention. I imagined Tin’s fire was huge and made out of entire trees. I’m not sure why that image popped into my head, and please keep your sexual metaphors to yourself.
 
    
 
   To keep my mind occupied, I produced a small flame and made it jump from one finger to the next. Eventually I got it to dance on the palm of my hand. Pointless but it wasn’t like I had anything better to do. 
 
    
 
   Where was she? What had happened to her? I couldn’t stop myself obsessing over Jenny. It should have been a good thing. Hadn’t I wanted her to stay away? Out of sight, out of mind? I should just accept it and take it as another lesson learned.
 
    
 
   “Er, Colin?” said Maurice. “Is that supposed to happen?”
 
    
 
   Without realising it, the flame in my palm had spread. A blue glove of fire covered my whole hand. Strange it doesn’t hurt, I thought. And then it started to hurt.
 
    
 
   I remembered Grayson had mentioned that people who could use magic usually ended up harming themselves. I started to panic. I shook my hand to try and put it out, but that did nothing except create pretty streaks in the air. I would have stopped to admire them, if my hand wasn’t on fucking fire.
 
    
 
   Flossie came running over with a pot of water, which she threw in my face. Perfect.
 
    
 
   “Ooh, I missed. Sorry.”
 
    
 
   Everyone threw whatever water they could find, but the flame seemed unaffected. The pain wasn’t too bad, I’d compare it to when you play in the snow too long, then take off your gloves and your hand’s all red and throbbing. I used my other hand to make the signs for healing and placed it on top of the flames.
 
    
 
   It did ease the pain, but rather than put it out, the flames lifted off my hand and floated into the air. They pulled together to form a ball of blue-white light and drifted higher and higher. It was quite beautiful. We all just stood there watching it rise until it was no more than a tiny dot. Clouds covered the sky so it was like the only star in heaven.
 
    
 
   I don’t know how long we were gawping upwards, but the sound of someone crashing through the undergrowth towards us quickly brought us back to earth. We drew weapons and prepared ourselves.
 
    
 
   Jenny stumbled into camp. Her lip was bleeding, one side of her face had a nasty bruise, half her armour was missing and she could barely stay upright. She grabbed onto me, more to stop from falling than out of any affection.
 
    
 
   “I knew it was you,” she mumbled. “I saw the light, and I knew, I knew.”
 
    
 
   She collapsed against my chest, which is when I saw the gash in the back of her head. It looked deep and nasty. Normally I would have recoiled and looked away, but for some reason I didn’t feel any of my usual disgust for body fluids. I placed my hand on the gunge that quite possibly could have been bits of her brain and healed her.
 
    
 
   It took a few minutes, and it didn’t feel the way it did when I treated Dudley’s cuts and scrapes. My eyeballs felt like they were boiling in my head.
 
    
 
   After I’d finished, her head looked no worse than a bad hair day. Jenny looked up at me, her eyes clear and back to normal. “What did you do? How?” Then she pushed me away and looked around, startled. 
 
    
 
   “We have to get out of here. He’s coming.”
 
    
 
   “Jenny,” said Claire, her voice quiet and soothing, “what happened?”
 
    
 
   Jenny looked from one face to the next like she was only just realising where she was. “I told them about the frogmen. I told them how we didn’t need to fight, but they said it was probably a trap, that you were tricking me. I tried to explain, but they wouldn’t listen, so I said I was leaving. They said fine, but as I was preparing my gear something hit me and I…” 
 
    
 
   She paused and squinted one eye like she was remembering something. 
 
    
 
   “When I came to I was… I don’t know where I was, but he was over me, taking my clothes off. He was saying how he’d waited long enough and it was time I paid him back for looking out for me. He was going to.... He’d taken my weapons but he’d forgotten about the knife in my boot. I stabbed him but I only hit him in the leg. I got up and ran but my head was spinning. I... I didn’t know where I was going but I could hear him behind me. It was dark so he couldn’t see me, but I couldn’t see anything either. And then I saw this beautiful light and… He’ll have seen it too.”
 
    
 
   “It’s fine,” I said. It wasn’t fine at all. We were all going to get killed. But my body wasn’t doing its usual let’s get the fuck out of here dance and my brain hadn’t gone into ta-ta-you’re-on-your-own mode. I felt bizarrely calm.
 
    
 
   “Claire, you and Flossie take her to the lake. Swim out to the platform and get Jolie to treat her other injuries. Dudley, take your bow and find a good spot out there.” I pointed into the dark. “If it looks bad, shoot. Try not to hit me. If it looks really bad, run and get the girls to safety. Maurice, same goes for you. Circle behind once they get here, but if it looks like there’s no chance, get to the water with the others.”
 
    
 
   They all followed my instructions without comment, the girls forcing Jenny to go with them. A few seconds later I was alone by the sputtering fire. I took out my sword and planted it in the ground, ready to use. Then I sat down and waited. I didn’t have to wait long.
 
    
 
   Dag came limping out of the dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 

31. Trial By Fire
 
    
 
   It might seem very romantic, a terrified girl falling into your arms and asking to be saved, but I assure you it isn’t. It’s actually quite upsetting. That she’s scared; that someone out there did this to her; that you’re expected to take care of it. All very upsetting.
 
    
 
   A hero, of course, will do what needs to be done in order to save the girl. The heroes you hear about, that is. Then there are all those ‘heroes’ who attempt to save the girl, but fail. You don’t hear much about them, but I’m guessing they’re in the majority.
 
    
 
   Dag had a bandage around his thigh where I assumed Jenny had stabbed him. He didn’t have his sword with him, but he was carrying the axe he’d been given on the first day. He immediately broke out his biggest smile when he recognised me.
 
    
 
   “Hey. Look who it is. How you doing, bruv?”
 
    
 
   From Jenny’s story, I had expected it to be Tin. I guess that was just my prejudices coming out. She was too worked up and babbling to be clear on who had attacked her, and I never asked. 
 
    
 
   “I’m doing okay,” I said. “What do you want, Dag?”
 
    
 
   “Looking for a friend. You seen her?  Dangerous out here on your own. We’re all a bit worried about her.”
 
    
 
   “If you mean Jenny, she’s with us now. No need to worry, we’ll take care of her.”
 
    
 
   His smile got bigger, somehow. “Aw, that’s great. That’s good news. Only, there’s a slight problem we need to take care of.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah? What’s that?”
 
    
 
   “See, all her gear, her weapons and that, we paid for it all. Me and Tin, we’re the rainmakers in our group. It’s no biggie, we enjoy it to be honest. Killing monsters and making a mint while you do it—it’s a lot of fun.”
 
 
   Dag helped himself to a seat on the opposite side of the fire, wincing a little.
 
    
 
   “We make sure everyone else is kitted out properly, make sure they have what they need to survive, but if you’re going to leave the group, it’s only fair you return all that stuff.”
 
    
 
   I nodded in understanding fashion. “According to Jenny, you decided she owed you a lot more than just her gear.”
 
    
 
   Dag’s face registered surprise. He looked either side of him, like I might be talking about someone else. “Oh, that girl. That little minx. Face of angel, heart of a pure bitch. Tell you I tried to force myself on her did she?” He shook his head. “Ha! Can you fucking Adam and Eve it? After all the times I saved her pert little butt, she uses that old chestnut against me. Classic, innit? Girl can’t have things her own way, accuses the guy of rape. No winning against that is there? What do I say? It wasn’t me? I never touched her?”
 
    
 
   He looked really saddened by the whole thing.
 
    
 
   “You won’t believe this, but it’s not the first time someone’s accused me of that sort of thing. First year of uni, met a girl at a party, went back to hers and fucked all night. Happy as Larry, I was. Couple of days later, police only pull me out of lectures, don’t they? Turns out she has a boyfriend back home, felt all guilty about what she’d done and decided her getting drunk and throwing herself at me was my fault, somehow. Luckily, I’d videoed it on my phone, so everyone could see she was more than willing. Cops loved that, I can tell you. Wanted copies for their records.” He laughed. “Strange how history repeats itself.”
 
    
 
   “She did have a pretty nasty gash on her head,” I said. “And you do have an axe with what looks like blood and hair on the blunt end.” Do I have great eyesight? No. Just a guess. He could always deny it. Not like I could call in CSI: Narnia to check for a DNA match.
 
    
 
   He raised the axe and looked at it. “Okay, sure. I ain’t gonna lie to you. I don’t come out of this smelling of roses, by any stretch. I could just walk out of here and call it quits, but I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about me. I wanted the gear back, she felt she’d earned it. I disagreed and started taking it by force—minimal force, mind—and she stabs me. Couple of inches to the left and women of this world would all be in mourning, let me tell you. I ain’t gonna deny it, I was pissed. I don’t believe in hitting women, you understand, but you stab a guy, bitch gonna get slapped. Instinct, bruv. Hit her before I even knew what I was doing.”
 
    
 
   “The wound was on the back of her head,” I pointed out.
 
    
 
   “She turned just as I swung. Probably good thing too, or I’d have caught her in that pretty face of hers. Look, it’s not hard to sort out. Bring her out here and let her accuse me to my face. If you still think she’s speaking the truth, I’ll walk away. But I think you’re a smart guy. You’ll be able to tell. I know you will.”
 
    
 
   He was very convincing. Not frothing at the mouth or threatening, just a bit hacked off. I would be too, if I’d got stabbed for nothing.
 
    
 
   Perhaps you were expecting a fight? The bad guy comes chasing after the innocent girl and I battle him to the death. Yeah, my death, most likely. Even injured, Dag was many times stronger and faster and tougher than me. And better with weapons. And more aggressive. And bigger. Do you see a pattern emerging?
 
    
 
   It’d be great if the good guy was also the one better at fighting, like he always is in the movies. Up on the screen, good guys have a hundred percent win rate. Down here, it’s hard to even tell who the good guys are.
 
    
 
   Everybody tell their version of a story in a way that makes them look good. Well, apart from me—I don’t give a shit what you think—but everyone else. Dag and Jenny probably both added a little here, forgot to mention something there. 
 
    
 
   What? You think because I had a thing for the pretty girl I’d automatically believe every word she said and condemn the guy out of hand? 
 
    
 
   Just because I fancy someone, doesn’t make them a good person. Just because someone is decent most of the time, doesn’t mean they can’t take a day off to be a dick. And vice versa. 
 
    
 
   I was willing to hear his side of the story. And if he sounded legit, I’d be willing to believe him. I’ve been in situations where the person I absolutely trusted turned out to be the liar. And somehow they always believe they were right to lie. They had to lie. You wouldn’t have believed me if I told you the truth.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what happened between you guys,” I said, “but if it’s the gear you want, that’s no problem. Wait here and I’ll go get it. Armour and weapons, right.” I stood up.
 
    
 
   He stood at the same time. “You know what? This whole thing, I can’t be bothered with it. Tell her to keep it. She can consider it her farewell present. Just watch yourself, bruv. She may look like butter wouldn’t melt, but she’s a sly one.”
 
    
 
   He stepped closer to the fire and put a foot on the mound of earth next to it. The little hill had been put there so we could quickly cover the firepit in case of emergencies.
 
    
 
   “Word of friendly advice,” said Dag. “You shouldn’t let your fire get so big. Lets the monsters know where you are, and you don’t want that, know what I mean?”
 
    
 
   He pushed the mound of earth with his boot and it fell into the pit, extinguishing the fire. I found myself in pitch dark, but I could hear the jangle of Dag’s chainmail rushing towards me.
 
    
 
   My hand burst into flame. The light was brighter than before, revealing Dag’s face as he bore down on me with his axe raised over his head. He looked very surprised, proper rabbit in the headlights, and then even more surprised when two arrows hit him. 
 
    
 
   The first arrow struck him in the chest and bounced off. The second went right in his armpit—the sleeveless armour did show off his biceps nicely, though—knocking him back and making him drop the axe. He grunted and fell to his knees, clutching the arrow with his free hand and yanking it out.
 
    
 
   “Oh shit. That fucking hurts.” He squeezed the words out between ragged breaths. He looked up at my hand. “That’s a neat trick. You’ll have to show us how you do it.”
 
    
 
   I took a step closer and kicked his fallen axe away.
 
    
 
   “Woah, easy. I give, I give. You win, bruv.” He had his hand pressed into his armpit trying to staunch the bloodflow. “Ooh. Ha. Thought I could handle you on my own, but looks like I underestimated you guys. Tin’s always saying I’m too hasty. Says we should always wait and see how things are before rushing in. I ain’t got the patience, though. Always fancy myself to be able to take care of business, know what I mean? Overconfidence is a slow and insidious killer, eh?”
 
    
 
   His eyes were fixed on something behind me, probably my sword still stuck in the ground. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t reach it in time, and I didn’t need it.
 
    
 
   “I know,” I said, “I’ve played the game.”
 
    
 
   He looked confused for a moment. “It’s from a game? I thought Tin came up with it. Overconfidence is a slow and insidious killer. Yeah, I guess it does sound like it could be from a game. Still true, though.”
 
    
 
   “Yes,” I agreed, “but not today.”
 
    
 
   I drove my spike through the underside of his chin until the point popped out of the top of his shaved head. It didn’t kill him. 
 
    
 
   He grabbed my wrist and tried to pull my hand down. His hand was slick with blood which made it hard for him to get a good grip on me. His other arm hung uselessly at his side. He was much stronger than me, but he was also in a lot of pain. The struggle was sixty-forty in his favour, I’d say. 
 
    
 
   I could have used my other hand, but it was still burning and I didn’t want to set myself on fire. I could feel the spike being removed from his skull. If he got it free, he was more than capable of making me stab myself with it. 
 
    
 
   He didn’t get the chance. The end of Maurice’s spear punched through Dag’s chest and he opened his mouth to let out a surprisingly gentle, “Ah!” 
 
    
 
   Maurice and I pulled out our weapons simultaneously and Dag fell face-first into the dirt. 
 
    
 
   “He liked to talk a lot,” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Yeah. Chatty.” I’d just killed a man. I don’t know what I expected, but I didn’t feel any different to how I felt a moment ago. I wasn’t upset the way I’d been when I killed the Mouse King. Did that mean I was turning into some kind of sociopath? Or that this death felt justified? Either way, I wouldn’t be shedding any tears on this occasion.
 
    
 
   My hand was still burning. I knelt down and let the blue flame slide off my palm, into the fire pit. The wood caught light immediately and the flames lit up the camp. Dudley walked in with his bow over his shoulder. His aim had been amazing, and what had been even more impressive was the speed. The two arrows had hit almost at the same time.
 
    
 
   “He wasn’t a very nice man,” said Dudley. It wasn’t much of a eulogy, but it was accurate.
 
    
 
   “What now?” asked Maurice. “I suppose we should leave as soon as possible.”
 
    
 
   Cool, huh? The three of us talking over a dead body like it was no big deal. Who the hell were we becoming?
 
    
 
   “There’s something I want to do first. You should go tell the girls we’re okay,” I said to Maurice. The I turned to Dudley. “I need you to help me get him back to his camp.”
 
    
 
   Dudley just nodded, but Maurice looked surprised. “You’re going to take him back? Why?”
 
    
 
   “Feels like the right thing to do. Plus, I don’t want them misunderstanding what happened. Don’t worry, I’ll have the sniperino watching out for me.”
 
    
 
   “Do you think Tin knew about him?” said Maurice.
 
    
 
   “Only one way to find out.” I bent down and grabbed one of Dag’s feet. “Come on, Dud, let’s go.”
 
    
 
   Dudley grabbed the other foot but seemed hesitant. “It’s a tad dark, isn’t it? We could wait till morning.”
 
    
 
   “Sniperino works better in the darkerino.” My hand burst into flame, lighting our way.
 
   


 
   
  
 

32. Tin Man
 
    
 
   Walking along with your hand held up is quite tiring. It was too dark to see where we were going without the light, but very awkward. Dragging Dag’s body through the long grass was no easy matter, either. 
 
    
 
   There weren’t many trees in the marshlands, and we’d passed a group with distinctive white trunks when we first arrived, so I had a rough idea of where we were going. Still, not an easy task in the dark.
 
    
 
   Dudley was as untalkative as ever and I was busy ignoring the doubts trying to force their way into my thoughts. The obvious thing to have done was leave. Dump the body somewhere and deny we had anything to do with it.
 
    
 
   But some of the things Dag had said made me think Tin wasn’t the type to just leave it. I really didn’t want to spend every day looking over my shoulder, waiting for him to catch up with us. Plus, I had eagle-eyed Dudley backing me up. 
 
    
 
   It took us about an hour to get to the copse of white trees. By that time, my hand was barely flickering. Apparently, it used up some kind of energy to keep the magic going. How I replenished it, I had no idea. Rest? Food? In any case, the huge fire burning in the middle of the trees was enough to show us where we needed to go. Tin obviously didn’t worry too much about attracting the attention of monsters. Possibly, he even wanted to attract them, which was enough to worry me.  
 
    
 
   I sent Dudley off to find a good spot. My hand was no longer aflame, just my regular old hand. I grabbed a boot in each and dragged the body into their camp.
 
    
 
   Tin was standing, staring at me as I approached. The two girls—their names were Mandy and Amy, but I wasn’t sure which was which—sat close together by the fire chatting. They didn’t notice me until I was standing by the fire. The other guy, let’s call him Shifty, was on the far side of the camp busy living up to his name.
 
    
 
   I dropped Dag’s feet and stepped aside to reveal his body. One of the girls screamed, then covered her mouth and looked to Tin. His expression didn’t change, he continued to stare coldly.
 
    
 
   “I know this looks bad,” I said, “but I can explain.”
 
    
 
   I expected some sort of response, but no one said anything, so I carried on.
 
    
 
   “First, I want you to know I’m not here to start any trouble, but if things do take a nasty turn, I’m not alone. Dudley!” I called out. “See that waterskin?” I pointed at a waterskin hanging from a branch of one of the trees. “Shoot it.”
 
    
 
   An arrow flew through the camp and hit the tree, missing the waterskin by quite some margin.
 
    
 
   “For fuck’s sake, Dudley, focus!”
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” came a distant reply. He shot another arrow. This one struck the waterskin right in the middle and water started pouring out.
 
    
 
   “As you can see, he’s quite accurate. Most of the time.”
 
    
 
   Another “Sorry,” drifted through the night air.
 
    
 
   “Anyway, Dag’s dead. I killed him, but it was in self-defence. Plus, he attacked Jenny. I just wanted you guys to know what happened, in case you were worried or thinking you’d have to send out a search party or something. Any questions?”
 
    
 
   They all continued to stare at me. 
 
    
 
   “Okay. Well, we haven’t taken any of his gear—none of are collecting the full rapist set—so you do what you want with him and good luck.”
 
    
 
   One of the girls—the better-looking of the two—stood up. I just want to point out that they were both pretty good-looking, it was just the easiest way to differentiate between them. 
 
    
 
   She scowled at me. “Are you saying Dag tried to rape Jenny? Because he wasn’t like that.” 
 
    
 
   “He was like that, you just didn’t know it.”
 
    
 
   “I think I knew him a little better than you did.”
 
    
 
   “Okay. Then Jenny gouged a hole into the back of her own head and came stumbling into our camp with half her clothes missing as a prank?”
 
    
 
   The girl didn’t seem convinced by my version of events. “I don’t know what—”
 
    
 
   “Mandy,” said Tin, “sit down.”
 
    
 
   She didn’t look too happy to be cut short, but she did as she was told. I have to say, I was kind of jealous. No one ever followed my orders that quickly.
 
    
 
   Tin folded his arms across his chest and fixed me with his piercing blue eyes. “Do you really think you can come in here and tell us you killed our friend, and that we’re not going to do anything about it?”
 
    
 
   “I told you what happened,” I said.
 
    
 
   “I don’t give a shit what that bitch told you.” He turned his back on me but kept talking. “I don’t know what kind trick you used to kill Dag, but it won’t work with me. And your little friend out there isn’t going to save you.”
 
    
 
   Tin bent down and picked something up. When he turned around, I realised that I had made a mistake. I’d always thought of him as the Captain America of these Avengers, but he obviously saw himself more as Iron Man.
 
    
 
   On his head he had a helmet. Not like a hat or down to his ears and neck, I mean covering everything. Other than a slit across his eyes, nothing was exposed. He drew his sword out of its scabbard.
 
    
 
   An arrow hit him on the chest and bounced off. Another hit him on the side of the head, and splintered into pieces. The helmet didn’t even have a scratch on it.
 
    
 
   “He can keep trying, but it won’t make a difference. First I’m going to kill you, then him.”
 
    
 
   “I’m the one you want. I killed Dag. You don’t have to kill anyone else.” So brave! What a hero I was being, right? Don’t be stupid.
 
    
 
   “All of you are dead.” Tin swung his sword a few times. You had to hand it to him, he was being very professional, even warming up first. “Dag was an idiot. I told him to wait for me, but he never could keep it in his pants. Once I’ve taken care of you losers, I’m going to teach that little cock-tease a lesson.”
 
    
 
   Mandy stood up again. “Tin, what are you saying? You can’t mean that? What about me? I always….”
 
    
 
   “Shut up and sit down,” said Tin without even looking at her. “I’ve had more than enough of you. You know, some guys actually like a bit of a challenge. Feel free to leave any time you want, slapper.”
 
    
 
   She looked shocked and upset. Whether because he had revealed himself to be an evil scumbag or because he’d just dumped her, I couldn’t say.
 
    
 
   “What about the other girls?” I asked. I felt really calm considering the situation. Actually, I felt like I had a massive advantage. It almost wasn’t a fair fight.
 
    
 
   “You must be joking. I wouldn’t touch them with ten foot pole. Rank.”
 
    
 
   For the first time I felt a twinge of concern. If he had no interest in the girls, I was in big trouble. Luckily for me, Tin’s libido was big enough to save me.
 
    
 
   “Tell a lie,” he said. “That little fat one looks like she might be some fun, once I knock all her teeth out, that is. I think I’ll keep her as a pet. What the fuck are you smiling about?”
 
    
 
   It was true I was smiling. But then, I knew what was coming.
 
    
 
   The arrow hit Tin right in the eye. It was a wicked shot. Through the slit in the helmet without even scraping the sides.
 
    
 
   The thing about Dudley was, nothing focused his mind like Flossie. I’d seen him pull off some amazing shots when I’d wound him up about all the dangers she might encounter. I often wondered if he’d be able to repeat that level of skill in a real fight. He surpassed my expectations.
 
    
 
   Tin dropped his sword and fell backwards like a felled tree. He seemed dead, but you never know. I walked over, took out my sword, and plunged it into his chest. There was some resistance from his chain mail, but the sword was sharp enough to snap through the links.
 
    
 
   I was expecting a fountain of blood, but nothing came out.
 
    
 
   A whimper drew my attention to the other guy, who I had almost forgotten about. He was skulking next to a tree. His eyes shifted from mine to the ground where Tin’s sword lay. I rose from where I was kneeling and walked towards him. He scrambled towards the sword. Why he didn’t have one of his own, I don’t know.
 
    
 
   He grabbed the sword at the same time as I stuck my spike in his ear. I know it’s pretty gruesome, and not very valiant, but at least it was quick. He lay spasming on the ground for a few seconds, and then he was still.
 
    
 
   I turned my attention to the girls. They both looked terrified. I retrieved my spike and then pulled my sword out of Tin. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to—”
 
    
 
   The girl who hadn’t spoken until now, suddenly shot to her feet and pointed at me. “Murderer! Murderer!” she screamed. Then she turned and ran into the dark.
 
    
 
   “Hey!” I called after her. “Be careful. It’s dangerous out there.”
 
    
 
   There was no response.
 
    
 
   “It’s quite dangerous in here, too,” said Mandy. He voice was cold, as were her eyes. She looked down at Tin’s body. “I didn’t know he was like that.”
 
    
 
   I shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
    
 
   “You didn’t have to kill Marlon. He wouldn’t have done anything.”
 
    
 
   Marlon. That was the other guy’s name. “Do you not watch war movies?” I said. “It’s always the creepy guy you feel sorry for and let off that comes back at the end and shoots you in the back. Fuck him. And fuck you. If you weren’t such a bunch of horrible dicks I wouldn’t have to do any of this. I just came here for the fishing. See ya.”
 
    
 
   I turned to leave.
 
    
 
   “You can’t just leave us here. We’ll die. Amy will come back once she’s calmed down a bit. At least take us back to Fengarad.”
 
    
 
   I stopped. She was right, they probably would die. But why was it my problem. Fuck.
 
    
 
   “We aren’t going to Fengarad. We’ll take you to the nearest town, and then you’re on your own. Get your stuff together. And you’ll be carrying your own shit.”
 
    
 
   She started grabbing stuff. Dudley came wandering in like he’d just been passing and decided to pop in for a cup of tea. “Oh, hello there. It was getting a bit lonely so…”
 
    
 
   You would never have guessed he’d just made the shot of the century.
 
    
 
   “That’s fine,” I said. “We’ll be leaving once—”
 
    
 
   There was a piercing scream from somewhere out in the dark. It was full of terror and then it was cut off, stopped dead, I’m guessing literally, and replaced by a familiar barking laugh.
 
    
 
   “We’ll be leaving now,” I corrected myself, and ran.
 
    
 
   A faint glow in the west indicated dawn approaching. It provided just enough light for us to 
 
   see the ground ahead of us as we ran for our lives. The other two kept up fairly well, not that I intended to slow down for them. They should have got up early and done laps like I had. This is what I’d trained for.
 
    
 
   After about ten minutes of solid fleeing, I chanced a look over my shoulder. There didn’t seem to be anyone in pursuit, but I wasn’t going to stop to check. I did slow to a jog, though. 
 
    
 
   We made it back to the camp much faster than I expected. Not having to drag a corpse through the rushes probably helped. Maurice and the girls were sitting around the fire, the girls on either side of Jenny with their arms around her. Jenny’s face looked a lot better. 
 
    
 
   They all stood up when we came storming in.
 
    
 
   “Let’s go,” I said. “Pack everything up. Time to go. Go, go, go.”
 
    
 
   They just stood there, not moving. I should have asked Tin for some tips on giving orders before I killed him. Both Flossie and Claire’s eyes were glued to our new guest.
 
    
 
   “What’s she doing here?” asked Claire, her previous gentleness no longer troubling her.
 
    
 
   Both girls had reacted very positively towards Jenny, even though she was a pretty girl. But Mandy was a different animal. To sum it up, we were in the middle of a fantasy world, far from civilisation and it was barely morning, but Mandy had full make-up on—immaculately applied—and what looked very much like a push up bra.
 
    
 
   The only thing missing was a tattoo that said Ima steal yo man to complete the look. And I hadn’t checked her tramp stamp.
 
    
 
   “We’re going to drop her off at the nearest village. The others are dead. Oh, and lizardmen are coming, so...”
 
    
 
   This got their attention and we all got to packing. It didn’t take long, although it would probably have been quicker if Claire and Flossie didn’t keep stopping to glare at their partners. I’m not sure what they were worried about, both Maurice or Dudley looked at Mandy like some kind of alien lifeform. Fascinating but also very scary.
 
    
 
   Jenny, on the other hand, took great care not to look at Mandy at all. So much tension, it was hard to breathe. Lizardmen at least let you know where you stand (usually in a pool of blood).
 
    
 
   Once we had all our gear sorted, we went to the lake to tell the frogmen we were leaving. Mandy was understandably nervous as she watched us talk to creatures she had always seen as monsters.
 
    
 
   “Will you be okay?” I asked Nabbo.
 
    
 
   “We will go further into the marshes. There are more of our kind and the lizards are less likely to follow.” He looked over my shoulder towards Mandy. “I see you’ve picked out a second mate already. You’re a very surprising human.”
 
    
 
   This conversation would have been embarrassing enough in private, but it wasn’t. He was speaking nice and loud.
 
    
 
   “She isn’t a second mate. I don’t even have a first mate.”
 
    
 
   “Hmm,” said Nabbo, not sounding very convinced. “She looks primed for spawning, if you ask me. And she hasn’t taken her eyes off you since you got here.” Again, very loud. “You, on the other hand, don’t look very ready at all. Are you feeling alright?”
 
    
 
   Both Claire and Flossie were glaring at me. Honestly, it’s flattering to be thought of as some kind of stud, but come on. Me and Mandy? I’d have to tie a plank across my arse to stop myself falling in.
 
    
 
   The marshes had become too dangerous for all sorts of reasons. We headed north towards Dargot. Perhaps this city would offer us peace and safety.
 
    
 
   Perhaps not.
 
    
 
    
 
   End of Book Two
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