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	1. Colin Of The F.O.

	

	I stood in front of Gullen Santan, Lord Administrator of Road Planning and Maintenance and considered my options. I had very few, all of them bad.

	

	He wanted me to go into enemy territory, make my way to the boss monster, and convince him (or her, or possibly it) to give peace a chance. 

	

	As flattering as it was to be considered suitable for such a mission, I got the distinct impression my triumphant return had not been pencilled into Gullen’s diary. If we succeeded, great. If we didn’t, meh, try something else.

	

	What I needed to do was offer him a better alternative. Or at the very least, a reason why this plan would work better without my participation.

	

	“Ag, man. Look at this!” screamed Dana. The South African head of the Carpenter’s Guild had managed to get out from under Jenny and Claire—who had both shifted their focus to our impending foray into the exciting world of international affairs—and was holding her wig under Gullen’s nose. “Do you know how hard it is to find good quality centaur hair in this stupid world? I had a farm in Africa!”

	

	The mention of centaurs provoked a barrage of whispering behind me. 

	

	Ooh, centaurs…Will we get to see one?…Do you think they let people ride them?…I wonder if they wear clothes…They’d need help putting on their trousers…Do you think the girls go topless?…Why do you want to know that?…Er, no reason.

	

	Not even being forced into the wilderness to die at the hands of savage beasts was enough to waylay their mindless prattle.

	

	Gullen pulled his glasses down and stared over them at the ball of black hair thrust at his face. “Feel free to put it on the bill. We’re currently trying to save the world from catastrophe. A little consideration for important matters would be appreciated.”

	

	“Ag. I give rocks about your problems.” She threw the wig on the floor and stormed out, kicking a prostrated henchman on the way. “Out of the way, useless.”

	

	“Now,” said Gullen, “are you ready to depart for new lands and new adventures?”

	

	“Thank you very much for the offer,” I said, “but I don’t think so.”

	

	“Oh?” Gullen said. “What do you mean?”

	

	“I mean I’ll have to decline the chance to visit the King of Monsters in his castle full of monsters deep in the heart of Monsterland. I don’t know, something about it feels a little… risky.”

	

	Gullen squinted and pushed his round glasses closer to his round face. “Still not following you. Could you elaborate?” He didn’t seem upset with me. On the contrary, he seemed relaxed and willing to listen.

	

	His genial attitude only made me more agitated as I desperately tried to come up with a good reason why I shouldn’t be sent to my death. Not as easy as you might think.

	

	“To put it as simply as I can, me no go. You go if you want. Me no go.” I know, hard to believe I could be so eloquent under pressure. It’s a gift. “You’re sending us off to find this Archfiend—the name doesn’t help, by the way—with no real plan or anything to leverage against him. I’d rather rot in your prison. Meals delivered daily and a warm place to shit, sounds good to me. Or just kill us and have done with it. In which case, and I know I’m in no position to ask for favours, but please, please, execute me first. But me no go.”

	

	Gullen’s shoulders scrunched up and he smirked. It was the first time I think I’d seen him genuinely amused. Probably not because he thought I was being funny, more likely because he enjoyed seeing people squirm. 

	

	“As expected of our wild card, you do not react as expected. In your own way you are quite fearless.”

	

	How had he come to that conclusion? “No, not fearless,” I insisted. “I have plenty of fear. A surplus. What I don’t have is hope. I’m hopeless. Wait, that didn’t come out right. Or maybe it did…”

	

	“There’s nothing you have hope for?”

	

	“Well, there is one thing…”

	

	“Colin?” Claire had appeared at my shoulder. “What are you doing? At least if we go on this mission we have a chance. If you refuse, he’ll just torture us until you agree.”

	

	“Don’t worry,” I said, “I won’t cave, no matter what he does to you.”

	

	“Actually,” said Flossie, “ah’d rather you did cave. Ah think we all would.”

	

	There was a general murmur of agreement.

	

	“Guys, come on,” I said. “Once he sees how unaffected I am by your suffering, I’m sure he’ll stop. You’ll probably only lose a couple of toes and they aren’t even that useful.”

	

	They looked about ready to start doing some torturing of their own. If they stopped to think about it, they’d see I was just stalling. Obviously I didn’t want them to be tortured. Not unless it was completely unavoidable. But it was hard for them to focus on anything that didn’t have a human head on a horse’s body.

	

	“I don’t know where you got this idea I plan to torture people,” said Gullen. “We aren’t barbarians, you know. They live up north in the mountains.”

	

	“What about Kizwat?” I exclaimed. “The blacksmiths didn’t mangle his arm, so I’m guessing that was your handiwork. Your orders anyways.” I glanced at Biadet who was doing a wonderful rendition of wide-eyed and blameless.

	

	“No, no,” said Gullen. “That was his own fault. He couldn’t hold his liquor and injured himself. I wouldn’t harm the poor boy.”

	

	Gullen did a neat impression of Biadet, innocence personified. I wondered who had taught who.

	

	“And you’d be willing to say that in front of God, would you?” I asked him. I assumed Gullen wasn’t immune to Godfrey’s truth-telling ability the way Biadet was.

	

	“Oh, I try not to say anything in front of God if I can help it. He’s terribly judgemental. Rest assured, though, I have no intention of torturing your friends. Not right now, anyway.” Gullen let this hang in the air for a moment. “I’m more interested to hear your thoughts on why you won’t take this assignment. You see no merit in convincing the Archfiend to negotiate a peace?”

	

	“I think it’s a great idea, if you had something to offer him in return. The Archfiend obviously wants to take over the world, like all good Archfiends. Simply asking him not to isn’t going to do anything, is it? And really, I’m fine with you torturing them if you want. I might even have a few suggestions.”

	

	Somebody kicked me in the back of the leg. Definitely not how you win my sympathy.

	

	Rather than be upset, Gullen seemed delighted with my refusal to take up his challenge.

	

	“The more I listen to you complain, the more sure I am you are the man for the job.”

	

	I couldn’t follow his logic. Mainly, I think, because he wasn’t using any.

	

	“You are right,” he continued, “my plan is wanting in many respects. But that is where you come in.”

	

	“You want me to come up with a better plan?”

	

	“As you have said, you have the ability to look at things in a different way to other people. It is your gift, perhaps. That’s why you’re here, after all.”

	

	Now it was my turn to be confused. “What do you mean ‘That’s why you’re here’? Are you saying you know why we were brought here?”

	

	“I wouldn’t go so far as to say I know, but Visitors such as yourselves aren’t like the rest of us. You have the potential to do things we cannot. Sometimes it is a small thing that serves little purpose, and sometimes it can change the world. Unlocking that potential, is the tricky part. Most Visitors never do. Most Visitors die long before they get the chance.”

	

	“You mean like me being able to do magic?”

	

	“Well, yes, I suppose. But I don’t think that is where your gifts lie, although it is impressive that you’ve managed to acquire such an ability so quickly. It only makes me more convinced that you will be one of those to be of use.”

	

	Great. Who doesn’t enjoy being used? 

	

	“So, Godfrey’s ability to know the truth, that’s an example of somebody who was able to develop their ability?”

	

	“Yes. Exactly. “

	

	“Then it’s kind of strange you keep him locked away down here watching over other people’s junk.”

	

	“It would be, if that was what he was doing. His gift is far more complex than you might think, I assure you. Being able to tell when someone’s lying is merely the tip.”

	

	This was the first time someone was willing to talk about these things with me. Suddenly the question of how to avoid getting sent to Mount Doom to save the world seemed a lot less important than squeezing Gullen for as much information as possible. “What do you think my ability is?”

	

	“It’s hard to say. It is clearly yet to develop fully but I think whatever it is, it enables you to solve problems that would otherwise seem to be unsolvable. I have no idea how you do it, but the results so far have been impressive.”

	

	Really? If he’d actually seen how we’d overcome the Mouse King or escaped from the trolls, I didn’t think he would be quite so impressed.

	

	“Fine. If you think I have this aptitude for solving problems, I’ll be happy to do a little brainstorming for you. We can form a think tank, put some coffee on and really apply some quality time to coming up with a solid strategy. Shouldn’t take more than a week or two.”

	

	“Sadly we don’t have that sort of time,” said Gullen. “The Archfiend’s forces have already established a foothold for their invasion. Once they take Fengarad, no doubt we’ll be next. And in any case, the one thing we do know about Visitors is that their talents work best under pressure. Whatever your ability might be, it will emerge much faster when you are in stressful situations. Life threatening ones tend to work best.”

	

	“So torturing him might help,” said Claire all excited.

	

	“Maurice, help Claire, she’s fallen.”

	

	“What are you talking about?” said Claire. “I haven’t fwaaa—” She collapsed in a heap. I may have kicked her legs out from under her. Stalling tactics.

	

	“What about Gideon’s team?” I said. “You sent them to see what was happening on the border, right?”

	

	“Yes,” said Gullen. “They reached the border fort and reported it was deserted. Our force of over five thousand men have disappeared without trace. It is quite perplexing.”

	

	“Then it’s obvious what you should do. Send her.” I pointed at Biadet, who responded with a single raised eyebrow. “She can get in and out of places without being detected better than anyone. Seems to me she’d be the ideal person to do a quick recce behind enemy lines.”

	

	“Ah, I would love to, but sadly it is not permitted by her Master. She is to remain in this city until orders dictate otherwise.”

	

	“I don’t do camping,” said Biadet.

	

	I was running out of ideas. I looked around for some way out of here that didn’t involve travelling, fighting or murder (especially mine). Through the Sheaf would take too long and there were probably guards waiting at the exit. The secret passage behind Gullen was full of dogs. One of the dogs yawned. There was no way he was tired; son of a bitch just wanted to show me his teeth. 

	

	“Her Master, is he this Uncle Peter? Can’t he help?”

	

	“Uncle Peter is not someone to rely on. He is… difficult to get hold of.” Gullen didn’t look like he was going to say anything else on the matter.

	

	“What about the trolls? You said you caught a few.”

	

	“Yes, thanks to my dogs. They are the only ones able to distinguish between us and them when they are disguised as humans.”

	

	“Like Terminators,” muttered Maurice.

	

	“Haven’t you been able to get any information out of them?”

	

	“They are somewhat resistant to pain, being made out of mud.”

	

	“Couldn’t you use God’s ability on them.”

	

	“We could and we have. To little effect, unfortunately. His ability isn’t very useful on subjects who don’t say anything.”

	

	I was starting to get desperate. At this rate I’d be deep inside Monsterland before I came up with a legitimate excuse not to go.

	

	“The trolls are obviously the key.” The key to what? I had no idea. “Get them to talk. They love a good chinwag. The ones we met wouldn’t shut up.”

	

	“Is that right?” Gullen’s face lit up. “You have a natural rapport with them, do you?”

	

	“Hey, easy now. I don’t think these trolls are the same as the ones we encountered. I mean, they attacked us and left one of us for dead.”

	

	“Yes,” said Gullen. “They are quite dangerous. It would be risky to have you spend time with them. Life threatening, even.”

	

	And there it was, my way out. Why go all the way to Monsterland to get killed by monsters when you could just get killed by monsters right here?

	

	

	

	

	 




	2. Chain Gang

	

	“Come,” said Gullen. “Follow me.”

	

	“Where are we going?” I asked.

	

	“Prison,” said Gullen. 

	

	There were six of us and we were armed. There was only one of him, plus a small girl and two dogs. It was more than enough. We walked up the stairs with Gullen leading the way and the dogs bringing up the rear.

	

	The dogs didn’t make any sounds or threaten to bite anyone, but still managed to be terrifying. No one wanted to be at the back near them. No one wanted to be at the front near Gullen either. It was a very tightly packed middle.

	

	The Sheaf felt deserted. We were the only people on the staircase and the hallways were empty. Even the reception desk was unmanned.

	

	Biadet seemed to have developed a fascination with Dudley and kept staring at him all the way up the eight flights of stairs, which he understandably found unnerving. He would smile politely, and then manoeuvre himself to the other side of Flossie to get some distance between them. Before he even had a chance to settle into his stride, Biadet would appear next to him.

	

	I thought if I watched closely I’d see how she did it, but it always happened the second I looked away. I know what you’re thinking. If I just focused there’s no way she could avoid revealing her secret, but it was impossible. My attention slid off her like someone had my head on a string and gave it a pull just at the right moment. 

	

	What I needed to do was arrange two or three of us to observe her from different angles, but as soon as we exited the Sheaf, she disappeared into the crowd. Then the crowd saw Gullen, and they disappeared.

	

	I felt a tug on my sleeve and turned to find Dudley next to me. The concern on his face was hard to miss.

	

	“The young girl…” he muttered in a low voice.

	

	“You mean Biadet?” I looked around but there was no sign of her. Which meant absolutely nothing. “What about her?”

	

	“She passed me a note.” Dudley had a small piece of paper held between two fingers which he was insistently thrusting at me. 

	

	I took it from him. “Do you think she wanted you to give it to me?”

	

	“I can’t say for certain, but by God I hope so.” 

	

	Before I could ask him anything else he dropped back level with Flossie and grabbed her hand. She seemed pleased by this sign of affection, although I don’t think you need to hold on quite so tight just to say I love you.

	

	The note had three words written on it:

	Gargantua

	penis

	attack

	

	It was in their alphabet so I had to read it a couple of times to make sure I had it right, but it still didn’t make sense. Gargantua wasn’t even a word. Did she mean gargantuan? If she did, did I want to know why? Probably not.

	

	Was it a warning? A threat? What she wanted for her birthday? I felt like throwing it away but I could just imagine someone picking it up and assuming I wrote it. I put it in my pocket and hoped nobody would find it before I could dispose of it.

	

	We stopped outside an unassuming building nestled between a small restaurant and a shoe shop. The dogs sat down either side of the unremarkable door without being told.

	

	The building was little more than the entrance to a set of stairs which led down and down and down. At the bottom were a number of guards and more dogs. Beyond a series of metal bars there was an enclosure containing six men.

	

	They were dressed in the uniform of the Dargot army. Two of them I recognised. They were the men who had stabbed Mandy.

	

	We were searched and our weapons removed. One of the guards unlocked the gate and opened it for us to go through. 

	

	“I’ll leave you here to think over my offer,” said Gullen. 

	

	He didn’t wait for me to say anything, he turned around and walked out. That left four dogs and eight guards on one side of the bars, and the six of us on this side with what I guessed were six trolls.

	

	Everyone in my group huddled together in one corner. The one furthest from the trolls.

	

	“Why don’t they turn back into trolls and escape?” Maurice asked me in hushed tones. “We’ve seen what they’re like in their true form. They could just punch a hole in the wall and leave, couldn’t they?”

	

	He was right. The trolls we had encountered could dig tunnels with their bare hands. “I don’t know. Maybe when they go deep undercover, they go real deep.”

	

	Maurice nodded. “Method acting. They don’t want to break character.”

	

	The trolls were all sitting on one side of the room, not talking and hardly moving. They hadn’t reacted when we were brought in and didn’t look like they had the slightest interest in why we’d been put in here with them.

	

	“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” asked Claire. I was pretty sure she already knew the answer.

	

	“Of course I’m not sure,” I confirmed for her.

	

	“Ah’m hungry,” said Flossie. The others grumbled along the same lines.

	

	“I’m not sure what you expect me to do about that. I think there’s some lichen growing on the walls. You could try licking it.”

	

	Claire walked over to the bars and shouted, “Hey! What time’s lunch?”

	

	The guards ignored her. One of the dogs licked its lips like it agreed it was time to eat, which made me lose my appetite.

	

	Gullen hadn’t really explained what he expected from locking us up with the trolls, but I could guess. Having decided I had some vague ability to solve problems in unusual ways, he wanted me to use my powers on these taciturn trolls. Sadly, my real ability was to act like a dick until everyone got so pissed off they left. The ultimate defence since it’s very hard to kill someone when you don’t want to be anywhere near them.

	

	Everyone slowly slid down the slightly damp walls until they were sitting on the floor. Since we were probably going to be here a while, I thought I might as well test the waters.

	

	The largest of the prisoners sat slightly apart from the others. He had a thick beard and bushy eyebrows, but a shaved head. I wandered over towards him trying to act casual. I created this illusion by hooking my thumbs in the top of my trousers, like I was Tom fucking Sawyer.

	

	“Now that they can find you using the dogs, you won’t be able to hide from them, no matter what shape you take,” I pointed out.

	

	He looked at me but didn’t say anything. After a few seconds of this treatment I felt so uncomfortable, I turned around and walked away again. Thumbs still in waistband.

	

	Maurice sidled up to me and whispered in my ear. “You know, I read a theory somewhere, if you end up in prison, the first thing you should do is grab the smallest person you can find and beat the shit out of them. It lets the other inmates know not to fuck with you.”

	

	I looked around. Even though the trolls were sitting down it was obvious not one of them was under six foot.

	

	“By that logic,” I said, “the person I should beat the shit out of is you.”

	

	Maurice pushed his glasses up his nose. “Like I said, it’s just a theory.”

	

	I decided to try again, this time without the thumbplay. I walked over and sat down next to my Huckleberry friend. “You aren’t as much fun as Raviva and his lot. I guess you aren’t part of his band of merry pranksters.”

	

	The mention of Raviva didn’t get a reaction from the troll I was talking to, but the others did look my way. I decided to push on to see if I could provoke a verbal response from one of them.

	

	“We were captured by them. King Raviva let us go because we defeated them in combat.” Technically true.

	

	Now all eyes were on me.

	

	“It was a singing contest, if you’re wondering. Our champion against theirs. Kaceyton was really good, but she wasn’t as good as our Flossie.”

	

	Kaceyton’s name got a real reaction, a couple of them even looked like they wanted to say something. The troll beside me glared at them and they immediately backed down and returned to sullen silence. 

	

	The bearded one looked at me. “Singing trolls? I had no idea there was such a thing.”

	

	“Oh yes. They love singing. Hey, Flossie,” I called over, “how did that song go?”

	

	Not needing to be asked twice when it came to putting on a show, Flossie jumped to her feet and reproduced Kaceyton’s song word for word. Maybe this was her special ability, being able to memorise song lyrics after one hearing.

	

	It was solid rendition, aided by the trolls humming along and then joining in on the last line, which, I’m sure you recall, was ‘FUCK YOU IN THE NECK!’ Rousing stuff. The guards were especially moved to draw their weapons like they expected a fight, but the trolls remained sitting and just applauded. Flossie took a bow.

	

	“Seems like you guys know the lyrics,” I said.

	

	“If Raviva lost to you it’s because he’s a fool. He always has been. He is no king, just a spoiled child with no sense of anything other than his own amusement. A king builds for the future. He protects his people. He demands justice.”

	

	“Yes, but he isn’t the one sitting in a dungeon. Do you know how you got caught? It was those two.” I pointed at two of the trolls. “They attacked a girl and left her for dead. They didn’t make sure they’d killed her, didn’t try to hide the body or check to make sure no one had seen them. Just stabbed her and ran away.”

	

	The troll looked over at the two I had indicated. They suddenly looked very nervous.

	

	“And how do you know this?” He slowly turned his head to face me. “Were you hiding under the girl’s skirt?”

	

	“Something like that.”

	

	“Then I thank you for the information.” He turned back to the two trolls. “You have disappointed me for the last time.”

	

	“No, Keezy, please,” they begged, “it didn’t happen like that.”

	

	“If going around killing people is your idea of justice,” I said, “then I don’t think your Archfiend is much of a king either.”

	

	“You know nothing about this world.”

	

	“True.” I didn’t mind admitting it. “But you don’t know the kind of world I come from. We have wars too, and it’s rarely got anything to do with justice. Gullen thinks if he puts me in here I’ll be able to extract some information from you, find out what you lot are up to. But I already know what you’re up to.”

	

	The troll stood up, which was intimidating. He towered over me. And that was as a human. If he changed into his true form his head would probably hit the ceiling.

	

	“You’ve never been this forward in your fight with humans.” I got to my feet and brushed myself off. “A new way of thinking probably means a new man in charge. The old Archfiend probably died or retired. New guy wants to make his mark and sends out a conquering army. I don’t really care, one egomaniac tends to be the same as another, but whatever your role was, it’s done. You are of no use here, so why don’t you just go? Obviously you could escape if you wanted.”

	

	How did I know all this? I didn’t. Maybe my special ability was bullshitting my way out of a tight spot. That at least would have some use. Mind you, I’d probably be more convincing if I wasn’t sweating buckets. Fortunately, dungeon lighting tends to be on the gloomy side.

	

	“You want to know why we don’t leave? I’ll tell you. We were waiting for you.”

	

	I hadn’t expected him to say that. “Me? You mean me, specifically.”

	

	“Yes. You.”

	

	“Why?”

	

	“The person who was able to detect our presence is worth further investigation, wouldn’t you say? Time to go.” He turned and grabbed the two soldiers who had stabbed Mandy and who had become rather panicky since I had pointed it out.

	

	“Keezy, no, please.”

	

	“You will stay behind and cover our retreat.”

	

	With hardly any effort, he picked them up by the neck, one hand holding each, and pushed them against the wall. And then into it. They seemed to merge with the wall like it was made of jelly.

	

	The guards realised something was up and one of them grabbed a rope and pulled it. Nothing happened, but perhaps an alarm bell rang somewhere. They didn’t open the cell door, they just watched. The dogs stuck their snouts through the bars and growled.

	

	The troll called Keezy pulled the two others out of the wall and tossed them to the ground like dolls, leaving behind an indentation. He nodded at the other trolls who ran forward,  changing into their troll forms. They stuck out their hands and pushed the walls aside, opening up the gap into a larger hole. They moved forward, creating a tunnel. It was incredibly fast, and surprisingly noiseless.

	

	“Go.” Keezy pushed the two trolls who had got to their feet. They turned around, transforming into trolls, and walked through the bars.

	

	Their bodies squeezed between the bars like Play-doh and reformed on the other side. 

	

	“Terminator 2,” whispered Maurice with gleaming eyes.

	

	Fighting broke out. The guards attacked with swords to little effect. The dogs snapped and clawed but couldn’t get any purchase on the impenetrable troll hide. They were all swiftly put down. Whether they were dead or just knocked out, I couldn’t tell. Or maybe I didn’t want to know.

	

	“If you guys are this strong,” I said, “couldn’t you take the city with just a few more trolls? Or do you have some weakness that stops you?”

	

	Keezy was staring at me, and not in a loving way. I really should learn to keep my mouth shut.

	

	“In.” He was pointing at the tunnel that had appeared.

	

	Jenny stood up. “If he goes, so do we.”

	

	The one good part of being taken by the trolls was that it would just be me. Good for the others to be left out of it. Good for me to have the others left out of it. Jenny had other ideas. 

	

	“We don’t need you,” said Keezy. “Stay here and enjoy living.”

	

	“You do need us,” said Jenny. “You’ll find it a lot easier to get information out of him if you threaten those he cares about. I am his lover.”

	

	All this time I had a lover and didn’t know it. If only someone had told me!

	

	Keezy seemed unsure. What she said did make a certain kind of sense, if it was true. Maybe he was finding it hard to believe I’d managed to score with such a good-looking bird. 

	

	“Then you come too,” he said.

	

	“I am also his lover,” said Claire.

	

	“And me,” said Flossie.

	

	“And me,” said Maurice.

	

	“We are also intimate,” said Dudley.

	

	It was like the scene in Spartacus where everyone says “I am Spartacus,” only more gay. Well, slightly—it’s a pretty gay movie already.

	

	“Do not be foolish,” said Keezy. “Which of you is his real lover?”

	

	“I think it’s the big one at the back,” said one of the trolls, pointing at Dudley.

	

	“What? Why do you think it’s him? Obviously it’s one of the girls.”

	

	The troll shrugged.

	

	“We don’t have time for this,” said Keezy. “We’ll take all of them and sort it out later.”

	

	They all filed into the tunnel with big smiles on their faces like forcing their way onto my subway ride to doom was some kind of accomplishment. Idiots. 

	

	Did they really think they would be safer with me? I had a good mind to deliberately get them all killed, just to teach them a lesson. Not that I needed to try, it would happen soon enough.

	

	The tunnel was already very long and we stumbled after the trolls digging us an escape route.

	

	I stopped and looked back. The two other trolls were standing in the opening. They didn’t follow us. They changed into the wall and closed off the opening, plunging the tunnel into darkness. 

	

	Was that what being left behind meant? Being a wall for who knows how long?

	

	There were sounds of my party bumping into each other. I created a ball of light and illuminated a troll face barely a few centimetres from mine. 

	

	“Yes,” said Keezy, “definitely worth further investigation.”

	

	

	 




	3. Tripping

	

	The city of Dargot is built over a network of tunnels. I don’t know if they were created by natural means or man-made, but our troll-made tunnel soon came out in another bigger, wetter one. 

	

	I will say the tunnel made by troll hands had a solid feel to it. The walls were a bit rough, with claw-like marks gouged into them, but you didn’t get the impression the whole thing was about to fall on your head.

	

	The tunnel we ended up in did not give me the same sense of security. Bits fell off the roof and splashed into the knee-deep water as we sloshed along after the trolls. They at least seemed to know where they were going.

	

	I released my ball of light and it bounced along the roof of the tunnel. It helped us see where we were going but it also showed us plenty of other less helpful things. We were basically in the city sewers and the stuff floating alongside us weren’t paper boats and lost goldfish.

	

	The water gushed along at a fair speed, steadily rising. Most likely this was all connected to the Underland Sea, but whether the waters were flowing towards it or away from it, I had no idea.

	

	When the water got to waist height, I started to worry. For all I knew, trolls didn’t breathe air and were fine walking along submerged. But they stopped in the middle of the tunnel and started a new tunnel that sloped upwards. 

	

	We were only too happy to follow and leave the wading behind. I dragged my ball of light into the new tunnel, impressing everyone with my ball-handling skills (don’t even start). It was a concern having the trolls know so much about what I could do. I was happiest being underestimated, and that would no longer be the case.

	

	The other person who showed a lot of interest in my abilities was Jenny. She would stare up at the ball of light, then at me, then back at the light. Probably trying to figure out how I was doing it. I was well aware of the gleam in her eye when she looked at me.

	

	Which is understandable. If you saw guy doing what I could do, you’d be impressed too. Women like guys who impress them, right? If Jenny thought what I could do was cool, I should have been happy, you’re probably thinking.

	

	Who doesn’t want a pretty girl to think they’re cool?

	

	I didn’t feel so great about it.

	

	A handsome face and a big dong are appealing to a woman, I’m sure, but I don’t think they matter as much as other factors. Stability, security, status—it varies from woman to woman, depending on their needs and tastes (please call Colin’s Landscaping Services for all you hedging needs) but I don’t think it’s too controversial a statement to say a successful guy will attract more attention from girls than a good-looking one.

	

	Since I arrived in this world, my stock had risen considerably. I wasn’t exactly an alpha, but I was a leader of sorts, and I could do things other people couldn’t. 

	

	Which is all to say, a girl like Jenny who I would have no chance with back home, I might actually have a decent shot at here. You know, because I’m special. My glowing balls and twinkling fingers meant I could be in there.

	

	But what if those abilities went away? Would she still be interested in me?

	

	Any real man probably wouldn’t care. As long as she’s interested, what does it matter why? Get in!

	

	I wish I could think like that.

	

	If a guy works hard, maybe starts his own business, and makes a million quid, that money is a representation of what he’s capable of. If another guy buys a lottery ticket and wins a million quid, he has the same amount of money, but that money represents jack shit.

	

	I am not suggesting women are all golddiggers. What I’m saying is that a woman who suddenly falls madly in love with you when she find out you’re a millionaire, may just as suddenly fall out of love with you once the money’s all gone.

	

	I didn’t think my flashy little tricks were something I’d earned. They fell into my lap and suddenly I was belle of the ball. At midnight I’d turn back into a pumpkin, and then who’d want to dance with me?

	

	Am I calling Jenny shallow? Maybe. It’s human nature, though. Men are the same. If she had some horrible accident and lost her looks, would I still be as keen on her?

	

	The trolls stopped and motioned for us to keep quiet, which felt a bit unnecessary. No one had spoken in the last half hour. I think the others were starting to realise what they had gotten themselves into. 

	

	One of the trolls pushed up on the roof of the tunnel and a hole opened, letting in light. He stuck his head out and then quickly pulled it back in, using his hands to cover the hole. He nodded at Keezy.

	

	“Wait here,” said Keezy. He reached up and widened the hole, and then pulled himself out.

	

	Once he’d left, two of the trolls used their hands to cover the hole while the remaining one kept an eye on us.

	

	We waited for what seemed an age, but was probably more like ten minutes, breathing in the earthy smells of freshly dug tunnel. The ball of light slowly faded and then went out.

	

	There was a rumbling sound above. The trolls grabbed us in turn and unceremoniously boosted us through the hole. 

	

	We came out in an alley. A covered wagon pulled by two horses was blocking the entrance, and also hiding us from view. Sitting up front was a portly merchant, red-faced and appropriately dressed.

	

	“Get in the back and don’t make any noise,” he said in a jovial voice. His eyes, however, suggested he’d be happy to punch me in the face if I didn’t comply.

	

	The wagon creaked and groaned as we climbed aboard. A sheet came down over the back and we were alone in a dim yellow light. Outside there was the stamp of hooves and jingle of harness; and a discussion in low voices too quiet to be heard clearly.

	

	“I’m glad we won’t have to walk,” said Jenny.

	

	“We’re all going to die in Monsterland,” I said, “but at least we’ll be nice and fresh when we get there.”

	

	There was an awkward pause while they looked at each other, and then Claire said, “No, we won’t die.”

	

	And they all agreed with her! 

	

	“What possible reason could you have for thinking that?” I wasn’t being rhetorical, I genuinely wanted to know.

	

	Claire shrugged. “I don’t know, I just have a feeling.”

	

	They all nodded like this was a reasonable answer. It was the most amazing example of mass denial I’d ever seen. They were acting like I’d said it might rain later and they were fine with not having a brolly. It’s only rain, after all.

	

	Yeah, a rain of blood and death and severed limbs! Their lack of awareness of the danger they were in was mindboggling.

	

	No point getting annoyed. Denial was better than panic, after all. I needed to be patient and wait for the right time do what all great leaders did with the faith of their followers—use it against them.

	

	The back opened up and we were joined by three merchants. The whole wagon seemed to sink into the ground as they sat down. The mood changed to a more apprehensive and nervous one, which cheered me up a little.

	

	The more time we spent with the trolls, the more amazed I was by their ability to shapeshift. Jenny might think what I could do was cool, but it was amateur-hour stuff compared to what the trolls were capable of. Of course, by my previous logic, that meant Jenny should have been even more interested in a relationship with a troll than with me, but I don’t think that’s how it works once you go outside of the human race. Dinner and a movie, maybe.

	

	Leaving the city proved to be much easier than I’d expected. We simply rode out without being stopped. I had no doubt Gullen knew we had escaped and were headed out of the city. Our smooth departure was probably only possible because that’s what he wanted.

	

	We were headed to Monsterland, escorted by monsters. He had failed to keep a hostage to ensure our return, but we were hardly in a position to make a quick getaway. And I wouldn’t put it past him to have some other way to keep tabs on us. 

	

	Once we were on the open road, the mood gradually changed from nervous huddling to boredom and whining about needing a toilet break. Trolls, as far as I could tell, did not piss or shit. I can’t be sure about that, but if they did do it, they did it very differently to us.

	

	They agreed to stop and let us relieve ourselves, mostly because we were on the verge of turning the wagon into a porta potty. However, since we were their prisoners, they insisted on watching us while we did it, which didn’t go down well. And not just with the girls. None of us could go with four large men impatiently staring at us with our pants down.

	

	Eventually, we convinced them to transform into shrubbery or trees or some woodland creatures so we could at least pretend to have privacy. Even though we knew they were around and keeping an eye on us, not being able to see them finally gave my kidneys the confidence to do their job.

	

	I was intrigued by the trolls’ ability to change into just about anything. Scientifically speaking it shouldn’t have been possible. They didn’t only change their faces, but their size too. Where did the excess mass go?

	

	With this sort of power at their disposal, it was a wonder the trolls hadn’t enabled the complete takeover of all the human cities. Not only could they look like anyone, they seemed to be virtually indestructible. If they had a weakness that stopped them from simply wiping humanity off the surface of this world, it had to be a pretty big one.

	

	I would have loved to know what that secret was, but it wasn’t like I could just ask them.

	

	“So I guess you must have some crazy vulnerability,” said Maurice to the troll sitting next to him. 

	

	We had been travelling for three days, only stopping to rest the horses. Otherwise we were constantly on the move, even at night. You couldn’t really sleep properly as the wagon bumped and jiggled over every rut in the road. We were all a bit groggy and, in Maurice’s case, emboldened by boredom.

	

	“I mean, with your skills, you could just walk into any town or city and destroy it from the inside. No one would even know you were there. So it must be something pretty bad.”

	

	The troll, who was maintaining the appearance of a portly, balding merchant even though there was no one around to appreciate the excellent character work and dedication to his art, ignored Maurice.

	

	“You don’t eat, you don’t sleep, nothing can hurt you… it’s amazing.”

	

	“We can be hurt,” said the troll. He didn’t elaborate.

	

	“Is it fire? No? Sunlight? Actually, we’ve seen you in the sun, so it can’t be that. Water… no that would be silly. Allergies?”

	

	“You ask too many questions.” Understatement of the year.

	

	“Is it something to do with how dogs can tell you aren’t human? Terminators had the same problem.”

	

	The troll turned and looked at Maurice for the first time. I thought perhaps we were about to lose Batman for good. Of course we weren’t. Batman never dies.

	

	“What are Terminators?”

	

	Normally for this kind of launch you need two people to turn their keys at the same time. Maurice sat up, knocking Claire off his shoulder where she had been dozing, and proceeded to recount the whole of the first Terminator movie. I don’t mean a summary. I mean:

	

	“We’re in an alley. Strange crackles of light, and there’s a naked man, crouching. He has huge muscles.”

	

	He went through it scene by scene. Once he got going there was no stopping him. He did a passable Arnie impression (doesn’t everyone?) and had memorised all the dialogue. What Flossie was to songs, Maurice was to film.

	

	The trolls loved it. The next day, he did Terminator 2. The Terminator turning hero pleased them no end. Arnie’s farewell salute as he disappeared into the vat of molten lead brought tears to their eyes.

	

	“Now Terminator 3,” they insisted. 

	

	“There is not Terminator 3,” said Maurice.

	

	Flossie raised her hand. “But ah saw it at the—”

	

	“No. You. Didn’t,” insisted Maurice in no uncertain terms. “Only two Terminator movies were ever made.”

	

	“Oh ah,” said Flossie, grabbing onto Dudley’s arm and backing away from Maurice’s intense glare. “Mah mistake.”

	

	After five days the horses were set free (although they just stood there after being unharnessed) and the wagon was hidden, by which I mean it was smashed into kindling and scattered to the winds. 

	

	We proceeded on foot through the woods. Much to our relief, trolls moved fairly slowly so even though we were constantly on the move, it wasn’t so much a death march, more of a death stroll.

	

	We had none of our weapons or equipment, but starting a fire was easy enough and the trolls caught wild animals for us to cook—deer, wild pig, a weird otter thing. How they went about it (they didn’t have weapons either) I don’t know. We stopped long enough to cook it, and then we were off again.  Water wasn’t a problem either. The trolls somehow always knew where to find a river or spring. 

	

	At night we stopped to rest, because we had to. The trolls stood around waiting for us to wake up. The first couple of nights we hardly got any sleep, but like most things, we got used to it.

	

	After several days and nights and spirited retellings of Lethal Weapon, Die Hard and all three Star Wars (because only three were ever made) courtesy of Maurice, with theme songs performed by Flossie (with lyrics!), we arrived at our destination. Or at least the first one—the border with Monsterland.

	

	And what a well-defined border it was. A fissure that cut a giant canyon into the earth. Us on this side, them on the other. The only visible way across was a single, long, rather fragile-looking rope bridge.

	

	A large fort sat on the end of the bridge on our side. You had to go through the fort to access the bridge.

	

	And on the far side, a dark shape blocked off their end of the bridge. It was hard to make out clearly at such a long distance, but it was big. It didn’t look like a building, at least not a well constructed one. It was all uneven with bits sticking out at strange angles. And then it moved. It looked like it was scratching itself.

	

	“What is that?” I asked Keezy.

	

	“That is the giant who guards the bridge,” he said. “His name is Gargantua.”

	 




	4. Grief Encounters

	

	I had no idea if Biadet’s note meant we should attack the giant’s penis or if we should watch out for him using it to attack us. Personally, I preferred to avoid both.

	

	A goal I considered well within reach as we wouldn’t be facing the giant as enemies but prisoners. I imagined the conversation to go something like:

	

	“What up, Keezy?”

	

	“Yo, Gargantua. Delivery for the boss.”

	

	“No problemo, go straight through. Ta ta for now.”

	

	“Thanks. Cheerio.”

	

	All very civilised, no fighting, no need for penis attacks. 

	

	“Do you think the other group are in there?” asked Claire, snapping me out of my wishful thinking. She was referring to Gideon and the Cool Kids who Gullen had sent here on a reconnaissance mission. 

	

	“Probably,” I said.  We were approaching the fort on a wide, dusty road that ran parallel to the canyon and led straight to the fort’s entrance. 

	

	Keezy and the trolls had reverted to their soldier forms and wanted to enter the fort as though we were on official business and bluff our way across the bridge. This was what the trolls were good at and I was happy to go along with their plan.

	

	“If things go south,” I said, “I’m sure the trolls will take care of it.”

	

	“So am I,” said Claire. “That’s what worries me.”

	

	I felt Claire’s concern for our fellow Visitors was unwarranted. It was obvious the trolls wanted to avoid any confrontation and even took pride in their ability to walk among their enemies undetected. 

	

	And it wasn’t just their faces they could transform. They had also changed their merchant clothes into military uniforms, by turning them inside out. They had reversible clothing, uniforms on one side, normal clothes on the other. Proper spy stuff.

	

	Everything was much easier when you were with people who knew what they were doing. And could shapeshift. And couldn’t be hurt. So much easier.

	

	The fort was a wooden structure with walls made from entire tree trunks sharpened to a point like pencils, lined up like jagged teeth. We were out in the open and I expected to be spotted by a lookout, but as we got closer it became apparent the walls were unmanned.

	

	It was also clear there had been some kind of battle here. The gates, which were huge, lay on the ground, broken and splintered like they’d been knocked down from the inside. 

	

	The open gateway revealed a large, empty courtyard surrounded by various buildings, and another entrance opposite leading straight onto the bridge. 

	

	“How did you defeat all the soldiers?” I asked Keezy. 

	

	“I didn’t,” he replied.

	

	Getting information out of the trolls was like getting blood out of a stone, which was appropriate, I guess.

	

	“So we just go through the fort, across the bridge and then we’re in Monsterland?” asked Claire.

	

	“Yes, but then it’s quite a long way to the castle,” said one of the trolls. “You should be prepared for a lengthy journey.”

	

	“Plenty of time for more stories,” said another troll to Maurice.

	

	Then again, maybe it was just me they were reticent to talk to. Everyone else seemed to be getting on like a house on fire.

	

	A voice rang out from inside the fort. “Over here! Nice one!”
 

	A small, flat object flew from one side of the entrance to the other. Then back again.

	

	“What is it?” said Maurice.

	

	“I believe,” said Dudley, “it is a Frisbee.”

	

	Once he said it, it became obvious that’s what it was. They were tossing a Frisbee from opposing sides of the courtyard. How they’d made one, I couldn’t say. Obviously it wasn’t made of plastic.

	

	The shouts continued as we got closer. Two people by the sounds of it. 

	

	“Sick Hammer!”

	

	“Chicken wing!”

	

	The voices stopped as we passed through the entrance.

	

	“Hey,” I said. “How’s it going?”

	

	The interior of the fort was like a small town. There was a large main building and then dozens of smaller ones. The place had an eerie, empty feel to it. Other than the two tossers.

	

	On the far left was a young man of Asian descent. When I say Asian, I mean from the Indian subcontinent or around there. Possibly Middle-Eastern. I know Americans use the term when referring to people from the Far East, but I’m not American. In any case, this guy had brown skin.

	

	More noticeable than that, though, was his haircut. Half his head was shaved with tram-lines cut into it, while the other side was short and spiky. A striking look.

	

	On the other side, was a white guy. With dreadlocks. They were blond and tied back with a red and white bandana. He had the Frisbee clutched to his chest like he thought we were here to take it away from him.

	

	“You’re Gideon’s group, right?” Since we were going to tell them Gullen sent us, it made sense I would do the talking. I had the most experience handling pressure situations and was least likely to slip up. “We were in Probet with you.”

	

	They started walking towards us from either side.

	

	“Don’t recall seeing you there,” said Dreads. 

	

	“Me neither,” said Half-hair.

	

	Even though we had arrived here from another world, just twenty of us, nobody in our group had made the slightest impression on either of them.

	

	“Oh wait,” said Dreads. “I remember her.”

	

	He pointed at Jenny. Of course.

	

	“Yeah? Well done.” Five seconds in and I was already annoyed. I took a breath to calm myself. No reason to get wound up. In and out, five minutes. “Where’s the rest of your group?”

	

	“Why?” said Half-hair. 

	

	“Why? That’s what you want to know? Why?” So much for playing it nice and cool. I had intended to make up some bullshit about Gullen sending us here and get across the bridge and we done. Instead I was getting attitude from some git with a ridiculous haircut. And even more galling, it actually looked quite good on him. “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because we’re the only human beings here from Planet Earth, trapped in a relentless cycle of fighting for survival in a world full of actual fucking monsters, and I thought it would be nice to say ‘Hi’. But if you can’t even show basic good manners or a little common courtesy, I guess I was wrong. My mistake. Please accept my apologies for interrupting your extremely important game of Ultimate Frisbee, you pair of surly fuckshits.”

	

	I don’t think ‘fuckshit’ is an actual word, but I was too worked up to care.

	

	They both looked somewhat shocked by my tirade. There was also quite a confused atmosphere emanating from behind me. This wasn’t part of the plan.

	

	“I didn’t mean it like that,” said Half-hair in a slightly wavering voice. “I was just surprised to see you in the middle of nowhere and wondered why you were here.” He appeared to be on the verge of tears.

	

	The other one closed in and put his arm around him, while giving me a disapproving glare. “You wanna take a chill pill, dude. We ain’t your enemy.”

	

	Personally, I consider any white person with dreadlocks to be my enemy, but perhaps I had overreacted. 

	

	I turned around to find my party edging away, like they were embarrassed to be seen with me. Even the trolls were decidedly unimpressed. Fuck the lot of them.

	

	“Let’s try this again. My name is Colin.” I patted myself on the chest like I was identifying myself to mentally-challenged children, which was neither polite or courteous but fully justified as far as I was concerned (reasons: see above). “What is your name?” 

	

	“I’m Marc, with a C,” said Dreads, which really didn’t improve my opinion of him. Did he want to make sure I spelled his name correctly in case I wanted to put him down as my emergency contact?

	

	“Zane,” said the other one, wiping his nose with a sniffle.

	

	My lot introduced themselves one by one. The trolls said nothing.

	

	“Okay, good,” I said. “Do you think you could call the others? It would be easier to tell you why we’re here all together.”

	

	Marc put his fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. I’d always wanted to be able to do that. And it wasn’t a tuneless blast; it pitched up and down in a pleasing skirl. The mere existence of these people infuriated me.

	

	A window opened on the upper storey of the main building and a head poked out. “What’s up?”

	

	“Visitors,” Marc shouted back, pointing at us like we weren’t the only other people within ten miles of the place.

	

	“I’ll be right down.” The head disappeared.

	

	A few seconds later, he came out of the main building. He was the one who had got into an argument with Tin back in Probet. The tattoo completely covering his right arm was hard to miss, but it was his face I couldn’t stop staring at, or rather, his facial hair. Back in Probet he had a goatee, but it had evolved into something far more prominent—a handlebar moustache. 

	

	“Hey now, I’m Gideon.” He stood with his arms crossed, sleeve-tattoo nicely positioned for full visibility, and looked us over. “Did Gullen send you?”

	

	“Yes,” I said. “He wants you to wait for reinforcements. They should be here any time now. Anyway, he sent us on a special mission, so we’ll be on our way.”

	

	If only it were that simple.

	

	“You’re headed into Monsterland?” asked Gideon, grabbing the curled tip of his ‘tash and stretching it out.

	

	“That’s right. Can’t talk about it. Gullen’s orders—you know how he is, right?”

	

	Gideon let go of the elongated lick of hair and it rolled back up. “And you won’t be needing any weapons?”

	

	He had a point. None of us were armed, not even the soldiers.

	

	“Ah, yes. We lost our gear in a krimpers attack. Big herd of krimpers. Do you know about krimpers?”

	

	“Of course,” said Gideon.

	

	Now, I had planned to go into an elaborate explanation of how we lost our gear and weapons, but Gideon’s response threw me. Of course?! He knew all about krimpers, the creature that I had just invented?

	

	“Right… so, you know how hard it is too outrun them. We ditched everything that would weigh us down and just pegged it.”

	

	Gideon continued nodding like this was all old news to him.

	

	“And, as you know, they’re obsessed with shiny objects, so we tossed our weapons to distract them. Best way to avoid them swarming us and picking the flesh off our bones.”

	

	“I wouldn’t say it’s the best way, but not a bad move.”

	

	Not the best way? Really? He knew a better way to deal with my imaginary monsters that didn’t actually exist? Pretentious fuck.

	

	“Yeah, well, we did the best we could,” I said through gritted teeth. The important thing was to keep things moving and get out of there. “I don’t suppose there’s an armoury around here we could resupply ourselves from?”

	

	“There is,” said Gideon. “You can help yourselves. Plenty of  everything.”

	

	I looked over at Keezy who nodded. It would obviously be quicker for him to just kill Gideon and the Gidiots—and I wasn’t totally against that line of thinking—but Keezy was a roleplayer at heart and leaving here without being detected was a matter of pride.

	

	“This way,” said Gideon, and he led us towards a building away from the main structure. He opened the heavy door to reveal a room stuffed full of weapons.

	

	We took what we wanted and even found a bunch of useful tools and bags. 

	

	“I don’t suppose you’ve got any spare spoons lying about?” I asked. 

	

	“Zane,” said Gideon, “go get them some cutlery from the mess. And bring Stella back with you. She should be in the meditation room.”
 

	Had the fort been built with a meditation room, or had they renamed one of the rooms like only true hipster douchebags would? 

	

	Zane went off to get us some cutlery. 

	

	Everyone grabbed some stuff. Dudley found a nice bow, Claire loaded up with all the daggers she could find, and I decided to try using a shield along with the sword I picked up. It was fairly pointless as I was sure the trolls would make us dump the weapons once we got across the bridge, but we all did our part in maintaining the charade.

	

	It would have been nice to spend the night, have something to eat, maybe a bath, but I couldn’t see Keezy allowing it, and the sooner we left, the less chance of someone saying the wrong thing and giving the game away.

	

	When I looked around to see if the others were done, I noticed we were alone in the armoury. Gideon and Marc had been in the room with us a moment ago, but now they weren’t. I went to the door, half expecting it to be locked, but it opened without any trouble. 

	

	I walked out and found Gideon and his guys, now joined by a girl, waiting for us. They had changed and were wearing armour and carrying swords. Everything was polished gold and silver, which made it hard to look at them. 

	

	It wasn’t clear what had happened. Had we been sussed? Did they have orders from Gullen to kill us? If they wanted a fight, I had no problem setting the trolls on them. Have at it!

	

	I turned to give Keezy the nod, but two things immediately seemed off. First, the trolls were at the back of the group—not the best place from which to launch an attack—and second, they looked terrified.

	

	“This is Stella,” said Gideon. “She’s our secret weapon.”

	

	And they had a secret weapon. Great. 

	

	“Didn’t you have one more member in your group,” said Claire. “I think there was another girl.

	

	“Yeah,” said Stella. She was a tall girl with black hair piled up in a beehive and heavy mascara around her eyes. “Roona. She’s back in Dargot. Gullen’s keeping her to make sure we do what he says.”

	

	“Sounds like him,” I said, trying to act like I wasn’t bricking myself. “So, why are you guys all dressed up? Going somewhere nice?”

	

	“Gullen’s sending you on an important mission, isn’t he?” said Gideon. “Probably quite dangerous.”

	

	“Probably,” I agreed. “He wants us to find the Archfiend and negotiate a peace with him.”

	

	Gideon turned to Stella, who nodded. “He’s telling the truth.”

	

	Shit. She was a truth teller like God. Our whole plan was built on a giant stack of lies, and they had the perfect counter. We were fucked.

	

	“How about this…” said Gideon. “How about you stay here and wait for the reinforcements, and we go on this mission for you?”

	

	Wait, what?

	

	

	

	

	 




	5. A Bridge Too Near

	

	It shouldn’t really have been a surprise that the other groups would have developed special abilities. It was possible Stella wasn’t the only one. The way they seemed unfazed by the prospect of facing off against the Archfiend more than likely meant they had other tricks up their sleeves. Probably best if I didn’t aggravate them. Hey, first time for everything.

	

	“You want to go into Monsterland instead of us?” I felt like I should check he meant what I thought he meant.

	

	“Yah, man,” said Gideon. “It sounds like the sort of thing we’ve been looking for. Most of the monsters here are too easy. We could use a challenge. Just give us any info or equipment Gullen gave you and we’ll take care of it.”

	

	On the one hand, I felt a sense of relief—they didn’t want to fight us. On the other hand, they thought we were being sent on some cool quest to save the world, and decided they would just take over.

	

	It irked me. 

	

	“Gullen didn’t give us anything,” I said.

	

	Gideon turned to look at Stella. She was standing with her hands clasped, fingers interlocked, and sweating slightly which made her mascara run. I didn’t know if her ability was exactly the same as God’s, but it seemed to take more effort for her than it did for him.

	

	“He’s telling the truth.”

	

	“Are you sure?” said Gideon.

	

	“No, I’m not sure,” said Stella, sounding peeved. “And my head’s starting to hurt, so if you want to ask him anything else you better hurry up.”

	

	As annoying as my group could be, at least I didn’t have to deal with bickering hipsters. 

	

	Gideon took a deep breath, slicked back his quiffy hair, and returned his attention to me. “So you’re saying Gullen wants you to defeat the Archfiend without giving you any kind of magic item or even a piece of advice? How does he expect you to do that?”

	

	It was a fair question. I would have liked an answer to it myself. I shrugged. “Any way we can.”

	

	“Truth,” said Stella.

	

	“And you’re not hiding anything from us?”

	

	I was expecting this kind of question. “I’m hiding a lot of things from you.” I turned to Stella and smiled. 

	

	She scowled back at me. “Truth.”

	

	“You know you don’t have to ask my permission, right? There’s the bridge, all you have to do is cross .” I pointed at the bridge just in case they hadn’t noticed it. “You look like you’re ready for a fight. Plenty of monsters for everyone.”

	

	“We’ve got a bunch of cool gear we’ve been itching to try out,” said Zane excitedly. He had a bow with all sorts of extra bits attached to it and a quiver of arrows with different coloured feathers. They were very pretty.

	

	“Dude,” said Marc, “we’re gonna tear it up.” He also had a tricked out bow, and a trident with multi-coloured prongs.

	

	“Getting past the giant is the problem,” said Gideon. He had two swords. One blade was orange, the other was green.

	

	“Have you tried hitting it?” I asked. “I mean, you know, with all those fancy weapons.” 

	

	“We’ve done some testing,” said Zane.

	

	“What does that mean?”

	

	“We used a range of different metals but it doesn’t seem to be reactive to any of the ones we tried. You wouldn’t have any rare alloys on you would you?”

	

	“I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.” I looked over at Stella. “Feel free to confirm.”

	

	Zane grabbed a handful of arrows out of the quiver on his back and pointed the tips at us, each of which had a different type of metal arrowhead. From the corner of my eye I saw the trolls flinch and take a step back.

	

	“What we found,” said Zane enthusiastically, “is that monsters have a weakness to certain metals.”

	

	“Like werewolves and silver,” said Maurice.

	

	“Right,” said Zane. “Only we’ve never encountered a werewolf, so I don’t know if that particular myth holds true here. Anyway, it’s mainly trial and error. Goblins can’t handle copper. Lizardmen get totally fucked by bronze. Some of these have been known for a while, but others were only recently discovered. By us.” He grinned, clearly very pleased with himself.

	

	This was certainly interesting information. The sort of thing it would have been useful to know back in Probet.

	

	“Once you’ve got a bead on a particular monster’s vulnerability,” continued Zane, “game over.”
 

	“Game over, man,” chimed in Marc.

	

	This explained what had the trolls so freaked. Whatever their weakness was, it was probably in that quiver.

	

	Zane put the arrows away and held out the bow. “We can hit the giant from this side, but nothing’s worked. Gold , silver, lead… It’s probably something rare. Or a mix.”

	

	“Maybe he doesn’t have a weakness,” I suggested.

	

	“They all have a weakness,” said Gideon. “You just have to find it.”

	

	“We’ve done experiments,” said Zane. He said it with the enthusiasm of a gleeful science geek, but it didn’t sound like he’d been working on how to make a clock out of a potato. 

	

	“You did experiments?” said Jenny.

	

	“On living creatures?” said Claire.

	

	“You’re fookin’ bastards,” said Flossie.

	

	Self-righteous women, so great to have around when it’s not you they’re having a go at.

	

	Even Maurice was moved to condemn them. “When I saw the Frisbee, I thought you guys were cool. You guys are not cool.”

	

	When I saw the Frisbee I’d had the opposite reaction, but whatever.

	

	“No, no,” said Zane. “It was for science.” Not helping.

	

	“We are at war, you know?” said Gideon. 

	

	“Yes,” I said, “and who designs your outfits? Hugo Boss?”

	

	I think they were a bit thrown by our reaction, but then they saw monsters as monsters, whereas we saw them as people.

	

	“Anyway,” I said, “here’s what’s going to happen. We’ll be going over the bridge now, while you and Joseph Mengele stay here and work on the final solution or whatever it is you think you’re doing.” I love getting on my high horse. The view is awesome.  “Once we’ve dealt with the giant, you can do what you want.” I took a good look at Stella to see how she was reacting to what I was saying. She looked upset. Sarcasm, it appeared, was neither true or false. Or maybe it was both. Either way, I was giving her a migraine.

	

	“Wait,” said Gideon. “How are you going to get past the giant?”

	

	“That’s their job,” I pointed at Keezy and his men, who were huddled together and shaking in their boots. 

	

	“T-true,” said Stella with a wince. 

	

	Gideon didn’t seem convinced, despite what Stella said. I didn’t blame him. They didn’t look like they could take care of a pot plant in their current condition.

	

	“Fine,” said Gideon. “We’ll take them with us.”

	

	Not a request, you understand. All your bases are belong to us.

	

	“No,” said Keezy. I could tell he was fighting to keep his voice steady. “We are going with him,” he pointed back at me, “and no one else.”

	

	Gideon looked annoyed. “Order him to come with us.”

	

	“He doesn’t take orders from me,” I said.

	

	“T-true,” said Stella. She looked about ready to collapse.

	

	“Look,” said Gideon, pushing past me and talking directly to Keezy. “Whatever’s on the other side of that bridge, you’ll find it a lot easier to deal with if it’s us next to you.”

	

	“False,” said Stella. 

	

	Gideon spun around. “What the fuck do you mean ‘false’?”

	

	She burst into tears. Not because she was a girly girl being a girl, but because she had reached her limit and was about to have a breakdown.

	

	“Hey, dude,” said Marc, “don’t shoot the messenger.”

	

	“Fine, fine,” said Gideon. “It’s cool, everything’s cool. What we’ll do is, we’ll all go together. That way we have a better chance of getting the job done. Am I right, or am I right?”

	

	He slicked back the hair again and adjusted his handlebar ‘tash.

	

	“You’re a lot of things,” I said, “but right is not one of them. What I have here is a finely balanced team that doesn’t want your help.”

	

	I stepped aside so they could get a good look at the rest of my party. 

	
“Flossie defeated a troll in unarmed combat. Dudley pinned down a squad of lizardmen on his own with just his bow. Maurice may look like a speccy twit, but he wears a mask. A mask that enables him to adopt the darkness, to make darkness his ally. And Claire… Claire likes daggers. You don’t want to know what she likes to do with them. Trust me.”

	

	I could feel both Dudley and Maurice backing me up on that one.

	

	“What about me?” said Jenny, wanting her seat on the bullshit train.

	

	“And then there’s Jenny, who may look sweet and innocent, but who will beat the crap out of a boy until he is crying for his mother. You lot can’t do what we can do. So why don’t you stay here and mind the store while we take care of the big stuff?”

	

	Everything I had said was meaningless rubbish…

	

	“It’s all… it’s all true,” said Stella, her voice weak and sounding ever more confused.

	

	…but technically I wasn’t lying.

	

	“You really think you can get past that—” he pointed across the bridge at the hulking shape in the distance “—with this lot.”

	

	“Yes,” I said. “Can we go now, or what?”

	

	“Please,” said Gideon. “I look forward to seeing your team of specials in action. I’m sure it will be very educational for us.”

	

	“I’m sure it will,” I responded with equal sarcasm. “Feel free to take notes.”

	

	“Right, let’s go,” and I quickly corralled everyone towards the bridge.

	

	The trolls took the lead and seemed only too happy to be getting away from the Gidiots and their magic bullets. They practically ran across the bridge.

	

	I slowly and steadily set off after the trolls. The rest of my party gingerly followed. Anger and indignation overcame the fear that would normally have left them incapacitated at the prospect of crossing such a vast gorge on such a flimsy structure.

	

	To be honest, it was a well-made bridge. The slats fitted together without gaps, and the rope handrail provided plenty of support. There was a gusting wind, but it had little to catch against and the bridge only swayed slightly. 

	

	Hopefully, by the time we got past the giant and Gideon realised we weren’t going to leave the door open for them, it would be too late for them to do anything about it. Their arrows might be able to reach the other side, but I doubted they’d have much accuracy at that distance, even with all their newfangled contraptions.

	

	This was assuming the trolls waited for us to catch up before speaking with Gargantua. They’d been so keen to get going they were already halfway across. 

	

	But then they stopped. I assumed for us to catch up, but when I got closer I could see they were having some kind of argument, which was unlike them. Keezy usually made the decisions without discussion.

	

	The rest of my party weren’t that far behind me. They had serious faces and tight grips, and were holding it together—for the time being anyway. What we didn’t want to do was stop in the middle and let the reality of the situation sink in. I hadn’t looked down, but I knew it was a long way.

	

	“Are you going to have a word with Gargantua?” I asked the squabbling foursome.

	

	Now that we were closer it was easier to make out what the giant looked like. He was about the height of a two storey building, and that’s when he was sitting. His face was hairless and he was bald. His features were very small, a nub for a nose, tiny eyes close together, no eyebrows. And he was naked.

	

	He was sitting at the end of the bridge with his chin on his chest. He appeared to be asleep. 

	

	“There is a problem,” said Keezy.

	

	“Yes?”

	

	“He won’t recognise us in this form.”

	

	I looked over my shoulder. Gideon and the others were watching from the fort entrance. “So change back.”

	

	“If we do that, your friends will know we aren’t human. They can easily hit us from this distance.”

	

	“And you’re scared of their arrows?”

	

	Keezy didn’t respond.

	

	“If you’re quick about it, they might not be able to—”

	

	“No,” said Keezy. They really didn’t want to take a chance getting hit by an arrow.

	

	“What if we sneak past while he’s sleeping?” They all looked at me like I was an idiot. I don’t know why, sounded like a reasonable plan to me.

	

	“I think he might recognise my voice,” said one of the trolls. “I have known him longest, we used to play together as children.”

	

	I was curious to know the kinds of games they played, but now didn’t seem like the right time to ask.

	

	“If you are willing,” said Keezy. 

	

	The others had bunched up behind me. “Well, sooner rather than later,” I suggested.

	

	The troll turned around and strode towards Gargantua. 

	

	He got to within a few metres of the end of the bridge and called out. I couldn’t her what he said with the blustery wind whipping around us, but it was enough to wake the giant with  a start. He saw the little soldier in front of him and swatted him with the back of his hand. 

	

	The giant moved surprisingly fast. The troll had no time to react as he was struck by the giant and sent sailing off the bridge, falling into the canyon below.

	

	Watching him go down was a mistake, both because of the horribleness of seeing someone plunge to their death, and because it was now abundantly clear to all of us just how high up we were. When they tell you not to look down, they know what they’re talking about.

	

	There was a general whitening of knuckles.

	

	“Is he dead?” asked Flossie. 

	

	“No,” said Keezy. “A little fall like that won’t kill him.” He sounded like he was considering jumping after him. Anything to avoid those arrows.

	

	The bridge shook as Garagantua got to his feet. He was now aware of us. And I was aware of him, and in particular his penis which was hanging from his hairless groin.

	

	It wasn’t particularly big. I mean, it was enormous, but it was in proportion to his size. I couldn’t see him using it to slap us around with. And if Biadet’s note meant it was his weak point, we’d have to hit it with a lot of arrows.

	

	“How does Gargantua keep people off the bridge?” I asked Keezy.

	

	“He pisses them off.”
 

	It took me a second to realise he meant it literally. Gargantua grabbed his hose of a cock and aimed it at us.

	

	“Everyone hold on tight,” I shouted. “Lady, we going for a ride.”

	

	Having recently heard Maurice’s highly accurate telling of both Indiana Jones movies (there were only two, although I didn’t mind the third one too much; the fourth one was indisputably dogshit) we all knew what to do. 

	

	Everyone grabbed onto whatever part of the bridge they could and wrapped their arms and legs around the ropes.

	

	A short stream of urine slammed into the bridge and splashed over us, and then stopped. We gasped and retched and looked around, each of us comforted by the fact we weren’t the only ones drenched in piss. And then it came full force. A deluge. A tsunami. It gushed in a thunderous rush like Niagara Falls, only more yellow.

	

	The power of it was immense. I could feel my grip slipping as I held on for dear life. It was like being punched everywhere on your body at once. It didn’t taste good either.

	

	Not that I had my mouth open, but still it somehow found a way in. 

	

	It lasted for at least a couple of minutes; it’s hard to know exactly how long because time passes differently when you’re being pissed on from a great height.

	

	Eventually it stopped, I opened my eyes. Everyone was still on the bridge, although no one looked happy about it.

	

	The giant stood holding his dripping penis with one hand, and drinking from a large sack with the other. He was preparing for round two.

	

	“You have to show him you aren’t human,” I shouted at Keezy.

	

	Keezy looked back towards Gideon like he was afraid they might have heard me. “No.”

	

	It was alright for the trolls, the fall wouldn’t kill them.

	

	Flossie, who still had her eyes closed, opened them and looked around. “Ah don’t feel too good?” She let go of the rope, took a step forward, slipped and landed on her backside with a thump. She put a hand out to steady herself, but there was nothing there and she tipped over sideways and fell off the bridge.

	

	

	 




	6. Washed Up

	

	Flossie’s scream went from operatic swansong to abrupt silence. One of the trolls had leaned over the side and grabbed her. Only, she had already fallen too far to be caught by normal hands. The troll’s arm was stretched like chewing gum pulled out of someone’s mouth to its breaking point.  

	

	Unlike Mr Fantastic, whose limbs could snake about and do all sorts of useful things, the troll’s arm hung limp and Flossie swung to and fro under the bridge.

	

	Below her—far, far below her—a river snaked through the middle of the canyon. It didn’t look very big, maybe a stream. If she fell, it probably wouldn’t save her.

	

	I was lying on the boards holding on as tight as I could as I peered over the edge, but the vertical view made me feel quite nauseous. I rolled onto my back, panting for breath.

	

	Everyone had immediately stuck their heads over the side, making the bridge tip over precariously and I felt we could all easily slide off. They were calling out to Flossie, telling her everything was going to be okay and other lies.

	

	I sat up, clinging on to the guardrail on the other side. “Everyone stop leaning over.”

	

	They all raised their heads and looked at each other, and then, like they’d just remembered we weren’t out here alone, at the giant. He had his head tilted right back, the last drops of liquid falling out of the sack into his open mouth. Old Faithful was about to blow any second.

	

	Dudley scurried over the boards on all fours and wrapped himself around the trolls legs. “Pull her up,” he pleaded. 

	

	From the strain on his face, it was clear the troll wasn’t used to having his extremities elongated in this fashion. He grunted, barely able to hold on, never mind reel her back in.

	

	Flossie started squealing and waving her arms and legs about, which only made the troll grimace more. 

	

	“Stay still and keep calm,”  I shouted down. “I’ve got a plan.”

	

	I didn’t have a plan, but it seemed the best way to stop her panicking.

	

	If the troll had lost control over the muscles in his arm now that they were all slack and droopy, we’d have to pull her up ourselves and hope he could keep hold of her while we did it. 

	

	“Go stop the giant,” I shouted at Keezy. But Keezy didn’t move. His eyes were on the other side where the Gidiots were watching all this unfold. I couldn’t tell what they were  making of it, but it must have seemed strange for a soldier to suddenly go all Stretch Armstrong in front of them. 

	

	The giant dropped the sack, his bladder presumably reloaded, and aimed his three-foot pecker in our direction. 

	

	“All of you lean the other way, and hold on.”

	

	As they all went in one direction, I went in the other, stepping over Dudley and grabbing hold of the troll’s sleeve. His arm was too thick to get my hands around and what little purchase I could get kept slipping out of my grasp. As I fumbled around trying to find some part of his arm that would provide a decent hold, we were hit by Gargantua’s refuelled penis attack.

	

	The blast knocked me off my feet and sent me skidding along the bridge. I barely managed to grab onto one of the cables forming the guardrail before I was swept off the side. I hung on with my feet dangling in the air.

	

	The liquid barrage continued unabated for the next couple of minutes. The troll’s face scrunched up with the effort of holding on. And then it crumbled. His human features lost their shape and definition and his whole body swelled up.

	

	Once he had transformed back to troll, his strength seemed to return. With a heave he yanked Flossie up and onto the bridge where she landed with a splat.

	

	The stream of urine dribbled and spluttered to an end, but then the giant raised the tip preparing for another go round. This time he seemed to be taking more careful aim.

	

	I desperately tried to pull myself up but I didn’t have the strength in my arms to just clamber back onto the bridge, and I couldn’t get my foot high enough to do it that way. A hand grabbed the back of my jacket and I was jerked up and onto the bridge, landing on my feet.

	

	Keezy, my rescuer, wasn’t looking at me. I followed his gaze to the Gidiots, who were drawing bows and nocking arrows. They must have realised the soldier with the unfeasibly long arm and sudden rocky countenance wasn’t human. Which probably meant the rest of us weren’t human either.

	

	“Run!” I shouted. With arrows pointed at our backs and a giant cock aimed at our faces, we didn’t have the best options to choose from, but since the trolls no longer needed to disguise themselves, I figured our best hope was to get to the giant before he discharged his next jet of piss. 

	

	As we all ran, the trolls transformed into their original form and shouted out Gargantua’s name. It was enough to make him pause and squint, leaning down to see who was calling him.

	

	“Keezy?” bellowed the giant. “Is that you?”

	

	“Yes, you lumbering oaf,” shouted Keezy, his voice filled with panic.

	

	“Sorry about that,” boomed the giant. “Didn’t recognise you.”

	

	Arrows began to fly. They came two at a time and whistled over us, but once they found their range we wouldn’t be hard to pick off.

	

	A sudden sense of danger overwhelmed me. I turned and held up the shield I had taken from the armoury. It wasn’t very big, a buckler attached to my arm, but the arrow about to impale me slammed into it, the copper tip punching through the wood and slicing open the sleeve of my jacket.

	

	I stumbled backwards, using the shield to block the arrows which were now aimed far more accurately and, not to sound paranoid, specifically at me. The buckler did not provide the greatest defence. Two of the tips drew blood as they broke through the splintered wood and ate into my flesh. The force of each arrow rocked me on my heels, making it hard to keep my footing. I couldn’t see the arrows and where I was going at the same time and one wrong step would easily trip me up. 

	

	Hands gripped me by my belt and guided me backwards. I felt the ground under me change from wooden planks to solid earth.

	

	The arrows were no longer finding me so easily, and I turned, casting the pin-cushioned shield aside. Jenny, soaked in piss and hair plastered to her face, stood behind me, breathing heavily and looking about ready to collapse. The others were running for their lives, headed for the gap between two feet the size of SUVs. Arrows continued to fall.

	

	If we could get behind the giant’s feet we would at least have some protection.

	

	The others had had the same thought and were already there and diving for cover. I grabbed Jenny’s hand and ran, dragging her along with me as I scrambled after them. I managed to get behind the giant’s left heel and sank to the ground. Jenny fell on top of me.

	

	All of us had made it.  With the giant between us and them, they stopped firing, but we weren’t safe yet.

	

	Ahead of was an open field, beyond which there were trees. If we could get to them, we would be safe, but we’d be exposed for at least a few seconds. The further we got, the less likely we were to get hit, unless they got very lucky. Or we got very unlucky.

	

	I didn’t fancy leaving it to fate, since fate made a point of never doing me any favours.

	

	“Keezy!” He was crouched behind the giant’s other heel. “Can you get Gargantua to back away towards the trees?”

	

	He nodded and shouted the request up to the giant. Slowly, the feet rose and moved backwards.

	

	We all scurried away to avoid getting trampled, but with the giant shielding us we were able to get to the trees without exposing ourselves. We threw ourselves behind tree trunks, which felt small and dinky compared to the giant.

	

	Arrows still fell around us, although they were being shot higher to reach further which cost them a lot of their accuracy. The trees were spread quite thin though, and we could still get hit.

	

	“We need to go deeper into the woods,” I shouted over to Keezy. 

	

	He wasn’t eager to leave the safety of the tree he was flattened against, but he put his hands around his mouth and called out to the giant.

	

	“Gargantua, can you keep them busy?”

	

	“Hmmm,” rumbled the giant, which made my chest vibrate. “They aren’t the only ones with good aim.” He strode purposefully back towards the bridge. Considering his first choice of weapon, I didn’t want to see what he planned to use for missiles. 

	

	With the giant taking the focus off us, I decided now was the best time to make a break for it. “Let’s go!” 

	

	We all spread out and ran  hoping to avoid a stray arrow. 

	

	Everything went quiet. The only sound in my ears was my own laboured breathing, but I felt a presence behind me, like a hand reaching out. I stopped running and turned around. 

	

	High in the sky, a single arrow arced through the clear blue sky. It’s tip glinted in the sun. The chances of it coming such a great distance and finding its way to me might have been miniscule, but I knew better. I was undoubtedly its target.

	

	I didn’t move. I wasn’t frozen with fear nor indecision. I was waiting for it. It had come far and carried a lot of momentum, but it wasn’t particularly fast. I just had to wait until I was sure where it was headed, and then step aside. 

	

	Not even the slightest doubt entered my mind that it would miss. So it was with some surprise I realised it wasn’t going to hit me after all. I had been certain it was yet another example of the universe, any universe, having it in for me, but it was too high and going over my head.

	

	Of course, if it wasn’t going to hit me it could still hit somebody else. Which one of my friends’ heads was it going to split open like a ripe watermelon? I spun around in time to see the arrow smash into a troll’s shoulder.

	

	Normally, I would expect an arrow to bounce of the rock-like exterior the trolls possessed, and go ricocheting off (probably in my direction). But this arrow buried its head into the trolls body like it was a fork going into mash potatoes.

	

	The troll cried out and threw up his arms. He fell forward, landing face-down on the ground. 

	

	Everyone turned to look. The other two trolls froze where they were, horrified.

	

	The arrow had gone in deep, but no blood seeped out of the wound. Instead, a golden bruise formed around the arrow. Glittering threads crawled over the skin, spreading out in every direction.

	

	“Is it gold?” said Maurice.

	

	“Brass,” said Keezy in a choked voice. He did nothing to help his fallen comrade.

	

	Their kryptonite was doorknobs? It seemed a ridiculous weakness. 

	

	Flossie ran to the troll and grabbed the arrow. She pulled it out easily but it was just the shaft. The arrowhead was still in his body, and on the move by the looks of it. “We have to help him. He saved mah life.”

	

	She looked up at me, tears in her eyes. I’m not sure what the waterworks were for, it wasn’t like I intended to refuse to help. If we could get the trolls to owe us one, it would probably come in useful at some point.

	

	“Let’s get him away from any more arrows first,” I said. Still the trolls didn’t budge. “It would be a lot easier if you’d help.”

	

	“We can’t touch him,” said Keezy.

	

	The rest of us grabbed hold of the stricken troll’s limbs and slowly carried/dragged him further into the trees. The brass veins continued to envelop his body. The other two trolls scattered out of the way to let us pass.

	

	Once we were well into the undergrowth, we stopped and everyone turned to me. I knelt down and placed my hands on the troll’s shoulder.

	

	I moved my fingers over his rough and abrasive skin. My hands warmed up, but the area under them remained cool. I pushed everything I had through my arms and into the troll. There was a definite transfer of energy between us; it felt like I was shrinking and it would have been easy to close my eyes and go to sleep. 

	

	The veins stopped spreading and then slowly began returning to their point of entry. After a few minutes a small ingot of brass had formed where the arrow had struck.

	

	The troll groaned. He shifted his head sideways and opened his eyes. “Please kill me.” 

	

	There’s gratitude for you.

	

	I turned to the others, expecting the usual fangirl adoration at my messianic ability to save lives (although that was mostly just Maurice), but they were all just staring at me, and not in a good way. 

	

	Flossie raised her hand and pointed. “What happened to your hair?”

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 




	7. Brassed Off

	

	I reached up slowly. Bald before twenty, that’s what I was thinking. Cool, Jason Statham hardman kind of bald? No chance. More like burns victim with alopecia.

	

	The hair on my head was still there. In fact, there was more of it than I remembered. I didn’t bother too much with my hair. I let it grow and occasionally sliced bits off when they got in my face. But now the strands were noticeably longer than before. My beard, which was patchy at the best of times, also felt heavier. 

	

	As I moved my fingers over my face, I also noticed a difference in my fingertips. My fingernails had grown. 

	

	“Do I look weird?” I asked the others, who were still staring. They made noncommittal noises. I guess it was a hard question to answer if you thought I looked quite weird to start with. 

	

	“Stand up,” said Keezy. 

	

	I rose to my feet and walked over to him. He seemed reluctant to come closer to his fallen comrade. 

	

	He placed his hands on my shoulder, looked me in the face with his coal-black eyes, and began changing. A few seconds later he had turned into me.

	

	It’s odd standing in front of yourself. Seeing how you look to others is a bit like hearing your voice on a recording. Feels off, although it isn’t. In fact it’s the opposite, it’s too accurate.

	

	It was even odder now that I could see how I had changed. It wasn’t lycanthropy. I had thought with all the extra hair and nails I might have gone wolfman. I was a bit disappointed that wasn’t the case, to tell the truth. 

	

	My hair was a bit longer and overall I looked a bit scruffier. That was all. It was as though I hadn’t groomed myself for a month or two.

	

	“I think you aged,” said Jenny. She took my hand in hers and examined my long, dirty fingernails. “The healing made you grow older. You have to stop using it.”

	

	I shrugged. “I expect I’ll be dead long before old age sets in.” It was a bit embarrassing having her be so aware of my lack of personal hygiene, but it’s nice to hold hands with a girl, even under such unromantic circumstances.

	

	“Healing magic shouldn’t drain your life,” said Clone Colin. 

	

	“Can you turn back? You’re kind of freaking me out.”

	

	Keezy changed back to his troll form. The troll lying behind me groaned and sat up. Keezy backed away.

	

	“You think he’s still infectious?” I asked the jittery troll leader.

	

	“I do not know. It doesn’t matter. He is no longer one of us.”

	

	Seemed a bit harsh. Other than the shiny knob of brass in his back he didn’t look any different to before. “I don’t know what’s wrong with your eyesight, but he’s very definitely still one of you.”

	

	“You should have let me die,” said Knobby. 

	

	“Don’t say that, Kungen,” said Flossie, still quite tearful. Apparently they were on first name terms. They probably all were. 

	

	Kungen got to his feet. As far as I could tell, there was nothing wrong with him. He looked down, his eyes darting around like he was seeing himself for the first time. 

	

	“I am stuck in… this. Forever.” His voice cracked. The other two trolls looked away. The brass had stopped him from being able to shapeshift and this was a big deal, to trolls anyway. 

	

	“Well, your gratitude is overwhelming. Next time I consider giving up a month’s worth of my life to save someone from certain death, somebody please throw me off the nearest piss-soaked bridge.”

	

	“You don’t understand,” said Kungen, distraught. “You don’t know what this means.”

	

	“I think you’re confusing ‘don’t know’ with ‘don’t give a shit’. If it’s so terrible, why did you risk saving Flossie in the first place?”

	

	He scrunched up his big rocky face. “She’s my sister’s friend. Kacey would never forgive me…”

	

	Kaceyton was his sister. Kaceyton, Kungen… I looked over at Keezy. “And you?”

	

	“She is also my sister,” said Keezy.

	

	“So he’s your brother?”

	

	“He was.”

	

	Cold. “I always thought monsters were the same as people. Turns out I was right. You’re just as horrible.”

	

	“What would you have me do?” shouted Keezy.

	

	Flossie stepped out in front of me. “Put your arms around your brother and tell him you love him.”

	

	I’m not sure he would have done that even before his brother had troll AIDS, but Flossie didn’t care. She was on a mission.

	

	“So what if he’s different now? He’s still your brother, ain’ he? Fookin’ stop being such a big babby.”

	

	Insecure girls may not have the confidence to stand up for themselves, but when they find a cause to get behind, they really get stuck in. I guess all those barrels of suppressed emotion they’ve been hoarding for so long are primed to blow the minute you open the lid. 

	

	“Are you a babby? Are you?”

	

	The troll tried to turn away, but Flossie followed him round, refusing to let him off. She’d asked a question, she expected an answer. What she’d probably get was a boulder shaped fist in the face.

	

	“He’s your brother. There’s nothing wrong with him. Look.” She put her hand on Kungen and moved them about like she was waxing a car. “See?”

	

	What this proved, I had no idea. Obviously she had no issue with brass, so it wouldn’t make a difference to her in any case.

	

	“Touch him! Touch your brother. See for yourself.”

	

	Keezy did not move. “What good would it do to share his fate?”

	

	“At least he wouldn’t have to face it alone,” said Flossie, issuing a challenge Keezy couldn’t really argue against other than by admitting he cared more about himself than his brother. Guilt, shame and nagging, all delivered at a blistering rate—Flossie had obviously been taking lessons from Claire, the fault-finding Sorceress Supreme. 

	

	Both trolls, and everyone else, looked very uncomfortable. Flossie had one hand on her hip and the other pointed at Kungen, whose face resembled molten lava. No one wanted to make the first move, in either direction.

	

	“As much as I’m enjoying this clown fiesta,” I said, “I am still drenched in giant’s urine, and wouldn’t mind a bath. Is there a river or lake nearby?”

	

	Keezy seemed only too happy to change the subject. “Yes. Follow me.”

	

	He swiftly turned and led the way. We followed, a caravan of the bedraggled. I assumed Gargantua had managed to fend off the Gidiots and we were at least safe from them. What lay ahead of us couldn’t be worse. It could, however, be equally as bad.

	

	Kungen brought up the rear. He wasn’t guarding us as much as keeping his distance from his former colleagues. Flossie insisted walking alongside, endlessly chirping in his ear. She was probably trying to be comforting, but the troll wasn’t paying her much attention. He was lost in his own funk. As a depressive myself, I guessed he would rather be left alone but it had nothing to do with me so I decided not to get involved.

	

	Light filtered through the branches and the smells of forest floor permeated the air. It was a picturesque setting and would have been quite a nice walk under less awful conditions. The woodland scents could do nothing to stop me smelling my own horrendous odour of sweat and piss.

	

	Keezy brought us out of the woods at the edge of a large lake. We all walked into it.

	

	We didn’t take off our clothes or even our shoes. They all stank and needed a wash, as did we. Doing it all at once seemed convenient and efficient. Plus, we were too knackered to unbuckle and unbelt.

	

	The water made a big difference. The weightlessness returned some of my energy, or at least that’s how it felt.

	

	Slowly we drifted back to the bank and removed our clothes. The girls were down to their underwear, but nobody really cared. The trolls weren’t interested and the other guys were used to it. The only person to be concerned about was me, and I was too exhausted to be lechy. Okay, so I did have a short leer at Jenny, but it was minimal and very tactfully done.

	

	Maurice managed to catch a couple of fish while bathing, which was impressive. We started a fire and cooked the fish while we waited for our clothes to dry. 

	

	Flossie continued to berate Keezy for his lack of brotherly love, which he did his best to ignore. Kungen stood at the opposite side of the group, head hung low, misery personified.

	

	There was no way Flossie would ever convince Keezy to reassess his worldview. People who live within a certain culture will defend it to the end, no matter how out of touch their beliefs. It forms their identity, and letting go of even the smallest part, no matter how obvious it is the right thing to do, can take hundreds of years. Just look at chopsticks. 

	

	Of course, there are plenty of reasons why chopsticks are fine. They work. They’re easy to make. They’re cheap. But at the end of the day, compared to a spoon or a fork, there’s no contest. Although, admittedly, I’d take chopsticks over a fucking spork, all day, every day.

	

	That doesn’t mean I think Chinese people people are dumber than English people (it should be clear by now that I consider all people to be equally dumb) but cultural identity is no excuse for ignoring the obvious. 

	

	So what if it’s been like that for a thousand years? 

	

	I’m sure when Arabic numerals were introduced plenty of Romans were like, “What is this 1, 2, 3 bullshit? M, X, V…. these are real numbers,” but they were wrong. As they were about togas. 

	

	Once we’d eaten and got dressed (I only slightly peeked at Jenny), Keezy walked to the edge of the lake and shouted, “Asther! Where is the village today?”

	

	He stood there, staring out at the placid lake surface. There was a ripple and two eyes appeared. On stalks. They rose up about a foot. A tentacle appeared next to them and pointed to the left side of the lake. It shimmered between green and purple in the sunlight before sinking back into the water.

	

	“Thank you.” He turned back to us like nothing strange had happened. “This way. We should get there before nightfall.”

	

	We set off again, skirting our way around the lake. I kept one eye on the water, wondering what else might be in there.

	

	“What’s this village?” I asked Keezy.

	

	“It is a place of safety,” he replied without looking back, probably so he wouldn’t have to see his brother.

	

	“I thought you were going to keep us safe,” I said.

	

	“Once the sun goes down, there are things that cannot be protected from.” Ominous.

	

	These unstoppable killers weren’t quite as invulnerable as I had first thought. Helpless against brass, afraid of the dark and susceptible to emotional blackmail. Try as he might to act like Kungen was no longer part of his life, from just the sag in his shoulders it was obvious to me that Flossie’s haranguing was getting to him.

	

	The sun started to set and after Keezy’s warning I didn’t much fancy stumbling around in the dark. I raised my hand to produce some light, but Jenny reached out and grabbed my wrist, pulling it back down.

	

	“No magic,” she said.

	

	“We need to see where we’re going,” I said.

	

	“We know where we’re going. There.” She pointed her chin past me. 

	

	I turned back and saw the lights. One by one, torches flared up revealing a sprawling mass of tents and shacks. They spread out from the edge of the lake to the trees, and then up the trees into the branches. 

	

	Figures scurried about. In the fading light of dusk it wasn’t easy to make out how many creatures populated the shanty town, but it was easy to tell one thing; they very definitely weren’t human. 

	

	

	 




	8. Welcome To Monsterland

	

	The smaller creatures didn’t look too intimidating. About the size of monkeys, although in various shapes. 

	

	A raccoonish thing sporting a beard and long hair with a centre parting was busy hammering tent poles into the ground. 

	

	A creature resembling a squirrel with a bushy tail but the face of one of those big-nosed monkeys scampered through branches, tying off vines that held up the roof of some kind of stall.

	

	Some of them wore clothes—little waistcoats with pockets, or bandoliers with tools and weapons hanging from them—and I could see Flossie’s eyes expanding with glee. She was practically salivating at the prospect of grabbing one and giving him a cuddle. Right before he throttled her with his adorable human-like hands and ate her face.

	

	The larger creatures were less endearing. Some of them were a mixture of human and beast, and not cute like a cat-girl with ears and tail and sexy human body. More like a large cat that decided to walk upright and bulked up in certain areas to be able to do it. Massive thighs, elongated feet, extra girth around the waist for balance. They looked odd, but more than capable of kicking the shit out of you.

	

	Their hands tended to be the most human thing about them, and their faces the least.

	

	There were also a number of more humanoid races, built like us but with very peculiar faces. They had eyes and ears and noses, as you would expect, but they were in odd proportions, or somehow warped to look more alien. The occasional tusk or horn added to their inhuman qualities.

	

	New buildings appeared every few seconds. As we approached the village, so it reached out to envelop us.

	

	Irregular bits of wood and branch were slammed into the ground, tied together and covered with animal hides. Fires were lit, food was roasted, cups were filled. 

	

	The noise of banging and crashing as things went up (and occasionally fell down) was quickly replaced by shouts and laughter. Cries of those selling their wares—Grilled meat! Lucky totems! Leather belts!—filled the air. 

	

	Everyone was busy, everyone was rushed off their feet. No one paid any attention to us.

	

	Maybe they were used to seeing human prisoners. Maybe the five thousand soldiers who had disappeared from the fort had been brought through here and a couple more weren’t worth their attention. Whatever the reason, we followed Keezy through the haphazard pathways between newly raised shacks and tents without being abused or molested.

	

	Smoke from a fire occasionally drifted into our path making us cough and tear up, or a couple of beastmen might shout for us to get out of the way as they hurried past carrying large buckets of water from the lake, but other than that no mind was paid to us.

	

	Once we’d entered its boundary, the village seemed a lot bigger than it had as we approached. Possibly because it was constantly being added to. Keezy hadn’t said where exactly we were headed, but he seemed to be moving with purpose so we stuck close.

	

	I started to notice some muttering behind us. As I looked back, some of the relentless industry had ceased to watch us. Their faces didn’t look welcoming, although I’m not sure you can ever look welcoming with three horns coming out of your forehead and a mouth full of shark teeth. 

	

	We still had the weapons we had taken from the fort armoury. Keezy had never confiscated them, whether because other things had preoccupied his mind, or he just didn’t see us as a risk, armed or otherwise, I didn’t know. But even with sword and knife, I doubted we’d last more than a few seconds against these monsters.

	

	Which may have been prejudice on my part. What reason did I have to assume they were violent, bloodthirsty savages? I mean, apart from the horns and the teeth and the growling.

	

	I moved up a bit closer to Keezy. “If they attack us, you’re going to stop them, right?”

	

	“It’s not you they’re concerned about,” said Keezy. 

	

	When I took a closer look, I realised they were all glaring at the rear of our train. At Kungen. Fortunately, the weaving path we took quickly left our unsettled observers behind, although new ones replaced them after every bend. 

	

	Our destination finally appeared ahead of us. Keezy didn’t say anything, but the size of the impromptu construct and the clamour around it suggested it was the hub of the village.

	

	Fallen trees formed a bar with stumps acting as stools. Barrels of what was probably alcohol sat on top of each other. Drinks were being served and rapidly drunk. A band played music on homemade instruments in one corner. An unidentifiable animal roasted on a spit in another.

	

	Keezy walked up to the bar. “Where’s Vamalyn?”

	

	The woman (well, female wolf-person thing) behind the bar tilted her head at the gap between the barrels behind her.

	

	“Give them drinks. Put it on my tab.” 

	

	I realised I had no idea what they used for payment here. Coins? I also realised that it had suddenly gone very quiet. The raucous noise and activity had faded to nothing and all eyes were on us. Or rather, they were on Kungen.

	

	“I know what you’re all thinking,” said Keezy. “I am going to talk to Vamalyn now to sort it out. Until then, the truce still holds. Even for him.” He looked around like he was daring anyone to disagree with him. No one said anything.

	

	“Wait here,” said Keezy, like we might have plans to leave, and then he slipped behind the bar.

	

	The wolfgirl placed a number of cups on the bar and filled them with a red-brown liquid. I decided to ignore the atmosphere of impending lynch mob and picked up a cup. There were bits floating in it and the sharp smell curled the hairs in my nose. You couldn’t really afford to be fussy when you were roughing it in a land full of monsters, so I necked it. 

	

	It tasted a bit like mulled wine, but with bits in it. You might be thinking, but mulled wine has bits in it. Not that wriggle it doesn’t.

	

	The others sat down alongside me and tried the drinks. Kungen slid away to the far end which was somewhat hidden behind a shrub, and sank into the shadows. Can’t say I blamed him. The atmosphere was still pretty murderous.

	

	“What I think,” said Maurice, “is that this place is like Africa.”

	

	I turned to look at him. Where was this going?

	

	“When there’s a drought,” he continued, “all the animals gather around any waterhole that’s left, and they don’t fight or kill each other. Lions, zebra, wildebeest, hyenas—they all call a truce and leave each other alone while they drink. I think this place is like that.”

	

	I looked around. There was an assortment of monsters, for sure. Would they try to eat each other if there wasn’t a truce in place?

	

	“Poor Kungen,” said Flossie. “He looks so sad.”

	

	“Yeah,” I said. “He’s a bit of a downer, isn’t he? The whole place was rocking until he turned up.”

	

	“He’s like the troll version of you,” said Claire.

	

	“Really? We’re surrounded by monsters, probably on our way to get killed by the boss monster, and you still think now’s the time to put the boot in?”
 

	“I’m not putting the boot in,” said Claire, looking a bit offended by the accusation. Which only pissed me off more. “I just mean you might be able to relate to what he’s going through.”

	

	“Because everywhere I go, people end up depressed and miserable, too?”

	

	“Exactly,” said Claire, pleased that I’d understood her point so well. The others also nodded along.

	

	I picked up my cup, which had been refilled and was once again a swimming pool for who-knows-what and moved down the bar. I sat down next to Kungen who looked like the world was going to end tomorrow and he wished it would hurry up. 

	

	“What do you want?” he muttered.

	

	“Nothing,” I said. “It’s just less depressing over here.” I looked back at my party laughing and chatting away. Friday night down the West End, kebabs and chips later. Nothing could really spoil life for them while they had each other. Must be nice.

	

	“You shouldn’t be seen with me,” said Kungen, his words drowning in self-pity.

	

	The others didn’t get me, but Kungen, he got me. He knew what it was like to be on your own, no one wanting you around. No one to offer you a blow job, not even on your birthday. I was tearing up just thinking about it.

	

	“I could probably get that lump of brass out of your shoulder if I had a chisel and hammer,” I offered. “Make it less obvious.”

	

	“It doesn’t matter. They can all see what I am now. All they feel is fear they might catch it off me.”

	

	“I thought only trolls were weak to brass.”

	

	“Yes,” said Kungen bitterly, “but fear doesn’t need to make sense.”

	

	I glanced around at the gathered crowd drinking and eating.  The eyes watching us—and there were quite a few—were filled with fear as he claimed. “Why don’t you just leave?”

	

	“And go where?”

	

	“Doesn’t matter, does it? Nobody will care.”

	

	He nodded and sipped at his brew ‘n’ chew.  “If I go now, maybe the jabberwock will take care of things for me.”

	

	“The jabberwock?”

	

	“They roam the wilderness after the sun goes down.”

	

	I’d read ‘Jabberwocky’ at school, so I knew the jabberwock wasn’t a mythical creature from aeons past. It was made up by a guy not very long ago. From what I could remember, he never really described what it looked like in the poem.

	

	“What do they look like, these jabberwocks?”

	

	“No one has ever seen one and lived,” said Kungen.

	

	There was a time when I would have seen this as further proof that this was a game with monsters based on Earth myth and fable. But now I was more inclined to think it was down to whatever it was that translated the language for us. 

	

	Trolls, ogres, these things weren’t the same as the ones from back home, but they were close enough that it was a reasonable interpretation.

	

	Jabberwocks, a mysterious and deadly creature. Close enough.

	

	I was thinking this over and wondering if there was any way to use it to my advantage, when a shadow fell over me. I turned to find a large, sweaty individual breathing heavily. He could use a freshmint. It was hard to tell in the torchlight, but I think he had green skin. And a very expressive tail that swished about behind him.

	

	“We don’t want your kind here,” he said in between grunts and hisses. He was talking to Kungen.

	

	Kungen nodded. “I know.”

	

	“Then leave. You’re scaring the children.”

	

	I hadn’t seen any children, but then, I didn’t know what their children looked like, so maybe I had.

	

	“You’re… an… an abomination.” I think he’d been practicing the word before he came over.

	

	“Okay,” I said, “we get it. You’re all good people, he’s a monster. Thanks, we’ll be leaving in the morning. Okay?” I think the wine was a bit stronger than I’d first thought.

	

	He pointed one of his three fingers at me. “The truce doesn’t apply to you. Keezy can’t protect you here.”

	

	“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “You know he’s taking us to see the Archfiend, right? You want to be the one who disappointed the Archfiend.” I felt this was a pretty good line to take. They must all have been terrified of the big bad, right?

	

	“Who,” said the hulking beast, “is this Archfiend?”

	

	Not quite the way I had envisioned things going.

	

	“He means Cheng,” said Kungen. He turned to me. “Only your lot call him the Archfiend.”

	

	“Ohhh,” said my new friend, “you’re going to see Cheng. He won’t mind losing one or two humans in transit. We have a very nice fighting pit, you know? And I’ve never lost in mortal combat.”

	

	“I know,” I said. “No one here has lost in mortal combat. If they had, they wouldn’t be here, because they’d be dead. That’s what mortal combat means—a fight to the death.” I rose to my feet, taking another swig of my drink—good stuff. “For those of you worried about what you might catch with this troll around, you should be far more concerned about being infected with stupidity by this idiot. Next time you want to challenge me to a fight, do it with proper words that make sense. Now, GET OUT!” Which was an odd thing to say since we were already outside.

	

	My challenger looked mortified. He turned around and shuffled away with his tail between his legs. Literally. Criticism of his vocabulary was his weak spot, it seemed.

	

	I sat back down. “People, eh? Can’t live with them, can’t get transported to a fantasy world to get away from them. More wine please.”

	

	Kungen shook his head at me, too depressed to even say thanks for getting rid of the brute. I guess that’s what it’s like when you have everything and lose it. Crushing. 

	

	Which is why my way is so much better. When you have nothing, it doesn’t hurt at all when someone threatens to take it from you.

	

	Keezy reappeared and spoke to the others. They responded in high spirits so I didn’t think it was bad news, but then you couldn’t really tell with this lot. 

	

	You’ll be executed after breakfast.

	

	Oh, can I have muffins?

	

	Jenny came over. “Keezy’s arranged somewhere for us to sleep. Fancy sharing a tent?”

	

	Ah, the universe was trying to fit me up. Give me something I wanted for myself so that it could then snatch it back, leaving me bereft and broken. Nice try.

	

	“Sure,” I said grabbing my cup. “But try not to snore too much, love.” I stomped off. She hadn’t said where we’d be sleeping, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me. Onward!

	

	I don’t know how long I slept—or how I got to the tent—but when my eyes opened it was still dark, and a lot quieter than before. My head throbbed like a motherfucker. There was a girl’s arm across my chest. I shoved it aside. The universe would have to do better than that. 

	

	“Wake up,” said Keezy.

	

	I squinted and tried to focus on the large figure holding the tent flap open. “Mm. Are we leaving?” There were plenty of reasons why we might have to skip out in the middle of the night.

	

	“It’s Ku… It’s my brother. He’s gone.”

	

	I slowly sat up. Jenny stirred beside me. “What’s going on?” she mumbled.

	

	“Kungen’s run off,” I said. “Where’d he go?”

	

	“I don’t know,” said Keezy. “Into the night. He won’t last long.”

	

	“No, I suppose not. And why are you telling me this?”

	

	“I’m going after him,” said Keezy. Brotherly love had apparently reemerged.

	

	“Okay, well good luck,” I said. “What should we do if you don’t come back?” Being stuck behind enemy lines without an escort was going to make life tricky. Perhaps we could get Maurice and Claire to share their masks and disguise ourselves as the beast equivalent of sexual deviants.

	

	“I want you to help me,” said Keezy.

	

	“You want me to go out there with the jabberwock? Why would I do that? He isn’t my brother.”

	

	I felt Jenny grab a handful of my shirt and pull. I’m not sure what message she was trying to impart, but she could go fuck herself if she thought I was going jabberwock-dodging in the wee hours.

	

	“The jabberwock shy away from bright light. If you use your magic, we could find him and keep the jabberwock at bay at the same time.”

	

	It was definitely a reasonable plan. “I still don’t see what I gain from helping you. Will it even make a difference? If he’s had enough and wants to end it all, he’ll just find another way.”

	

	“Help me,” said Keezy, “and I’ll take you back across the border.”

	

	That sounded slightly more interesting. “You think we’ll be able to get across the bridge with Gideon and the others waiting for us?”

	

	“There… there is another way. It will enable you to go where you will. Dargot, Fengarad, some other place. Undetected.”

	

	A way back to Flatland avoiding trouble and, more importantly, Gullen. And all I needed to do was find a suicidal troll while monsters in the dark tried to kill us. What could possibly go wrong?

	

	 




	

	9. Beware The Jabberwock

	

	It didn’t take me long to get changed. I had fallen asleep in my clothes and only needed to put my shoes on. I emerged from the tent bleary-eyed but ready for action.  More or less.

	

	Keezy was waiting for me with a small creature at his side. It came up to about my waist and had the head of a dog but with human-ish ears and eyes. It also had a tail that slapped from side to side. If it were an actual dog, I would assume it was happy, but it wasn’t an actual dog so who knows?

	

	“This is May-May. He will act as our tracker.”

	

	If here were an actual dog, I would also assume he’d sniff the ground and then catch Kungen’s scent. It’s hard not to let your preconceptions inform your poor guesses but I decided not to presume when faced with things that shouldn’t really exist. Especially when the thing in question might get annoyed and eat me.

	

	“So you’re working with humans now,” said May-May in a yappy voice that only reinforced my presumptions. “You trolls sure are hard to figure out. Still, not my concern. I’m being paid to do a job, so let’s get on with it. Wait here.” He scampered off. That’s not me projecting, he actually scampered.

	

	Jenny stumbled out of the tent and straightened her clothes. “Should I wake the others?”

	

	“No,” I said, “we don’t want to make too much of a commotion out there.” 

	

	Having more people in a search party would usually be a good thing, but in this case I’d rather keep the group as small as possible. We just needed to catch up with Kungen and convince him to come back. If Keezy had really had a change of heart, then there was a good chance of a reconciliation, and then we could get out of here.

	

	“What are you paying May-May with?” I asked Keezy.  With most of the population of Monsterland having an aversion to one metal or another, coins didn’t seem like they’d be a very popular form of legal tender.

	

	“We barter goods and services,” said Keezy. “Money is a sickness your people have. It makes you lazy and greedy.”

	

	Comrade Lenin had a point, but our sickness still made it easier to buy a cup of coffee.

	

	“I did a quick tour of the village,” said May-May returning barely a couple of minutes after leaving. “Kungen was seen heading north of the lake. Probably, he’ll be heading for either the road to Carlyme or into the mountains.”

	

	“What’s Carlyme?” I asked.

	

	“It’s the main city in this region,” said Keezy.

	

	“Where the Arch… Where Cheng lives?” I knew he resided in a castle but nobody had said where the castle was.

	

	“No,” said Keezy. He didn’t offer any further information.

	

	“He’ll probably be headed for the city,” said May-May. “What reason is there to go into the mountains this time of year?”

	

	“He’ll definitely be headed for the mountains,” I said.

	

	“Why do you say that?” asked Keezy.

	

	“Because being around others is the last thing he wants right now. He’d prefer to be alone—somewhere he can feel sorry for himself in peace.”

	

	Keezy nodded. “Very well, we’ll go northeast and see if there are any signs of him. I only hope we get to him before he encounters any jabberwocky. Let’s hurry.”

	

	Although the mission was a bit of shot in the dark, I felt confident we’d be able to catch up to Kungen. Trolls weren’t very quick on their feet and although anger makes you move fast, self-pity makes you go slow, with numerous breaks to stare at the sky for answers. Why? Why me?

	

	“You should stay here, too,” I said to Jenny. She ignored me and set off after Keezy and May-May.

	

	We jogged through the village which displayed few signs of activity, but still managed to give off the impression it was burgeoning with life. Unattended fires burned low and the occasional shadow moved in the distance, but snuffles and snorts came from all directions.

	

	Keezy paused when we reached the village perimeter. Ahead of us, the trees quickly receded into darkness. I created a ball of light which drew an impressed look from May-May, and one of concern from Jenny.

	

	We left the relative safety of the village and headed into the night, May-May leading although he wasn’t sniffing around like a more prejudiced person might expect.

	

	“Will this be bright enough?” I asked Keezy.

	

	He shrugged. “As I told you, no one had ever run into a jabberwock and lived.”

	

	“Then how do you know they don’t like light?”

	

	“That’s what the stories say.”

	

	“That’s what I heard too,” said May-May. “They don’t come out during the day, so it must be true!” His tail wagged even harder. 

	

	“There could be a bunch of reasons why they don’t come out during the day.” I was starting to think everyone on this side of the border was just as stupid as those on the other side. “Has anyone actually gone out in the dark with loads of light and survived?”

	

	“They have,” said Keezy.

	

	Okay, at least that was a good sign. “And has anyone gone out without a light and made it back.”

	

	“Of course,” said May-May. “You don’t always run into a jabberwock.”  

	

	“How often? I mean, if ten people went out without a light, how many would you expect to return?”

	

	Keezy and May-May both gave it some thought.

	

	“Nine?” said May-May.

	

	“Sound about right,” said Keezy.

	

	That made me feel better. A ninety percent chance of survival was pretty good. Although, as we all know, the truth about odds is that they’re always fifty-fifty. Either something happens, or it doesn’t.

	

	“Of course the more of you there are,” said May-May, “the more likely the jabberwocky will come for you.”

	

	It sounded to me like neither of them really knew what attracted jabberwocky.

	

	“So bright lights could have nothing to do with it?” I said.

	

	“Then why are there stories that say otherwise?” said Keezy as though this was the final word on the matter. 

	

	I didn’t respond. They could be right and my light magic might be enough to keep us safe. Personally, I felt our only real hope of avoiding a fight was if the jabberwocky were taking the night off to do their hair and nails.

	

	The trees thinned out and the ground became a lot easier to traverse. May-May was in the lead, running from side to side, inspecting everything for signs of Kungen. There were no sounds and everything felt very still. Unnaturally so.

	

	“Are you sure you should have the light that bright?” Jenny asked in a worried voice.

	

	“It’s fine,” I said. “It’s healing magic that drains me. And only when I really put everything into it. I felt it when I healed Mandy and you, and I really felt it when I healed Kungen. This is nothing. Even if it is aging me, it’s probably seconds or minutes.”

	

	She turned her head away. “I’m sorry about that. I probably made you heal me longer than you needed to.”

	

	“What do you mean?”

	

	“Nothing. I… I just mean we shouldn’t rely on you so much. The others could do more to help, they’re getting better all the time.”

	

	I didn’t know about that. They were all still pretty terrible other than Maurice and his fish-whispering.

	

	“And… you could teach me. I’d do my best to help.”

	

	“You want me to teach you how to do magic so you can run off with the next group and tell them all our secrets?”

	

	Jenny turned back to glare at me. “You really still think of me like that?”

	

	“I think of everyone like that. The only reason I trust the others is because no one else would have them.”

	

	“I don’t know what I have to do to prove myself to you, Colin.” She sounded annoyed, which was understandable.

	

	“I realise you feel I’m being unfair and in your heart you know you wouldn’t turn your back on us, but everyone believes that until they do it. Sometimes even after they do it. People’s ability to convince themselves the shitty things they do aren’t as bad as the shitty things other people do is amazing. And anyway, you make it sound like magic stealing my youth and leaving me a decrepit husk is a bad thing.”

	

	I smiled at her but she wasn’t having any of it. She didn’t say anything, probably because she was busy choosing between all the different ways to tell me to go fuck myself.

	

	A howl filled the night sky. We had made it through the trees to an open area. It looked like there was a meadow ahead of us. And whatever was howling.

	

	“Is that a jabberwock?” I asked Keezy. 

	

	“No,” he replied. “That’s a grimwolf.”

	

	“Isn’t it worried it might attract a jabberwock?” I would have thought wild animals would have been wary of making too much noise and that’s why it had been so quiet out here.

	

	“Noise does not attract them,” said Keezy. I was pretty sure he was basing this off some old wives’ tale too.

	

	“Over here,” said May-May. He was standing in clump of tall grass wagging his tail like mad. “It’s a footprint. By the size and shape I’d say it was definitely your brother’s. Looks like we got lucky. Strange how they stop here though… and the ground here looks freshly tilled for some rea—”

	

	The ground opened up beneath him and he dropped out of view before he had a chance to make another sound.

	

	We all stopped where we were, staring at the hole. The ground rumbled beneath us and the hole exploded as giant worm burst through it and soared into the air high above us. More and more of it came out of the ground until its tip was higher than even Gargantua would be able to reach.

	

	Wild guess, but this was probably a jabberwock.

	

	I increased the intensity of my light as much as I could without popping it, but it didn’t seem to have much effect on the worm. It hung there, bobbing and weaving like a fighter lining up to land a punch.

	

	Its segmented body was slick with some kind of liquid. It smelled like a compost heap.

	

	I released the ball of light and let it gently float upwards. An underground creature could quite easily be sensitive to bright lights, but this one didn’t seem to react at all. As the light got near the top I couldn’t see eyes of any kind. I think it was blind.

	

	It didn’t have many other features either. There was a ring of spikes around what you might call its neck and then a smooth, conical head with no mouth or any other opening.

	

	“What should we do?” whispered Jenny.

	

	“Don’t move,” I said. “I think it responds to vibrations.” This was a guess, but based on what May-May had said about larger groups attracting it more, and every movie I had ever seen about giant worms (more than you might imagine), it seemed a strong possibility.

	

	“What about sound?” said Jenny, her voice even lower now. “That causes vibrations too, doesn’t it?” 

	

	She was right but I didn’t have an explanation for her. 

	

	“Do you think it got Kungen?” she asked 

	

	While sounds didn’t seem to affect the jabberwock, they did affect Keezy. Jenny’s words enraged him.

	

	“Monster!” he roared. “You are a monster!” He started running towards the towering worm. 

	

	I’m not sure what he thought he was going to do once he reached it, but it turned out to be a moot point. The movement attracted the jabberwock’s attention and its head swooped down.

	

	Keezy didn’t change course or even slow down. The jabberwock fell like an arrow from the sky, and as it did, its head split into three and peeled back to reveal a dark gullet.

	

	Keezy tried to dive out of the way but he seemed to be sucked out of the air, flying into the gaping maw.

	

	He disappeared into the darkness and the three sections snapped shut. The serpentine body slithered back into its hole and the spikes around its neck extended into claws. They snatched at the surrounding earth and pulled it into the hole after it. 

	

	The next moment it was gone, leaving behind a flat, unbroken surface.

	

	Jenny and I stood there, neither daring to move. 

	

	“Do you think we’ll have to stay like this until morning?”

	

	“Probably,” I said. “If we don’t make any movements, though, we should be okay.”

	

	“Hey!”

	

	I turned my head at the sound. Like someone was calling.

	

	“Hey, guys!”

	

	I saw them, carrying torches and running to catch up. My teammates, rushing to help, running towards us so we could all die together.

	

	

	 




	

	10.  The Worm Turns

	

	It’s not often you hear the phrase, “Oh shit, it’s the cavalry,” when people are coming to your rescue, but those were the words that sprang to my lips.

	

	“Stop!” screamed Jenny. 

	

	They ran faster to be able to hear what she was saying. We both raised our hands and shouted again. “Stop!”

	

	They heard us this time and did as commanded. They came to a shuddering halt like we were playing a game of musical statues, limbs in unnatural poses as they wobbled trying to keep their balance. 

	

	“What is it?” asked Maurice. “Quicksand?”

	

	We were standing on perfectly solid ground, not sinking from view, so I don’t know why that was his first thought. “It’s the jabberwock. It’s a giant worm that’s under us right now. I think it’s attracted to movement so try to keep as still as possible.”

	

	“How big is it?” asked Claire. 

	

	“Enormous,” said Jenny. “It ate Keezy.”

	

	There was a murmur of surprise and disbelief. 

	

	“Sounds like Shai-Hulud,” said Maurice knowingly.

	

	“Is that a Dune reference?” I said, regretting it immediately. 

	

	“Yes. And it’s pronounced Doon.”

	

	“No, it isn’t,” I said.

	

	Maurice was too deep in his element to be distracted by the nay-saying of plebs like myself. “The giant sandworms, the Shai-Hulud, roam the planet Arrakis as servants of the gods.”

	

	There’s never a giant worm around when you need one. I’d have gladly walked into its yawning gullet at that moment.

	

	“It’s a very interesting book, Doon,” continued Maurice. “It’s the story of Muad’Dib, the mouse that hides from the sun and travels in the cool night.”

	

	“Sounds a bit boring,” said Flossie.

	

	“Do you think we could delay this week’s Book Club until we get out of this mess?” I requested in my most reasonable voice. Stay calm, wait for first light, and then make our way back to the lake, possibly to drown myself and get it all over with. “Just keep quiet and don’t make any sudden movements.”

	

	As soon as I said this, Flossie began hopping from one foot to the other. 

	

	“I said don’t move!”

	

	“Ah can’t help it!” said Flossie. “Ah need a wee.”

	

	“Sorry,” said Dudley. “There’s no stopping her when she gets like this.”

	

	Great. If the Indian rain dance didn’t attract the jabberwock, the tinkle of her tinkle probably would.

	

	Something moved under me. I couldn’t be sure, it was only the slightest of tremors, but I doubted one troll would be enough to satisfy our manxome foe. Back for dessert.

	

	I started making balls of light, all different colours, and sent them towards the trees. When they got close enough, I snapped my fingers and they burst one after the other creating wild flashes of red and green and yellow.

	

	“What are you doing?” asked Jenny. 

	

	“I’m trying to spook any animals that might be in there. If they panic and run, it might draw the jabberwock away from us.”

	

	“You’re going to sacrifice innocent animals so we can save ourselves?”

	

	“Yes,” I said.

	

	“Good thinking,” said Jenny. She bent down and picked up some stones, then threw them into the bushes.

	

	This gave me an idea. “Hey! Grab any rocks and stones and throw them as far as you can.” If we created enough of a disturbance, perhaps the jabberwock wouldn’t be able to home in on us.

	

	Everyone got to it. The result of all this activity? Not much. The lights didn’t scare up any critters—if my exploding balls had made some noise it might have helped—and the jabberwock didn’t appear to take any notice of the rocks we were chucking about. The only good thing was that all the fireworks distracted Flossie enough that she didn’t wet herself, because, “Ooh, pretty…”

	

	As we stood there, the last of the lights flickering out, I saw a figure approaching. A big one.

	

	“I saw your lights,” called out Kungen. “What are you doing here?”

	

	“Looking for you,” I said. “Didn’t you get eaten by the jabberwock?”

	

	“It tried, but it spat me out. Not even the jabberwock can stand to have me in its presence.”

	

	He was walking towards us but no large worm erupted from the ground to devour him. No one likes tainted meat, I guess.

	

	“Your brother made us come out here,” I said. “He was worried about you.”

	

	Kungen stopped. “Keezy? Why would he care?”

	

	“Because,” said Jenny, “he realised it didn’t matter what you had become. You’re still brothers.”

	

	Kungen seemed perturbed by this. “ Where is he?”

	

	“The jabberwock swallowed him,” I said. “I guess he tasted better than you.”

	

	Kungen’s face fell. His eyes couldn’t stay in one place as he looked from one of us to the next. He spun around and screamed. “Monster! Come out here and face me.”

	

	You could see the family resemblance.

	

	There was no response. I don’t think the jabberwock was much of a listener. It didn’t have ears for one thing. 

	

	Kungen was only a few steps away from me now. I leapt as lightly as I could and grabbed hold of him. “I don’t think it’s interested in you. Which means it won’t attack you. Any chance of a piggyback ride to the village?”

	

	“Wait,” said Jenny. I immediately had a bad feeling. “You were inside the jabberwock, right?”

	

	Kungen turned back to face her, with me clinging on. “Only for a few seconds.”
 

	“But you didn’t die, and then it spat you out. If we get it to swallow you again, maybe it will cough up your brother.”

	

	Kungen nodded. “Yes. Yes, that could work.”

	

	Jenny ran towards him. “Everyone, over here.” They all ran towards us. “Now jump!”

	

	They all began jumping up and down like they were in a very low budget hip-hop video.

	

	“What are you idiots doing?” I screamed. I didn’t know what her plan was, but I had a pretty good hunch it wasn’t a good one. “Stop jumping.”

	

	“Keep jumping,” said Jenny. “If we make enough of racket, it won’t be able to tell Kungen’s with us. It’ll attack thinking it’s just a tasty group of people.”

	

	How was that a good thing? “Yes, and then it will eat us.”

	

	“That’s okay,” said Jenny, “once it realises it has Kungen in its mouth it’ll spit us out again. You saw when it opened its mouth. It doesn’t have any teeth. We’ll be fine.”

	

	They all continued to bounce in a tight knot around Kungen.

	

	“No,” I said. “We won’t. Do you understand how teeth work? It makes the food smaller, so the acid in the stomach finds it easier to digest. Because stomach acid tends to be quite weak, otherwise you would digest yourself. It didn’t have any teeth, which means it doesn’t need help digesting, probably because it has industrial strength gastric juices like Alien.”

	

	I should point out I am not a zoologist. Nor am I a xenoarcheologist. Just in case you were wondering. 

	

	“But Kungen’s fine.”

	

	“Kungen’s skin is made of granite. Yours is made of sugar and spice, and acid will melt your face off.”

	

	This seemed to give her pause for thought, but whatever conclusion she might have come to was rudely interrupted by the giant worm that shot out of the ground. 

	

	Everyone instinctively stopped jumping.

	

	The jabberwock swayed slightly. Its head was high up and bobbing around. It must have known where we were, but maybe it also knew Kungen was with us and didn’t want to ingest him again.

	

	“Now!” shouted Jenny. “Run!”

	

	She grabbed hold of Kungen’s arm and started running. The others grabbed whatever part of Kungen they could and joined in.

	

	The jabberwock didn’t attack. Whether it wasn’t sure about the ingredients headed its way or just confused because no one had ever run towards it before, I couldn’t say. Either way, I found myself running alongside too. If I got separated from the group I’d be the easiest one to pick off.

	

	The jabberwock made its move. It swooped down and peeled open its mouth, coming down on the group and hoovering them all up. I say them because at the last moment I dived  to the side, in quite a cool roll that brought me back to my feet. Shame no one saw it.

	

	The plan was for the jabberwock to swallow Kungen. Mission accomplished. If no one else thought to jump out of the way, that was hardly my fault.

	

	I turned to see the jabberwock slithering back into its hole, but the retreat stalled and the head, which had once more closed up, began swinging from side to side. A few seconds later it opened and a short gush of liquid was followed by a number of bodies. 

	

	My five teammates flopped on the ground moaning and writhing, covered in gloop.

	

	The jabberwock continued to thrash about, and then ejected a stream of foul smelling fluid that bubbled as it spread out on the ground, along with a number of carcasses in various states of decomposition. Among them was a large boulder-like figure, skin peeling and showing dark flesh underneath.

	

	Keezy rolled onto his hands and knees and slowly rose to his feet, struggling to keep his balance.

	

	The jabberwock again rose into the air and opened its mouth, this time emitting a piercing shriek. Then it fell flat and flaccid, releasing one last dribble containing Kungen curled into a ball.

	

	Keezy stumbled and staggered towards his brother, lifted him to his feet and embraced him.

	

	The others all got up. They didn’t seem to have suffered any serious injuries, they were just covered in a lot of slime. They looked around at each other and started laughing.

	

	Keezy and Kungen came over, arms around shoulders, each supporting the other. Keezy looked the worse, his skin burned away in numerous spots and large chunks missing completely. Kungen looked practically good as new, like someone had gone over his body with a pumice stone. I noticed the knob of brass had fallen out of his shoulder leaving a small cavity.

	

	The all laughed and clapped each other on the back in matey fashion, an adventure shared, although not by me in this case. I wandered over to the bodies lying around, many still fizzing. One looked like a small dog with half its head missing.

	

	There was a rumble under me, so strong I nearly lost my footing. The ground was ripped open and two more jabberwocks thrust out of the earth and rose with stunning speed to tower over us. They were huge, bigger than the one lying dead, and they looked pissed. I can’t say how, since they didn’t have any features, but it was definitely the vibe they were giving off.

	

	Kungen pushed Keezy back and put himself between the worms and us.

	

	“Run!” Kungen shouted. “I’ll do what I can to hold them off.”

	

	But the worms didn’t attack. They sort of looked at each other (again, hard to explain since they had no eyes) and then retreated into the ground even faster than they had emerged.

	

	Kungen looked confused. Keezy slapped him on the back. “They fear you brother. They are running away. Run you curs! The Worm King protects us now!”

	

	I’m not sure ‘Worm King’ was much of a title, or that it made much sense since Kungen wasn’t a worm, but he was clearly no longer the worthless waste of space he had considered himself. Having both him and Keezy owing us their lives and safe passage back to Flatland would make things a bit easier. Probably.

	

	I bent down and picked up something glittering at my feet. It was a small lump of brass. I put it in my pocket. Not that I’d need it. Probably.

	

	 




	

	11. Heroes Of Myth And Legend

	

	The atmosphere was one of relief and jubilation. We had gone up against an indomitable foe and won. Or rather, they had. 

	

	I considered their actions to be incredibly stupid, but there was no doubting their victory. 

	

	As I watched them hug each other and laugh about being sucked into the mouth of a giant worm, they looked like heroes. Not the type with muscles and loincloths and big swords. More like the teacher who stands between her kids and a madman with a knife, even though she knows it’ll probably get her killed.

	

	Was this why we were brought to this world? So people like this could band together and save lives in the most ridiculous way possible? It wasn’t so far-fetched. The no-hopers who get their shit together and accomplish amazing things are often the heroes of a story, why not this one?

	

	They still weren’t a team you would call on to save the day unless you had absolutely no other choice, but if you told them what they needed to do, they’d be willing to do it. Because it was the right thing to do.

	

	And the person leading them on this insane path to becoming legends wasn’t me, it was Jenny. 

	

	It had been her idea to jump down the jabberwock’s throat and her instructions the other’s had followed without hesitation.

	

	I still had no idea why we had been transported to this world, but perhaps the special ability that really counted wasn’t making fire or healing people, it was the willingness to do whatever it took to save the day.

	

	Whenever I’d had to lead the party into a volatile situation, I’d done so racked with doubts, regretting every decision as soon as I made it. My greatest wish had always been to avoid trouble if I possibly could and go off quietly on my own. I thought Claire would be the one to take over, but maybe her role was to be number two. And Jenny was destined to be number one.

	

	This was good news. They didn’t need me anymore. But rather than look forward to finally walking away from the group I’d been stuck with since the first day, I felt a bit sad.

	

	With the confidence they’d gain from this success, and their desire to do the right thing, I imagined they would be prepared to take on even greater challenges. Obviously,  they’d be dead in under a week.

	

	Actually, maybe now was the perfect time to get out.

	

	“My brother is hurt,” said Kungen, “we need to get him back to the village.”

	

	Keezy did look pretty bad. His raw skin glistened in the dim light. Surprisingly, no one suggested I heal him. Whether they didn’t want me to risk using up more of my life force, or they just forgot I existed, I don’t know.

	

	“Will you be able to walk back?” asked Jenny.

	

	“I shall,” said Keezy. “Nothing will stop me from returning to tell the others the Worm King has come.”

	

	“Will they really be nice to Kungen now he can scare off the big worms?” asked Flossie.

	

	“The Worm King was foretold in prophecy. The one who will reclaim the night. No one really knew what it meant or even if it was anything more than a story to tell children. I certainly never thought it would turn out to be my own brother.” He spoke with great pride and put his arm around Kungen.

	

	Nobody thanked me for making all this possible. Was I mentioned in the prophecy? And lo, an unparalleled scruffbag will emerge from the east and bestow on the Worm King a great power. Make sure you treat the scruffbag poorly and think of him as trash. And so it came to pass…

	

	With Kungen supporting Keezy we headed back to the village. I created a ball of light to show the way. I felt like I should say something, explain my actions back when we were running at the jabberwock and I chose to bail. I had any number of reasons primed and ready to go, some of them even quite valid, but no one mentioned it. Me suddenly bringing it up would have just sounded like I was making excuses. Which would have been accurate.

	

	The village was not the slumbering hamlet we had left. Torches and fires were ablaze and the entire population seemed to be crowded at the boundary. Perhaps they heard the commotion all the way back here and were preparing for a jabberwocky attack.

	

	When they saw us, a hush descended. Furtive looks were exchanged and they were in no hurry to move aside and let us through. Kungen’s presence may have had something to do with it.

	

	The other troll, whose name I still didn’t know, came rushing out of the crowd. He tried to take Kungen’s place but Keezy pushed the troll away.

	

	Keezy, still leaning on his brother, told the gathering what had happened and how Kungen had defeated the jabberwock. The inhospitable glares changed into wonder and surprise. Shocked muttering soon became shouts of joy and celebration. 

	

	Keezy also told them about the role Jenny and the others played. The crowd was aghast at the audacity of the rescue plan. The whole party were hailed as heroes. Well, apart from me.

	

	Cries of “Worm King! Worm King!” broke out and the whole thing got a bit chaotic. 

	

	I slipped away, which was easily done since no one was paying any attention to me, and found my way back to the tent where I’d been sleeping. It had been a long night and I was exhausted. Not that I’d done much other than conjure up some pretty lights, but I could barely keep my eyes open. 

	

	I crawled into the small tent and fell asleep.

	

	When I woke up, I was alone. Not very surprising. I crawled out into bright sunshine with the lake shimmering not very far away. And not much else.

	

	The village had gone. The whole thing—the tents, the shacks, the inhabitants—all gone. As were my party.

	

	I stumbled around a bit. There was no sign of them. And the only indication there’d been a settlement at all were the remnant of a few fires and some vines tied to various branches.

	

	The way they were being treated last night, I didn’t worry too much for their safety. They were with the trolls for a start. And they were saviours of the universe. They were probably at a special after-party for celebs and VIPs.

	

	Still, I did feel a little put out at being left behind. I know, it’s what I’ve always insisted was my goal—to be on my own—but even the lucky guy who finds out he was the only choirboy in the choir not to be sexually abused by the priest will wonder, “Was there something wrong with me?” It’s human nature.

	

	I stuffed thoughts of inadequacy and abandonment into the part of my brain I keep for these matters—always full yet always room for more—and walked down to the water. After I washed and got the world into a slightly clearer focus, I looked around again. I didn’t know how long I’d be on my own (forever?) so scavenging any useful items left behind seemed like a good idea.

	

	It was while I was wandering around the bushes, scanning the ground for anything I could use, that I discovered I was not as alone as I had thought.

	

	Sitting on a crate was a small, dog-like creature who looked kind of familiar. 

	

	While it’s probably racist, or speciesist, to suggest everyone with a dog-head looks the same, this one actually did look a lot like May-May, only smaller. Same white and black markings, same terrier-like face.

	

	He had seen me but didn’t seem too concerned. He bounced his heels—they were too hairy for me to tell if they were actual feet or paws—against the box. He gave off the impression of someone slightly bored.

	

	I walked over to him. “Hey. I’m Colin.”

	

	He looked me up and down and didn’t seem too impressed by what he saw. He didn’t say anything.

	

	“Where’d everyone go?” I asked in a friendly tone.

	

	He cocked his head. You’d think he might be more wary of a human, but perhaps he had heard about what happened last night and considered me to be one of the heroes. Then again, maybe he was choosing which bone would be tastiest. Is intimating a dog-person has a thing for bones a sign of prejudice?

	

	I decided to give it one last go. “Are you waiting for someone?”

	

	“I’m waiting for my Da.” When he spoke it became obvious he was very young. Maybe five or six. I’m not sure what that is in dog years. “He’s the best tracker in these parts. And the toughest.” He gave me a look that suggested I better watch myself.

	

	I had a horrible feeling I knew who his Da was and that the kid was in for a long wait. If it was May-May, though, had no one thought to tell him? They just left him out here?

	

	“Your mother around here somewhere is she?”

	

	“My Ma was eaten by a manticore.” He didn’t sound very bothered about it.

	

	“Okay, well, see you around.” It wasn’t my job to inform kids they were now orphans. If leaving a child to fend for himself was how they handled things around here, then I guess this is Sparta! He was probably better equipped to deal with whatever was out here than I was.

	

	I continued foraging and found a branch that I whittled down to something vaguely resembling a spear. I sharpened the end as best I could and made my way back down to the lake.

	

	I waded out until the water was up to my knees. With a little fish-calling magic and some half-arsed spearing I eventually managed to catch breakfast. As I returned to the shore, the kid was standing at the water’s edge watching me. He was probably hungry.

	

	I got a fire going and cooked the fish. The kid stood to the side all puppy-eyed, although that was probably unavoidable. I offered him some of the fish. He darted forward and snatched it from my hand, stuffing it into his mouth like he hadn’t eaten in a week.

	

	“Keep the fire going while I catch some more.”

	

	Yes, he was cute, and it was hard to resist picking him up and patting him on the head, but more importantly he was familiar with life on this side of the border. If I could win his trust there was a lot of useful information I could get out of him. And also I was still hungry since he’d eaten most of my breakfast.

	

	Of course, catching fish isn’t always easy, especially when your homemade spear isn’t of the finest workmanship. Or any workmanship.

	

	“You aren’t very good are you?” The kid had left the fire unattended and sat on the bank paddling his feet in the water. “I think the first one was a fluke.”

	

	The fact he was probably right didn’t make it okay to talk to me like that. Kids these day… “What’s your name?”

	

	“Attica.”

	

	“Well, Attica, skills like mine are hard to acquire and even harder to master.” I placed a hand in the water and made various finger movements. The water glowed and a large fish darted towards me. I raised the spear and thrust it into the water, missing him by a good margin. The fish swam off.

	

	If I’d speared it I would’ve looked hella cool. Damn it.

	

	“How do you call the fish like that?”

	

	“You do this.” I held up my hand and quickly went through the movements. I saw no reason not to show him. It wasn’t like he’d be able to copy me with his stubby fingers.

	

	“Like this?” He repeated the moves back to me flawlessly. Quick learner.

	

	“Yes. Now do it in the water.”

	

	He stuck his hand in the water and moved his fingers. Nothing happened.

	

	“See? Not so easy. Keep practising.” 

	

	Maybe I could trade fishing lessons for information. I had visions of passing on my knowledge to my young student who would call me Sensei and treat me with reverence.

	

	I returned my attention to the fish. I focused my mind and steadied my breathing. This was a good opportunity for me to practise both my fish-magic and spearing. If I really applied myself I could have enough fish for lunch and dinner within a few minutes.

	

	It took me an hour before I managed to catch another one. 

	

	He was quite big although he looked fairly grizzled. He may have actually died of old age just before I snagged him. I turned around with my prize, ready for the respect and admiration a hunter of my calibre deserves, to find Attica lying on the bank, his hand hanging in the water and his fingers moving at great speed, creating a purple glow.

	

	Dozens of fish swam around his hand, leaping out of the water and making him giggle when they nibbled on his fingers. God damn show off.

	

	 




	

	12. Dog Day Afternoons

	

	It wasn’t all that surprising a beastman, even a very young one, would have greater natural affinity with beast magic than me. It was still annoying, though.

	

	“You’re not supposed to play with them, you’re supposed to eat them.”

	

	Attica thrust his whole head into the water and came up with a large red and green trout-looking fish in his jaws. He sat up on his knees with the fish held up like an offering for his master. A completely inappropriate thought since he wasn’t a dog, he was a person.

	

	The fish screamed and Attica dropped it, bounding away like it had bit him, rather than the other way round. I took my sword and stabbed the fish in the head.

	

	Attica looked at the fish warily. 

	

	“It’s dead. Nothing to worry about.”

	

	“I know that,” said Attica a little snootily, probably to hide his embarrassment. “After death there is nothing to fear.”

	

	What was that? Some kind of saying? Bit morbid to teach a kid, but that’s life in the wild, I guess.

	

	After lunch, Attica took over fishing duties and I had a nap. When I woke up, there was a pile of fish lying on the ground, their heads all missing. My sword was stuck in the ground next to them. I hadn’t given him my sword so he must have taken it while I was asleep. He could have quite easily cut my throat.

	

	Now that we were fishing buddies, Attica was more open to answering my questions. He was just a kid so it was hard to know how accurate his understanding of things was, but it would still be better than mine.

	

	The village was built from scratch every evening and taken down next morning. Everyone went off to do their own thing and only came together for safety’s sake. The jabberwocky didn’t like to come too close to the water. Now that there was a Worm King this might change, but Attica didn’t know too much about it.

	

	The trading and bartering system was interesting, and very complicated. You had to remember what you owed and to who, and what they owed you. No one wrote it down. There was also an agreed evaluation of how things measured up. So a duck egg was worth two carrots. Obviously.

	

	There was some haggling based on quality. I mean, if it’s a really nice carrot, then that’s going to be worth more than one duck egg, right?

	

	“So you have farms over here?” I asked him.

	

	He looked at me like I was an idiot. There had been a lot of that. “What’s a farm?”

	

	“Where they grow things. You know, like carrots.”

	

	He got up and walked over to a large tree. He sniffed around the base, then grabbed a tuft of brown grass and pulled. A red root came out of the ground. He handed it to me. I gave it a wash and tried a bite. Tasted like carrot.

	

	We spent the whole afternoon him fishing and me asking questions about Monsterland (they didn’t call it that, they called it Home) and about Cheng (a great leader who looked after everyone).

	

	They were childish answers and probably not the most reliable, but it gave me an idea of how different things were over here. Very.

	

	I still hadn’t told him about his dad and it was getting to the point I felt I had to say something, but I handled it the way all men my age do when it comes to unpleasant tasks. I procrastinated.

	

	By the time it started to get dark, there was still no sign of anyone else.

	

	“Shouldn’t they be putting the village back up?”
 

	Attica walked over to the water’s edge and called out. “Asther? Where’s the village tonight?”

	

	Two eyes on stalks appeared, and a tentacle pointed to the far side of the lake. I wondered what Asther looked like under the water. Perhaps it was better not to know.

	

	We collected the wooden box Attica used to store his stuff and filled it with fish. I took down the tent I had slept in (no one had asked for it back so I considered it mine) and realised I had no idea how to put it back up. The pieces went in the box.

	

	Attica showed remarkable strength for his size. He bent down facing away from the box, hooked his fingers under the box and lifted. I grabbed the back and we set off around the edge of the lake. The sun dropped quickly and I made a ball of light to see better. Attica paid close attention to the hovering ball but didn’t ask me how to make one. 

	

	By the time we reached the village it was all built and looked like it had been there for years. Attica directed us to a space between two shacks and immediately set up his own tent. Took him about two minutes. I sat there looking at the sticks in my hands. Oh, how I missed those Ikea instruction pamphlets.

	

	Attica took some fish and ran off. He came back with firewood. Then he went off again and came back with grilled meat. I’m not sure what it was, but it wasn’t fish which was all I cared about. 

	

	Despite the lake being right there and full of fish, our supply proved very popular and Attica quickly traded it all away for various goods. He seemed very happy running around making exchanges and striking deals.

	

	Once I set up my tent—okay, it was lying in bits on the ground, but it wasn’t going to rain, so good enough—I walked through the village to the drinking spot at its centre to see if I could find out what happened to the others.

	

	The wolfgirl didn’t look pleased to see me, but she didn’t jump over the bar and rip my throat out either, so no complaints from me.

	

	“Hello,” I said, sounding horribly nervous. “I was here yesterday, you know, one of the humans who defeated the jabberwock.” I was hoping to come over friendly and agreeable, but I’m sure I sounded like a braggart fishing for thanks and a free drink.

	

	“Yes,” said the wolfgirl. 

	

	“I was wondering if you knew what happened to the rest of my party.” Any way you look at it, the only way I could have lost the others was if they snuck off without me. Me desperately trying to locate them only made it worse. Like I was some clingy loser who couldn’t take a hint.

	

	“They left for the city,” she said.

	

	“They did? Why?”

	

	“So they could be rewarded for their deeds. They are to be feasted at a great banquet. Given prizes and awards, I should think.”

	

	“Oh,” I said, “that’s nice. And will they be coming back after that, or no?”

	

	She narrowed her eyes like she wasn’t quite sure if she should tell me. “It’s a day’s ride to the city. They should return with the Worm King in a day or two. If they wish to return.”

	

	A day’s ride. I hadn’t seen any horses or other large animals so I wondered what monsters rode. Each other?

	

	I slinked away wishing the ground would swallow me up. It’s bad enough being left behind—having people looking at you like they would have done the same is no fun.

	

	When I got back to our camp, Attica had put my tent up for me. I think it was the first nice thing someone had done for me since… I couldn’t think of a previous example. 

	

	We ate the rest of the food and went to sleep. Maybe this would be my life from now on. Not so bad.

	

	The next day I woke to find the village gone again. They really knew how to shift in the mornings. Attica was sitting on his wooden box waiting for me. 

	

	We found a spot that looked fishy (don’t ask me, I wasn’t the fisherman in the group) and soon had another pile of fish. Attica’s natural talent for fish magic was far in advance of anything I could do. He even managed to lure them to the edge of the water and leap onto the shore by themselves!

	

	As we ate our breakfast of grilled fish seasoned with various herbs and spices Attica had acquired through trading, I decided to tell him the truth about his father.

	

	“Attica, I need to tell you something. It’s about your Da.”

	

	“I know he’s dead” said Attica between mouthfuls.

	

	“You do? Oh. And you’re not upset? It’s okay if you are.”

	

	“After death there is nothing to fear. He prepared me for life without him, and if I don’t survive…” He shrugged his tiny shoulders. He inspected the bones in his hand intently. “I wanted to say thank you. You showed me a way I can live happily. Now that I can catch fish… Thank you.” He looked up from the fish bones and stared at me with complete sincerity. “And if one day we end up fighting on opposite sides, I will let you live. If I can.”

	

	When he grew up he probably would be able to gut me on the battlefield, but hearing it from a pup who came up to my knee made me want to smile. I resisted, but it wasn’t easy.

	

	“Thanks. But don’t force yourself. If you have a girl you want to impress, feel free to rip my heart out of my chest and show it to her.”

	

	He looked confused. “Why would I want to impress a girl?”

	

	He continued to fish although we had caught more than enough. He was trying out different moves and getting the fish to do all sorts of things fish don’t normally do. Like whistling.

	

	As I watched from the shore there was a cough behind me. I turned to find a frogman standing by a tree. He was fairly large and old, but not as old as Nabbo, and his skin was redder, but other than that he was your basic amphibious humanoid. 

	

	I leapt to my feet and drew my sword. 

	

	He raised his hands. “Ho there. I mean you no harm.”

	

	I scanned the surroundings but he appeared to be alone, although there could have been a hundred of them in the water for all I knew. “What do you want?”

	

	“Please, I know you are one of the humans who defeated the jabberwock. I would not attempt anything nefarious in such esteemed company.” He did a funny little bow.

	

	“Okay. But what do you want?”

	

	“It is about the pup.” He indicated Attica who was out in the lake and paying no attention to my problems.

	

	“What about him?”

	

	“You have taught him beast magic. They are all talking about it in the village.”

	

	“Yes. So what?”

	
The frogman came a little closer, wringing his hands and looking uncomfortable. “It isn’t right. Kobolds aren’t meant to possess this knowledge.”

	

	“He’s just a kid.”

	

	“Yes, but he will grow up, teach his own children and from there it will spread. I understand you did not know, but he can’t be allowed to continue. It isn’t right.”

	

	“What do you propose to do about it?” I asked. “He can’t unlearn it, can he?”

	

	“No. But he needs his fingers to cast the magic. If we cut off his hands—”

	

	“Are you fucking joking? Nobody’s cutting off his hands. Your hands, however…” I took a step towards him.

	

	He stepped backwards, hands behind his back. “Please, I wanted to do this in a civilised way.”

	

	“There is no civilised way to cut off someone’s hands!” I could hardly believe he thought I would agree to his idea.

	

	“You don’t understand our ways. What you have done could destroy the delicate balance between the tribes.”

	

	“So could killing the jabberwocky, but you seem fine with that change. If your ways include cutting off children’s hands, then your ways are wrong. I’m sorry if I crossed some invisible line that only you can see, but what’s done is done. Adapt to the new meta. Now fuck off.”

	

	The frogman hurried away. Perhaps he would come back with friends. I should have handled it better, come to some compromise, but I didn’t think there was a middle ground. I’d have to keep an eye open and hope the others came back soon. If I took Attica along with us he would be safe. And Flossie would probably explode with joy.

	

	The rest of the day passed uneventfully. The thing in the lake told us where the village was and we made our way there as night fell. The fish we caught bought us plenty of food and supplies. Attica came back with a spear for me.

	

	“Perhaps you’ll be able to catch some fish with this. If you get lucky.” Cheeky little shit.

	

	There was still no sign of the others and I considered moving on. If Attica came with me, he might prove useful as a guide.

	

	The next morning I crawled out of my tent to find the village gone and with it Attica. His tent was still next to mine. I had a bad feeling.

	

	“Attica! Attica!” There was no response. I ran around like a madman but I had no idea where he’d gone. If the frogman had taken him, my chances of tracking them down were minimal at best.

	

	I didn’t do any fishing. I ate nothing. I felt sick. 

	

	The day passed in a daze and I just sat staring out over the water. When dusk finally came I stood up. “Asther! Where’s the village?” There was no response. “Asther, please,” I screamed. “I think Attica’s in trouble. Where’s the village?”

	

	A tentacle rose out of the water and pointed.

	

	I raced around the lake hoping that somehow I wasn’t too late.

	

	 




	

	13. Man Vs Wild

	

	The village was still being put together. I ran through the semi-erect structures being hammered and roped together, frantically searching for any signs of a small dog-like creature. 

	

	I didn’t expect to see him, but I couldn’t help but check to make sure every time I spied a furball under three-foot.

	

	Within a few seconds of arriving, I ended up in the  middle of the village where an assortment of creatures placed barrels on top of each other behind a large bar. They had to take down and put up this large drinking establishment daily—seemed a lot of unnecessary work. Where did they even put the barrels during the day?

	

	These and other questions didn’t bother me for once. I had other matters on my mind.

	

	“Have you seen Attica?” I asked the wolfgirl. She was behind the bar sorting out some cups and bowls.

	

	She gave me a dead-eyed glance that suggested she had better things to do and went back to stacking cups without saying anything.

	

	I took out my sword and struck the tower of cups sending them flying. “Attica, little guy, have you seen him?”

	

	The workers, big and small, stopped in the middle of whatever they were doing and glared in my direction. I had their attention, but that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

	

	“The sooner you tell me where he is, the less of a mess I’ll have to make.” I slashed a vine and there was a twang high above us. A long pole fell out of the branches, sending those underneath it scurrying out of the way.

	

	Between them, the assembled workers could have torn me to pieces in seconds. Wolfgirl didn’t look like she needed their help. She was about the same height as me, but around fifty pounds heavier. All muscle, by the look of it.

	

	She narrowed her yellow eyes and growled. Teeth forced her lips apart. Her colleagues looked like they wouldn’t mind getting in on the fun side of a one-sided fight.

	

	At this point the reality of the situation seeped into my inflamed mind. It was all very well charging in and waving a sword about, but I wasn’t going to do much rescuing if I was dead. I didn’t even know if they had the slightest idea what had happened to Attica. This could all be a massive waste of time.

	

	What I needed to do was calm things down. 

	

	“Look,” I said, and then she sprang.

	

	It was an impressive jump, full of power, speed and teeth. The teeth were what gave it that extra ‘wow’ factor. I couldn’t even move.

	

	The magnificent leap was rather crudely cut short. A scaly, green hand grabbed wolfgirl’s airborne foot and yanked her back, swapping her snarl for a goofy ‘Huh?’ look.

	

	She clattered to the ground, but rolled into a crouch, ready to pounce again.

	

	“No need for fighting,” said the owner of the hand. “I’m sure we can resolve this over a drink or two.” He smiled, which made me think wolf teeth weren’t so bad. “My name is Vamalyn.”

	

	Vamalyn looked a bit like a lizardman, only fatter and with a longer snout. Much longer, like a crocodile’s. His legs were short and he only managed to remain upright because his voluminous backside acted as support, scraping along the ground. A tail slithered from side to side behind him.

	

	I lowered my sword. “I just want to know if you’ve seen Attica. He’s a little kobold.”

	

	Vamalyn interlaced his fingers and rested them on top of his stomach. “They brought him around earlier. I am considered something of an arbitrator in these parts. When problems arise, this is where people come to have the matter settled. As I’m sure you’re aware by now, you can’t go around teaching magic to whoever you please. It upsets the balance.”

	

	“He’s just a kid!”

	

	“That makes little difference where the laws of nature are concerned.”

	

	“What about me? I can use magic. Are you going to cut off my hands too?” Only after I said it did I think maybe putting the idea in his head wasn’t so wise.”

	

	“You… are a special case.”

	

	“Oh, so there are some exceptions, then? The laws of nature make allowances, just not for children—good to know.” I was too late, I knew that. “Is he okay? Can I see him? ”

	

	“The knowledge you gave him wasn’t just in his hands, it was up here.” Vamalyn tapped the side of his head, drawing my attention to his small, multi-coloured eyes. They shimmered from red to green to yellow. “Sad to say, there was only one solution to this particular problem.”

	

	It took me a moment to understand what he was saying. And then it hit me in a very strange way. I began gasping for air like I’d just been for a run. I couldn’t say anything, the only sound out of my mouth was panting, louder and louder. I slowly sank to the ground and sat there trying to catch my breath.

	

	There was a flicker of pain in my chest. Not big—in fact the opposite. Tiny. But so sharp it made me close one eye. I’d never felt anything quite like it before. It was so precise, so contained, I would call it exquisite. If I focused on it, everything else faded away. 

	

	There was nothing. No Attica, no monsters, no panic. Only the pain.

	

	I think it was grief. 

	

	I can’t say for sure because I had no experience of it. I would have thought grief would be more, “Oh, how I miss him…” and a dull ache as you watched the sun set, cue violins. I hadn’t expected it to feel like acid drilling through my fucking solar plexus.

	

	When my dad died, there was none of this. He and my mother got divorced when I was young, though. Other than presents for Christmas and birthdays, I spent very little time around him, so when I suddenly had to get dressed up and go to his funeral, it was strange more than sad. And a bit scary because of all the people staring at me. No big emotions. The only thing I really felt was inconvenienced. Saturday mornings were the only time I got to watch TV by myself.

	

	Attica I had known barely two days, yet my sense of loss was overwhelming. The pinpoint of pain in my chest began to grow. Wiggling toes in the surf quickly turned into finding myself waist deep and the water rising. I used the sword to push me back to my feet, like I could make a run for it before I drowned. But there was nowhere to go.

	

	I looked around at the strange creatures fixedly staring at me and all I could think was, “They did this.”

	

	“He didn’t suffer,” said Vamalyn. “After death there is nothing to fear.” 

	

	His words sparked something in me. Anger.

	

	Vamalyn shook his head and snorted derisively. “What do you think you’re going to do with that? Light one of your farts?”

	

	I followed his gaze down to my hand, which was covered in a pale blue flame. Like the time in the Pickled Gherkin when light had burst from my hand, I hadn’t done anything to create this magic, it had just appeared.

	

	No one looked particularly concerned by it. As beasts they probably knew just how weak and ineffective it was. Lighting my farts was probably the biggest threat I posed, other than not lighting them.

	

	“You didn’t have to kill him,” I said in a quiet voice. 

	

	“We did,” said Vamalyn. “It is our way.”

	

	“Then your way is stupid.” I sounded like a child.

	

	“You know very little about our way of life, or our way of death, yet you are so quick to judge.”

	

	“That’s because I put in a lot of practice.” 

	

	I closed my eyes. My hand was beginning to hurt. It felt good. 

	

	There are different types of pain. There’s the scream-inducing type when you get your leg amputated without anaesthetic, and then there’s the type where your leg is so mangled, you beg for someone to cut it off, and the bite of the saw into your flesh and bone is nothing but sweet relief.

	

	The tide was coming in. 

	

	I opened my eyes and everything was shaking. The trees, the ground, the terrified creatures. It was like an earthquake. 

	

	Only they weren’t shaking at all. The only one shaking was me; so hard I couldn’t see straight.

	

	I looked down at my hand. It was burning with a white flame. Not like the lights I created, this was burning white hot. My hand felt like it was melting. The pain was searing. It wasn’t enough.

	

	The gathered monsters didn’t look so sure of themselves now. They began to move away from me, behind Vamalyn.

	

	“There’s a lot of alcohol here,” I said. “The stuff we have back home is very flammable. I’m guessing this stuff is too.”

	

	Healing beyond my abilities had taken a couple of months from me, I wondered what burning an entire village to ash would cost. A couple of years? I could afford it. It wasn’t like I had big plans for the future.

	

	The heat in my hand intensified. 

	

	Vamalyn wasn’t smiling anymore. “You would kill us all.”

	

	“After death there is nothing to fear.” I started laughing. If they were so cool with death, let them prove it. 

	

	“It won’t bring him back.”

	

	And just like that the fire went out. The one enveloping my hand and the one consuming my mind. The pain was gone too. I felt nothing but numb.

	

	He was right, it wouldn’t bring him back. And what was the big deal with living anyway? He would have probably died one way or another. Me protecting him was hardly a guarantee of safety.

	

	They had their way. It was a horrible way, but what way wasn’t? The person who fucked up here was me. I did this. I got him killed. 

	

	I looked down at my hand expecting to see bones with all the flesh burned off, but it was just my regular hand.

	

	I put my sword back in its scabbard. “This was my fault. I see that now.” Everyone stared at me nervously. I could see the fear in their eyes. “I’m going to go now. If you see my friends, tell them…” I had no idea what he should tell them. “Tell them I said hey.”

	

	Not the most dramatic of parting speeches, but I’m sure they appreciated me keeping it short and bitter.

	

	I turned and took two steps, not really knowing where I was going. I stopped at the sight of an approaching carriage. It was a fancy affair with lots of intricate designs and carvings, although the most notable aspect was probably the unicorn pulling it.

	

	Normally, seeing an actual unicorn would be a cause for some excitement, but having learned how horns work over here, I wasn’t all that thrilled to see a horse with a giant cock on its head.

	

	The carriage hurtled through the narrow gaps between tents and shacks, knocking things over and sending people flying in all directions. They didn’t seem to mind. I guess it was their way.

	

	The driver was a kobold. He looked very different to May-May and Attica, but I still found it uncomfortable to look at him. He brought the carriage to a shuddering halt in front of me and the door flew open.

	

	My missing teammates bundled out all done up in brand new clothes and giant smiles on their faces. With them they brought boundless energy and enthusiasm, and a joy for life that burst forth like confetti.

	

	I should have set myself on fire when I had the chance.

	

	

	 




	

	14. Get Lucky

	

	“Colin!” screamed Claire like she was delighted to see me. “We’re back!”

	

	“Sorry about leaving you like that,” said Maurice. “We didn’t think we’d be gone so—”

	

	“Yeah, they said it was only a day away, we thought we’d be back  in no—”

	

	“Then they forced us to go to all these parties an—”

	

	“They made us these clothes too,” said Flossie, holding out her leather top from the hem. “Right bostin’ they are.”

	

	“We met the head guy, the Vizier,” said Maurice. “He was some kind of giant badger! He might have been a wolverine, but he didn’t have claws.”

	

	“They had cake!” said Flossie. “It were great.”

	

	“We tried to send a message,” cut in Claire, “but their post office is really strange.”

	

	“We got you this.” Flossie held out a cloak for me. I took it and put it under my arm.

	

	They were all talking over each other and coming at me so fast it was hard to take it all in. 

	

	“We thought you could probably do with a few days without us,” said Claire. “You know, have a little me time.”

	

	“Thank you for thinking of me.” I didn’t mean it sarcastically, but it still brought them up a bit short. It slowly dawned on them there was a strange atmosphere around us.

	

	“You aren’t mad at us are you?” asked Flossie.

	

	“No,” I said. “You did nothing wrong.” 

	

	The only one not to say anything was Jenny. She stood staring at me. “What happened, Colin?”

	

	“Oh, you know, stuff.”

	

	She walked up to me, her eyes searching my face like she was looking for something. Then she looked past me at the crowd gathered around Vamalyn. “What did you people do?” Her voice shook.

	

	I placed my hand on Jenny’s shoulder. “It’s fine. They didn’t do anything. The only person who fucked up was me. Isn’t that right, Vamalyn?”

	

	Vamalyn hesitated before he spoke. “We could all have handled the situation a little better, perhaps.”

	

	“Yes,” I said. “Perhaps.”

	

	“Colin,” said Jenny, “please tell me what happened. I’ve never seen you in this much pain before.”

	

	I found her words confusing. “I’m not in any pain. Can’t feel a thing, to be honest with you.” 

	

	I turned to Keezy who was standing by the carriage, looking with concern at the gathered monsters. His skin had healed completely and he looked like a giant rock once more. The Worm King stood next to him.

	

	“We had a deal,” I said to Keezy. “You promised to take us back.”

	

	“Yes, we were talking about that on the journey here. We thought—”

	

	“I don’t care.” It was hard to keep the edge of my voice. I wasn’t in much of a mood to have a discussion. “I saved your brother’s life. I made him into the Worm King. I went with you to find him in the dark. If you no longer wish to acknowledge your debt, that’s fine—you won’t be the first person to let me down— I’d just like to know if you’re going to keep your word or not?”

	

	Keezy didn’t say anything. He just looked at me for what seemed like several minutes, although it was probably a couple of seconds. Then his gaze passed over my head and swept across the watching gallery which appeared to have swelled in number.

	

	“We can leave first thing in the morning,” he said.

	

	I turned around towards Vamalyn and everyone behind him flinched. It would be nice to think I was this terrifying figure who could make even monsters cower, but they weren’t afraid of me in the conventional sense. It was more like a guy with a plank on his shoulder who suddenly pivots without realising there’s someone behind him.

	

	“I think they’d rather we left right now,” I said. “Isn’t that right, Vamalyn?”

	

	Vamalyn said nothing. 

	

	“I’ll take that as a yes. Shall we? I just have to pick up my stuff. It isn’t far.” I set off without waiting to see if anyone was following.

	

	Once I crossed the village boundary the darkness closed in and I created a ball of light. I was now proficient enough to make it with hardly any effort and have it hang over my head as I walked. I felt like I had only scratched the surface of what was possible with magic, but the really powerful stuff seemed to be out of my reach. Or at least, out of my control.

	

	The others traipsed along behind me, their conversations muted and too low for me to hear. The three trolls also followed. Having the Worm King along would make things a little less dangerous, assuming it meant the jabberwocky would avoid us.

	

	When I got back to my tent I realised there wasn’t very much for me to take. I packed up the tent and took the spear Attica had given me. It wasn’t a particularly good one—the head was made of stone sharpened to a point—but it might come in useful one day. I could always throw it away if it became a burden.

	

	“You are sure you want to go back across the border?” Keezy asked me.

	

	“Yes. You know, I used to think the person who named Monsterland was some kind of retard. ‘Oh look, monsters, let’s call it Monsterland.’ Right? But now I see he was a genius. I’m half-tempted to go back to Gullen and offer to help him kill every last one of you.”

	

	I’m not sure why I felt compelled to goad Keezy, other than the perverse pleasure of pissing someone off just because you can. 

	

	Keezy bristled a little but kept his composure. He looked at his brother , then back at me. “I owe you a debt. Once it is paid, you would do well not to cross my path again.”

	

	His words felt familiar. I shrugged. “Is it far, wherever it is we’re going?”

	

	“Two, maybe three days,” said Keezy. “We could rest here but, no, I can see you’re in no mood to tarry. And perhaps it would be best to put as much distance between you and the village as possible.”

	

	Keezy led us around the other side of the lake and away from the border. Open fields made the going easy if a little monotonous. 

	

	“I’m sorry,” said Jenny. She had taken up position beside me.

	

	“Sorry? Sorry for what?”

	

	“For leaving you on your own. I… We got carried away after killing the jabberwock. We didn’t stop to think. It was inconsiderate. No, it was more than that. After you refused to come with us into that thing, it was like you had no faith in us. We wanted you to feel rejected the way you made us feel. It was mean. I don’t know what happened while we were gone, but I know it must have been terrible. I’m sorry you had to face it by yourself.”

	

	“It’s not your job to look out for me. And you were right, I don’t have faith in you, in any of you. If that bothers you, you were right to leave me behind. I’m surprised you came back, to be honest.”

	

	Jenny lowered her head.

	

	I stopped and turned to look at the others. They all froze like guilty children with chocolate smeared around their mouths.

	

	“It’s obvious you guys can handle yourselves now. You should seriously consider what you want to do once we get back. I don’t think any of you want to go where I’m headed.”

	

	“Ah want us all to be togethaaah,” said Flossie in a plaintive whine.

	

	“You will be together,” I said. “With each other. You don’t need me.” I turned back around and followed the trolls.

	

	We walked through the night without incident. Having the trolls as our bodyguards probably helped. With the sunrise came our first proper look at where we were. The wide, unbroken plain stretched out in all directions like the African savannah. Far in the distance there was a range of mountains which I assumed was where we were headed.

	

	“Couldn’t you just dig a tunnel under the border?” I asked Keezy.

	

	“No.”

	

	“So is it some kind of magical teleportation device you’re taking us to?”

	

	“No.”

	

	Since I was getting nowhere with him I decided to question the others about their trip to the city. 

	

	What I wanted to ask was if they had found out anything that I would be interested in that didn’t involve cake recipes. However, that sort of mildly passive-aggressive questioning would only unsettle them and make them reluctant to talk.

	

	I decided for a more direct approach. “Did you find out anything about this Cheng guy while you were running around stuffing your faces and living the high life?” I didn’t say I was going to be warm and friendly.

	

	“Nobody had a bad thing to say about him,” said Claire. “They weren’t scared, I think they all see him as a great leader.”

	

	“I asked Vizier Yogo what Cheng looked like and all he said was, ‘Magnificent’.”

	

	“What about all the soldiers who disappeared from the fort, did you find out what happened to them?”

	

	They looked at each other, and then shook their heads.

	

	“Or the lizardmen around Fengarad, any idea what the plan is there?”

	

	More head shaking. They really had gone off on a jolly. I wasn’t mad at them for wasting such an obvious opportunity, I was as much to blame as them. If I wanted them to act in a certain way I should have trained them better, rather than not at all. 

	

	Jenny was right to some extent. When she said I was the leader and I should lead, it wasn’t just about taking my rightful place at the head of the table, it was just as much to do with instilling in them the correct values to do the job I needed them to do. If I wanted them to act in a certain way, I needed to take the time and effort to teach them. Assuming they’d figure it out for themselves because it was obvious was stupid of me. 

	

	I was starting to see that a lot of my problems were caused by my own refusal to do the things I found difficult.

	

	We stopped mid-morning by a stream. The trolls showed no signs of fatigue but the others looked a bit worn down. Maurice began rolling up his trouser legs as he prepared to catch us something to eat. It reminded me of Attica’s amazing ability to lure fish. I absentmindedly wandered closer to the water and raised my hand. As I made the finger movements, three fish leapt out of the water and landed at my feet, flopping about.

	

	I was quite surprised. My teammates stared at me open-mouthed. I tried it again but it didn’t work.

	

	“Who taught you how to do that?” asked Maurice.

	

	I opened my mouth but no words came out. I couldn’t speak. I sort of shrugged and went to start a  fire.

	

	Healing, creating light, fresh fish… I was becoming quite the utility player. Any group would be happy to have me in their ranks, if it wasn’t for my personality, obviously.

	

	After we ate I decided we should take a break so everyone could catch their breath a bit. I wandered off to take care of my toilet needs and then went down to the stream to wash up. There was a green area behind some rocks where the ground was strangely spongy. I think it was moss. I lay down on it and stared up at the sky. It was the same blue as the sky back home. You’d never know you were in an alien world by looking at it. A cloud drifted by. It looked like nothing in particular, just a cloud.

	

	“Do you think he’s going to be okay?” It was Claire’s voice, not very far away.

	

	“I don’t know,” said Jenny. “We fucked up pretty bad. I wouldn’t blame him if he went off on his own when we get back.”

	

	“Maybe that would be for the best,” said Claire.

	

	“No. It wouldn’t. Not for him and not for us. Not for me, anyway. He’s in so much pain, Claire. Every time I’m near him I can feel it coming off him in waves. It’s eating him alive.”

	

	I wasn’t sure what she was talking about. I didn’t feel like I was being eaten alive.

	

	“Ah think you should sleep with him,” said Flossie. I was a bit surprised by how direct she was. Not how she was around the guys.

	

	“Really?” said Jenny somewhat sarcastically. “You think that would solve everything?”

	

	“Ah think you’ve been fookin’ dancin’ around each other for weeks. It’s obvious you like each other. If he felt he had someone who cared about him, he wouldn’t hurt so much.”

	

	“You do like him, don’t you?” asked Claire.

	

	There was a pause. I was concentrating very hard so I didn’t miss the answer, as you might expect.

	

	“Yes, of course, I like him. But I don’t know if I like him. I don’t know. He’s always pushed me away, right from the beginning. It’s easy to be attracted to something you can’t have. I wouldn’t want to get involved and then lose interest once I got what I wanted. That would only make things worse.”

	

	“Christ,” said Claire, “you even think like him.”

	

	“Fookin’ made for each other.”

	

	“Who gives a shit if it doesn’t work out?” said Claire. “It’s worth the risk. It’s always worth the risk. Because what if it does work out? It’s so great to have someone you can count on.”

	

	“Yeah,” said Flossie.

	

	“As long as you feel some kind of attraction… Do you?”

	

	There was an even longer pause. “It’s not like I want to kiss him or touch him whenever I see him. I don’t have dreams about having sex with him.”

	

	“Oh,” said Claire.

	

	“Ah,” said Flossie.

	

	So, there you go. All of you who thought I was a shoo-in and should have jumped her bones earlier, now you can see why my reluctance to take the plunge was the right way to go. Sure, we could have had some sort of halfhearted fling and for a lot of guys that would be more than enough to make up for any awkwardness to follow, but I’d never be able to cope with something like that.

	

	Knowing how she felt was a relief. And I even got the news at the best time possible. I complain a lot about the universe fucking me over, but here was an example of the universe cutting me a break. Yes, it was cruel and disappointing, but what better time to be told than when I was completely numb to all emotion? Now that’s what I call lucky.

	

	Another cloud drifted overhead. The way it was longer at one end, with two balls sticking out, it reminded me of the first cloud.

	

	I gave it a few minutes so they had time to leave, then I got up and returned. I wouldn’t say I felt cheerful, but it did feel like a weight had been lifted.

	

	We spent the rest of the day plodding towards the mountains. Keezy refused to divulge any details about where we were going or how it would enable us to get back to Flatland, but I saw no reason to doubt him.

	

	Once it got dark we could have kept going but it seemed wiser to pace ourselves. We set up camp and I put up my tent. The others didn’t have any camping equipment but it was a warm night and we had a big fire, so it wasn’t like they’d die of hypothermia.

	

	Putting the tent up without Attica’s help was a pain, but I managed. I crawled in and collapsed. Sleep would have been nice but I just lay there listening to the sound of the others talking.

	

	After a while there was the sound of someone coming into the tent.

	

	“Are you okay?” asked Jenny.

	

	“Yep.”

	

	“Do you want to talk about what happened back at the village while we were gone?”

	

	“Nope.”

	

	I felt a hand on my back. I quickly rolled away and sat up. “What are you doing?”

	

	Jenny seemed surprised by my sudden reaction to what was a simple pat on the back. “Nothing. I was just trying to comfort you.”

	

	“Okay. But please don’t. I know for most people it’s no big deal, a back rub, a hug, whatever, but when you’re not used to people showing you affection it can lead to misunderstandings. Obviously you don’t feel like that about me, which is fine, understandable even, but it’s still hard to deal with for someone like me.”

	

	I felt I had put it out there very maturely. I accepted her lack of interest but it wasn’t really fair to get all touchy-feely and whatnot.

	

	Jenny stared at me. “How do you know I don’t feel like that about you?”

	

	“I heard you talking to Flossie and Claire.” She seemed taken aback by this. “Honestly, it’s fine. I’m glad I found out before I got my hopes up or anything. Would have made things awkward. This way at least—” 

	

	Jenny leaned in and kissed me on the mouth. It felt nice. Soft and warm, like I suppose a kiss is supposed to feel.

	

	I responded instinctively. I slapped her.

	

	

	 




	

	15. Enola Gay

	

	Normally, you would expect the guy to steal a kiss from the girl, and the girl’s the one to slap him. When was my life ever normal?

	

	Of course, a man should never hit a woman. And he definitely shouldn’t hit a woman who’s carrying a dagger. Jenny didn’t reach for the blade at her waist, she just looked at me with surprise.

	

	I  looked away and stared intently at the ground. I could have apologised and generally grovelled for her to forgive me, that would be the normal thing to do.  I hadn’t hit her very hard, but that was hardly the point. 

	

	Once I took responsibility, it would be game over. My position of moral superiority would be forfeit and I’d never be able to get it back.

	

	She was the one in the wrong. Yes, I overreacted and did something terrible, but that didn’t take away from what she did. Using the thing I was weakest against—affection—to manipulate me, to get me to do whatever she wanted, was reprehensible.

	

	Right?

	

	I did what anyone would do when they’ve made a mistake they don’t want to admit to. I blamed her.

	

	“You shouldn’t have done that. It’s not fair.” I was trying my best to sound pissed off and indignant, like I had been horribly wronged, but it was hard because what I really felt was horribly shitty about what I’d done.

	

	Jenny didn’t say anything.

	

	“You… you shouldn’t use your body to get guys to do what you want.” Great, now I was calling her a slut. “You’re better than that.”

	

	Jenny still didn’t say anything. I looked up from the patch of grass I had been focused on. Jenny was looking at me, very calm. Her lip was bleeding. Not a lot; a red bead had formed on her bottom lip. I must have caught the inside of her mouth on her teeth.

	

	I reached out my hand. “I can heal that.”

	

	Her hand shot out and grabbed me by the wrist. “No,” she was unsettlingly calm. “I don’t want you to heal me. I want you to look at me.”

	

	My gaze immediately returned to the ground.

	

	“Colin, you hit me.”

	

	“I… It wasn’t… I didn’t mean…”

	

	“You hit me, Colin.”

	

	“You kissed me!” It sounded a lot less idiotic in my head.

	

	“What do you think of guys who hit women?”

	

	“This isn’t like that.”

	

	“It’s exactly like that.” She still had me by the wrist. Her grip tightened. “What would you call a guy who hits a woman, Colin?”

	

	“Scum,” I whispered.

	

	“Then why did you do it?”

	

	I looked up at her, angry because she was forcing me to admit my crime even though we both knew I was guilty. “You know why.”

	

	“Because of a kiss? You think that’s why you abandoned everything you believe you are? Would you ever let a girl—me or anyone else—take that away from you?”

	

	She was right. She had kissed me, but so what? Was I a fucking child that one kiss could wreck me so hard?

	

	“What happened while we were gone, Colin?”

	

	“This has nothing to do with that.”

	

	“This has everything to do with that. Tell me.”

	

	She was a smart girl. Physical affection hadn’t worked, but now she had a nice, solid block of guilt to work with. She was out of my league in even more ways than I had realised. I had no fallback position.  

	

	It didn’t matter that she had provoked me, that I hadn’t meant to hit her, that I could easily refuse to accept any wrongdoing on my part and stay in control of the situation. The only opinion that mattered was mine, and I wasn’t too impressed with myself.

	

	The laser-sharp pain in my chest I thought I had quashed, glimmered to let me know it was still there, waiting. 

	

	I took a deep breath. “May-May had a kid.”

	

	Once I started I couldn’t stop. As I spoke, my wrist still held in her vice-like grip, tears rolled down my face. When I finished, the tears turned to sobs.

	

	She let go of my wrist. Her arms encircled my neck and she pulled me towards her. I resisted at first—once I allowed myself to accept her warmth, I’d be lost—but she was ruthless. She drew me into her chest, my face rested on the irresistible softness and I melted.

	

	“I lied.” Jenny kissed the top of my head. “What I said to Claire and Flossie was a lie.”

	

	I was confused. “Which part?”

	

	“The part where I said I don’t know how I feel about you. The part where I said I don’t think about kissing you, touching you, that I haven’t had dreams about you… all of it.”

	

	If she wanted to backtrack a little so as not to hurt my feelings, I would understand, but she was denying it all, which made no sense whatsoever. “Why?”

	

	“Because it’s embarrassing.” That I could understand. “If I said I liked you and then you rejected me, I’d look like a fool. If I said I wasn’t interested and then I ended up with you somehow, I could always say I’d had a change of heart. They’d accept that.”

	

	I pushed myself off her chest (which took some determination) and looked her in the face. “Wait. Why would I reject you?”

	

	She sat up. “You’ve always pushed me away, right from the first day. I tried everything, but you weren’t interested.”

	

	“So you’re saying you were interested in me from the first day?”

	

	She nodded.

	

	“What are you talking about? How could you have been?”

	

	“I knew it when you had the panic attack.”

	

	“You’re saying that’s what attracted you to me?” Maybe she was mental. It was the only thing that would make it plausible.

	

	“You knew we weren’t back home anymore. You knew before anyone. You didn’t handle it all that well, but you were way ahead of everyone else. I wanted to be on your team but you rejected me.” She gritted her teeth. “I know I’m not a fucking princess, but you could have at least given me a chance.”

	

	The princess thing threw me little. “Are you talking about Laney?”

	

	“How many princesses do you have fawning over you?”

	

	“She’s thirteen!”

	

	“So? She won’t be for long. And she’s a fucking princess.”

	

	She had a real issue with the whole princess thing.

	

	“I don’t like Laney, I like you. I always have.”

	

	She didn’t look entirely convinced. She leaned forward and began unbuttoning my clothes.

	

	“What are you doing?”

	

	“What do you think I’m doing? I’ve waited long enough.”

	

	I froze. She wanted to have sex. This wouldn’t end well. It never ended well. I’d only had two sexual partners and both had left their mark on me, and not in a good way.

	

	It probably seems like a weird reaction. Whatever problems I might have had in the past, the girl I liked, who I found incredibly attractive, wanted to sleep with me. I should have been jumping up and down with joy. I guess the only way to explain is to tell you about the two other girls.

	

	The first, let’s call her Hiroshima, I met at a Christmas works do. I had only recently left school and started working. I was seventeen.  I didn’t know the people very well and was quite shy. 

	

	She was the sister of one of my co-workers who was visiting and got brought along because his wife couldn’t be bothered. She was older than me, but not by a lot, and we were both far younger than everyone else. She wasn’t much of a talker either but we ended up seated next to each other in an Indian restaurant in Enfield Town.

	

	Over the course of the evening we started chatting and we got on. You have to remember this is back when I still believed my life was the same as everyone else’s. A job, a girl, a place of my own—the possibilities were endless. And I could even be charming when I put my mind to it. Well, I could fake interest in what other people were saying.

	

	Through a series of cleverly worked manoeuvres—mainly relying on her brother being very drunk—I got her back to my place.

	

	Things followed the normal course of events and we ended up naked and entwined. So far so good. My main concerns were not getting too over-excited too quickly, if you know what I mean, and not making her feel she was just some girl I picked up for a shag. I liked her.

	

	It wasn’t until she started crying that I realised something was wrong. Everything had gone smoothly up to that point, and even the joining together of our two sweaty bodies had passed off without a hitch. I was inside her, things were rubbing together in pleasurable ways, and then the waterworks.

	

	It turned out she had recently broken up with her boyfriend, the love of her life since she was fourteen. He had met someone else and her dream was dead.

	

	I offered to stop but she insisted I carry on. She needed this to get over him. 

	

	Finding out she didn’t really like me that way and I was just a means to an end was disappointing, but sex is sex. If this was how my first time was going to be, at least I’d have got it out of the way. I’m all about the romance.

	

	The problem was she couldn’t stop thinking about him. Or talking about him.

	

	The things they liked to do together, the plans they had for the future, the names of their kids they’d decided on. Weeping and talking and occasionally encouraging me to keep going. It wasn’t very sexy.

	

	Here’s the thing about masturbation. No matter how many times I’ve done it, I’ve never had a really bad one. I’ve never felt like, “Oh, that was a bit disappointing, think I won’t bother anymore.” But my first time, when I did eventually orgasm, it didn’t so much explode as pop. 

	

	The fluids drained out of me and that was that. I had lost my virginity but it felt more like I’d been robbed.

	

	The second time, the girl, let’s call her Nagasaki, was a student nurse with a very large personality and a stunning figure. 

	

	I wasn’t one for going down the pub after work, but I went along occasionally to be sociable. Yes I know, hard to believe I could be sociable once upon a time.

	

	She was very attractive and latched onto me without my having to do anything. Which was great. We got back to mine and she made all the moves, started stripping the moment the door was closed, had me naked on the bed in no time.

	

	The only thing she insisted was that I wore a condom and that it was properly on, which was fine by me. Nice to meet someone so responsible.

	

	The sex started off great. As we were going at it, she told me it had been a long time since she’d had sex and how much she missed it. 

	

	As things got really passionate, she decided it was only right she tell me she had herpes. But it was fine because I was wearing a condom and also she hadn’t had an inflammation in some time. 

	

	Obviously, I felt uncomfortable and started to work on an exit strategy. I didn’t want to be rude, but I didn’t want my dick to fall off either.

	

	Then she informed me she also had gonorrhea but it had more or less cleared up, and there was also the slight chance she was HIV positive, but she hadn’t got the results back yet.

	

	I panicked and tried to get out, but she wrapped her legs around my waist and wouldn’t let go. You’d think I would at least lose my erection, but she had amazingly well developed vaginal muscles that locked on and pumped me to completion, all the while offering me reassurances everything was fine.

	

	I went and got checked out by the doctor and luckily everything was fine, but it left me somewhat traumatised. I decided to wait for the right girl to come along, but she never did. Until now. 

	

	Jenny took control of the situation, at least for the first time. She could see I was like a deer in headlights and did all the heavy lifting. It wasn’t passionate or wild, it was creating a connection and confirming our feelings for each other. It was also over very quickly.

	

	“Sorry, I…”

	

	“It’ll be better next time”

	

	I lay on my back, bathed in sweat, every last scintilla of energy blasted out of me. “What makes you think I’ll be able to get it up again?”

	

	She leaned over me and grinned. “Hope.” Her head disappeared from view.

	

	The next two times were much better all around. By the end of the second, with a little coaching from Jenny, I even got her to climax. After that, I fell asleep.

	

	When I woke the next morning, the light ache in my cock and the naked girl next to me were ample proof it hadn’t been a dream. She was sitting cross-legged watching me.

	

	I put my hand out and rested it on her thigh. She didn’t flinch or move away, she just smiled and adjusted herself to make it easier for me to reach whatever I wanted to reach.

	

	Her lip was still a little bruised.

	

	“You should let me heal that.”

	

	“No. I want you to remember what you’re capable of when you bottle things up and try to do everything on your own.”

	

	It was mean and calculated, but entirely within her rights. Well played.

	

	“You need to tell people what you want them to do. We all want to help you.”

	

	Was this how it would be from now on? Her giving me instructions. They say behind every great man there’s a woman with blood on her hands. “Can I tell you what I want you to do.” I slid my hand along her thigh.

	

	“Yes, I’d like that very much. And once you teach me how to do magic, I’ll be able to—” My hand stopped moving. “What?”

	

	I looked at her.

	

	“No.” Her look of mild confusion narrowed to one of annoyance. “Colin, you can’t think I slept with you just to get you to teach me magic. Fucker! You do think that. No. No!”

	

	She pushed my hand off her leg and started pulling her clothes on. “I can’t believe you. Fuck you! You really think that? Fuck. FUCK!”

	

	She put the rest of her clothes on in a rage, and then crawled out of the tent. I hadn’t said a word, but it did seem like a possibility. Certainly more likely than her being madly in love with me from the first day we met. 

	

	I sighed. Oh well, it had been nice while it lasted. I fell asleep again.

	

	I woke to the sound of Jenny coming back in. I don’t know how long it had been since she stormed out. Not long I don’t think.

	

	She began removing her clothes again. “Forget about the magic. We’ll just stick to sex and watching out for each other. If you feel like you trust me  enough at some point, fine. If not, that’s fine too. Just, no princesses, okay?”

	

	Naked once more, she crawled back into my arms and pressed her flesh against mine. Was she manipulating me? Did I care?

	

	After we had sex again, I left the tent. It was still early and a bit chilly. The trolls stood silently waiting for us to get ready, like some Stonehenge cosplay. The others were sat around the fire looking at me. There was only one tent and it wasn’t soundproofed.

	

	“Sorry if we made a lot of noise.” My whole body felt different, like something had clicked in my back and I could walk straight after years of stooping.

	

	Jenny came out behind me. The other girls got up and the three of them went off without a word. 

	

	“Where are they going?” I said.

	

	“Girl stuff,” said Maurice. “Illuminati don’t even come close.”

	

	I looked at the two of them, Maurice poking the fire and Dudley checking over his arrows. They were relaxed and calm even though death could be right around the next corner. Content men or doormats?

	

	“I suppose you heard everything.”

	

	“And then some,” said Maurice.

	

	“I should coco,” said Dudley. 

	

	Maurice pushed his slipping glasses back up his nose. “And then Jenny came out here and started calling you all sorts of names. The girl has a very filthy mouth. Congratulations.”

	

	“Thanks.”

	

	“Do you really think she only slept with you so you’d teach her magic?”

	

	When put like that it sounded pretty cold and heartless. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

	

	Maurice shook his head. “Well, nobody else thinks that. We all offered to teach her instead.”

	

	“Oh.” They might not have been as proficient as me, but they knew the basics well enough. “That must have cheered her up.” It explained why she came back into the tent.

	

	“Not really. She refused. Said it had to be you. If you didn’t trust her there was no point.”

	

	If she wanted to learn magic, she could easily from the others, but then why hold out for me to do it? Either she genuinely wanted me to trust her, or… maybe she was playing the long con. 

	

	“Do you love her?” asked Dudley. He usually said little and even more rarely instigated a conversation, so I was surprised by the direct question.

	

	“I think so.”

	

	Dudley gave me the sad smile of a fellow sufferer. “Then what does it matter? It’s already too late for you. Teach her magic. If she betrays you, so be it.”

	

	“At least she’ll be able to take care of herself after she kills you in your sleep,” said Maurice.

	

	They both had enormously open hearts when it came to the people they loved. Idiots. I had no intention of being defeated so easily.

	

	“We have visitors,” said Keezy all of a sudden, nearly making me jump out of my skin. He was looking high into the air.

	

	I followed his gaze but couldn’t see anything. Dudley stood up and nocked an arrow to his bow. 

	

	“Put that away. If you anger them we’re all dead.”

	

	After some intense squinting I could see three figures, maybe more, approaching. “Who are they?”

	

	“The Draconic Guard. Cheng must have sent them.”

	

	As they got closer they looked like winged men, only not men. They had reptilian heads with large crests that ran all the way down their backs and along their tails. Their leathery wings flapped in long slow movements.

	

	The girls returned to find us all staring at the sky and joined in.

	

	“Fookin’ hell,” said Flossie. “Dragonmen.”

	

	“Even with a wingspan like that, they shouldn’t be able to fly,” said Maurice.

	

	“Neither should the bumblebee,” I pointed out.

	

	“That’s a myth. If you perform an extremely crude calculation, sure, but a full aerodynamic computation will show that the bumblebee operates perfectly within the laws of physics.”

	

	Maurice’s lecture on the flight of the bumblebee was cut short by six large dragon men landing a few metres away, sending up much dust and debris. It was a terrifying sight but still welcome if it shut Maurice up. 

	

	The largest of the Draconic Guard, whose skin was deep blue while the others were more of a pale grey-blue, stepped forward.

	

	“Ah, little Keezy. It’s been a while.” He was larger than Keezy by no small margin. “And the Worm King. Ha ha, who would have thought it would be young Kungen?”

	

	“What do you want, Hitokag?” said Keezy.

	

	“Not you. Which one of you is Colin?”

	

	“Him,” I pointed at Maurice who shook his head and pointed back at me.

	

	This seemed good enough for Hitokag who walked up to me and stooped to get a better look. His body radiated heat so intense I had to take a step back.

	

	“Hmm.” He didn’t sound impressed. “Cheng has summoned you. You will come with us.”

	

	“I’d rather not, if it’s all the same to you.”

	

	“He sent this.” He held out a scroll. 

	

	I took it and opened it. There was a single word written on it: 

	

	Please 

	

	Which was surprising, but not as surprising as the fact it was written in English.

	 




	

	16. Follow The Leader

	

	I stared at the scroll for a few seconds. It was like a party invitation, except instead of cake and jelly, there would be monsters and the constant threat of a violent death. So not all that inviting. Still, it was very polite. And in English.

	

	“Is Cheng a Visitor?” I asked the blue reptile towering over me.

	

	Hitokag wrinkled up his nose which drew back the skin covering his mouth to reveal small triangular teeth “Of course not. He was born here. He is one of us.”

	

	If I said no, would they simply leave? Probably not. Hitokag stretched out his wings and closed them again. I don’t know if he was trying to intimidate me or just stretching but either way it didn’t make me want to go on a long trip with him.

	

	“He also instructed me to answer any questions you may have if you agree to come.”

	

	This offer did interest me. “You’ll answer any questions? Anything I want to know?”

	

	“If I can. I don’t know everything.” He looked at the dragonmen either side of him and they all had a good laugh, although I had no idea what was so hilarious. “Cheng will also provide you with answers when you meet him. You will find him very reasonable.”

	

	I think Hitokag meant to smile encouragingly. What he actually did was bare his endless rows of teeth at me.

	

	Despite the obvious risks inherent in meeting with the Archfiend, the chance to get answers was very tempting. If they wanted me dead I already would be. Of course, this raised the question of what they did want from me. Perhaps Visitors were a delicacy that tasted best when served fresh. 

	

	Still, I had questions I wouldn’t mind getting answered. It seemed like an offer I couldn’t refuse.

	

	I turned to the others. “All right, I’ll go with these guys and see what I can find out, you lot go with Keezy back to Flatland.”

	

	“No,” said Claire. “We aren’t going to leave you here on your own.” 

	

	The rest of them had similar defiant looks on their faces. Except for Jenny who had her arms crossed and her head slightly tilted, like she was trying to figure out if I’d had a haircut or just combed my hair differently.

	

	“Why not? You already left me behind when you went gallivanting off to the city.”

	

	“That was different,” said Claire. “That was… a mistake.” The others mumbled what sounded like apologies, although they were all looking at the ground so possibly it was their shoes they were apologising to.

	

	“I don’t think so,” I said. “You got invited to a party and you went. It’s quite impressive really. You went off with a bunch of monsters and came back alive. Surprising in all sorts of ways.”

	

	“It was a mistake. It was wrong.” Claire struggled to look me in the face but forced herself to make eye-contact. “I know you don’t believe people when they say sorry, but after all we’ve been through together, I think we deserve a second chance.”

	

	It’s a strange kind of apology when the person who’s sorry tells you what you owe them.

	

	“They had a carriage with a unicorn,” blurted out Flossie.

	

	“We, ahhh, we, ahhh,” stammered Dudley, “got carried away.”

	

	“It was really exciting at first,” said Claire, “but the truth is once we got there we were really scared. We agreed to everything—the tours, the banquets, the clothes fittings—because we were afraid they might get angry with us if we said no. All we really wanted to do was get back… here.” 

	

	Her face turned red. Not from her usual saliva-frothing anger but more from embarrassment.

	

	“It doesn’t matter how mad we get at you or how infuriating you can be, you’re still our leader. And you know how to say no to people.”

	

	“Okay,” I said feeling quite uncomfortable, “but the whole point of having a leader is that they should lead you somewhere. Once you have a destination in mind, you choose the best person to get you there. But we don’t really have a goal, other than not dying. And anyone can lead you in that direction. The way is pretty well signposted. Over here is a rogue ogre—” I pointed randomly “—so not that way. Over here—” I pointed in another direction “—crazy people with strange weapons, best to avoid. And here—” I pointed at Hitokag “—dragonmen with wings and teeth and scaliness all over. You don’t need me—”

	

	“We aren’t descended from dragons,” said Hitokag, sounding a little peeved.

	

	“Oh. You aren’t descended from dragons?”

	

	“What? No. Are you suggesting my mother was impregnated by a dragon?” Now he sounded disgusted.

	

	“No. I mean not your mother, maybe your great, great…” This conversation clearly wasn’t headed anywhere good. I pointed at Keezy. “He said you were the Draconic Guard so…”

	

	“We are lizardmen of the Mezzik tribe.” The rest of the winged lizardmen grunted in unison which I took to be some kind of tribal thing. 

	

	It was a bit confusing. They were lizards with wings, and the only lizards with wings were… “But Draconic means dragon, doesn’t it?”

	

	“Yes,” said Keezy. “They’re called the Draconic Guard because they guard that.” He pointed across the plain.

	

	It took a moment for me to see it. Flying towards us, barely a few inches above the tall grass, was a dragon. 

	

	“Ohhh, I see.” I turned back to the others. “They guard the, you know, the dragon.” My voice faded as I spoke so only a squeak came out by the time I got to ‘dragon’.

	

	They nodded, unable to take their eyes of the behemoth gliding towards us.

	

	Huge wings, serpentine neck, green and dinosaur-like. Very draconic.

	

	As it came in to land, it flipped its wings up to act as air brakes and its huge claws splayed like the most alarming jazz hands you’ve ever seen. It landed surprisingly softly considering it was the size of a medium sized jetliner. 

	

	Dust flew up blinding everyone for a second and when it cleared small black eyes peered at us down a long snout. Then it bent down and started eating grass.

	

	The lizardmen of the Mezzik tribe rushed towards it and began stroking and petting it. A low rumble shook the ground. It appeared to be purring.

	

	“It’s a dragon,” said Maurice with the kind of reverence you rarely hear outside of a spiritual epiphany. 

	

	Everyone nodded. This seemed to be everyone’s favoured method of communication since making a sound might alert the dragon to our existence. And that couldn’t be good.

	

	It had a wide, flat head and two rows of plates running down its back like a stegosaurus. It tore grass out of the ground in vast clumps and masticated at us.

	

	“It’s like a big cow with wings,” said Flossie. She was clinging to Dudley who had stepped in front of her like that would do anything.

	

	Maurice started walking towards it like he was in a trance. When he got to Hitokag he stopped. “Does it breathe fire?”

	

	“What are you blathering about?” When Hitokag agreed to answer all question he clearly hadn’t realised the kinds of questions we would be asking. “Of course he doesn’t breathe fire.”

	

	“No, of course not, that would be ridiculous,” said Maurice, his head swaying gently like he was loved up on molly. “Can I touch him?”

	

	“If you wish. Be gentle.”

	

	Maurice staggered forward, arms outstretched.

	

	“I don’t understand,” I said. “If you have dragons, why can’t you just fly over the border and kill everyone?”

	

	“Why,” said Hitokag, “would we want to kill everyone? You have some very strange ideas. And dragons won’t go that far from their breeding grounds. The females only go into heat once every hundred years or so and the males get understandably upset if they miss their chance. This is about the limit they’ll travel and only ones like Vikchutni here who has already sired offspring.”

	

	“Is that how we’re going to get to Cheng?”

	

	“Yes,” said Hitokag. “Unless you have learned to fly. We will leave after he has had a chance to refuel. You will come, yes?” He didn’t wait for a response, he just walked off.

	

	Maurice had reached the beast and tentatively touched its hide. It turned its long neck and looked at him, then snorted. Dust blew out of its nostrils and covered Maurice. He laughed. It was pure joy.

	

	Claire walked up beside me. “If you think he’s going to let you fly off on that thing without him, you don’t know Maurice.” She watched her boyfriend with what might have been a touch of jealousy.

	

	Jenny tapped me on the shoulder. When I turned she kissed me on the mouth. It was just a peck but my focus narrowed to her face. An asteroid could have wiped out everyone else and I wouldn’t notice.

	

	“Sorry, been wanting to do that for a while. You aren’t going to slap me again, are you?” She grinned mischievously at me.

	

	I sighed. “Are you going to hold that over me for the rest of my life?”

	

	“Yes, but your life might not be that long. You know we’re all coming with you, right?”

	

	It wasn’t like I had any particular reason to stop them. Other than being generally annoying and prone to the occasional delusion of heroic grandeur.

	

	“You were always the leader, but now they know no matter how annoying you might be, the alternative is worse.”

	

	Just for a second a fleeting thought crossed my mind. What if that was why she let them go off without me? Could she really be that calculating?

	

	I looked at her beautiful face and wondered if she was really a demon. A succubus, maybe?

	

	“You can call me the leader if you want, but where exactly do you expect me to lead you to?”

	

	“Isn’t it obvious? Gullen told you to meet the Archfiend and here we are. You seem to be leading fine. Now you just have to get him to not kill us all.”

	

	“Great. So my goal is what? World peace?” I meant it to sound ridiculous. It did. “I’m not Nelson fucking Mandela.”

	

	There was a strange gurgle that came from somewhere inside the dragon. Its long neck rippled. Maurice, who had worked his way to the front, reached out to pat it on the head just as it opened its mouth.

	

	Hitokag swooped down from the dragon’s back and grabbed Maurice, yanking him out of the way as a green spray shot out. It covered the grass which immediately dissolved into sludge. The dragon bent down and began slurping it up. It was kind of disgusting.

	

	Hitokag dropped Maurice down next to me. 

	

	“It doesn’t breathe fire, it breathes acid.” Maurice was incredibly excited by this near-fatal discovery. 

	

	“Yes,” said Hitokag. “Harmless to us but you soft-skins wouldn’t fare so well. Try not to get your faces melted off.” He raised a hand and signalled to his men. “It means he is ready to fly. You should get on board.”

	

	“We’re going to fly on him?” Maurice’s eyes sparkled.

	

	“You have decided to go then,” said Keezy.

	

	“Looks like it,” I said. “You’re not coming?”

	

	“We have matters to attend to here. The Worm King prophecy has to be fulfilled.”

	

	“I wanted to ask you about the prophecy.”

	

	“Ask Hitokag,” said Keezy with a sneer. “He will be able to tell you everything you wish to know.”

	

	“You don’t like him very much do you?”

	

	“He is a glorified stableboy. Of the three lizardmen tribe, the Mezzic are the most arrogant. And that’s saying something. You have done much for me to be grateful for, Colin, but I would rather we not meet again.”

	

	“If we do, you’ll still owe me.”

	

	“Yes.” He turned and walked away.

	

	The correct way to board a dragon, it turned out, was to start at the end of the tail and walk your way up between the plates sticking up on either side. The lizardmen flapped alongside. I was half-expecting them to point out the exits and show us where to stow our hand luggage. 

	

	By sitting with your back against one plate, and your feet wedged against the other, there was a kind of stability to how we were seated, even though our seat undulated under us.

	

	Jenny sat down next to me, put her arms around my waist and her head on my chest. The dragon spread its wings and the world shook.

	

	Jenny leaned in tight and kissed the side of my neck. Then she moved her mouth up to my ear and whispered, “I own you.”

	

	I pulled my head away and looked into her large, brown eyes. “What did you say?”

	

	“I said, I love you.”

	

	“Really? That’s not what it sounded like.”

	

	“Oh? What did it sound like?”

	

	We lurched into the air. Flossie squealed and buried her head into Dudley’s chest. Maurice and Claire were next to each other holding hands. 

	

	We were almost vertical and I had to really push my feet into the opposite blade to not fall out. 

	

	Jenny squeezed me.

	

	It occurred to me there really was no need to fly a dragon to go see the Archfiend when I had my very own Archfiend right here.

	 




	

	17. Blast Off

	

	When I say ‘near vertical’ I might be exaggerating a little. It did feel like I might fall out if I didn’t hold on tightly, but our angle of ascent was probably more like forty-five degrees. Which is still pretty vertical when you don’t have any seat belts.

	

	The dragon shot into the air in a single bound and the ground fell away rapidly. A cold wind blasted through the middle of the plates along its back, making my eyes stream and my nose run. Then the wings unfolded with a snap and we levelled out.

	

	We weren’t super high, but you’d still end up splattered if you jumped.

	

	The dragon mainly glided, occasionally swinging its wings forward then back, like it was swimming through the air. We didn’t go up or down, we just stayed at the same height. What was keeping the gigantic beast aloft, I had no idea.

	

	“I’m thinking some kind of lighter than air gas in the dragon’s stomach,” called out Maurice. No one had asked him his theory on the flying affront to physics, but he was clearly racking his brains to come up with a plausible explanation.

	

	Once it became apparent we weren’t going to be on an endless series of rollercoaster rides, we all stood up and peered over the sides. It was like looking out of a third or fourth storey window.

	

	I know you can take a hot air balloon ride over an African wildlife reserve and I think this was probably similar, only, you know, on the back of a dragon.

	

	Animals roamed the plains below us, most of them four-legged and covered in fur. Some of them not so much. A herd of spiders the size of small cars isn’t something you see very often on the Serengeti, I’m guessing. 

	

	The rush of air made it hard to hear anything without shouting so we watched the world drift by below. 

	

	The Draconic guard flew alongside, swooping under and over the dragon. I couldn’t tell how they were guiding the dragon or even if they were. There was no rider on the dragon itself and no one calling out commands.

	

	Jenny stood beside me, eagerly taking in the sights. It was strange to feel the emotional attachment I had towards her. Every time she leaned over the plates on the dragon’s back, a flash of concern would shoot through me. Would she slip? Would she fall? Should I grab onto her? 

	

	Worrying about someone else was a new sensation for me. It was sort of annoying, especially when it was about something that might happen or a possible threat. Complete waste of energy as far as I could tell. Not that I could stop myself from feeling it.

	

	In many ways it was a form of control. If she wanted to, she could use it to make me do things I wouldn’t normally do. Assuming she was aware of it. I think that was a fairly safe assumption.

	

	It probably seems like I’m spending an inordinate amount of time pondering Jenny’s motives for hooking up with me. I should have just carried on as normal, doing things the way I had always done them and let Jenny do things the way she chose to. The fact we were now in some kind of relationship didn’t mean I had to become her guardian angel.

	

	I could feel it, though. My desire to protect her, to impress her, to make her happy. The whole thing made me feel disgusted with myself.

	

	Of course, her only intent may have been to help me. Use her power over me to make me a better man. That would, of course, be very irritating—but not insurmountable. 

	

	If you’re going to have someone who can influence your actions to such a great degree, at least if they have your best interests at heart they could actually help you get to a place you might not otherwise be able to reach, right?

	

	The dream of the benevolent dictator. It never works out like that in practice, though. When was the last time someone violently usurped their way to power and then forced the nation to eat healthily and exercise every day? No, it’s always rape rooms and extra tinsel on their uniforms.

	

	But there was another way to handle Jenny. I was still expert in Colin-Fu. I had not forgotten the training of a lifetime, even if it wasn’t a particularly long lifetime.

	

	If I put my mind to it and used her feelings for me (assuming she actually had some) against her, then perhaps I would be the one in control. I would decide where we would go and where we would not. I would dominate her.

	

	“What?” said Jenny, probably wondering why I was staring into space with a stupid grin on my face.

	

	“Nothing.” I kissed her on the forehead. Soon she would call me Master!

	

	Jenny smiled at me as though she knew exactly what was going through my mind and found it amusing. I did not like it.

	

	Hitokag landed on the dragon’s back and folded his wings. “If you have questions, now is the time to ask.” His deep voice cut through the constant whoosh of air around us. “We will soon reach the mountains and begin the ascent.”

	

	“Is our destination at the top of a mountain?” I had to raise my voice just so I could hear myself.

	

	“Yes. The Great Castle sits atop the highest peak. It is unreachable by any other means.”

	

	This was good. He was actually answering in a clear and unenigmatic way.  It was quite refreshing.

	

	“What about the lizardmen you sent over the border? Why?”

	

	“The Seven Spires are active. They cannot be allowed to be used.”

	

	Fengarad had seven spires dotted around the city. They were huge and mysterious. I knew Laney’s Uncle was inside one doing research, but I had assumed it was some kind of giant library.

	

	“Are you saying the Seven Spires are a weapon?”

	

	“Yes.”

	

	“How do they work?”

	

	“You will have to ask Cheng that. All I know is that they will cause devastation if they are not stopped.”

	

	This also suggested they were only interested in Fengarad and not the other cities.

	

	“How did the lizardmen get across the bridge? What happened to all the soldiers?”

	

	Hitokag shrugged. “The soldiers disappeared. The fort was unmanned so it was decided to send across as many Vargau as possible while we had the chance.”

	

	“Vargau?”

	

	“There are three tribes of lizardmen. We, the Mezzik, are the elite nobility. The Vargau are the scum, wild and aggressive. Useful for mindless violence, much like your own people.”

	

	“And the third tribe?”

	

	Hitokag scowled. “The Intui. You would be wise to avoid them. They are as devious as they are untrustworthy.” He glowered at me, the heat radiating from his body increasing noticeably.

	

	“One last question,” I said. I had plenty more things I wanted to know but I had the feeling I wouldn’t have time. “Are dragons any good at fighting?”

	

	Hitokag looked confused by this question. Then he followed my gaze beyond him and turned around.

	

	Coming towards us was what could only be described as a swarm. As they got closer—which they did very rapidly—they looked like large wasps, each about the size of a big dog, and riding on their backs were lizards.

	

	“Intui,” spat out Hitokag.

	

	They were smaller than the Mezzik and their glossy skin was white with yellow markings.  They were soon all around us. 

	

	Personally, I found regular-sized wasps to be scary enough. Seeing these bastards flitting about, their movements hard to track they shifted back and forth through the air so quickly, made my heart shrink. They had huge stingers curved under their bodies, pointed at us like laser guns.

	

	“Hitokag,” called out one of the yellow lizardmen from the back of his buzzing mount. “Nice to see you. How’s your wife? Does she ever mentions me, maybe when you’re thrusting inside her with one of your tiny little penises?”

	

	It wasn’t a very warm greeting, plus I think it meant Hitokag had more than one penis.

	

	Hitokag stared at the new arrival impassively. The dragon made some odd mewling noises and veered from side to side. The swarm hovered around the dragon to keep it surrounded.

	 

	“What do you want Meeth?” said Hitokag with a growl.

	

	“So aggressive. I’m just here to see the one they call Colin. We have heard so many good things about him. Why don’t we escort him to Cheng for you?”

	

	“No,” said Hitokag. “Why don’t you leave?”

	

	“Rude!” 

	

	There was an increase in the intensity of buzzing. They outnumbered us by a lot and the other Mezzik each had at least three wasps keeping them in check, their riders making leering faces (although that might have just been the kinds of faces they had). More wasps flitted around the dragon which was becoming agitated.

	

	“In that case,” said the one called Meeth, “I suppose we will have to take him.”

	

	Two wasps with yellow-faced riders darted out of the swarm and past Hitokag. They each grabbed one of Dudley’s shoulders and lifted him up into the air. He didn’t have time to make a sound before he was whisked off the dragon.

	

	Flossie ran to the side of the dragon and looked out between two plates with her hands over her mouth.

	

	“Tell Cheng we’ll send him back when we’re done.” Meeth leaned to the side and the wasp zoomed off after Dudley who was fast disappearing into the distance. The other wasps followed.

	

	We were all a bit stunned. Me in particular since I thought I was Colin. I guess they assumed the biggest one was in charge.

	

	I looked at the others but it was Flossie who took most of my focus. She was staring at me with giant watery eyes.

	

	“I suppose if they’re taking him to Cheng, we can just meet them there?” So far no one had actually tried to harm us. I thought perhaps the Intui just wanted the credit for delivering me to Cheng. 

	

	“Cheng is that way.” Hitokag pointed in the direction the dragon was flying. “They are headed towards the Temple Under the Mountain. That’s where Keezy was taking you.”

	

	“They want to take him back to Flatland?” That didn’t make much sense.

	

	“They can go anywhere they want if they can activate the Temple. They just need to sacrifice a Visitor.”

	

	The first thing that went through my mind was what exactly Keezy had planned when he decided to take us to this Temple. The second thing was the horrible realisation I was about to die as the dragon lurched to the side and glided in a wide circle to follow the wasps.

	

	I grabbed the nearest thing, which was Hitokag and nearly burned my hands. Still, it was better than falling off and turning into a human puddle.

	

	Jenny had grabbed my waist and Maurice and Claire fell against the dragon’s plates and held on as we banked hard.

	

	As we pulled out of the turn I looked towards the dragon’s head to see a small, plump redhead astride the dragon’s neck holding onto its long thin ears.

	

	I looked up at Hitokag expecting him to order the nearest Mezzik to grab her, but he just stared open-mouthed. “She is a Dragonrider.”

	

	None of them made a move to stop her. The dragon increased speed and I sat down and wedged my feet in place. The Mezzik were in formation behind the dragon, trying to keep up.

	

	All my concerns about where to lead the party turned out to be inconsequential. I wasn’t the one who was going to lead us anywhere.

	

	

	
18. Dragon Ball F

	

	Flossie had her legs wrapped around the dragon’s neck so tight I was surprised she wasn’t choking it. 

	

	“Where are we going?” Jenny shouted above the roar of the wind. We were really booking it, each flap of the dragon’s wing creating a blur around us.

	

	“We’re going to die,” I replied. 

	

	“Do you have a plan?”

	

	“No.”

	

	Jenny squeezed my arm with both of hers. “You’ll think of something.”

	

	I have no idea why people think encouragement and positivity is a form of contribution. You aren’t helping. Here’s an example of real help:

	

	“Bad guys are trying to kill us, do something.”

	

	“Like what?”

	

	“Here, take this laser gun. It has two settings, ‘stun’ and ‘kill-every-fucker’. 

	

	“Oh, thank you very much.”

	

	See? Much more useful than shouting, “You can do it!” when clearly you can’t.

	

	I looked up at Hitokag who was still standing on the dragon’s back with us and hadn’t stopped staring at Flossie.

	

	“Aren’t you going to stop her?” I shouted at him.

	

	He glanced down at me like he hadn’t realised I was still here. “It is the prophecy.”

	

	Well, we were in a world of magic and dragons, there was always going to be a prophecy, I guess. I never really understood why,  though. If it’s all been foreseen, what’s the point? They always seem to come true.

	

	“What is the prophecy, exactly?”

	

	“First, the Worm King will rid the land of the jabberwocky menace. Then the Dragonrider will own the sky. Last, the Bride will appear.”

	

	Okay, standard prophecy bullshit. I looked out past the dragon’s head. In the distance, the wasps were a cloud of specks. We weren’t gaining on them much, but we weren’t losing ground either.

	

	“Who made this prophecy?”

	

	“It came with the first Visitors. It almost came true once, but it was prevented.”

	

	“Prevented by who?”

	

	“By the Seven Spires.”

	

	So perhaps not all prophecies did come true, if you happened to have a weapon the size of a city.

	

	Before I could ask any more questions, Hitokag flared out his wings and immediately blew off the dragon. He soared behind us for a moment and then shot forward until he was level with Flossie. They had what looked like a heated exchange.

	

	Ahead of us, a mountain range was quickly approaching. It went from squiggle on the horizon to dominating the skyline.

	

	Hitokag flew away from the dragon’s head and towards his men. The dragon started to slow and descend. We came to a juddering stop in the middle of an open field at the foot of the copper-brown mountains. The wasps and their riders were no longer in view.

	

	I staggered off the back of the dragon, my legs weak and unsteady. The others were in much the same condition. 

	

	A tremor ran up leg my like there was a mild earthquake, and then it was gone.

	

	Flossie leaped to the ground and patted the dragon as it began eating.

	

	She turned to us. “He needs to refuel. Hitokag says they’ve taken Dudley to the Temple Under the Mountain and the only way in is from the top.” She spoke very seriously, her eyes ablaze with determination.

	

	“And then what?” I asked her.

	

	“Then we get Dudley back.” Her voice was strained, probably because of the force she was using to keep her doubts buried.

	

	“How, Flossie? Kill them all?”

	

	“If I have to,” she screamed at me. “I’ll kill every last fookin’ one if they hurt him.” She burst into tears. Always a great sign when the person leading you into battle starts bawling with snot running out of their nose.

	

	The other two girls out their arms around Flossie while Maurice looked uncomfortable. He sidled up to me. “So, Flossie’s a Dragonrider. I wonder if the rest of us have similar revelations ahead of us.” 

	

	He sounded a little jealous but he had a point. If we really had been brought here because of special abilities then perhaps we should have spent more time trying to figure out what they were.

	

	The dragon was the only one that seemed relaxed about the situation. It ripped up large mouthfuls of grass, its tail swinging side to side as it merrily chewed away. I stepped away from it just in case it decided to spray me with acid.

	

	We were outnumbered and they had giant wasps, so a straightforward fight didn’t seem like a good idea. The Mezzik didn’t give the impression they were very keen on a fight either, even though they were easily three times the size of the Intui. 

	

	The best course of action I could come up with was to use my balls of light to blind them—hopefully the wasps would be affected—grab Dudley and get the Hell out.

	

	I produced a ball of light just to make sure I still could. It was about as big as a grapefruit and glowed softly. I didn’t know how big the Temple was or how many Intui there were—I hadn’t done a head count but I guessed around twenty. If the old ‘blind ’em and run for it’ routine didn’t work we were more or less stuffed.

	

	The ball floated off my hand and the dragon’s head swung around and snapped its mouth shut over it. The ball disappeared down its neck.

	

	I produced another ball and the same thing happened. Then a third. Snap. Gulp.

	

	The thought racing around my mind was what if combining my magic with the dragon’s acid spray created some awesome OP weapon? Laser beam breath or even just plain old fire. We could at least wipe out some wasps like that.

	

	The dragon reared its head up and a gurgle ran down the length of its body.

	

	“Get back,” I said to everyone and waited for whatever was about to explode out of its mouth.

	

	The head came down sharply and an acid spray covered the grass stems, followed by my three balls of light. They were covered in a green slime but otherwise they were exactly the same as when they had gone in.

	

	The dragon ignored them and carried on with its routine of slurping up the acid-sludge. I drew the balls to me. Ever so gently, I touched one of them with a finger and immediately retracted it. A burning pain tore through me and I quickly healed myself before my whole hand dissolved.

	

	Acid balls—perhaps they would come in useful. Hitokag had said the acid didn’t bother his people, so probably the Intui wouldn’t be affected either, but the wasps might not be immune. Better than nothing.

	

	I made a few more balls thinking the more the merrier, but the dragon snapped them up and didn’t spit them out.

	

	Everyone watched me do this with expressions suggesting they had no idea what I was doing. I probably had the same expression on my face.

	

	The dragon suddenly looked to the sky and when I followed its gaze I saw what looked like a black cloud. On closer inspection, it was a swarm of wasps, although I couldn’t tell if they had riders. They were flying away from the mountains—fortunately not towards us, though.

	

	“Where are they going?” I asked Hitokag.

	

	“I do not know, but their absence is a good thing for us. Now is the time to attack.”

	

	“Are you going to fight with us?” I asked him.

	

	“We will follow the Dragonrider.” You’ll have noticed he didn’t say, “Yes!”

	

	“You’re a lot bigger than them, you know? With claws and teeth and muscles and everything.”

	

	“You do not know the Intui. They do not fight fair. And they do not treat their prisoners… well.” He seemed nervous about the prospect. No, nervous is an understatement. He was scared.

	

	“What metal are lizardmen vulnerable to?” I asked him as casually as I could. It would certainly make things easier if we could kill the Intui with one blow.

	

	Hitokag’s eyes narrowed to yellow slits. “You do not have any on you.” He turned and stomped away. So much for that idea.

	

	“It was bronze,” Maurice muttered to me under his breath. “At least that’s what that Zane guy said. The one who did the—” he lowered his voice even more “—experiments.”

	

	“Right, right. And how do you make bronze?”

	

	Maurice shrugged. “Copper and something?”

	

	With our comprehensive knowledge of metallurgy, how could we fail?

	

	Flossie walked over to me. “Please help Dudley.” That was it. Big, wet eyes; nice short emotional blackmail. She turned and got on the dragon, which had eagerly lowered its neck for her.

	

	We got on board the dragon and Flossie launched us into the air. She’d really taken to the whole Dragonrider thing—no doubts, no questions.

	

	It didn’t take long to get up to the mountain peaks, although the ascent was fairly terrifying. If forty-five degrees had felt near-vertical, this was like being sat on the nose of a rocket. The Mezzik held onto the side of the dragon, their claws lodged in the dragon’s scales. 

	

	When we finally levelled off, and my stomach returned to the middle of my body, I saw what was beyond the mountains. More mountains. But in between, there was a circular area with high mountainous walls on each side. 

	

	Hitokag led Flossie down to a landing spot between some jagged peaks and we disembarked. Keeping low, we made our way scrabbling and slipping to the rim.

	

	Looking down, it was an almost vertical drop, deep in shadow. Lizardmen of the Intui tribe ran around arranging large stone slabs around a central stone table, on top of which lay a lanky, slightly podgy, posh bloke. His hands and feet were tied to each corner of the table. 

	

	Near his head was a large pillar with a troll tied to it. It looked like Kungen, although the distance and my inherent racism made it hard to be sure. Standing beside him, noticeably unfettered, was Keezy talking to an Intui. Possibly the one who had ordered Dudley’s abduction, possibly not.

	

	Flossie looked about ready to dive head first down the side of the sheer walls. I pushed Jenny towards her. “Sit on her and make sure she doesn’t do anything brave.”

	

	Both Claire and Jenny grabbed Flossie and began whispering in her ears.

	

	“Is this something to do with the prophecy?” I asked Hitokag who was crouched beside me. “How exactly is the Worm King supposed to end the tyranny of the jabberwocky?”

	

	“There are a number of interpretations.” Classic. “Some believe the Worm King will command the jabberwocky to do his will. Others that he will destroy them.”
 

	“What about the Intui? What do they believe?”

	

	“They hate jabberwocky the most. Their lands are in the heart of the jabberwocky killing grounds. They think we do nothing to stop them because we prefer the Intui population be kept in check.”

	

	“And do you?”

	

	“Yes.”

	

	I pointed down at the activity below. “And how does this help them?”

	

	Hitokag creased his brow in thought. “It is possible, just possible, that they intend to disperse Kungen’s body throughout the land, making it impossible for the jabberwocky to live here.”

	

	So the Temple could not only send you anywhere, it could send you everywhere. I wondered if it could send us home. Ticket price: one human life.

	

	Keezy and the Intui seemed to be having an argument. I had thought he was in league with the Intui and had planned to use us all along, but I doubted if he would have chosen this particular method of crowning the Worm King. But then, what did I know? Perhaps he considered it a glorious death. 

	

	The Intui, less than half Keezy’s height, kicked him in the leg. Keezy fell to one knee. Now that his face was in range, the Intui slapped him. Then he pointed a stick with an orange tip at him. Brass.

	

	Hitokag sucked in his breath. “Vile,” he whispered.

	

	Keezy bowed his head, then slowly got to his feet. Possibly not as willing a participant as I first thought.

	

	At least there were no wasps. We just had to figure a way of getting down there and grab our boy. 

	

	The ground trembled again, although this time my legs were feeling shaky. It felt familiar. 

	

	The lizardmen below us all stopped and looked around. The walls of the mountain burst apart as three jabberwocky thrust out, their open, gaping mouths weaving from side to side. Rock and debris fell into the Temple and the lizardmen ran for the centre to get away from the protruding jaws.

	

	It appeared the jabberwocky had got wind of the plans to forcibly evict them and had decided to do something about it.

	 




	

	19. The King Is Dead, Long Live The King

	

	The three giant worms had come through the mountain walls at around twenty feet up. They swayed their heads like Stevie Wonder in the middle of a harmonica solo but didn’t leap into the Temple where, most likely, they could have caused proper havoc.

	

	“Why didn’t they come up through the ground?” I asked Hitokag. 

	

	“The soil the Temple is built on is poison to them. They cannot pass through it without suffering great pain.”

	

	“Then why didn’t you take the soil and use it to fight them in the first place?” Seemed an obvious solution.

	

	Hitokag ran his thin tongue over his teeth like he was considering if it was even worth answering such a dumb question. “Then the Temple wouldn’t work,” he said with great restraint.

	

	“And that’s more important than giant worms devastating the entire country?”

	

	“Yes.”

	

	Well, you couldn’t fault his commitment to the cause. Whatever that was.

	

	The three jabberwocky didn’t seem to have a plan beyond flapping about while opening and shutting their mouths like murderous goldfish. They were too far from the middle of the Temple to reach the Intui lizardmen, and in return the Intui had congregated around Dudley’s stone table where they couldn’t do much other than hiss and howl. 

	

	At least the stand-off meant no one was about to plunge a sacrificial dagger into Dudley’s heart, but I still couldn’t think of how to extract him from the throng. And I not only had the threat from the Intui to worry about, if I didn’t come up with something soon one of my party might suggest a plan so retarded they’d all instantly agree to do it.

	

	In a movie, a high stakes situation usually leads the hero to take an absurd risk that just happens to pay off. He jumps out of the window, catches the girl falling out of a helicopter and lands in a conveniently placed swimming pool. In real life, you’d miss the girl, miss the swimming pool and the whole thing would appear as a Vine for everyone’s entertainment.

	

	“Have you noticed,” said Maurice, “nobody here has any weapons?”

	

	It was true. Both the lizardmen tribes relied on claws and teeth, and the jabberwocky just ate you whole.

	

	“A couple of archers and we could wipe them all out.”

	

	“Yes,” I said, “but unfortunately our best shot is down there like Aslan about to get a haircut.”

	

	Maurice screwed up his nose. “Please don’t mention that hack in my presence.”

	

	There are any number of writers you might dismiss as hacks, churning out shitty novels one after the other, but I wouldn’t have put children’s favourite C.S. Lewis among them.

	

	“I thought you would’ve liked Lion-Witch-Wardrobe.” 

	

	“I didn’t like it, I loved it. Have you read the last book of the series?”

	

	I shook my head.

	

	“The children all die in a train crash and go to heaven, except for Susan. She stopped believing in Narnia so she gets to end up as a mangled corpse in twisted wreckage while the others are all, ‘Hurray! Off to the promised land!’ Ruined my childhood.”

	

	Claire turned away from consoling Flossie. “Can you two stop complaining about dead Christians for one second and do something about Dudley?” 

	

	When it comes to helping, the only thing worse than vague encouragement is generic nagging. Do something? What kind of request is that? I turned to Hitokag who was surveying the scene but didn’t look like he had any intentions of going down there.

	

	“Couldn’t a couple of your guys swoop down there and pull Dudley out before anyone has a chance to do anything about it?”

	

	“That would be foolish,” said Hitokag, which was a fair point.

	

	“What if I can blind most of them?” The Temple was fairly large and I probably wouldn’t be able to get all of them with my balls of light, but a fair proportion would be affected 

	

	“The Intui can see with their tongues.”

	

	“Really? And you didn’t think this was worth mentioning earlier?”

	

	“What difference would it have made?”

	

	Okay, it wouldn’t have changed anything, but he didn’t know that. I might have come up with a brilliant plan involving tastebuds. 

	

	“What about your balls?” said Maurice. The three acid-covered balls were bobbing up and down behind me.

	

	“What do you suggest I do with them?”

	

	Maurice shrugged. “Chuck them down a worm’s throat.”

	

	In a movie, this would probably cause the worm to explode (for no apparent reason) wiping out all the bad guys and somehow leaving Dudley untouched. In real life, it would probably have no effect. Or be disastrous. 

	

	Still, it wasn’t like we had a bunch of other options, and at least it didn’t require me to get closer to the action.

	

	I selected one of the balls and sent it drifting around the edge of the Temple towards the jabberwock furthest from Dudley, just in case it did explode in Michael Bay fashion.

	

	The jabberwock had its mouth wide open so it wasn’t hard to get a hole-in-one. The ball disappeared down its gullet. Nothing happened. I snapped my fingers which would normally pop the ball, but at this distance I didn’t know if it would work.

	

	The jabberwock stopped moving. Then its entire body convulsed and an object shot out of its mouth. It looked like a half-digested carcass of some animal, maybe a deer.

	

	The carcass flew across the Temple, skidded across the ground and wiped out half a dozen very surprised lizardmen. It didn’t kill them, but it probably didn’t do them any good either.

	

	After firing this missile, the jabberwock remained very still. I might even suggest it was thinking. Then it reared up, its body rippled, and another carcass came shooting out. 

	

	This one hit a small group of lizardmen who were thrown in all directions. Only two got back on their feet.

	

	The ground beneath me trembled. Not like it had when the jabberwocky first arrived, this was more controlled, like a continuous pulse. The other two worms paused—listening?—    and then began firing the contents of their stomachs just as the first had. It seemed I had inspired them to use projectile vomiting as a form of artillery.

	

	The Intui were in disarray, unable to avoid the sustained barrage from three directions. This was both good and bad from my point of view. Good that the lizards were being slowly whittled down without my intervention, but bad because a direct hit on Dudley would probably kill him.

	

	Flossie was only too aware of the danger to her beloved and began to lose it. “Ahm begging you, go get him,” she pleaded to Hitokag.

	

	“We can’t. If he wasn’t tied down, maybe…”

	

	I had two acid balls left. If I could target the ropes binding Dudley they might dissolve, but it would require very precise control and there was a very good chance the acid would get on Dudley’s skin.

	

	I drew a ball close to me and split it into four smaller ones. Then I sent them towards the stone table.

	

	Bodies were flying in all directions. The jabberwocky had found their range and had apparently had a big lunch. The Intui were scattered and focused on not getting blasted to pieces. My balls floated down unnoticed, but the further they got from me the harder they were to control.

	

	Perhaps I should have sent them down as one and split them when they got there, but there was no way to know if I would be able to do that at such a great distance. In any case, it was obvious I wouldn’t be able to target the ropes binding Dudley.

	

	Keezy was the only person still near the stone table. He was busy trying to free his brother. It would be fairly simple for him to untie Dudley, and he did owe me a favour.

	

	I redirected the balls towards him in a row and then burst them one by one. The first was near enough to attract his attention, and the rest led him in a line to Dudley.

	

	He looked up and around, then back at Dudley. I didn’t know how else to tell him what I wanted, but he got the message regardless. He ripped away the binds around Dudley’s hand and feet.

	

	“Now!” I said to Hitokag. 

	

	He nodded at two of his men who leapt off the wall and dived into the Temple. A couple of the Intui spotted them but were too busy dodging flying corpses to do anything. 

	

	The Mezzik landed on either end of the stone table, grabbed Dudley by the feet and hands, and then with a single flap of their wings they launched into the air carrying him between them.

	

	As this was happening, the Intui suddenly rushed towards them, but their target wasn’t the escaping sacrifice, it was Kungen. They grabbed him and shoved him towards the nearest jabberwock. I suppose they figured the best way to stop the attack was to go on the offence, and they did have a big lump of fuck you to use against the worms.

	

	The jabberwock responded by going kamikaze. It jumped from the rockface, mouth wide open and landed on top of Kungen and the lizardmen surrounding him. And kept going straight down. 

	

	Since it already planned to swallow Kungen I suppose diving into the poisoned earth was not that big a deal. As far as I could tell it had decided to take one for the team, burrowing into the depths with Kungen trapped inside. It would die, but no more Worm King.

	

	Dudley landed in a heap next to us as the Mezzik dropped him. Flossie threw herself on top of him, bawling like a baby.

	

	The walls surrounding the Temple began to collapse and the other two jabberwocky fell. Keezy disappeared under falling rubble.

	

	“We should go,” I said to everyone. I didn’t wait to see if they agreed, I turned and legged it back towards the dragon.

	

	All things considered, the rescue had been very successful. My favourite part was how I didn’t have to fight any large monsters. If we could just get the fuck out of there, I’d be happy to go see Cheng and do whatever he wanted us to do. 

	

	I scrambled down the shuddering slope to the plateau where we had left the dragon, but nothing ever goes smoothly all the way to the end. The dragon was lying with its wings awkwardly under it.  Its body was covered in welts and stings. Hovering over its body were a lot of large, angry-looking wasps.

	

	And things had been going so well.

	

	

	 




	

	20. King Worm

	

	There must have been twenty wasps, at least. Only half a dozen had riders on their backs, but all had bits of wood held by their six legs. I don’t know what they needed the wood for—something to do with whatever they had planned to do in the Temple, I suppose—but they dropped everything when they saw us.

	

	“Oh ho,” said the lead Intui. Now that I was close enough to see clearly, I could tell this one was Meeth, the one we had encountered earlier. See, I’m not racist, I just have poor eyesight. “Come to rescue your friend, have you?”

	

	The wasps spread out before us ready to attack, but Meeth’s smug leer turned into shock, then rage, when he saw Dudley  standing with us, rather than tied to the sacrificial altar.

	

	“How did…” His eyes went beyond us, probably concerned about what had happened in his absence. And rightly so.

	

	It was oddly quiet. I’d have expected all the falling rocks and screaming lizardmen to have made a lot more noise but for some reason the sound didn’t carry out of the Temple. 

	

	“Get out of our way,” said Hitokag. “When Cheng finds out about this—”

	

	“How will he find out if you are all dead?” asked Meeth with excellent logic.

	

	The buzz of wasps began to get more intense. But there was another sound, or at least a vibration, coming from below us. Meeth and his cohorts couldn’t feel it because they were airborne, but the soles of my boots prickled under me.

	

	I looked at the others and it was obvious they could feel it too.

	

	Seeing us exchange glances put Meeth on alert, but he didn’t know what the threat was. Neither did we. It was just as likely to be a problem for us as it was for him.

	

	“What’s going on?” he screamed at us. “What are you up to?

	

	We didn’t have any answers for him, but we didn’t need them as the vibrations turned into a rumble and then the ground shook, knocking us all off our feet. 

	

	A jabberwock smashed through the rock and shot into the air. But this worm was a little different to the ones we had seen in the Temple. It was about the same size, but its skin wasn’t smooth and slimy, it was hard like a crust had formed over it. The texture and craggy pattern were very reminiscent of troll-skin.

	

	Another feature of this particular jabberwock was that it had eyes. They weren’t very big, but they were familiar. The whole head, in fact, looked very much like Kungen.

	

	More tremors shook the mountainside and jabberwocky—the regular kind—burst out. Six. Ten. Twelve. They just kept coming, rising around us like a forest.

	

	Meeth and his wasps were surrounded. “What is this? What is this?” Meeth kept shrieking.

	

	Kungen-worm opened its mouth, which peeled back like the worms we had encountered before, and sucked in the air. Wasps tried to fly away but were drawn in, riders and all. The other worms followed suit. They might not have been able to see or hear, but thrashing about like out-of-control vacuum cleaners was very effective in dealing with the wasps.

	

	You might think that this was game over. Wasps had the upper hand for a moment, then the cavalry arrived with the perfect countermeasure, and it’s Goodnight Vienna. However, a mouthful of wasps is still a mouthful of wasps. 

	

	The jabberwocky started flailing about like they’d just found out their lucky numbers had come up on the lottery but the wife forgot to buy the ticket this week. They smashed and slapped their swollen mouths against the ground as the wasps stung for all they were worth.

	

	We all dived out of the way to avoid the gigantic bodies flopping from side to side, threatening to crush anything caught in their path.

	

	The only one not affected like this was the Kungen-worm. It watched, very much the worm in charge. If a wasp or Intui managed to somehow avoid the crossfire, he struck like a viper, snatching the escapee out of the air.

	

	Within a few minutes, the wasps were all gone, as were the Intui lizardmen. Two jabberwocky lay still and lifeless, the others simply retracted into their holes.

	

	The last to leave was Kungen-worm. I thought he might say something, but he didn’t. Was he the same Kungen in a different form, or a completely new entity? He had definitely controlled the other jabberwocky, and even forced them to come out in daylight, so he could rightly be called Worm King now, but what that meant was hard to tell.

	

	“Kungen?” I said to the towering rock snake. There was no response, not even a flicker of recognition.

	

	Keezy probably would have had a better chance to communicate, but there was no sign of him. I didn’t think the falling rocks would have killed him, and he could dig his way out, but I was in no mood to form a search party.

	

	Despite helping us free Dudley, he had still intended to bring us here knowing it would require a sacrifice. He might have a reasonable explanation, but the Temple was no longer a factor so I considered it best to call it quits and get out of here.

	

	Kungen-worm sank back into the mountain like a train thundering into a tunnel. Dust flew out as he disappeared. 

	

	Everyone got back to their feet. We were still on top of a mountain and night was approaching. The Mezzik could probably carry us down the precipitous mountainside, but then we still had to get to wherever Cheng had his castle. What we really needed was another dragon.

	

	Once everyone had confirmed they were alive and unharmed, Flossie ran over to the dragon and wrapped her arms around its head. The head moved.

	

	“Ah think he’s still alive,” said Flossie, turning her watery eyes towards me. She was quickly turning into my biggest pain, and that’s saying something considering the fierce competition.

	

	Still, in this particular case I wasn’t averse to healing the dragon even if it cost me a few months of my life to do it. Having a dragon in my debt could be very useful. Not that I’d be as influential as Flossie, but not everyone gets to be Mother of Dragons. I’d settle for uncle. You don’t get your clothes burned off and have to walk around with your tits out all the time, you just come around on the weekend for a barbecue. Much more manageable.

	

	Mind you, that whole parable where Androcles takes the thorn out of the lion’s paw and then they later face off in the amphitheatre to find the winner of Roman Idol sounds a lot like bullshit to me. 

	

	Would the lion really let Androcles off? Or would he see the other lions all looking at him and think, “I know I owe you, but I can’t let you show me up in front of my mates”?

	

	It probably depends on the animal. Dogs, strong possibility. Snakes, not so much. I imagine it would make an excellent reality tv show. Save various animals from certain death, see if they return the favour. Chuck in a couple of celebs you’ve never heard of—ratings gold. Who wouldn’t want to watch a chicken ignore Piers Morgan as he drowned?

	

	At the very least, the Mezzik would be grateful. They had been distraught when they thought the dragon was dead and rushed to help when Flossie declared the beast still breathing. If you’re the Draconic Guard I suppose it’s poor form to let a dragon die on your watch.

	

	“What are you doing?” said Jenny. She had jumped in front of me as I walked towards the dragon.

	

	“I’m going to heal the dragon,” I said. 

	

	“No,” said Jenny. “You can’t. Look how big it is. You’ll have to use up too much energy.”

	

	“Yeah, whatever. Don’t think of it as me getting older, think of it as me maturing.”

	

	I tried to walk past her, but she shimmied across to stay in my way. “No.”

	

	I knew at some point we would come to this situation, I just hadn’t expected it so soon. Jenny would decide what was best for me and then insist I do it her way. For the best of reasons, of course. But once you give into someone like that, even if they’re right, you set a precedent.

	

	We could discuss it and come to a compromise, but fuck that.

	

	“It’s not up to you, Jenny. Now get out of the way.”

	

	Her mouth tightened. Her eyes welled up. I couldn’t tell which way she was going to go, anger or tears.

	

	“I’m begging you, please don’t do this,” she said with great restraint, although whether that restraint was to stop herself from shouting or sobbing, I couldn’t tell.

	

	On some level, I’m sure her concern was for my wellbeing. If I kept using up whatever time I had, eventually I would run out. But it was still a form of control. And I didn’t want to be under anyone’s thumb.

	

	“Just because you say, ‘I’m begging,’ doesn’t actually count as begging.” I put my hand on her shoulders to shift her out of the way.

	

	She dropped to her knees. “Please. I’ll do anything you say, just don’t do this.”

	

	Smooth. On her knees, offering to do anything, what would that indicate to you? Classic pretty girl move. She doesn’t actually make any specific proposition, but subliminally there’s the notion that maybe if I do what she wants, I’ll get a bit of the old quid pro quo. 

	

	My suspicions about her motives were somewhat undermined by the fact she had already let me quo her right in the quid numerous times already, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t still dangle it like bait.

	

	I bent down and kissed her on the nose. “No. You don’t have to do anything I say unless you really want to.”

	

	Tears fell from her eyes now, but these I recognised. Tears of frustration at not getting your way.

	

	I felt quite pleased with myself as I kneeled down next to the dragon. One-Nil to the home team.

	

	“You think you can heal something this big?” said Hitokag, not sounding very convinced. 

	

	“I’ll give it a shot.”

	

	The warmth in my hand spread out across the vast body. The stings had left behind vicious red sores. They receded as I poured my energy into the creature.

	

	My mind went blank. I don’t know how long I sat there, growing weaker and weaker. At some point I must have blacked out

	

	When I came to, Jenny was over me. My head was in her lap. She was crying.

	

	“How bad is it? Do I have a white beard?”

	

	“Shut the fuck up.” She was mad at me. She kissed me. It tasted salty.

	

	I sat up and looked around. It was dark and a fire burned nearby. The dragon was up and being fussed over by the Mezzik. 

	

	“Thank you,” said Flossie. “For everything.”

	

	I shrugged. Gratitude never really meant much to me. Show me how thankful you are when it costs you something to help me, then I’ll acknowledge it.

	

	“We should leave,” said Hitokag. He spoke to me in a slightly different tone now. I don’t know if it was full respect, but it was something close to it. I smiled. Got him.

	

	Jenny brushed the long strands of hair out of my face and kissed me again. Then she put her arms around my neck and held me tight. 

	

	“Can I get up now?” I asked her.

	

	“No.”

	

	“You’ll have to let go eventually.”

	

	“Never.”

	

	I struggled to my feet with her still clinging on, which wasn’t easy. Claire and Maurice said some pleasant things which I instantly forgot, and Dudley shook my hand and said nothing. 

	

	We climbed on board the dragon, which treated me no different to anyone else—fucking cow with wings—and we took off.

	

	Jenny remained very clingy, but I didn’t mind it. The air was quite chilly up there and she was soft and warm. Had she learned her place, or did she consider my attempt at self-determination a challenge? I would probably find out next time we had opposing views. 

	

	Can you love someone you don’t trust at all? I’m not sure. I certainly liked her very much. Even though she would probably attempt to crush my spirit and bring me to heel, I kind of looked forward to it. I felt confident I could take her. Mind you, women know all sorts of dirty tricks. I didn’t expect a fair fight. 

	

	Compared to Jenny, Cheng didn’t seem that big a deal. 

	

	The stars sparkled over our heads as I flew through the night on the back of a dragon, headed for a castle on top of a mountain. Not often you get to say that.

	 




	

	21. Castle In The Air

	

	“That was a really stupid thing to do,” Jenny mumbled into my chest. “Stupid idiot.”

	

	I pulled her in a bit tighter. Partly because it was cold up in the night sky, and partly to make sure she didn’t fall off the dragon. But mostly because I could and I liked it.

	

	“Do I look older?” I asked with my chin resting on the top of her head.

	

	“It’s hard to tell under that mop. I’m going to give you a haircut.” She said it very aggressively, daring me to object. I wasn’t going to argue, especially when I agreed with her. 

	

	“Thanks. I could use a shave, too. Shame I lost all my shaving gear.”

	

	She reached up a hand and stroked the hair hanging off my chin in what could only be described as a miserable attempt at a beard. She tugged it, making me yelp. 

	

	“Idiot.”

	

	“It’ll be worth it if Vikchutni actually remembers I saved his life. Could come in useful in the future.”

	

	Jenny lifted her head. “Who’s Vick Chutney?”

	

	“The dragon. That’s his name.”

	

	She took a second to think about it. “That’s not his name.”

	

	“Yes, it is. And it’s Vikchutni, not Vick Chutney.”

	

	She looked at me as though I’d just said the same thing twice, which I definitely had not.

	

	The problem with winning an argument against a competitive girl was that suddenly everything became a fight until she evens the score. She was being petty, but it would be easier to just let her win one… but not this one, because the dragon’s name was Vik-fucking-chutni.

	

	The dragon (Vikchutni) shook in mid-air making us grab onto each other and putting the argument on hold. The journey so far had been a lot rougher than before. The dragon may not have fully recovered from his brush with death, or he might just want to get away from there as quickly as possible. Either way, we were bumped and jostled through the air.

	

	Flossie wasn’t riding him this time. Once we got Dudley back, her mastery of dragons deserted her and she no longer had the confidence to climb onto the dragon’s neck. Looking at how precarious a place it was, it seemed amazing that she had done it in the first place.

	

	If she was the Dragonrider Hitokag spoke of she would need a lot more practice. Or Dud would have to get kidnapped more often.

	

	The first view of our destination came with the sunrise. In  amongst the mountains below us, one stood out. It looked like its peak had been sliced off, leaving a large, circular plateau covered in grass. Strolling about in the grass were dragons. Dozens of them. They looked unreal from this height, even more so when they stretched their wings.

	

	And from the middle of the plateau rose Cheng’s castle. It was very big and very square. There were no outer walls, no battlements, no turrets. Just a block with lots of windows.

	

	As we came into land, the dragons craned their long necks towards us and honked. It was not a pleasant sound. More like geese than majestic creatures of myth and legend.

	

	As soon as we touched down, a group of Mezziks came running towards us but they had little interest in the passengers. They carried buckets of water and scrubbing brushes. They immediately set to work rubbing down the dragon like a very strange carwash.

	

	We disembarked, still a bit wobbly from the journey.

	

	“They must be females,” said Maurice, pointing at the Mezziks washing the dragon. “No wings.”

	

	They did look a bit more feminine in their facial features, and they didn’t have wings or crests on their heads, although they had a similar blue tinge to the males. Looking around, I noticed there were some larger dragons that also didn’t have wings. Females?

	

	It did suggest there was some link between lizardmen and dragons, but I decided not to mention it to Hitokag who seemed touchy on the subject.

	

	“This way,” Hitokag said. “You can rest in your quarters until the feast this evening. Cheng will greet you there.”

	

	As we set off towards the castle, I exchanged a look with Vikchutni. No sign of recognition, let alone gratitude. He had no idea who I was. Fucking Vick Chutney.

	

	“What does Cheng look like?” I asked Hitokag.

	

	“It depends. He has three forms, that I know of. During the day he has the body of a Tecorn. At night he takes the form of Carap. And in battle… I would advise you to avoid combat.”

	

	The descriptions didn’t really help, but the advice was noted.

	

	A rather stern looking female met us at the door, which was a large open archway. 

	

	She looked us over, then turned to Hitokag and tilted her head at him.

	

	“It’s fine, Noreen, they’re toothpicks.”

	

	Judging from where she had been looking, I took ‘toothpicks’ to refer to our weapons.

	

	She turned and led us inside. There was a courtyard with stone steps leading off in various directions. The courtyard was filled with children all busily engaged in beating the shit out of each other. Some had stubby wings while others didn’t, possibly because of an age difference or because they were girls.

	

	It was brutal to watch. They fought hand to hand, and also teeth to teeth. Many of them were bleeding. Those that fell were set upon even more viciously by the others.

	

	“Ah… aren’t you going to stop them?” asked Flossie.

	

	“They are training,” said Noreen.

	

	“Is it only Mezzik who live here?” I asked her.

	

	“On the lower floors.” She wasn’t particularly chatty.

	

	From the outside, I had estimated there were twenty storeys by counting windows. From inside it felt even bigger. Each floor was huge. 

	

	I have no idea which floor we ended up on, but we were taken to a series of rooms without doors, just gaps between the walls that went from wall to ceiling. 

	

	“You may use these rooms,” said Noreen. “Together or separately, as you wish. Are you sexually active?”

	

	She said it in such a clinical matter I was a bit lost for words.

	

	“I am,” said Jenny, “but he just sort of lays there and lets me get on with it.”

	

	Claire burst out laughing. She never laughed that loud at my jokes. Jenny grinned at me, licked the end of her finger and ticked the air. Keeping score? Really? So petty. I didn’t retaliate. I let it go. And when the time was right, I would destroy her.

	

	Noreen nodded like she knew exactly what Jenny meant. The others were all smirking. So immature. I stuck my tongue out at Jenny.

	

	”Sexual congress is permitted during daylight, but not at night,” said Noreen.

	

	“Why?” I asked. It seemed an odd rule.

	

	“It scares the children and gives them nightmares.”

	

	Her answer definitely made me not want to know how lizardmen had sex.

	

	Noreen left and I was about to enter one of the rooms when I caught Claire glaring at me, arms folded across her chest.

	

	“What?” I said.

	

	“I suppose you and Jenny are going to have sex now.”

	

	I looked at Jenny and then back at Claire. “She hasn’t asked, but I’ll probably say yes if she does.”

	

	Claire unfolded her arms and put her hands on her hips. “And you had plenty of sex last time, didn’t you?”

	

	“I guess. If you think four times is plenty.”

	

	“Are you including the first one?” said Maurice. “Because I don’t think you should include the first one.”

	

	“It were a bit quick,” said Flossie. Dudley nodded.

	

	This is why you shouldn’t have sex in a tent.

	

	“All right, call it three. Sorry I don’t measure up to your high professional standards, you bunch of fucking whores. What’s your point, Claire?”

	

	“My point is did you take any precautions? Did you? No, you fucking didn’t. After you gave us all that shit about not getting pregnant, first chance you get, you pump her full of everything you got.”

	

	The way she said it made me think she wasn’t taking a wild guess. I looked at Jenny who suddenly found the masonry very interesting. Claire had a point, though. I had been completely overwhelmed by the situation and the last thing on my mind had been the consequences.

	

	“No, you’re right, I should—”

	

	“I bet you didn’t ask her to take it up the arse like you told us to, did you? Just stuck it in and said, ‘Have some of that!’”

	

	“I did not say, ‘Have some of that,’” I insisted. I was fairly sure I hadn’t said it.

	

	“And now you’re going to go have more sex. Going to use the withdrawal method, are you? Or will you be sticking with anal from now on?”

	

	“Well…” This conversation was certainly a lot more uncomfortable when you were on the receiving end. A bit like anal sex.

	

	“Of course you aren’t!” she yelled. “You know why?”

	

	“Why?” asked nervously, not entirely sure I wanted to know the answer.

	

	“Because none of us can get pregnant.”

	

	“What?”

	

	“We haven’t had  a period since we got here.”

	

	“Oh. Really? None of you? Are you sure?”

	

	“Er, yeah,” said Claire with sarcasm turned all the way up. “I think we’d be able to tell.”

	

	This was certainly interesting information. “I had no idea.”

	

	“No shit!” Claire rolled her eyes. “If you ever spent any time with us, talked to us, you would know these things.”

	

	“Ah, yeah. Sorry. Is there anything else I should know?”

	

	She shook her head sorrowfully. “So much, Colin, so much.”

	

	Visitors in the past had been able to have children—the royal families were descended from them—but for some reason these three couldn’t.

	

	“What about the others, like Mandy?”

	

	Jenny shrugged. “It was too early to tell back then. We only figured it out between us.”

	

	“Okay . Well, so that’s good. You don’t have to take it in the butt anymore.”

	

	Claire’s face turned bright red.

	

	“Unless you like it, of course.”

	

	She grabbed Maurice’s sleeve and stormed off. “Just stop being such dickhead.”

	

	Maurice grinned at me as he was dragged away. “Three and a half’s not bad. I went five my first time.”

	

	“No you didn’t,” said Claire as they disappeared into their room.

	

	“What do you mean? You said those two counted.”

	

	Flossie and Dudley both smiled at me. I had no idea what that meant, and didn’t want to know.

	

	I followed Jenny into one of the rooms. Inside, there was a fire, which was a great relief. Stone buildings on top of mountains are not warm and cosy. Especially when the windows, like the doors, are gaping holes that go from floor to ceiling. I poked my head out and immediately pulled myself back in. It was a sheer drop to the distant ground, not even a guard rail. These people really didn’t care too much for personal safety.

	

	There was also a large wooden tub in front of the fire full of water. It wasn’t particularly hot, or even tepid, but it looked clean.

	

	There was a bucket with a brush in it the same as the ones they had used on the dragon outside. The bristles felt like they would rip yours skin off. There was also an orange bar.

	

	“Soap!” said Jenny as she sniffed it. Her eyes lit up like she’d discovered the treasure of Sierra Madre. “Strip.” She was trying to take charge as usual.

	

	“You strip,” I said. She did. Touché.

	

	We got in the tub together and she suddenly produced a knife, don’t ask me from where. She hacked off bits of my hair as I began soaping her up, for hygiene reasons. The haircut was soon abandoned for other activities. And no, I didn’t just lie there and let her get on with it.

	

	There wasn’t a bed, per se, but a bunch of animal skins served the same purpose and were comfy enough. Once we had washed and Jenny had scraped off my beard, we crawled in between the furry sheets and messed around some more until we eventually both fell asleep.

	

	When I woke up it was just starting to get dark. I went over to the fire and added a few logs. The tub had been emptied so someone must have come in while we slept. 

	

	I stood by the window, stark naked, and watched the dragons frolicking in the field. They weren’t really frolicking. There was a gust of wind and Hitokag came through the window, his wings retracting at the last possible moment so he could slide in between the walls. 

	

	“Hello?” It seemed the polite thing to say.

	

	“Cheng wishes to see you. Now.”

	

	“Oh, okay. I’ll just put some clothes on.”

	

	“You are fine as you are.” He grabbed me, flapped his wings and shot through the window. 

	

	The wings retracted to let us through, but this also meant we were suddenly hurtling towards the ground. The wings snapped open again and we soared upwards.

	

	It was cold. I only mention this because I was naked and shrinkage is a thing. It’s sort of relevant.

	

	At the top of the castle, the windows were extra-wide. Hitokag flew in with wings fully extended and landed in the middle of a large hall full of people.

	

	Well, I say people, I’m not really sure what you would call them collectively. There weren’t just lizardmen and beastmen, there was a whole range of ‘beings’.  But what stood out most was that they were all clothed. And I wasn’t. And also, shrinkage.

	

	I’m not sure how the idea of wearing clothes came about. The Adam and Even version where eating the apple of knowledge made them ashamed to be naked sounds a bit bullshitty. More likely it was due to a change in the weather and the realisation how useful it was to have pockets.

	

	“Any chance I could have something to wear?” I asked rather pitifully with my hands around my shrunken balls.

	

	A large cloven-hoofed gentleman with fangs bursting out of his mouth and horns (many, many horns) erupting from his head, took off his cloak and draped it over my shoulders.

	

	You know what’s more gay than a naked man in the middle of a crowd of clothed people? A naked man in a cape.

	

	At least it was warm. I wrapped around me tighter. 

	

	The doors at the other end of the room opened—apparently they did have doors here, you just had to know the right people—and Cheng entered. 

	

	You could easily tell this was the guy in charge. There was no doubting it, even the air felt different when he entered. What I hadn’t expected, though, was that he would look like a fourteen year old boy.

	

	

	

	 




	

	22. Sympathy For The Archfiend

	

	Cheng looked like a member of a boyband. The one who gets all the attentions from the girls. 

	

	He was tall with an athletic build. The most striking thing about him was his face. He was pretty. Not like a girl—his jaw was square and his features were pronounced—just in a very symmetrical way. Everything balanced really well. 

	

	He had no hair on his head or on his face, not even eyebrows. And then there were his crimson eyes. 

	

	They didn’t glow but they were strikingly red. 

	

	We’ve been over this a number of times so I won’t repeat myself. I’m still not.

	

	There was much commotion as Cheng entered as everyone gathered around him, offering greetings and salutations. He was popular, I’ll give him that. 

	

	“I know you said he wasn’t a Visitor,” I said to Hitokag from the side of my mouth, “but you could have mentioned he’s human.”

	

	“He isn’t,” replied Hitokag.

	

	Cheng parted the crowds with a wave of his hands and walked towards me. If he wasn’t human he was doing an excellent impression of one.

	

	Even though he was taller than me and looked stronger, his youthful face was that of a child. Of course, I didn’t know how old he really was—perhaps he was an immortal who had maintained this appearance for millennia—and quite possibly his whole appearance was some kind of illusion.

	

	“Thank you for accepting my invitation. So you are Colin.” His voice was surprisingly deep. Booming. It sounded strange coming out of such a willowy figure.

	

	“Yes,” I said. “You look like you’re human.” 

	

	There was a gasp from the assembled crowd. And when assorted monsters gasp, it isn’t like a theatre crowd stunned to find the Inspector was the murderer all along, the sound was like a roomful of snakes who had their tails stepped on at the same time.

	 

	Cheng smiled. He was dressed like something out of the Arabian Nights. A large blouse made of thin silk, open to the navel the way Sinbad the Sailor might wear it, and baggy pants that were perhaps three sizes too big for him. His chest was hairless and his stomach was fully abbed-up like he’d been working out with a personal trainer to prepare for the European leg of the tour.

	

	“True, this form does give that impression. A gift from my mother. I wanted to meet you like this first, so you can see there is more than one side to me. Later you will meet me in a different guise, one that I know makes your kind uncomfortable.”

	

	Very reasonable. Later he was going to be some scary monster and he didn’t want me to freak out.  Two sides meeting and not wanting to give the wrong impression is, after all, a tale as old as time. Both a little scared, neither one prepared, Beauty and the Beast.

	

	Good thing Flossie wasn’t here, she probably would have sung him those lyrics.

	

	“What is it you want from me?” I asked.

	

	“There will be time for that later. I find I am better equipped for those sorts of discussions when I am in the right frame of mind. There is much going on here that you are not privy to, but I want you to be fully informed before you take any action. We have been engaged in battle with the humans for longer than any here can remember, but it is a necessary battle. I promised to answer all your questions, and I will, but for now please accept my hospitality and my apologies for the difficulties you faced getting here.”

	

	He sounded sincere, but faking sincerity wasn’t so hard. 

	

	I was still standing naked in the middle of a large crowd with just a cloak for protection. I felt somewhat exposed and vulnerable, and not really sure what I was doing there. Couldn’t this have waited until I had some pants on?

	

	“To show you I intend to hide nothing from you,” said Cheng, “I wanted you to see who I really am, the good, the bad and the ugly.”

	

	I half-expected him to put a cigar in his mouth and pull out a six-shooter.

	

	“My mother was a human. She was a Visitor in fact. My father was also not of this world, not the surface world in any case. He was only able to exist on this plane for a short time, but long enough to sire me.”

	

	About a million questions sprang to mind, but I decided to wait for him to finish. 

	

	“I may seem human to you, but I assure you I am not. This body that is small and weak, houses a mind that wants the best for all and is constantly disappointed by how hard that is. It can fill you with despair to want things that always seem just out of your grasp.”

	

	“What is it that you want?” I asked him.

	

	“The same things everyone wants. To be happy, to be safe, to be able to go for a ride on a dragon if I feel like it. Everyday things.”

	

	Yep, just your average fourteen year old boy with his own herd of dragons.

	

	“That doesn’t seem so difficult,” I said. “I don’t see how sending an army of lizardmen to slaughter thousands is necessary if that’s all you want.”

	

	Cheng nodded. “I agree. I have been trying to come to some sort of agreement with the humans for a long time. There are many of our people on the other side of the border and they are treated as vermin. I cannot accept it. Letting them be hunted for profit… it is wrong.  These things take time to change, I know that, but then the spires became active.”

	

	Everything coming out of his mouth was stuff I wanted to know more about, but I felt like he wasn’t quite giving me the whole story.

	

	“What do the spires do?”

	

	He gave me a sad look. “They kill. The last time they were used, tens of thousands died. That’s why they have to be destroyed. Or so I thought. Then I heard about you and I thought perhaps there was another way.”

	

	“What do you mean you heard about me? I haven’t done anything.”

	

	“The prophecy, you are the cause of it coming true. You are the catalyst. When I heard about the Worm King I sent out all the Mezzik to look for you, only to discover you were already on your way! Whether it was serendipity or destiny, I do not know. Either way, it would be foolish to overlook such an opportunity don’t you agree?”

	

	They say young girls mature faster than boys, but my time in this world hadn’t really supported that claim. This young boy seemed so much less psychotic than girls of a similar age. This is based on personal experience, of course.

	

	“I agree there is probably another way,” I said, “but I don’t know if I’m the person you think I am. Most of what I’ve managed to achieve has been dumb luck.”

	

	“Perhaps, perhaps. But even if there’s only a small chance you can prevent a war, then I still think it is worth considering. At least I hope so. Ah, but hope is even more painful than despair sometimes. In here.” He tapped his chest. “I don’t know how your kind are able to cope with all the feels you are subject to. It can be quite horrible.” He pulled a face like a kid being forced to eat his greens. “Fortunately, I only have to endure it during the day. At night I become something entirely different, as you are about to see.”

	

	He looked over my shoulder. I followed his gaze through the windows. The sun was setting over the mountains, its light turning orange and flooding the room with a golden glow.

	

	Torches on the walls burst into flame one by one around the hall. When I looked back at Cheng, he was no longer a young boy. 

	

	I could see why he wore such baggy clothes. 

	

	Cheng was all grown up. He was easily the tallest person there—and it wasn’t a room full of shorties. His skin had darkened to a deep purple. His face had distorted into an amalgam of teeth and fangs. There was other stuff in there, but the teeth and fangs stole the show. 

	

	Everyone in the room fell to one knee.

	

	“This is my father’s heritage.” The voice suited this form a lot better. “He was a demon.” Wings stretched out behind him and a tail whipped about.

	

	“Yes,” I said in a strained voice, trying not to wet myself. “I can see that.”

	

	Cheng stretched his wings to their limit, which was almost half the room’s width. “It is a relief to take on this form. My mind is clear and I know exactly what I want and what I’m prepared to do to get it.”

	

	“And what do you want?”

	

	“Everything.”

	

	“And to get it you’re prepared to do…?”

	

	“Anything.”

	

	You could tell it was still him—the visage, even though it was all puffed up and warped like a funhouse mirror, had the same red eyes, even if they were glowing now—but there was a coldness to him now. The kid had a sensitivity to him, the demon had huge fucking fangs. 

	

	There seemed to be some kind of balance between the two forms, which was a good thing as far as I was concerned. Even when one was present, the other was still there, somewhere. It was probably the only reason I wasn’t dead.

	

	“I understand you want to leave the big questions for later,” I said, “but can I ask you one thing?” 

	

	“Yes?” said Cheng.

	

	I knew I wouldn’t like the answer but I felt it was important. “What happened to your mother?”

	

	“She died,” said Cheng with some emotion. His voice even cracked a little. “I loved her very much, but your people have frail bodies and short lifespans.”

	

	“She died of old age?”

	

	“No, my father ate her.  They never really got on.” 

	

	Every time I thought I was starting to understand this world, coming to terms with the differences and similarities, something always came along and kicked me in the bollocks.

	

	Cheng yawned. I wish he hadn’t. The teeth went all the way to the back and didn’t get any smaller. 

	

	“You’ll have to excuse me, the change always tires me. I will discuss matters further with you at the feast. Dress is informal, but you might want to put on some pants.”

	

	I had been so transfixed by the appearance of a demon in front of me that I had let the cloak fall open. I gathered it around me again.

	

	“No problem, I’ll do that,” I said. 

	

	He turned and walked away. He was just as terrifying from the back. 

	

	Hitokag said there were three forms, and the third was for battle. I couldn’t imagine how it was better suited for combat than this one. Hopefully, I would never find out.

	

	Once Cheng had departed, everyone got to their feet and the atmosphere in the room relaxed. Well, comparatively.

	

	“Shall I return you to your room?” asked Hitokag. 

	

	“Actually, I thought I might take the stairs.”

	

	“No need,” said Hitokag. Before I could protest, he grabbed me and jumped out of the nearest window.

	

	I was now naked, in a cape and flying. Up in the sky, is it a bird? Is it a plane? No, it’s Supergay.

	

	

	 




	

	23. My Dinner With Angry

	

	Hitokag glided downwards in an arc with me hanging naked below him. By the time he had banked all the way around to face the castle again, we were level with what I hoped was my room. Entering a stranger’s room dressed like this could only end badly.

	

	As the window rushed towards me, Hitokag let go and I shot through the gap at a speed I was not comfortable with. Since Hitokag didn’t follow me in, and there was no splat! of him hitting the stonework, I assumed he had flown off to ruin someone else’s night.

	

	I landed on the ground running and barely managed to stay on my feet, the cloak billowing out behind me.

	

	Jenny sat up in the bed not quite believing the sight in front of her.

	

	“Bloody hell,” she said. “Sleep with a guy a couple of times and he thinks he’s a superhero.”
 

	I undid the clasp that held the cloak around my neck and crawled back under the furs and threw myself on top of her. I sucked the warmth from Jenny’s body and it quickly spread through mine.

	

	“You’re freezing,” she complained, but she didn’t try to get away. Instead, she wrapped herself around me tighter. “Where did you get the cloak?”

	

	I told her about my little excursion and the audience with Cheng. 

	

	“Do you think his father really ate his mother?” she asked when I had finished.

	

	“I don’t know. I can’t see why he would lie about something like that. It’s a different culture though, isn’t it? We shouldn’t judge. We’re having dinner with him later. I’ll probably stick with the vegetarian option.”

	

	Jenny pushed me off her, which was probably for the best. Now that my blood had thawed, it was rushing into various extremities. Outside was almost completely dark and the only light came from the fire.

	

	“At least he realises you’re important. Might keep us off the menu.”

	

	“He thinks the prophecy is going to make everything alright. It’s ridiculous. Nobody even knows what it means but they’re willing to do whatever they can to make it come true.”

	

	“You really don’t see it, do you?” said Jenny.

	

	“See what?”

	

	“It isn’t the prophecy. It’s you. He can see what the rest of us can see, but you can’t. That you have something other people don’t have.”

	

	“Which is?”

	

	“I guess you’d call it charisma.”

	

	“Shut up,” I scoffed. “People have called me a lot of things, but no one’s ever accused me of being charismatic.”

	

	“Do you even know what charisma is?”
 

	“Yeah. Of course I do.”

	

	She rolled onto her front and propped herself up on her elbows. “What is it then?”

	

	The flickering light played across her hanging boobs, but with inhuman effort I resisted the urge to bury my face in them. “It’s when people like you and do what you tell them?”

	

	“Why? Why would someone do what you tell them?”

	

	“Because you’re charming and likeable and all alpha.”

	

	“No,” said Jenny. “That’s not charisma. You don’t have to persuade people to do what you want. It’s more than that. There’s this movie, Fight Club, have you seen it?”

	

	It was difficult to see her face clearly in the firelight, so I couldn’t tell if she was taking the piss. “Yes, I am aware of the movie Fight Club. What about it?”

	

	“The guy in that movie has a friend called Tyler Durden.”

	

	“I know I said I wouldn’t slap you again, but you’re pushing it.”

	

	Jenny ignored my threat. “Everyone listens to what Tyler Durden tells them because he’s buff and has great hair and he looks like Brad Pitt. Who wouldn’t listen to a guy like that, right?”

	

	“Go on…”

	

	“But it turns out Tyler doesn’t exist. The only person who can see Tyler is the guy, the hero.”

	

	“Edward Norton,” I said.

	

	Jenny looked confused. “Who’s that?”

	

	“That’s the other guy in the movie,” I said.

	

	Jenny paused. “No. I don’t think that was his name.”

	

	“That’s the actor’s name.”

	

	Jenny shook her head. “No, I don’t think so.”

	

	Not this again. “Well, he doesn’t have a name in the movie so let’s call him Ed.”

	

	“Okay. So when Ed looks at Tyler he sees Brad Pitt. But Tyler doesn’t exist. It’s Ed who does all the talking, gets people to follow him, he just doesn’t know it.”

	

	“Yes, it’s a split personality.”

	

	“So then why do they do what he says. He doesn’t have a fit body or a cool haircut. Only he thinks Tyler Durden looks like Brad Pitt. Everyone else sees Ed, an average bloke with shitty hair and no abs.”

	

	It was an interesting point. “I guess they believe in what he tells them.”

	

	“He tells them to do a lot of stupid shit. They do it because he has charisma. Not charm or good looks or white teeth. Charisma is a gift from God that makes others follow you, believe in you. Saints and prophets had it.”

	

	I still wasn’t buying it. “Sounds great, but if I have this God given ability, why didn’t anyone ever listen to me back home?”

	

	“Because in our world there are people who want to be in charge who don’t have charisma, so they put all these filters in front of people to confuse them. They convince them leaders are people who are handsome and tall and from the right background. And if someone with real charisma ever turns up, the people with good hair have him killed.”

	

	That part certainly rang true.

	

	“People with charisma, the real thing, hold a lot of power that can be used for good and bad. Gandhi or Hitler. Neither of whom looked like Brad Pitt, by the way.”

	

	My head was beginning to hurt. “I really wish what you’re saying was true, but I don’t feel it, Jenny. I don’t feel like I’m special.”

	

	“You’re not supposed to. Other people feel it when they look at you. I bet Cheng does.”

	

	“Okay, but I think you’re forgetting one minor detail. Fight Club wasn’t a documentary. It’s just a story. Maybe that’s how things should be, but they’re not. And I’m not whatever you think I am. No one’s going to follow me into battle or rally around me as I save the world.”

	

	“I will.”

	

	Not really much you can say to that. Especially when the person then climbs on top of you, naked.

	

	“Would you mind not doing that, please?” said Noreen.

	

	We jumped apart and turned towards Noreen, who was standing over us, glaring disapprovingly.

	

	“We weren’t going to do anything,” said Jenny. “And we don’t make much noise, anyway.” Kind of contradictory.

	

	“It’s not the noise that upsets the children, it’s the smell.” She flared the nostrils at the end of her snout and then turned around and walked out without even saying why she was there in the first place.

	

	“Er, guys?” came Flossie’s voice from the doorway. “You ready to go? We’re all fookin’ starving.”

	

	I was a bit peckish myself. We quickly got dressed and found the others waiting for us in the passageway. Noreen was standing with them, weaving  impatience into her disapproval.

	

	Thankfully we took the stairs this time. I filled in the others with a shorter version of what I’d told Jenny. I also prepared them for what Cheng looked like.

	

	“So he changed from small boy to giant demon?” said Maurice. “Was it like the Incredible Hulk?”

	

	“I don’t know, I wasn’t looking when it happened.”

	

	“So maybe he distracted you and someone else switched places with him.”

	

	That was actually possible, but looking into his eyes had felt very familiar. “I’m pretty sure it was him.”

	

	“Oh, ah,” said Flossie. “Ah don’t know if I want to meet a demon.”

	

	“He’s actually not that bad.” I decided not to tell her about what happened to his  mother.

	

	Somewhere around the eighteenth floor (I lost count but I’m pretty sure we were in the high teens) we were led into a large room with a circular table. There were six chairs and a throne. It wasn’t a fancy throne, but it was definitely plus-sized.

	

	I had assumed the feast would be hundreds of people, but this was a more intimate affair which I preferred.

	

	We took our seats and waited, nervously looking around and sipped from the cups of water which were the only thing on the table. Noreen stood by the doorway. She had her eye on me like she’d caught me taking a dump in her living room and wanted to make sure I didn’t do it again. I may have been imagining it, though.

	

	After a few minutes, ripples appeared in the water suggesting either a T-rex was approaching or Cheng was. Everyone turned towards the doorway and their mouths fell open as Cheng walked in.

	

	Even though I had gone to great lengths to describe his appearance, it still wasn’t enough to prepare them for the sight of an actual demon. Jenny, whose hand was on top of mine on the table, squeezed me so hard I felt I had a good case for calling it even between us. 

	

	Claire and Maurice shuffled their chairs closer together, and Flossie jumped out of her chair straight onto Dudley’s lap.

	

	“Hello,” said Cheng. He sat down on the throne, ignoring the abject terror surrounding the table. He turned to Noreen who had followed him to the table. “I could eat a bear. Do we have any?”

	

	Noreen nodded and left the room.

	

	Since nobody else seemed like they were going to say anything, it was left to me to kick things off. No change there, then. “You said you would answer any questions we had.”

	

	“If I can, I will.”

	

	Here was my chance to find out all the things I’d been wondering since I got to this world. Start at the top and work my way down.

	

	“What exactly do you expect from us? What do you want us to do?”

	

	 A deep, guttural croak rolled out of Cheng’s throat. “Hmmm. In many ways you are already doing what I would want from you. The Worm King has been born thanks to you, and from what I have been told, you—” he turned his gaze on Flossie “—are the Dragonrider. I look forward to seeing you in action.”

	

	Flossie made a strange yeep! sound and pushed herself deeper into Dudley’s chest.

	

	“Is there something wrong with your chair?” Cheng asked her. “Would you like a different one?”

	

	Flossie shook her head.

	

	Cheng shrugged and spread his wings out. His throne had obviously been designed with this in mind; gaps in the frame allowed the wings to extend out the back.

	

	“With the first two parts of the prophecy taken care of, it only leaves the final part. I want you to find me a bride. Ah, the food is here. Excellent.”

	

	Noreen returned with a number of other Mezzik females. They had an endless series of platters piled high with food which they placed on the table. Wooden plates for us, and a large wooden board for Cheng. Slices of red meat and an assortment of vegetables were served to us. Cheng’s meal was more singular—it looked like the entire leg of a bear.

	

	“How do you know we’re supposed to find you a bride? How do you even know the prophecy refers to you? Maybe it’s my bride it’s talking about. Or someone else’s.”

	

	Cheng picked up the bear leg, which looked like a drumstick in his hands, and bit out a large mouthful. He didn’t so much chew the meat as massacre it.

	

	“True,” he said with chunks falling out of his mouth, “the prophecy is open to interpretation, but the original wording is quite clear, in my estimation, as to whose bride it will be. I can show you a copy later and you can see for yourself. Maybe you will interpret it differently.” More flesh was ripped off the bone.

	

	“And where do you expect us to find this bride?” I asked him.

	

	“Well, that at least is fairly straightforward. She is to be a Visitor, and a virgin.”

	

	I guess Cheng wanted a girl just like dear old Mother. Although apparently he wasn’t all that familiar with the women of 21st century Earth. Where the fuck was I going to find a virgin?

	 

	Claire suddenly decided to join the conversation. “Why does she have to be a virgin? Why? Tell me.”

	

	I don’t think Cheng was expecting a grilling on this point and for the first time since I’d seen him in this form he looked a bit uncomfortable. “Um, it’s traditional?”

	

	“It’s always a virgin, isn’t it,” said Maurice. “I mean, in these sorts of situations.”

	

	“But why?” Claire insisted.

	

	Maurice shrugged. “Because a virgin is pure and untouched. Right?” He looked to Cheng for confirmation. Cheng didn’t have time to respond.

	

	“What has being untouched got to do with anything? Are you saying a woman who’s had a cock inside her is unclean? Is she tainted?”

	

	“I’m not saying that,” said Maurice, regretting his words and possibly his entire existence.

	

	“What then? Is a virgin worth more than a woman who’s had sex?” Claire had more or less forgotten the demon at the table. Her focus was on Maurice. 

	

	“No,” said Maurice very quietly. “I’m not saying that either.”

	

	It had been a while since Claire had let her rage off the leash.  I’d forgotten what a maniac she could be once her insecurities took over. “Is it really so important to be able to go ‘First!’ and run around high-fiving your mates?”

	

	“Claire,” I said, trying to curtail the rant before Cheng had second thoughts about not eating us. “I think Maurice is saying—”

	

	“What? What is he saying that makes it alright to treat women like soiled goods?”

	

	“I think he’s fine with it being a virgin because if it isn’t, then that would make you eligible. And he doesn’t want it to be you. He’s a selfish prick who wants to keep you for himself.”

	

	“Oh,” said Claire. Her truculence evaporated. She leaned towards Maurice and rested her forehead on the corner of his shoulder. “Sorry.” Then she lifted her head and turned her attention back to Cheng. “There’s no way I’m going to be your bride.”

	

	“I accept your decision,” said Cheng very quickly.

	

	“She does have a point, though,” I said. “If it doesn’t specifically say the bride has to be a virgin in the prophecy, you’re just being an ass. No offence. I mean, if it’s that important, why not just marry a thirteen-year-old and hav—” I stopped mid-sentence as a thought struck me. “You know, I take that back. I have the perfect girl for you.”

	

	Jenny jumped to her feet. “Yes!” I’d never seen her so fired up. “We’ll find you a bride.”

	

	“You don’t even know who I’m thinking of,” I said.

	

	“I know exactly who you’re thinking of and it’s the best idea you’ve ever had.” She turned back to Cheng and slammed the table with her fist. “Trust me, I will make sure he brings you a bride that will satisfy your needs. I fucking guarantee it.”

	

	Well, at least she was supportive. She just had a really big problem when it came to princesses.

	 




	

	24. Way Of The Beast

	

	Cheng didn’t seem all that convinced by Jenny’s sudden surge of enthusiasm for finding him a bride. In fact, he seemed a little suspicious of her motives. Can’t say I blamed him.

	

	“Yes, well, I suppose there is room for interpretation. It doesn’t necessarily have to be a Visitor or a virgin, technically, but I would still prefer it that way.”

	

	Jenny was still standing, leaning over the table. “As longs as it’s the right person, the details of who she is or where she comes from shouldn’t matter, should it? If she’s the right girl, she’s the right girl.”

	

	I grabbed the back of Jenny’s shirt and pulled her back into her seat.

	

	“Ignore her,” I told Cheng. “You know what girls are like whenever you mention a wedding. It’s like catnip to them. Drives them nutty.”

	

	All three girls turned to glare at me (Noreen was already glaring at me, so she didn’t count). 

	

	“I still have a bunch of questions I want to ask, so let’s leave your nuptials to one side for a moment. Okay?”

	

	This was aimed at the others as much as Cheng, but Cheng was the only one to nod in agreement.

	

	“Good. Can you tell me how old you are, Cheng?”

	

	“I’m fifteen.” It was strange hearing that number come out of such a monstrous and unteenage-like mouth. That’s puberty for you.

	

	“And your mother, where did she come from? I mean, back in our world.”

	

	“A place called Hong Kong. Do you know it?”

	

	“Yes,” I said. “I’ve never been there, but it’s a very famous place.”

	

	“She always claimed she had been brought here by something called the ‘Y2K bug’. Some kind of disease, I believe.”

	

	That would mean she left Earth in 2000. 

	

	“And she raised you?”

	

	“Yes, until I was five. Then…”

	

	“Yes, okay.” I didn’t want to go into how she died, not with everyone primed to go off at the slightest provocation.

	

	“May I ask a question?” said Dudley. Flossie had climbed out of his lap and he had been nibbling on what looked like a cob of corn, only bright orange.

	

	“Yes,” said Cheng. “What would you like to know.”

	

	“Did you care for your mother, even though she was human?”

	

	“I did,” said Cheng. “She loved me in whatever form I took, it made no difference to her. She taught me to treat people equally no matter who or what they were, and not to judge by appearances. My father felt she was in danger of making me soft, which is why he killed her.”

	

	A chill went around the table.

	

	“He killed her?” asked Claire.

	

	“Yes, he ate her.” Cheng continued eating as though he’d just mentioned a new restaurant that had opened down the street.

	

	I almost got away with it. So close. 

	

	“Don’t freak out,” I said. “Remember if you judge them because they have a different culture to ours, you’re just being racist.”

	

	It was a long shot, I admit, but the last thing I needed was for everyone to start throwing a fit because of the death of a woman we never met.

	

	Nobody said anything for what felt like a long time. His statement was so absurd, and delivered in such a casual manner, that I don’t think it fully registered with them.

	

	“Ah,” said Flossie. “Weren’t you a bit upset?”

	

	“Oh, yes. Of course. At the time, I was inconsolable. But where he came from, it wasn’t considered a terrible thing. By right, he should have eaten her as soon as she gave birth to me, but he allowed her to nurse me and see me grow. For that, I am grateful.”

	

	Did that make it better? Slightly?

	

	“And if we bring you a bride,” asked Jenny, “will you eat her?”

	

	“No.” Cheng looked genuinely offended by the question. “I would never eat my wife.”

	

	I’m not sure how you go about killing an eight foot-demon but apparently you could hurt his feelings quite easily.

	

	The atmosphere around the table slipped into something more apprehensive. Which was odd. You’d think having dinner with a demon would max out your senses, but there’s always room for a little more dread, I guess.

	

	“Can you tell me about the Temple Under the Mountain?” I asked him, hoping to keep things on track. “How does it work?”

	

	“I don’t actually know the mechanics, or who built it, but I can tell you it requires the sacrifice of  a Visitor to function.”

	

	“Could it send us back to our world?”

	

	Everyone became much more focused when I asked this question.

	

	“Possibly, although I am unaware of anyone who has tried. I know it allows travel to any place in this world, and the one underneath it.”

	

	“Where your father came from?”

	

	“Yes. It was my mother and her friends who summoned him. They were trying to fulfill the prophecy, or at least their understanding of it.”

	

	“Did they sacrifice one of their own to activate it?” I asked.

	

	“They sacrificed someone, whether it was one of their party or not I do not know. My mother didn’t like to talk about it. In any case, there were rather more sacrifices once my father appeared. My mother was the only survivor.”

	

	The mood around the table had turned somber. Human sacrifices didn’t make for great dinner conversation.

	

	It didn’t bother me if people went around killing each other. Pretty much what I would expect. I pressed on. “What about the spires? Do they work on the same principles as the Temple?”

	

	“Yes,” said Cheng. “That’s how I knew they were active. Gargantua reported a white light that fell from the sky onto the fort. One moment there were thousands of men across the bridge, the next there were none.”

	

	Which would explain where the soldiers had disappeared to, but made little sense otherwise. “Why would they attack their own soldiers?”

	

	“They didn’t attack them. They were priming the weapon for firing. The men were fuel.”

	

	“But they weren’t Visitors,” said Maurice.

	

	“Visitors are the richest source of energy, but if you use enough normal humans it can do the same job. It’s not very efficient, though.”

	

	“And what’s their target?” I asked.

	

	“I do not know. It could be anywhere. The only place I know it won’t be is Fengarad.”
 

	I was starting to understand why the lizardmen had been sent across the bridge. “So that’s why you sent an army there?”

	

	“Yes. They can’t use the weapon so close to their own people, and if they use it on a target over here, we will attack. It is a stalemate, for now. My hope is that you will be the one to change that. If the prophecy is fulfilled, perhaps we can avert this disaster.”

	

	“And you’ll show me the prophecy? The full version?”

	

	“Yes. We can go see it right now.”

	

	“No. I’d rather wait until tomorrow. I’d like to discuss some things with you in your other form, if you don’t mind.”

	

	“As you wish. I would also like to see the Dragonrider in action if that is acceptable.”

	

	Flossie smiled, but her eyes didn’t look too happy. Whether that was in regard to spending time with Cheng or the dragons, I wasn’t sure.

	

	We continued eating, but the others didn’t have much of an appetite. They were probably dwelling on the whole summon a demon, get forcibly impregnated, raise a child in captivity, get eaten thing. 

	

	I think they were blowing it out of proportion. Yes, it was a dark and unpleasant story, but if you decide to summon a demon, what do you expect? And there are plenty of people who have had to endure worse things. Some people have to live in Leeds.

	

	The rest of the meal was a quiet affair. There were a couple of questions about this side of the border and its inhabitants, but nothing worth mentioning. The others nibbled on their food, while Cheng and I demolished the rest. Admittedly, he did most of the demolishing, but I wasn’t going to wake up hungry in the middle of the night because people had been cruel to each other. If I allowed that sort of thing to affect my appetite, I’d starve to death.

	

	“If you have more questions, I shall be happy to answer them tomorrow,” said Cheng as he rose from his throne. He seemed a little bemused by how the mood had gone from terrified to mildly depressed. Welcome to my world. At least he didn’t have to travel around with the miserable fuckers.

	

	Cheng left and Noreen led us back to our rooms. 

	

	“Should we really find him a wife?” asked Claire. “I don’t think she’ll be safe.”

	

	“She won’t be safe wherever she is in this world. It’s just an arranged marriage, they happen all the time. It’s not like we’re going to kidnap anyone. If two people agree to get married, then it’s no business of yours, is it?”

	

	“Colin, how can you act so blasé. Demons eat people!”

	

	“That was the old generation. You can’t blame him for what his father did. He’s much more progressive, demon-wise.”

	

	Claire didn’t look satisfied by my answer.

	

	“Just wait until tomorrow,” I said. “I think you’ll feel better about the whole thing once you meet him in his other form.”

	

	“I doubt it,” said Claire. “I already know how I feel about this whole bride thing. Not good.”

	

	“No, Claire, you don’t know. If I tell you to wait and see, then you can only know after you’ve waited and seen. Just because you have a bad feeling doesn’t mean those feelings are justified. Making a decision based on what you think will probably happen, when you’ve hardly been right about anything in your life, is idiotic. Have a little patience.”

	

	She tightened her mouth but didn’t say anything. 

	

	When I returned to my room with Jenny, she gave me a doubtful look. 

	

	“Don’t tell me you have a bad feeling, too.”

	

	“Not about the bride thing. I’m more worried about the spires. If they’re willing to kill thousands of their own men, they must be planning something pretty awful.”

	

	“Yes. I think you’re right. More reason for us to get as far away as possible before things kick off. If Flossie really is the Dragonrider, that would help. We’ll be able to travel freely, at last.”

	

	“Don’t you think we should do something about the spires?”

	

	“No.” It was exactly this kind of thinking I wanted to nip in the bud. “They killed thousands of their own people just to power their Death Star, what do you think they’ll do to us? We’re like extra-longlasting batteries to them.”

	

	I took off my clothes and got under the furs.

	

	“Somebody has to stop them.” Jenny slid in next to me.

	

	“Yes. But not me. And not you.”

	

	“You can’t tell me what to do.”

	

	I rolled on top of her and grabbed her wrists. “Yes, I can. You’re the one who said I have this divine ability to get people to obey me. Well, the only person I want to obey me is you.”

	

	She struggled to free her wrists, but not very hard. “And what do you command, Oh Master?” It was said sarcastically, but it was still nice to hear her say it.

	

	“I want you to stay with me and not go running off, no matter how important it seems. Promise me.”

	

	She struggled a bit more.

	

	“Say it!” I pinned her down harder.

	

	“Fine. I promise, okay?”

	

	Not that promises were worth much, but it would do for now.

	

	She shifted her body under mine. “You know, we can’t have sex, right? They can smell it.”

	

	“Yes,” I said, not moving.

	

	“Are you going to stay on top of me all night?”

	

	“Yes,” I said, and lowered my head to rest on her shoulder, her wrists still held in my hands. It wasn’t particularly comfortable, but at least this way I could keep my eye on her.

	

	 




	

	25. Face To Face

	

	When I woke, I was no longer on top of Jenny. She was on top of me and had both my wrists held tightly in her hands. I guess she planned to keep an eye on me, too. 

	

	We got dressed and gathered the others. Noreen appeared and took us to a room on a lower floor where we had breakfast. I had some fruit and cheese, while the others stuffed their faces. 

	

	We went outside, past the fighting children, and headed towards the dragons which were eating grass and occasionally dropping steaming dragon turds. Flossie started to get jumpy as we got closer.

	

	A number of Mezzik lizardmen wandered in between the dragons, and standing in the middle of the herd was a young boy.

	

	“Is… Is that him?” said Claire, shocked even though I had given them a full description of what he would look like.

	

	“Good morning,” said Cheng, the deep voice still incongruous with his appearance.

	

	To suggest the girls revised their opinion of the demon with the mother-eating father because he happened to be boyband-handsome in the daylight, would, of course, be deeply sexist. On an entirely unrelated matter, funny how groupies are always female, isn’t it?

	

	“Oh, er, hi,” said Claire, flicking her hair out of the way. Flossie giggled. Jenny didn’t say anything but stared at him in a way I did not appreciate.

	

	“I’ve never seen girls get a boner before,” I said.

	

	Claire turned to me with a snarl. “Shut up. I was just saying hello.”

	

	“Yeah,” I said. “Hello, meet my boner.”

	

	She grabbed Maurice’s arm and interlocked it with hers, which took him by surprise. He had been fixated on the dragons and was completely oblivious to the infidelity—albeit entirely hypothetical—happening right under his nose.

	

	Cheng seemed a little confused by our bickering and stood there, smiling enigmatically. Flossie giggled some more, and then let out a little squeal. The cause of her outburst was a nudge in her back from a dragon.

	

	The dragon in question was Vikchutni, and I think he was being friendly, but Flossie ran around the other side of Dudley and tried to hide behind him. 

	

	“There’s no need to be nervous,” said Cheng. “He recognises you. That in itself is a good sign. Other than the Mezzik, dragons tend to ignore most people. Perhaps if you spend a little time getting used to them?”

	

	My first thought had been that he would see how awkward Flossie was around dragons and decide she couldn’t possibly be the Dragonrider, but he didn’t seem the least bit disappointed by her jitteriness. 

	

	“Why don’t you two go for a walk,” I suggested. “Just think of it as a field full of cows.”

	

	Flossie took hold of Dudley’s hand and they slowly set off like they were strolling through a minefield. It probably didn’t help that Vikchutni decided to follow them like a very large puppy, occasionally poking Flossie from behind.

	

	“Just watch out for the acid spray,” I called out after them. 

	

	“We’ll keep an eye on them,” said Maurice and yanked Claire along after him. She didn’t look particularly keen on leaving Cheng’s presence but Maurice didn’t give her much of a choice in the matter. I think he just wanted a closer look at the dragons, but maybe he wasn’t as unaware of Claire’s fascination with the pretty boy as I thought. 

	

	“Maybe you should keep an eye on them, too,” I said to Jenny. 

	

	She gave me a funny look but took the hint. “Okay.”

	

	The reason I wanted her to leave was because I thought it would be easier to talk to Cheng about certain issues without any women present.

	

	“I have not met many female Visitors,” he said in that way you do when you’re trying to sound casual. “Are they all like that?”

	

	“Like what?”

	

	“You know. Odd.”

	

	“Yes,” I said. “They are all very odd. But each is a different kind of odd. Are you sure you can handle it?”

	

	“Of course. I mean, we’re all odd in our own way, aren’t we?”

	

	He was quite a smart kid, and not at all the arrogant monster you would expect considering his position. 

	

	“Is it really so important for your bride be a virgin?” I wanted to know what this version of him felt about the question of purity in women.

	

	“I think…” He paused to consider his words. “I don’t wish to be compared to others. If we’re both novices, it would be more equal. We could learn together.”

	

	It wasn’t the answer I had been expecting.

	

	“I worry about not being able to please a woman who has… expectations.”

	

	I had to force myself not to smile. Not because I was amused by his insecurities, but because it was all so familiar. He wasn’t some evil despot who wished to defile young maidens, he just didn’t want to be laughed at on his wedding night. I could relate.

	

	He looked around like he was inspecting the state of the herd, but I think he was blushing.

	

	Out in the field, dragons were slowly ambling towards Flossie. The Mezzik kept close, I suppose to prevent any kind of crush—the dragons were so big they could have easily squashed Flossie between them without even noticing—but there was no sense of threat or aggression. She tentatively patted their lowered heads and they made a rumbling purr. 

	

	“You know,” I said, “you could always leave the sexual stuff to your other half.”

	

	“Oh no,” said Cheng. “I wouldn’t want to scare her. My other form has an enormous penis.”

	

	Suddenly, I felt less sympathetic towards him.

	

	“Well, I’m sure it’ll be handy to have something like that in your back pocket. In any case, I don’t think you should be too concerned about how experienced your partner is. Once you spend some time together, the only things that matter are the experiences you share. Everything else becomes sort of irrelevant.”

	

	He nodded. “I see. Maybe you’re right.”

	

	Flossie squealed. Vikchutni had poked his head between her legs and lifted her up. She was sitting on his neck and holding onto his ears for all she was worth. 

	

	Dudley called out random words of encouragement and told her everything was fine, although he looked just as nervous as her.

	

	“Get me down. Ah don’t want to fly. Tell him not to take off,” Flossie begged the Mezzik who were all pointing and exchanging surprised looks and didn’t seem that bothered by her calls for assistance.

	

	“Try taking him for a walk,” shouted Maurice. “Use the ears to steer.”

	

	It was all a bit chaotic.

	

	“Perhaps once I see the prophecy in its entirety, I’ll have a better idea of what I think will be the best way forward. At the moment, most of my suggestions are based on what other people have told me.”

	

	“Yes,” said Cheng. “I would be interested to hear your interpretation. I will be happy to show you once we deal with this problem.”

	

	I turned to see what he meant, expecting Flossie to be in some predicament or other, but he was looking in another direction.

	

	It was a clear, crisp morning and from the plateau we were on it was possible to see for miles in every direction, so it wasn’t particularly difficult to see the approaching swarm.

	

	There were about a dozen wasps with riders. They flew in a wide circle to avoid the dragons milling around Flossie, and headed for us. Once they were within a few meters, they hovered, buzzing angrily—although I’m not sure you can buzz any other way—and the lead rider, a larger than average Intui—although still shorter than me—jumped off.

	

	“Cheng,” he said, “I am here to seek justice and restitution.”

	

	“Oh?” said Cheng. “For what?”

	

	“The Worm King has laid waste to our settlements. Entire villages have been reduced to rubble. This cannot be allowed to continue… unless it acts with your blessing.” The yellow and white lizardman narrowed his gaze to an accusing glare.

	

	“Did you not capture Kungen and take him to the Temple Under the Mountain?” asked Cheng.

	

	“Pah! That was Meeth and he acted without authority. Are we to be punished for the actions of a few misguided Intui who have already paid with their lives?”

	

	Cheng turned to me. “What do you think? You are the one who created the Worm King.”

	

	I really would have preferred not to have been involved in this conversation. I turned to the Intui, not really sure what to say. He didn’t seem particularly interested in my take, in any case.

	

	“So, you are the one! All this is because of your meddling!” His head snapped back to Cheng. “And you approve?”

	

	“It is the prophecy that has brought him here,” said Cheng. “The prophecy does not require my approval.”

	

	“Very well. We will see if the prophecy is to be fulfilled by this one.” The head whipped back to me. “I challenge you, Visitor. A fight to the death.”

	

	In this case, I knew exactly what to say. “No.”

	

	“You are a coward?”

	

	“Yes. I am a coward. Please tell all your friends.”

	

	“This?” he said to Cheng. “This is what you think the prophecy wants?”

	

	Cheng shrugged.

	

	The Intui huffed in frustration. “What is it that you want? For me, your death would be enough, but I can see that the life of an Intui means nothing to you. What can I offer that would convince you to fight me?”

	

	He was persistent, and I got the feeling he wouldn’t give up very easily. I could keep refusing, but then I had an idea. 

	

	“I would want you to kill your wasps. Not just the ones here, all that you control”

	

	I’m not sure if the wasps understood what I was saying, but the tone of their buzzing did seem to take on a slight you-wot-mate tone. Possibly my imagination. 

	

	The Intui looked aghast. “That’s ludicrous. You want to end our way of life.”

	

	It might seem an extreme request, wiping out an entire species, but these weren’t honeybees, these were wasps. When was the last time you heard anyone lamenting, “Oh no, where have all the wasps gone?” Exactly. Fuck wasps.

	

	“You asked me what it would take, and I told you. If you aren’t willing, that’s up to you.” Of course, I only suggested it because there was no way he would agree. Absolutely no way. Right?

	

	As we were speaking, the dragons had been shuffling towards us, led by Vikchutni. I think he remembered who it was that nearly ended his life, and now that he had his bros backing him up, he wanted a little payback.

	

	The Mezzik were doing their best to herd them away from our little pow wow, and Flossie was tugging hard on Vikchutni’s ears to veer him in the other direction, but he seemed intent on having his say on the matter. All the dragons made hissing and honking sounds.

	

	The Intui looked at the encroaching dragons and then back to Cheng. “I ask you to intervene with the Worm King. We will be in your debt.” His words were full of hope but his face was full of bitterness.

	

	He didn’t wait for a reply. He jumped back on his wasp and the swarm flew off the way it had come.

	

	I let out a sigh of relief. It was easy to act tough with the Archfiend standing beside me, but my armpits were still drenched with sweat. I flapped my arms like a clammy chicken.

	

	“Perhaps you should speak to the Worm King,” I said.

	

	Cheng opened his mouth to say something, but a deafening honk shattered the still morning air. It came from one of the dragons that hadn’t come over with Vikchutni. A large, wingless dragon—a female.

	

	The other dragons raised their heads and answered the call. It was a cacophony of honking. And then they all took off, taking Flossie with them. She screamed.

	

	“Noooooooo.”

	

	The female honked again and then her back formed slits on either side. Slimy, pink wings tore out from the slits and stretched. They looked thinner and more fragile than the ones the males had, but much larger. 

	

	She flapped them slowly, then faster, and then lifted off the ground.

	

	Dudley came running over in a panic. “Do something! Please!” 

	

	We were all looking up at the dragons wheeling in circles as the female rose to join them. The Mezzik took off to escort the female. 

	

	“Do not worry,” said Cheng. “The mating of dragons is a wonderful thing to witness.”

	

	Dudley was beside himself. “She might fall. What if she falls?” 

	

	“The Mezzik will catch her,” said Cheng, which calmed Dudley a little. “But I don’t think she will fall. She is the Dragonrider.”

	

	Technically speaking, she was the screaming Dragonrider. Her voice carried down to us very clearly. “Ahhhh. Nooooo. Doooown. Doooown.”

	

	As the female reached the males, they started flying into each other, trying to bump their rivals out of the way. But there was no doubt who had the female’s eye. Vikchutni soared towards her as the other males squabbled between themselves.

	

	“Fookin’ stop, fookin’ stop,” Flossie screamed to no avail.

	

	The lovers-to-be flew directly at each other. Just before they collided,  they went vertical, belly to belly. Higher and higher. Their tails entwined, their bodies meshed together and began bumping and grinding.

	

	“Stop fookin’, stop fookin’,” screamed Flossie.

	

	Suddenly, both dragons retracted their wings. They plummetted, bodies locked together. Flossie’s scream was one long wail.

	

	Dudley ran forward as though he was going to somehow catch her, but the wings flicked open and the two giant serpents separated, both gliding to the ground.

	

	Vikchutni landed with a gentle thud and immediately began eating grass like nothing had happened.

	

	Flossie scrambled down his neck, ran across his back and down his tail. She threw herself into Dudley’s arms, sobbing.

	

	“To think,” said Cheng, his voice full of amazement, “she would ride the dragon while it mated. Astonishing.”

	

	“No one’s tried that before, huh?” I said.

	

	“No one’s even considered it a good idea,” said Cheng. “Truly, she is the Dragonrider.”

	

	 




	

	26. Room For Truth

	

	Flossie refused to have anything more to do with dragons. It was understandable considering she had just been forced to take a flying fuck, and probably thought she was going to die.

	

	Dudley held onto her and they looked like they planned to stay attached for the foreseeable future. Maurice and Claire did their best to calm her down, but Flossie only buried her face deeper into Dudley’s chest.

	

	The Mezzik gathered around and offered congratulations and seemed very impressed with what they had seen. Clinging on for dear life and screaming yourself blue in the face were apparently the signs of greatness among the Mezzik. 

	

	The one person I couldn’t see in this throng was Jenny. I looked around and finally spotted her on the far side of the dragon herd, engaged in conversation with Hitokag. Jenny was doing all the talking while Hitokag had a concerned look on his face. His wings opened and closed which, from what I had been able to work out about Mezzik behaviour, was a sign of excitement. Or nervousness. Or possibly hunger. My Mezzik studies weren’t very advanced.

	

	“She did really well, didn’t she?” said Claire.

	

	Dudley was escorting Flossie back into the castle, his arm protectively around her shoulders. Claire nodded towards Flossie, indicating I should say something.

	

	“Hmm? Oh, yeah. Good work,” I said, somewhat distracted. “You should try again later.”

	

	Flossie ducked out from Dudley’s armpit and rounded on me. “You must be fookin’ joking. No way am ah ever going up on one of those things again. No fookin’ way.”

	

	I tried to react with poise and grace, but couldn’t help taking two steps back and flinching like I’d had a hair dryer blown in my face.

	

	“Alright, calm down. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, you mad bint. Dudley, take her inside and calm her down or something.”

	

	Dudley eased her back towards the castle. She shook him off a number of times before finally allowing him to comfort her.

	

	“Fookin’ dragons,” she muttered. “Ah’m not the fookin’ Dragonrider. Let’s see you lot try riding one of them bastards, see how you like it.”

	

	Maurice and Claire followed them in. 

	

	“You have some very interesting friends,” said Cheng. I think he actually meant it. “Would you like to see the prophecy now?”

	

	“Sure.” I looked back towards Jenny to find her walking towards me. I waited for her to get closer. “What were you two talking about?” I wanted to sound casual and offhand, but I didn’t.

	

	“Nothing,” said Jenny, smiling. “Why? Are you jealous?”

	

	“No,” I said sounding grumpy. And jealous.

	

	Obviously I didn’t really think there was anything going on between her and Hitokag—physically speaking I don’t think it would even be possible—but it’s hard not to respond to the way the human body acts in situations like this, which is to make you want to drag the girl into a room, lock the door and only allow her out for your own personal pleasure. 

	

	Of course, I would never do that. Most of the room in Cheng’s castle didn’t even have doors, for starters. 

	

	It was new for me to feel possessive, though. I’d never had anything I’d wanted to lock away and keep all to myself before. It was kind of unpleasant, knowing what I felt was wrong, but being unable to stop myself feeling it. She didn’t owe me an explanation, but there was an urge inside me to demand one.

	

	Jenny smirked. I think she could tell what I was going through and my guess would be she liked it. Maybe that was presumptuous.

	

	She leaned in and kissed me. “I’ve got some stuff to take care of. I’ll see you later.” She walked off towards the castle.

	

	What stuff? Where the fuck was she going? 

	

	“Okay. See you later,” I called after, desperately trying not to rise to the bait.

	

	I knew she was trying to wind me up and there was no way she was engaging in any funny business, but that still didn’t stop my guts twisting around my spine like spaghetti twirled on a fork. Imagine if I genuinely had something to be suspicious about—my intestines would probably explode.

	

	Cheng didn’t have any eyebrows, but if he had, they would have been raised. I think he was starting to realise having a Visitor for a bride might be more work than he had bargained for.

	

	He led me back to the castle, but instead of going up the stairs, this time we went down.

	

	It was dark and damp, as you would expect from the basement levels of a castle. Torches lit the long corridors and there was an unpleasant odor.

	

	To get a sense of the smell I was exposed to under the castle I suppose it’s appropriate to at least give you a rough idea about the toilet facilities.

	

	Our rooms each had a small alcove with a hole in the floor. As you might guess, you squatted over the hole and did your business. Where the hole went and how it was kept clean, I had no idea, but the smell wasn’t too bad. Up there. Down here, it was pretty rank.

	

	We were on a mountain, so there wasn’t a river or sewer to carry it all away. The smell was hard to miss. Somewhere, there was a big room full of poo.

	

	Fortunately, that wasn’t the room Cheng was taking me to.

	

	“This is the prophecy,” said Cheng. “The long version.”

	

	We were in a long, thin room. It was very plain, dank and empty. At the far end, the entire wall was covered in marks. The light from the sputtering torched was barely enough to make out that the scratches formed words.

	

	I produced a ball of light and walked closer.

	

	“This is the prophecy,” I read out loud. “This is the future of this world. This is the beginning and the end…”

	

	Your standard prophecy gubbins. The writing was tiny and the wall was big. It was like a novel.

	

	It took me an hour to read the whole thing. There was mention of a Worm King, a Dragonrider and a Bride, but not in any way that made sense. There was no direct reference to what would happen or how it would come about. 

	

	It said the Worm King would bring calm to the earth, although no mention of the jabberwocky, and that the Dragonrider would calm the skies, but what did that mean? Better weather? The jabberwocky weren’t mentioned at all. The Bride appeared a number of times in the text, but not whose bride she would be.

	

	The language was very flowery and repetitive. If you’ve ever had to read a poem in English class and were asked to explain what the writer meant, you’ll get the idea. 

	

	Personally, I’ve always hated poetry. If you have a point to make, then make it. Hiding it inside a bunch of rhymes is counter-productive. Anyone who thinks there’s great art in being as hard to understand as possible is missing the point. The true purpose of poetry has always been to get in some girl’s knickers. There might not have always been boybands, but there have always been groupies.

	

	Poetry, in short, stinks, and poets are full of shit. The room under the castle was the ideal place for the prophecy, in this regard at least. I made my way out with Cheng, who had stood by patiently waiting for me to finish.

	

	“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he said.

	

	I took some deep breaths of the cool mountain air and conveniently forgot to answer. “The part at the end, about the healing of the rift, what do you think that refers to.”

	

	“Most scholars have considered it to mean the canyon that separates us and the human lands. The border between us appeared with the first Visitors, the same time as the prophecy.”

	

	That made sense. It was a literal rift, but it would take quite some effort to bring the two sides back together again.

	

	“Of course,” continued Cheng, “there are others who think it refers to the separation of the tribes, that we will find peace between the different peoples of this world.”

	

	I could see that.

	

	“Or, it means the utter annihilation of all, leaving only one tribe to live in peace.”

	

	Okay, the doomsday version. Lots of alternatives to consider. That was the trouble with interpreting vague proclamations. You could pretty much make it mean whatever you wanted.

	

	We were standing outside the castle. Dragons and Mezzik ambled about, and then I noticed one of the dragons across the other side of the plateau had a rider sitting on its neck. It was Flossie.

	

	Maurice, Claire and Dudley were running around as Flossie steered the dragon around. It was a female dragon, so no wings. That was probably how they convinced her to give it another go, although they had apparently forgotten what happened when females got excited.

	

	The one person not with them was Jenny. I couldn’t see her anywhere.

	

	Noreen had come outside and stood next to Cheng.

	

	“Have you seen the other girl with us?” I asked her. 

	

	She gave me a blank look.

	

	“The one I’m usually with?” Nothing. “My sex partner?” She liked to state things bluntly so I thought it would help to speak her language.

	

	“She is with the children,” she said.

	 

	I left Cheng watching Flossie’s dragon rodeo and went back into the castle. The Mezzik children were ‘training’ in the main courtyard, but Jenny was not with them. I kept going, further into the castle. There were a series of courtyards, each with a different age group of Mezzik either fighting or performing exercises.  

	

	Right at the other end of the castle, where the youngest of the Mezzik scrapped in the most chaotic manner possible, I found Jenny. She was getting beaten up by toddlers.

	

	It was brutal. The kids were going at it full tilt, tearing into Jenny and each other. Without the benefit of claws, fangs or tough skin, she was taking quite a thrashing. Most of her focus seemed to be on defending and dodging, which she was surprisingly good at.

	

	A female Mezzik instructor stood to the side barking instructions. Occasionally she would kick one of the kids who didn’t do as ordered. Occasionally she’d kick Jenny. If there was some kind of teaching going on, I couldn’t tell what it was. It looked like a massive brawl.

	

	I backed out without saying anything. Seeing the girl I loved getting the crap beaten out of her was hard, but at least I didn’t catch her kissing another guy, which was the important thing.

	

	I spent the rest of the day down in the prophecy room (with breaks for oxygen) trying to make sense of the inscription. If I didn’t know what it was meant to be, I’d have guessed it was the ravings of a lunatic, clawed into the wall with their bare fingernails while giggling maniacally.

	

	Cheng didn’t join us for our evening meal. Everyone was exhausted and we ate in silence. Jenny’s face was battered and she had a nasty shiner, but no one mentioned it. They probably knew the cause already. At least, no one threw suspicious looks in my direction. Clearly, if you are going to beat up a woman, the best time to do it is when she’s training. Perfect camouflage.

	

	When we returned to our room, there was a tub of water waiting for us. Jenny undressed and her whole body was covered in purple and yellowing bruises. I raised my hand to heal her but she pushed it away.

	

	“I saw you watching me.”

	

	“Yes,” I said. “You looked like you were having so much fun, I didn’t want to interrupt. Let me heal you.”

	

	“They respect you more if you have scars.”

	

	Who the hell was this nutter? And why was I getting turned on?

	

	“I think it’s great you want to learn to defend yourself, but they won’t be impressed by the wounds they can’t see. At least let me heal your body.”

	

	She relented and let my hand touch her body.

	

	“I’m not doing this to defend myself, it’s to help protect you.” She winced as my fingers pressed into her flesh. “There’s always going to  be someone challenging you. We all have to be able to fight.”

	

	It was true. The Intui weren’t the only ones with a grudge against me, others would follow, no doubt. Although how Jenny repeatedly smashing her face into their fists was going to help, I wasn’t too sure.

	

	I healed her. Then I bathed her and put her to bed.

	

	The next few days followed a similar routine. Flossie rode around on dragons, Jenny went to junior Fight Club, and I tried to get my head around the Ode to a Brick Wall. 

	

	After four days I finally felt I had a grasp of what the words meant. That’s not to say I understood the intention of whoever came up with the prophecy—frankly I didn’t care what they had in mind—but I could at least frame it in a way where I could refute anyone else’s version, and back up my own. 

	

	I emerged from the dungeon, as I had taken to referring to it, and realised there were no children fighting in the main courtyard. It was eerily quiet.

	

	Outside the castle, a large crowd had gathered. The reason wasn’t hard to see. Over a hundred wasps with riders were hovering in a large swarm. The Mezzik stood by the dragons, holding them back. Cheng was speaking to the leader of the Intui.

	

	I walked over, making my way through the kids who were also watching. The Intui leader pointed at me. 

	

	“There he is. He can answer for himself.”

	

	“Hello, again,” I said. “What’s up?” 

	

	To be honest I had a pretty good idea what was up. The moment I had offered him a way to fight me there had been a chance he would take me up on it. Either because he believed there was no way he could lose, or because he just fancied it. But I had considered it fairly unlikely he would risk so much purely out of spite. Guess again.

	

	“These are all the wasps we control. They will all be put to death if you defeat me.”

	

	“You really think my life is worth it? You won’t stop the Worm King by killing me.”

	

	The Intui’s eyes flashed with menace. “That’s where you are wrong. Our shaman have told me your death will mean an end to the Worm King’s reign of terror. You created him, your death will uncreate him.”

	

	Sounded to me like the shaman, like all priests, were bluffing. Or maybe it was true. Either way, I didn’t intend to find out.

	

	“Your shaman are lying to you. Let me talk to one.”

	

	The Intui hesitated and looked behind him. One section of the swarm jostled around a bit until one wasp came forward. On its back was a fat Intui.

	

	“I am the Master Shaman of the Intui. I do not speak untruths. Your death will free us of the Worm King’s—”

	

	“Yes, yes, whatever. That’s not what I want to speak to you about. I’ve been studying the prophecy for the last few days and I’ve found how you can stop the Worm King.”

	

	The atmosphere turned from hostile to curious. Well, slightly less hostile and mildly more curious.

	

	“Come with me and I’ll show you.”

	

	The shaman looked at the leader, who nodded. 

	

	I was, of course, lying through my teeth. But that’s the great thing about poetry. Made by bullshit artists, to be used by bullshit artists. 

	

	 




	

	27. Mask

	

	The crowd parted as I led the Intui shaman into the castle. Cheng accompanied us but everyone else remained outside with their baited breaths, large wasps and huge expectations.

	

	It would be untrue to say I didn’t feel under pressure. Somehow, I had to avert a fight which would most likely result in my death. Talking my way out of a tight spot was nothing new, but all it took for me to fail was for the other person to say, “Nah, don’t buy it.”

	

	There were still a number of methods I could use to avoid getting involved with violence, most of which relied on convincing others to be violent on my behalf, but my preference was to find a method that didn’t require fighting. And that method was called lying.

	

	Lying, when it works, can be better than magic. Poof! The problem’s gone.

	

	“The Worm King is mentioned three times by name,” I said, pointing out the places on the wall, “and a couple of times indirectly.”

	

	The shaman had an awed look on his face. I don’t think he had seen the prophecy before and it was probably akin to a religious experience for him; which was all the better as far as I was concerned. If he was off-balance, he was less likely to spot the flaws in my logic. 

	

	“This line where it says the Worm King will ‘descend on the night’ is referring to the jabberwocky.”

	

	The shaman nodded. The line I had pointed out was the only reference to the jabberwocky, and I only knew that because Cheng had told me. Personally, I thought it was a bit of a leap.

	

	Sure, you could make a case for how the Worm King descending on the night, which was up until very recently the domain of the jabberwocky, was an indication of the Worm King wresting control from the jabberwocky, but tenuous to say the very least.

	

	“But,” I continued, “it also talks about the Worm King bringing Nekromel. Here.”

	

	When I had asked Cheng what ‘Nekromel’ meant, he gave me a list of possible answers. It was the end of the world. It was the birth of a new one. It was the living dead rising from their graves. It was a person, whose name was Nekromel. It was a fountain that granted immortality. And so on.

	

	The true answer was obvious—no one had the foggiest idea what a Nekromel was. Which was perfect for my purposes.

	

	 “After the Bride, the Worm King will bring Nekromel, that part isn’t in question.” I gave the shaman a questioning look. He nodded slowly. “What isn’t clear is the identity of Nekromel, and I’m not going to pretend I’ve solved that particular riddle.”

	

	The trick to a good lie is to not have all the answers. If you put yourself too far above others, they stop caring if you’re right or wrong, they just want to tear you down.

	

	“I have my theories, like everyone else, but that isn’t important right now. What is important is that Nekromel isn’t going to appear here.”

	

	“It isn’t?” said Cheng. He was just as interested in my view of the prophecy as the shaman.

	

	“I don’t think so. There is a place in Flatland where I saw a fairy. A small creature, this big.” I held up finger and thumb to indicate the size.

	

	“Fairies do not exist,” said the shaman. 

	

	What kind of world is it where fantasy creatures insist other fantasy creatures don’t exist?

	

	“I assure you they do exist, and I don’t think my seeing one on the first day I arrived here was a coincidence. Especially when you take into account this line.” I put my finger under a word on the wall and dragged it along as I read the line out loud. “When the Worm King brings Nekromel to the Home of Fate, the Joy of Old will reign once again. Do you see?”
 

	Both Cheng and the shaman looked at me blankly. As expected.

	

	“Fate. In my world, another word for fairy is fay. And the plural of fay is fate.” And the plural of bullshit is?

	

	Cheng and the shaman looked at each other, I think each wanting some kind of reassurance.

	

	“Here’s what I think,” I said, trying to steamroll on before awkward questions could be asked. “After Cheng marries the Bride, the rift will be sealed and the Worm King will travel to the home of the fairies. Which means he will leave this land, and you will be able to return to your home. Since I am the only one who can fetch the Bride—” there was no actual evidence to support this claim, so I swiftly moved on “—if you insist on killing me and it doesn’t work out the way you hope, you will be stuck with the Worm King until someone else comes along to fulfil the prophecy. And who knows how long that will take?”

	

	Yes, it was a stretch. My interpretation required a lot to be taken on faith. But that’s the great thing about holy texts that have absolutely no hard evidence to back them up—faith is considered better than proof.

	

	The shaman stepped forward and reverently placed his hand on the wall. “So you are saying, once you have produced the Bride, the Worm King will travel across the border and leave us be?”   

	

	“Yes,” I said. “And if it doesn’t work out that way, you can always challenge me again.” Assuming they could find me.

	

	The shaman thought this over for a few minutes. Then he turned to Cheng. “Our homes have all been destroyed. Will you let us wait here until he returns?”

	

	Cheng nodded.

	

	When we went back up, the crowds were still gathered, waiting for the results of our deliberations. There was tension in the air but no argy-bargy had occurred while we had been away.

	

	The shaman explained the situation to the rapt audience, which he really seemed to enjoy. Are all priests just frustrated showmen? In any case, his yen for performing helped sell my idea to the Intui who were mainly appeased by the idea they could always kill me later.

	

	There was a lot left unsaid, and the details of how I would find the Bride and bring her back weren’t questioned, which was a relief since I still had to figure out a reasonable explanation for why I was the best man for that particular job, but all in all they seemed to have bought into my plan.

	

	That is, the plan I had told them. My actual plan was somewhat similar, but there were a few, shall we say, discrepancies.

	

	The mood turned from tense to optimistic, and when the shaman informed them they would be allowed to stay on the mountain until I returned, it became jubilant. Having to live with the threat of the Worm King and his subordinate worms popping out of the ground and wrecking their homes had obviously been stressful, and they felt safer up here.

	

	The Mezzik were less enthusiastic. The dragons weren’t very keen, either.

	

	As the Intui celebrated, their wasps became excited. They buzzed in what I would assume was their way of expressing happiness, but the dragons reacted aggressively, honking and stamping.

	

	The Mezzik did their best to calm the dragons, but the wing-flapping and challenging growls only served to excite the wasps more until both sides were snapping at each other.

	

	The dragons broke free and came charging forward. The children panicked and ran in all directions with the Mezzik chasing after them. The scene quickly became chaotic. Wasps careened about with their riders trying to maintain control.

	

	The lead dragon, Vikchutni, shot a jet of acid at the largest group of wasps. The wasps immediately spread apart to leave the person behind them in the line of fire. That person was me.

	

	I froze. The acid was headed directly at me. All I needed to do was move out of the way. But I couldn’t. 

	

	I saw the acid. I wanted to move. But my feet refused to function.

	

	And then I was shoved, hard. I fell, turning to see Jenny take my place. The acid hit her in the face and she screamed.

	

	Everyone stopped. The scream had been so piercing and full pain, even the monsters were shaken out of their belligerence. I jumped to my feet and ran to where Jenny lay. Her body was shaking and she was moaning. Half her face was melting.

	

	The right side, from the top of her head down to her chin, was bubbling goo. 

	

	I slammed my hand against the side of her face and poured everything I had into healing her. The acid burned my hand, but I ignored it. The wound sealed over, but it didn’t return her face to normal. It was like cooled lava, a grey scab, thick and uneven. It looked a bit like crocodile skin. 

	

	I kept healing her but nothing changed. I could feel my hair growing, falling over my face. 

	

	Jenny’s moans stopped but her breathing was still ragged. She reached out and tried to push my hand off her face.

	

	“I’m okay,” she said. “You can stop.”

	

	She didn’t look okay. Her hair on that part of her head was gone. The side of her face, including her ear, were gone. The skin had hardened into a scaly mass of ridges. Her eye had been unharmed, but the weight of the scars pulled her skin down so her right eye looked a bit wonky. 

	

	Claire and Flossie came running over and I stood up to let them in. I turned to the silent crowd. The fear that overwhelmed me had begun to change. To rage.

	

	I was a bit dizzy, but my anger cleared my head. Vikchunti, the dragon whose life I had saved, had nearly killed the only person I had ever cared about. The dragon in question was directly in front of me. As I walked towards him, he backed away, head lowered.

	

	Both my hands burst into flame. It was a hot white flame that hurt. The pain only fueled my hate. The dragon could have flown away. Or it could have attacked me. It did neither of these. Instead it made a pitiful mewling sound. It didn’t make me any less enraged. 

	

	I raised my two burning hands, fighting to see clearly through the tears in my eyes. An enormous swell of energy filled me, building to the point I felt I would explode. 

	

	And then it stopped.

	

	Cheng appeared in front of me. He had his hand on my chest. All it took was that one touch and the fire went out. My hands were just two empty hands. The energy inside me was gone. The tears remained.

	

	“Go,” said Cheng. “She needs you. I will deal with this.” His voice, deep as ever, was gentle and calm. 

	

	I lowered my hands. They were shaking. The rest of me was shaking too. All around us, the Mezzik and Intui were kneeling. Even the wasps and dragons seemed to have their heads bowed. It wasn’t me they were showing fealty to. 

	

	Jenny had got to her feet and the girls were all crying as they comforted her. Maurice and Dudley stood awkwardly to the side not sure what they should be doing. That part was at least reassuringly normal. But looking at Jenny’s disfigured face made me want to scream.

	

	Was I being shallow and superficial? I don’t know. She was still a good-looking chick. Half of her face looked completely the same as before. The other half didn’t look real. It was like she was wearing a mask. It felt like if only I could find a way to take it off, I’d be able to see her whole again. 

	

	I wasn’t sure what I should say. Tell her it was going to be okay and I’d find a way to fix everything? Lying can work like magic, but sometimes lying is just lying.

	

	I took a deep breath and walked over to her. She looked up at me, nervously. It occurred to me that she hadn’t actually seen the way she looked, so probably had no idea the extent of her injuries, but she kept touching the scarred skin so she knew her days of porcelain skin were done. Still, at least she wouldn’t have to worry about zits anymore.

	

	“Come on,” I said, taking her hand. “Let’s go.”

	

	I led her back to our room where the tub had been filled with water. I removed her clothes. She still hadn’t said anything. Everything was fine until she leaned over the tub and saw her reflection in the water. She screamed and ran away into a corner of the room.

	

	She slid down the wall and sat there in a huddle, sobbing. 

	

	She stayed there for a long time.

	

	Every time I got closer, she flinched and scampered away. I tried to hold her in my arms but she pushed me away, violently. She punched and kicked. You could tell she’d been training. I couldn’t get near her.

	

	“Just go!” she yelled. “Leave me. Leave me.” The pain in her voice was horrible and I had no idea how to alleviate her distress.

	

	What I decided to do—and I’m not suggesting this was correct—was jump on her. 

	

	We fought. I mean, we really fought her. We rolled around on the floor, me attempting to get hold of her, her doing everything to push me away. She did most of the hitting, but I got a couple of blows in. 

	

	You might be thinking that attacking a girl who was traumatised by a near-death experience possibly wasn’t the ideal way to help her process the complicated emotions she was facing. I would say, you have your way of dealing with girls who’ve been assaulted by dragons, and I have mine.

	

	I want to point out, she wasn’t messing around. Once she got into it, she really wanted to do some damage. Just defending myself wasn’t going to achieve anything. I managed to get on top of her, pinning her with one knee in her stomach and both hands held in mine, our fingers interlaced.

	

	“Get off me!” she spat through gritted teeth.

	

	“Stop it!” I spat back through equally gritted teeth. “Can you for one second stop thinking about yourself.”

	

	That brought her up short. Her eyes searched mine trying to understand what the fuck I was saying. I slid my knee off her but remained vigilant for an attack to the groin.

	

	“‘I’m in pain. My face is burned. I look like a monster.’ Me, me, me. That’s all you ever think about. Did you for one second consider what would happen if I lost you, Jenny? I was perfectly fine on my own, but you forced me into this fucking relationship. And you think you can walk away? No. I refuse. I don’t care if I have to raise you from the dead, you don’t get to leave. Now stop being so fucking selfish.”

	

	She had stopped struggling but her body rose and fell under me as she gasped for breath. “You still want to be with me? Even though I look like this.”

	

	“Yes!” I bent down and kissed her. “Your vagina still works, right?”

	

	She laughed. There were tears streaming down her face, but the storm had passed.

	

	“I thought… you wouldn’t want me anymore.”

	

	I let go of her hands and sat up straddling her. “Would you stop caring for me if something happened to my face?”

	

	She pushed herself up on her hands. “That’s different.”

	

	“Why is that different?”

	

	“You aren’t that attractive to start with.”

	

	She grinned at me. It was a huge relief to see her mocking smile. Still, you can’t let women get too cocky. I dragged her over to the bed and soon wiped the smirk off her face.

	

	 




	

	28. Welcome Back

	

	Jenny cut my hair. It had grown to shoulder length so I must have lost a good chunk of time healing her. She trimmed it back to a mop and shaved my beard, if you could even call it that. 

	

	I don’t know why I’ve never been able to grow a proper beard. Not even magical time-lapse produced growth of more than a few centimetres. I think I would have grown up much more secure in myself if I’d had good facial hair.

	

	“You’re an idiot,” said Jenny after I told her my theory. She finished shaving me—which didn’t take long—and then got me to shave her.

	

	The hair around her newly scarred skin was patchy and uneven. She wanted me to cut it all off on that side of her head, as short as possible.

	

	It was tricky with just a knife and I nicked her a number of times—which I healed, of course. By the end, she had an 80s New Wave haircut with half of it long and silky and the other half a skinhead. It looked kind of cool.

	

	We bathed and went to bed. When I woke, I was alone and had a female Mezzik glaring at me.

	

	Noreen didn’t look happy. She never looked happy, but she wore a particularly grim expression to greet me this morning.

	

	“Something wrong?” I asked as I sat up.

	

	“It was a difficult night,” she said. “The children all had nightmares.” She stared at me accusingly.

	

	“Oh. Sorry. Do you know where the others are?”

	

	“They are waiting for you outside.” She shook her head and left.

	

	I walked over to the window. In the field below, dragons and Mezzik roamed as usual. In the distance, I could make out Jenny, Claire and Flossie in a tight group, face to face with Vikchutni. They seemed to be holding some kind of conference. 

	

	Watching from not too far away was Cheng. There was no sign of the Intui or their wasps.

	  

	I got dressed and went down to join the others. Maurice and Dudley stood by the castle entrance.

	

	“What’s going on?”

	

	“Reconciliation,” said Maurice. 

	

	“The dragon’s rather upset about what happened,” said Dudley.

	

	”The dragon’s upset?” I hadn’t really thought of the dragon being aware of his mistake. “Is he going to apologise?”

	

	Maurice shrugged. “Cheng reckons the dragon’s all broken up about what happened. Wants to make up for it.”

	

	I didn’t want to interrupt whatever bonding process the girls were involved in with the dragon, but I was curious to see how Vikchutni was expressing his remorse. I wandered over to where Cheng stood and we both watched the girls give the dragon a good talking to.

	

	There was a lot of finger wagging and stern eye contact. The dragon seemed to be nodding and accepting the scolding. At least, that’s what it looked like. He could just as well have been deciding which order to eat them in.

	

	“You should go soon,” said Cheng.

	

	“Go where?” I asked him.

	

	“Wherever it is you think you will find the Bride. It isn’t safe for you here.”

	

	I wasn’t sure what he meant. Up until the accident with the dragon, I hadn’t considered myself to be in any danger. 

	

	“Are you saying we could come to harm while we’re under your protection?”

	

	“It isn’t as simple as that. There are those among the Intui who still believe your death is the surest way to end the threat they face from the Worm King. Even though they agreed to wait for you to fulfil the prophecy, the Intui have a way of breaking promises without actually breaking promises.”

	

	What he was saying was that they were devious little fuckers.

	

	“Do you think they intentionally goaded the dragons to attack me?”

	

	“I think it is well within their capabilities, and impossible to prove. It is best for you to take your friends and continue your journey.”

	

	The girls were now all hugging different parts of the dragon’s neck. Vikchutni had his eyes closed and it almost looked like he was smiling. Pretty smooth for a dragon.

	

	“Have you considered the possibility that we might not return?” 

	

	Cheng turned to me and smiled. A fifteen year old boy with the smile of a demon.

	

	“There is always that possibility. I’m sure I could find a few volunteers to drag you back, but I do not think you will be able to escape your destiny so easily. And if you do manage to leave all this behind you, perhaps your destiny lies elsewhere. To be honest, part of me worries about the kind of girl you intend to bring back.”

	

	His demonic smile wobbled back into that of a nervous teenager.

	

	“My taste in girls isn’t bad, you know? I’m sure you’ll find her appealing. At least physically.”

	

	“How I feel about her isn’t as important to me as how she feels about me. A wife should be pleased with her choice of husband, shouldn’t she?”

	

	“Then please her.”

	

	“I do not know if I will be able to. The penis on this body is so small, and the one on my other form is so big, I fear I will never be able to find a good fit.”

	

	Goldilocks had real issues with the whole ‘fitting’ together part of getting married. His sheltered childhood, growing up with neither human or demon, had left him unprepared for a sexual relationship. 

	

	He had an idealised picture of women based on his mother, and a desire to be loved. Which was understandable.

	

	“There are ways to pleasure a woman other than with your penis,” I said.

	

	“You mean with your fingers?”

	

	“Yes, there’s that, or you can use your tongue.”

	

	His normally serene face twisted in surprise. “Your tongue? Down there? Isn’t that a bit…   yucky.”

	

	“A bit. But no more than when a woman sucks a cock.”

	

	He looked absolutely horrified. “With her mouth?”

	

	“Yes, with her mouth. Calm down, it’s not as weird as it sounds.”

	

	Cheng breathed in and out like he was hyperventilating. “I don’t… I mean, why would she… What happens when it all…”

	

	“Take it easy. Deep breaths.” 

	

	Jenny had claimed I possessed charisma. Personally, I doubted it. But I did see that quality in Cheng. His ability to command others was impressive. In my estimation, he was more than ready for world domination. What he wasn’t ready for was a girlfriend.

	

	“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it.”

	

	He doubled over with his hands on his knees, puffing hard. I’d obviously given him a lot to think about.

	

	By the time he recovered, the girls had finished rehabilitating the dragon’s anger management issues and they were all BFFs. Flossie, in particular, seemed finally to be at ease around him.

	

	When I walked over to them, the dragon recognised me. Saving his life hadn’t been enough to imprint me on his memory, but attempting to kill him apparently had.

	

	He swung his head from side to side and backed away, and then tried to hide behind Flossie. She wasn’t a skinny girl, but still not a great hiding spot.

	

	Flossie forced his head out and we exchanged a look. I’d like to say we reached an understanding, but who knows? I placed my hand on his head. He whimpered but allowed me to keep it there.

	

	“Do you think you could fly him now?” I asked Flossie.

	

	She stuck her tongue out and slid it from side to side, then nodded. With a tug on the hairs hanging from the dragon’s chin—even the dragon could grow a better beard than me—she pulled his head down and jumped onto his neck. 

	

	She grabbed his ears and the dragon took off. They flew a couple of circuit around the mountain top, and then came in for a soft landing. You’d have thought she’d been riding him for years.

	

	We left that afternoon. We gathered what little gear we had and climbed onto Vikchutni’s back. 

	

	Jenny returned from saying goodbye to the kids wearing a mask. It was made of wood, painted black and red, and covered one side of her face.

	

	“The children made it for me,” she said. With her scars covered she looked normal.

	

	“I thought the Mezzik children liked scars,” I said. Jenny had mentioned how injuries were treated with respect by her classmates.

	

	“They do. They wanted me to wear it like this.”  She moved the mask across so it covered the undamaged half of her face. Now she looked like a monster.

	

	“That is so cool,” said Maurice. “You’re like a superhero, only without any powers.” He looked at me.

	

	“What?”

	

	“She needs powers,” said Maurice.

	

	“Yes?”

	

	The others all glared at me.

	

	“Alright, I was going to teach her anyway.”

	

	“Really?” said Jenny. “If I’d known all it took was for me to get half my face burned off to win your trust… Hey, you know what would be really fucked up? What if I engineered this whole thing just to get you to teach me magic?”

	

	“Then that would make you insane,” I said.

	

	She took off the mask and looked me in the eye. “What if I told you that’s exactly what I did?”

	

	“Then I wouldn’t believe you.”

	

	She threw her arms around my neck. “Finally.”

	

	We took off with an escort of Mezzik flying alongside. We had our transport and destination, but we still needed help knowing which way to go.

	

	Flossie straddled Vikchutni’s neck and flew him towards the border. Normally, a dragon wouldn’t fly so far from its breeding ground, but this dragon would do whatever he was told. Plus, he had recently got some.

	

	“Where are we really going?” asked Claire once we were airborne.

	

	“We’re going to Fengarad,” I said.

	

	“That really is the plan?” she said. “To convince the Princess to marry the Archfiend?”

	

	“Well,” I said, “we can try that too, but mainly I want to go to the spires and meet Uncle Peter. He’s the one who’s been pulling the strings, I think he has answers no one else has. It’d be nice to know what the fuck’s going on for once.”

	

	The others nodded. 

	

	My usual course of action would have been to head in the opposite direction as fast as possible, but what Cheng had said rang true for me. The way I had been pushed into the middle of the prophecy indicated a guiding hand. One that wouldn’t let me walk away easily.

	

	I was tired of being pulled around by a lead, especially when it felt more like a noose.

	

	Of course, there was no guarantee Uncle Pete wouldn’t use us as fuel cells for his doomsday device, but if that’s all we meant to him, I’m sure he would have had us brought in and squeezed dry a long time ago.

	

	He had a purpose for keeping us around and I felt fairly confident he would want to meet us. I certainly wanted to meet the man in the spire. 

	

	I wanted to know who he was and what he wanted. But most of all I wanted to see if it was possible to kill him.

	

	It probably wasn’t. He was probably a super powerful wizard who could summon fireballs with a snap of his fingers, but on the off-chance…

	

	The flight went pretty smoothly. If you’re going to travel around a fantasy world, I would recommend going by dragon. Galloping around on a horse as it reduces your arse to tatters is not as enjoyable as you’d think.

	

	Now that Flossie had gained controlled of her nerves, flying Vikchutni was simply a matter of pointing him in the right direction. 

	

	It took most of the day to get to the border, which I spent teaching Jenny how to do magic. She picked up the basic finger movements fairly quickly, but there was no sudden revelation or moment of transcendence. She was as useless at it as we all had been when we started.

	

	She sat practising while we peered over Vikchutni’s back plates at the world below.

	

	We reached the border as dusk approached. We flew past Gargantua at around eye-level and he waved at us. The bridge was the same but the fort on the other side had transformed. The reinforcements had arrived and from our high vantage point we could see it was rammed full of soldiers. 

	

	And they could see us.

	

	Arrows flew at us by the hundreds, but we veered away and soared higher so they fell harmlessly into the canyon. It must have been quite a shock for them to see an actual dragon and no doubt alarms were being rung and warnings sent.

	

	I didn’t see any of the Cool Kids down there, but it would have been hard to identify them from this height. I also didn’t know if dragons were susceptible to a particular metal, and I didn’t really want to find out when I was on the back of one.

	

	It only took an hour more to reach Fengarad. The spires glinted in the light of the setting sun, and the lizardman encampment surrounded the walls like a sea of tents.

	

	Hitokag landed on Vikchutni’s back. “We will soon be arriving in the Vargau camp. They have been told to expect us and give us any assistance, but they are Vargau. They are as wild as the Intui are sly. We will handle them, but do not provoke them.”

	

	I was happy to leave it to Hitokag. Despite having met many monsters that didn’t try to harm or kill us, I hadn’t forgotten our run-ins with the Vargau.

	

	We came in low through the marshlands and glided over the tops of the tents, blowing many of them over and sending lizardmen scurrying out of the way. We landed in an open area near the city gates, well within sight of the soldiers on the walls.

	

	An elderly Vargau leaning on a staff and with one eye missing came hurrying over. “What are you doing? You will be seen. What kind of surprise attack is this?”

	

	“It isn’t a surprise attack,” said Hitokag. “Cheng has sent these ones to speak with the city leaders. You are to stay out of it.”

	

	“This is ridiculous,” said a man who looked like a well-dressed nobleman. A human, only not quite.

	

	“You’re a troll,” I said, without meaning to say it out loud.

	

	He glared at me, a bit put out. “How can you tell?”

	

	“The shoulders,” I said. Having spent so much time around trolls, I had started to see the slight imperfections if they didn’t quite nail it. Something like how you can tell twins apart if you spend enough time with them.

	

	“Well, how do you propose to enter the city?” said the old lizardman. 

	

	More and more lizardmen gathered around us. Vikchutni hissed and growled at them, although he may just have been upset there was no grass for him to eat. The ground had been reduced to mud by the incessant traffic of lizard feet.

	

	I turned around and walked to the gates. My party followed, but the lizardmen stayed where they were. Didn’t want to get in range of boiling oil, I guess.

	

	The portcullis had been lowered and there was no doorbell. I raised my hand and knocked. There was a dull clang-clang-clang. Seemed as good an idea as any.

	

	I looked back. The army of lizardmen didn’t seem very impressed with my castle breaching technique. I was about to knock again when there was a loud clank, and the portcullis began to rise.

	

	

	 




	  

	29. Revelations

	

	As the portcullis went up, the lizardmen gathered behind us jostled for position. They had been told to allow us access to the city without their involvement, but what better time to invade Fengarad?

	

	Storming the city would be too tempting to resist with the gates wide open, and we’d be left as smears in the dirt as they trampled over us in a mad rush.

	

	Hitokag obviously knew what to expect from his ornery cousins. He grabbed the leader of the Vargau, who had been staring at the opening of the entrance while practically salivating, and spun him around to face his troops.

	

	Hitokag pressed his mouth against the side of the elderly Vargau’s head and I assume some harsh words were poured into whatever lizardmen had in place of ears. The Vargau raised his staff and ordered the excited rabble to back down, to which they responded by hurling abuse. 

	

	I’m not sure if he would have been able to hold them off for very long, but it gave us enough time to duck under the semi-raised portcullis. As soon as we were on the other side, it lowered again.

	

	A gust of disappointed moans followed us through, but that was all.

	

	Past the portcullis was an open area, the building where we had been taken to when we first arrived in Fengarad—although it appeared to be deserted at the moment—and beyond that, another gate that led into the city proper.

	

	If the Vargau had broken ranks and piled in as they had threatened to do, they would have ended up trapped in here, easy targets for the archers on the walls who currently had their arrows trained on us.

	

	Everyone squeezed in tighter around me, which only made us a more compact target.

	

	“Is Commander Ducane around?” I shouted up to the battlements. There was no reply.

	

	“Tell them you have the Key,” Claire whispered at me. I’m not sure why she felt the need to keep her voice low, but it was infectious.

	

	“I don’t think I have it on me,” I whispered back.

	

	“Where is it?”

	

	“I don’t think we need it.”

	

	“You lost it, didn’t you?”

	

	“I didn’t lose it. I put it somewhere for safekeeping. Probably.”

	

	“Er, guys?” said Flossie. 

	

	“I knew I should have taken it off you,” Claire said with undisguised scorn.

	

	“Fuck you,” I countered. “The only person—” 

	

	“Guys?”

	

	“What?” we both said together.

	

	Flossie pointed at the second portcullis, which was rising. They must have greased this one because it made no noise.

	

	Standing on the other side were Commander Ducane and Corporal Laffi.

	

	“Ah, good to see you back,” said Commander Ducane. Both of them looked pleased to see us, which I suppose was a good sign. They gave Jenny a curious look, but she was wearing a mask. They didn’t mention it, though.

	

	“Thanks for letting us in,” I said. 

	

	“No problem,” said Ducane. “To tell the truth we were told to expect you. If you’ll come with us, they’re waiting for you.”

	

	My party, still congealed around me, moved as a single, ungainly unit towards the now open archway leading into the city.

	

	“Waiting at the Palace?” I asked Ducane.

	

	“Oh no,” said Ducane. “Hardly anyone there these days.”

	

	This was surprising news. Where had they gone? “Not even the Princess?”

	

	There was a carriage and a group of soldiers waiting for us. We climbed on board.

	

	“Princess Laney? No, she and her siblings were among the first to leave. They were smuggled out and taken to a safe location. Other than the King, none of the royal family are resident in the city.”

	

	That made convincing Laney to marry the Archfiend a bit of a problem. Ducane got into the carriage with us while Laffi jumped on top with the driver.

	

	“Then where are we going?” I asked Ducane, although I already had a pretty good idea.

	

	“I’ve been instructed to take you to the central spire.” He seemed a little nervous as he informed me of this. “I’m not entirely sure why, but I expect we’ll find out once we get there.” He banged on the roof of the carriage and we set off. 

	

	The streets of Fengarad were eerily empty. We rattled over the cobbles without seeing any people and all the shops were closed.

	

	We reached our destination in about ten minutes.

	

	The spire was a big black monolith without doors or windows. It rose straight up from its circular base and seemed to disappear into the clouds.

	

	We got out of the carriage and everyone shuffled about in an attempt to not be in the front. They all looked at me, and I looked at Ducane. He shrugged. 

	

	“My orders were to bring you here. After that…”

	

	I decided to be proactive and walked up to the spire. I reached out my hand and knocked. Well, it worked last time.

	

	Nothing happened.

	

	Maurice followed my example and also knocked, with similar results. Claire tried a different approach. 

	

	She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted. “We’re here! What do you want?” Only she would think to try and start an argument with a building.

	

	Flossie tried next. She tentatively stretched out her hand, touched the spire with the tip of one finger, and then ran away. 

	

	Dudley ambled over and leaned in and said, very quietly, “Excuse me, could you let us in please?”

	

	None of these attempts got even the slightest response. Everyone turned to Jenny who hadn’t taken her turn yet. She leaned to the side and pointed. “Is that a door?”

	

	We all shuffled sideways and leaned. On the side of the spire there was a square of blackness in the wall. The spire itself was black, so it wasn’t easy to see, but it was definitely there.

	

	“That wasn’t there a minute ago,” said Maurice. “One of us must have activated it.”

	

	“Maybe we just didn’t see it,” said Claire.

	

	“Yeah,” said Flossie. “Could be Jenny’s special ability is finding doors.”

	

	“That’ll come in useful,” I said. “Maybe she can see through windows, too. I won’t even have to teach her magic.”

	 

	Jenny shoved me towards the entrance. “You go first.”

	

	I turned to Ducane who had been watching our finely honed adventuring instincts at work, probably wondering how we’d managed to stay alive so long.

	

	“Do you want to show us the way?” I asked him.

	

	“No, no. Please, go ahead.”

	

	The trouble with leadership is people expect you to lead. If I ever got to a position of any power, I fully intended to be the kind of general who stayed at the rear and sent others into the fray. I wished for a life without fray, if at all possible. Colin the Unfrayed. Not fucking likely.

	

	I created a ball of light and walked into the spire. The light went out. I was in pitch dark, not even the light from the entrance managed to cast any kind of illumination. 

	

	Someone bumped into me from behind. There was a litany of complaints and confused questions. 

	

	“What happened?”

	

	“Who’s that?”

	

	“Is anyone there?”

	

	“Ow, get off my foot.”

	

	I felt a hand slip into mine. “Jenny, is that you?”

	

	“Is that me what?” said Jenny from some distance away.

	

	“Sorry,” said Maurice. “I get nervous in the dark.”

	

	I shook off his hand. “Go hold Claire’s hand then.”

	

	“I would if I could find her!” 

	

	“Colin,” said Claire, “make a light.”

	

	“I’m trying,” I said. “It’s not working.” As soon as my light had gone out I made the finger movements to bring it back, but nothing happened.

	

	“Try harder,” said Claire, which really didn’t help.

	

	“If it won’t work there’s nothing I can do about it. Maybe magic doesn’t work in here.”

	

	“I remember a Spider-man movie,” said Dudley from somewhere on my left, “where he lost his powers because he began doubting himself. Maybe Colin just needs to believe.”

	

	“I’m not fucking Tinkerbell. It just doesn’t work in here for some reason.”

	

	There was a low groan.

	

	“Maurice?” said Claire. “Are you alright?”

	 

	“Spider-man 2. Horrible.”

	

	“Ah thought that one was quite good,” said Flossie.

	

	“How can doubt take away a genetic ability? And it’s not just that one, all Spider-man movies are terrible. He’s supposed to be a wisecracking teenager, but they always make him this miserable emo jerk with girl problems. Nobody cares about Mary-fucking-Jane.”

	

	This was possibly the most inappropriate place for one of Maurice’s movie critiques, but it wasn’t like we had anything else to do as we stumbled around in the dark.

	

	“He can’t be wisecracking all the time,” I said. 

	

	“Yeah, but they give him a couple of funny lines at the start and never again. Have you seen Spider-man 3? Once they go down the emo route, there’s no way to recover. Forget it. Downhill all the way. It would take a miracle to pull out of that nosedive. Never been done. You’d need—”

	

	A light went on. We all stood blinking at each other. And then at the man standing at the bottom of a flight of stairs.

“Hello!” He was dressed smartly. Not like the nobility we had encountered in this world, all frilly shirts and pantaloons, I mean he was wearing a chequed three-piece suit, with a tie and handkerchief in the breast pocket. “Sorry it took so long, these stairs play havoc with my knees.”

	

	He was around fifty, with slicked-back silver hair and a slightly clipped American accent. He reminded me of a 1930s Hollywood movie star.

	

	My attention though was somewhat diverted by the source of the light. I pointed to the ceiling. “Is that a light bulb?”

	

	“That’s right. You got it.” He turned around. “Follow me. Really must get that elevator fixed.”

	

	It was an actual light bulb. 

	

	We looked at each other and then followed him. It wasn’t like there was anywhere else to go.

	

	“I’m sure you have plenty of questions,” he said as he huffed and puffed up the stairs, “and we’ll see to them in good time, but right now there are other things that need to be addressed.”

	

	The stairs were narrow and made of metal. They curved around the wall, which had a light fitting attached around every turn. A bare naked light bulb sticking out of the wall that looked stranger than any dragon or troll.

	

	“Do you have electricity in here?” I asked him.

	

	He stopped and turned to look down at me. “There’s a small imp in there who keeps a small fire going.” His face cracked into a big smile and he burst into laughter. “I’m joshing you. Yes, it’s electricity, same as back home.”

	

	The bulb flickered and went out.

	

	“Damn it. A darn sight more unreliable, though. Please keep close to the wall on your right-hand side. There’s nothing more dangerous around here than a left turn in the dark.”

	

	His footsteps indicated he was on the move and I gingerly put my foot out to find the next step.

	

	“Are we in a game?” I called out into the darkness.

	

	“No, no,” he called back. “I shouldn’t think so. It all feels real to me.”

	

	The stairs stopped without warning and I was standing on a flat surface. The others piled into the back of me again. There was a click and the lights came on. 

	

	We were in a circular room—although I’m guessing all the rooms were circular in this place. It was well lit by a number of light bulbs, which revealed a mass of writing across the wall. 

	

	“The prophecy,” I said, recognising the text.

	

	“Indeed. So, I should introduce myself. My name’s Peter. Some call me Uncle Pete, which you can also if you have a mind to. Or not, as you wish. It’s nice to finally meet you all.”

	

	Everyone said hello back, nervously, like they were at a comedy show and didn’t want the comedian to pick on them.

	

	“I am American, as you might have guessed, and I have been in this world for something like a hundred years. Give or take. I look pretty good for an old man, huh? You see, time works a little differently in here. And no, I did not build this spire or any of the wonders you will find inside it.”

	

	“Where does the electricity come from?” asked Maurice.

	

	“I do not know. I have looked, but the power source is either well hidden or not of a form familiar to me.”

	

	“This is a weapon, isn’t it?” I asked him.

	

	“It can be used as such, sure. I would not choose to use it thus, if at all possible.”

	

	“But,” I said, “didn’t you kill all the soldiers in the fort at the border to power it up?”

	

	“Killed? Heavens no. They have simply been displaced. As have we all. I myself was born in Manhattan. That’s Manhattan, Kansas, mind you. And now here I am.” He raised his arms wide.

	

	“Where have the soldiers been displaced to?” asked Claire.

	

	Peter shrugged. “Can’t say I know, exactly.”

	

	I couldn’t tell if he was being entirely truthful, but I had a strong inclination not to trust him in general. I have that inclination about most people, admittedly, but in this case it was very compelling.

	

	“And the prophecy?” I said. “You think it’s real.”

	

	“Absolutely. Real as it gets. That’s why you’re here after all. I must say, Gullen was right about you. I tried sending others into what they call Monsterland, though to my way of thinking, monster is such a relative term, don’t you think? In any case, no one ever came back, let alone managed to meet with the Archfiend himself. Colour me impressed.”

	

	“Thanks,” I said. “What exactly do you want from us?”

	

	“Why, isn’t that obvious? You have to kill the Archfiend. It’s that or oblivion for us all.” He smiled. “I thought time was almost up, but you, sir, are the right man for the job. No doubt about it.”

	

	“You want me to kill Cheng?” I said.

	

	“Cheng. Yes. There’s something gorgeous about that kid, isn’t there? When I sent his mother to destroy the temple Under the Mountain, I had no idea he would be the result. But that’s how prophecies work, it turns out. You think you’re doing what’s necessary to stop it, but actually it’s all part of the plan. Prophecies are damn sneaky, let me tell you.”

	

	“Perhaps,” I said, “trying to kill Cheng is also part of the plan?”

	

	Peter nodded. “Could very well be, but something has to be done to prevent Nekromel.”

	

	“And what is Nekromel?” I asked.

	

	“Why it’s the name of the world beneath this one.”

	

	“Where Cheng’s father came from?”

	

	“That’s right. A world of demons and devils and other unpleasantness. When the rift is healed, the world beneath will rise. It will be Hell on Earth, literally. Not necessarily the Hell from the Bible, and this is certainly not Earth, but you get the general drift.”

	

	“And healing the rift means…?”

	

	“The rift between the two sides of Cheng himself. Once he is whole, the gate will open and Nekromel will be realised in this plane of existence. To heal the rift, he must take a bride. A virgin.”

	

	“Why does she have to be a virgin?” demanded Claire, completely unnecessarily. Like that was the big problem.

	

	“Because the pain of a woman’s first time is a powerful drug to a demon. It can transform them. Or so my research tells me. I am no expert in demonology. They give me the heebeejeebees, to be honest.”

	

	“So,” I said, “you want us to find a virgin to be his bride?”

	

	“Oh no. We already have the perfect girl. Gullen has her waiting for you in Dargot. You just have to deliver her to Cheng.”

	

	“So you want me to fulfil the prophecy? Isn’t that what you want to prevent?”

	

	“I know,” said Peter, rolling his eyes. “It’s complicated. The boy-demon has a colossal vitality. Until his two halves are united, he is invulnerable, you see? Once their union is consummated, you will be able to kill him.”

	

	“Why don’t we just not give him a bride?” asked Flossie. Good point. Everyone thought so and told each other.

	

	“I wish it were so simple. I have spent most of my life sitting in here trying to stop the prophecy. It has never been a matter of finding the correct interpretation. The prophecy will use any interpretation it can to complete itself.”

	

	He did look tired, there was no doubting that, but I still wasn’t sure I trusted him.

	

	“I am the sedentary champion of this world. I remain in this tower, watching for signs of the Nekromel’s tentacles attempting to influence and interfere. Sometimes I can go days without causing my chair to squeak, so deep am I lost in concentration. I am tired, young lady. More tired than you can possibly imagine. This ghostly heart cannot continue indefinitely. If you do not help me defeat this evil bent on the destruction of this world, maybe of every world, I fear the consequences will be diabolical. Simply diabolical.”

	

	Evil demons and the end of the world, or a smooth-talking American who wanted me to help him make the world a better place. This is why I’ve never been a fan of the two party system.

	

	

	 




	

	30. Here Comes The Bride

	

	“I know you will have many questions. I wish I could answer them for you, but we’re under the gun. Time passes quicker than you think while you’re in here with me, and there may not be a world to return to if you don’t get moving right quick.”

	

	Uncle Pete, as his name suggested, was avuncular to a fault. That fault being his excess of charm and warmth. I wanted to believe him. I wanted to rush into action and save the world. But I am not the sort of person who wants to please others, so where was this desire coming from?

	

	“What about the weapon?” I asked him. “Do you intend to use it?”

	

	“As a last resort,” he said with a weary sigh. “If Nekromel attempts to break through into this world, I will have no other choice. It happened once before, and the devastation was  severe.”  He rubbed his chin.

	

	Maybe he was being sincere and I was the arsehole seeing shadows in the corners where there weren’t any.  The deaths of many seemed to weigh heavily on him, as you would expect.

	

	“I think you’re lying,” said Jenny. 

	

	“Oh?” said Peter, not in the least upset by the accusation. “Why do you say that, my dear?”

	

	“You said the soldiers from the fort aren’t dead, just displaced. But if you don’t know where they are, how do you know they’re still alive?”

	

	It was an excellent point.

	

	“She’s a bright one, eh?” said Peter, sounding pleased. “It’s always good to be sceptical, especially when it comes to people asking you to risk your life, so good for you. The truth is I cannot lie. Not in here, anyway. Try it yourself. Say an untruth.”

	

	Jenny said, “My name is <beep> <beep>.” Her mouth moved but only the sound of an electronic beep, like a censored movie, came out.

	

	“As far as I can tell,” said Peter, “it is some component of the translation system. I do not know why, but in here it operates within very tight parameters. My height is <beep> <beep>. You see? While I’m in here, I am George Washington. And as you can tell, since I am not actually the first president of the United States, it is able to tell the difference when I am not being literal.”

	

	“It’s like God’s ability,” I said.

	

	“Yes. I found a way to transfer a limited version into people with the right… compatibility, such as Godfrey. There was another young lady whom you met recently, I believe, to whom I also imparted this ability, although in her case I am not sure it took as fully.”

	

	“But why doesn’t it work on Biadet?” I asked.

	

	“Ah, Biadet.” He sighed. “Once I attempted to transfer the power of the spire into a native, but the results were… unexpected. Although we appear to be more or less the same as the people of this world, our construction is very different. That she lived is most surprising of all. One day I hope to investigate her further, if we survive Nekromel that is.”

	

	His expression suggested some fondness for Biadet. 

	

	“But you want to send her to be Cheng’s bride,”  I said. 

	

	“Who, Biadet? Oh no. That wouldn’t do at all. The Bride has to be a virgin and a Visitor, and I don’t believe she is either.”

	

	This raised all sorts of questions which were probably none of my business but hard to ignore.

	

	“The young woman I’m referring to is called Roona,” said Peter. “Gullen has been keeping her safe and secure, waiting for you.”

	

	Roona was one of the Cool Kids. The one who had been kept hostage to ensure the cooperation of the others, or so I had assumed. Apparently, she had been separated from her group for other reasons.

	

	“To answer your point,” Peter said to Jenny, “the reason I believe the soldiers are alive is because I am able to bring them back. The spires are primed by their life force, but there have been close calls before where I have felt the need to prepare to use their power and subsequently matters have been resolved through other measures. When I powered down, those lives were returned. I do not know where from, and neither do they, but no harm came to them. Of course, if I am forced to use the spires in a destructive capacity, there is no coming back from that. In many ways, their lives are in your hands.”

	

	Peter looked  apologetic as he laid this weight firmly on my shoulders.

	

	“But if you fire the weapon, the lizardmen will attack the city,” I pointed out.

	

	“Yes. It is a high price to pay, but there I see no alternative. Many lives lost is better than all lives lost.”

	

	We questioned him some more but the answers all pointed to the same conclusion. Cheng’s transformation would bring about the end of this world. Assuming, of course, Uncle Pete hadn’t found a way to fool the spires lie detector. For all I knew, the whole thing could have been a setup.

	

	We exited the spire into raw sunshine that hurt my eyes. Two soldiers leaned against a wagon, half asleep. They jumped to alertness as we exited. One of them even saluted.

	

	“How long were we gone?” I asked the saluter.

	

	“Three days.”

	

	We were all taken aback. It had been a couple of hours at most from our perspective. 

	

	One of the soldiers rushed off to inform Ducane of our return. It took another half an hour before Ducane turned up with the carriage. We were taken back to the city gate and let out.

	

	It was early and the lizardmen weren’t morning people. The camp was quiet and no one even noticed us leave Fengarad.

	

	This was slightly worrying. If some random Vargau spotted us and didn’t recognise who we were—or did recognise us but didn’t care—we could be attacked and the adventure would be over. Off to save the world, died before we got off the doorstep.

	

	We weren’t quite as unobserved as I thought. Hitokag came swooping down and landed in front of us. 

	

	“You are ready to return?”

	

	“Yes and no. We need to go to Dargot.”

	

	He didn’t react like he was all that excited by the news, but he nodded and signalled another of his team who was circling overhead. 

	

	Within a few seconds, Vikchutni had arrived and joyfully reunited with Flossie. The Vargau started to become aware of our presence and were gathering, but we quickly boarded and were airborne before the Vargau could cause any trouble.

	

	The flight to Dargot took less than an hour. The tree tops passing under us turned into rolling fields and the city rose ahead of us. 

	

	Unlike Fengarad, there was no army laying siege to the city walls. We circled once. And then landed in a field of wheat which the dragon immediately set to demolishing. If the owner of the field was watching, he didn’t raise any objections.

	

	“You don’t want to know why we’re here?” I asked Hitokag.

	

	“My task is to deliver you back to Cheng when you have collected the Bride. There is much to suggest you truly are the heralds of prophecy as Cheng believes you to be, and much to suggest you aren’t. However things turn out in the end, my hope is that Vikchutni lives to see the offspring he has sired.” He patted the munching dragon.

	

	A carriage hurtled out of the city gates towards us. A diminutive figure dressed in black drove the horses with wild abandon into the field.

	

	Biadet brought the carriage to a skidding stop a few metres from the dragon and the horses reared up, eyes popping out of their heads and frothing at the mouth. I’m pretty sure she made them do that for dramatic effect.

	

	“The Lord Administrator awaits you,” said Biadet. She turned to look at the Mezzik who were standing around the dragon. There were six of them, but Biadet didn’t seem very concerned. “You will stay here.”

	

	Hitokag nodded.

	

	I held the door open and everyone piled into the carriage. Just before Jenny was about to get in, Biadet said, “Wait!”

	

	She looked at me with an intense squint, then at Jenny, then back to me. 

	

	“So, it’s like that?”

	

	“Yes,” I said. “For once, it is like that.”

	

	She tilted her head. “I like the mask.”

	

	The streets of Dargot were not deserted like those of Fengarad. The shops were open and the people went about their business as usual, apart from having to dive out of the way as Biadet thundered across the cobbles at break-neck speed; the necks in question probably being ours.

	

	We arrived outside Gullen’s residence shaken and only too happy to return to solid ground. No one had spoken on the trip because we had all been too busy clenching our teeth in an effort not to throw up.

	

	When I stepped out of the carriage, Biadet was already gone. I went to knock on the front door but it opened just before my hand reached it. Biadet stood there in her maid outfit.

	

	“Is Gullen here?” I asked her.

	

	She raised a single eyebrow. “There are snacks in the main dining room.”

	

	I was practically mowed down as the others pushed me out of the way.

	

	The dining room Biadet took us to was already occupied. There were five people, four of whom were the Cool Kids who watched us come in with cold, hard stares. The fifth was Mandy, who looked nervous and fidgety.

	

	My lot were too fixated on the food to be bothered by the dark looks sent their way. The Cool Kids were suited and booted, ready to go to war. The cocktail sausages were in big trouble if they started anything

	

	“We know you’re here for Roona,” said Gideon, not sounding too happy about it. “The Lord Administrator has explained what’s going on, and frankly, we think it’s disgusting.”

	

	I had no idea what they’d been told, but if it was anything close to the truth, I could see why they’d be upset.

	

	“Doesn’t she want to go?” Claire asked him while she stuffed her face with some small pastries. The others were doing likewise.

	

	“She volunteered,” said Gideon. “That doesn’t make it okay. I’m not even sure whose side you’re on.”

	

	“Not yours,” said Flossie through a mouthful of something green. “Fookin’ weirdos.”

	

	Biadet had watched this interaction with her usual total lack of emotion. She turned around.

	

	“You aren’t going to leave us alone with them, are you?” I said to Biadet.

	

	“No need. We’ll be the ones leaving,” said Gideon. They headed for the door. 

	

	Mandy got up and followed. She glanced at me and then down at the floor.

	

	“Something you want to say, Mandy?” I asked her.

	

	She sprang back at the mention of her name. She looked at Gideon who had stopped by the door and then back at me. There was wildness to her eyes that was disturbing.

	

	“Mandy,” I said, “you remember our little chat, don’t you?”

	

	“Don’t say anything, Mandy,” ordered Gideon.

	

	Mandy kept her head down and tried to walk past, but Jenny got in her way. “Don’t make him angry, Mandy.” She took off her mask. 

	

	Mandy looked at Jenny’s disfigured face and her mouth fell open. She backed away, shaking. 

	

	It was a mean trick to play on her but underlined just how dark Jenny could get. Mandy clearly thought I had done that to Jenny’s face.

	

	The Gidiots only say the back of Jenny’s head so had no idea why Mandy was freaking out.

	

	“They know about your dragon,” said Mandy.

	

	“Mandy!” yelled Gideon. “Shut up!”

	

	“You shut up!” Mandy yelled back. “He killed my entire party. You think you can stop him?”

	

	It was a bit of an exaggeration, but it gave Gideon pause for thought. 

	

	“They plan to catch the dragon and do their experiments on it.”

	

	“Fookin’ bastards,” said Flossie, spitting food. 

	

	“It’s not like that,” insisted Zane, their chief experimenter if I remembered right. “If we can figure out its weakness, we’ll all be safer.”

	

	“You’re mistaken,” said Dudley, holding on to Flossie to prevent her flying at them. “It’s a harmless beast.”

	

	“It’s a fucking dragon!” pointed out Gideon.

	

	Even though there were six Mezzik guarding the dragon, the Gidiots knew the lizardmen’s weakness and would probably pick them off from distance. I didn’t know how they intended catching a dragon, but I wouldn’t put it past them to already have a method thought out.

	

	I turned to Biadet. “The dragon is the only way back to Monsterland. If anything happened to it… that’s the end.”

	

	Biadet nodded. “You aren’t to leave these grounds,” she told Gideon.

	

	“And who’s going to stop me? You?” He reached for his sword and found nothing there.

	

	Biadet leaned on the large sword that was suddenly in her hands. Where had that come from? 

	

	The expressions on the faces of everyone else suggested they were as miffed as me, but how could she have possibly grabbed Gideon’s sword without anyone seeing her do it? And even more inexplicably, why the hell were we being sent to deal with Cheng when Assassin No.1 was available?

	

	If she had some kind of weakness like the other monsters in this world, it would be very useful to know what it was.

	

	The door behind Gideon opened and Gullen walked in.

	

	“Ah, everyone’s here. Good, good.” He must have noticed the tension in the room, but ignored it. A girl followed him in. “And this is Roona.”

	

	She was short, had black, wavy hair and striking blue eyes; almost violet. I sort of remembered her from back in Probet, but I never paid much attention to people who ignored me, which had been all the Cool Kids.

	

	“Hello, everyone,” said Roona in a low, purring voice. “Something going on?” She put her hands on her hips and pushed her chest out. 

	

	It was a bit like a flick knife. One moment there was nothing there, the next you were in fear for your life.

	

	Claire’s face screwed into attack mode. “Do you want to put those away before you take someone’s eye out?”

	

	Roona swiveled her head towards Claire. “And who are you? President of the Itty Bitty Titty Committee?”

	

	You could feel all eyes switch to Claire’s chest, and her shrivel under the scrutiny. Some girls are expert at finding the weak point in other girls, and exploiting it mercilessly. I’d say Roona was a Class S marksman.

	

	Having dealt with Claire, she turned her attention to me. “So you’re the special one they’ve all been talking about. You don’t look so special.” Her bazookas were pointed right at me.

	

	“Don’t bother,” said Mandy bitterly. “They won’t work on him.”

	

	She was right. Roona was undoubtedly a pretty girl, with an amazing rack on her slight frame, but she couldn’t be more obvious in her attempt to win me over. When you never have to try that hard, you never get really good. She’d have to do a lot better before she got me thinking with the wrong head. 

	

	Cheng, on the other hand, had little experience with this kind of woman. He’d probably end up putty in her hands.

	

	Roona, not appreciating the interruption, turned her attention to Mandy. “I don’t think—”

	

	“I don’t care,” said Mandy. Her measurements weren’t quite up to Roona’s, but they weren’t far off. In any case, she was experienced with this sort of mindfuck-female. She was one. “Just get lost, all of you.”

	

	She sat down at the table and began eating. I don’t know what had happened to her since we last met, but she seemed angrier and more bitter. It made me like her a bit more. A very small bit.

	

	Claire had retreated behind Maurice. Flossie didn’t look like she fancied messing with Roona either—a heavy set girl would be easy pickings. And Jenny watched from behind me and behind her mask. Would she be able to handle the new girl? I wasn’t sure.

	

	“Okay,” I said. “Enough of this shit. Time to go.”

	

	“Excellent,” said Gullen. “Glad to see you all getting on so well already.” It was hard to tell if he was trying to smooth things over or just taking the piss. 

	

	“I also want to take her,” I said, pointing at Mandy.

	

	“Uh?” said Mandy through the large slice of  cream cake she had just shoved into her mouth in one go.

	

	“You want to stay here with them?” I asked her.

	

	The rest of the Gidiots were staring daggers in her direction.

	

	“Do as he says,” said Jenny ominously.

	

	Mandy chewed twice and swallowed. “Fine.” She picked up the rest of the cream cake. “Let’s go.”

	 




	

	31. The Only Girl In The World

	

	Biadet drove us back to the dragon. Mandy seemed downcast and defeated. She paid more attention to her cake than any of us. 

	

	Watching her eat it while the carriage lurched from side to side was mesmerising. Just when you thought she was about to shove a slice into her ear, her head swung around exactly the right amount to deliver it into her mouth, whole. She didn’t offer anyone else a piece.

	

	Roona sat next to me and ‘accidentally’ pressed herself against my arm as the carriage bounced us around. Her constant gaze made me uncomfortable. She was sizing me up and probably trying to figure out why I was the guy in charge. And how to twist me round her finger.

	

	Jenny sat on my other side and seemed more interested in the view from the window and only glanced casually over when Roona grabbed my knee to steady herself, before returning her gaze to the view.

	

	The sight of the dragon took the focus off me. Both Roona and Mandy were gobsmacked. 

	

	Roona hesitated climbing onto the dragon’s back, but held it together. Mandy took one look at the winged lizardmen and refused point blank.

	

	“I’m not going on that. I don’t care what you do.”

	

	“What happened with Sonny, by the way?” I asked to try and get her mind off the horror of it all.

	

	She narrowed her eyes. “It didn’t work out.”

	

	“Oh. Shame.” I didn’t try to make it sound sarcastic, but it couldn’t really be helped. 

	

	“Fuck you,” said Mandy with some of her old spunk. She turned to Jenny. “Why do you stay with him?”

	

	Jenny shrugged. “It’s better than the alternative.”

	

	There’s a ringing endorsement for you. Of course, Jenny was just playing up her role as the victim in order to keep Mandy in check. At least that’s what I told myself.

	

	Roona and Mandy were suitably awed when Flossie took the driver’s seat on Vikchutni, which cheered Claire up a bit. She was still wary of Roona and clung on to Maurice’s arm like a flotation device in the  middle of the ocean. 

	

	I climbed onto the dragon, my mind full of uncertainty about providing Cheng a bride and then killing him. 

	

	Uncle Pete had made a compelling case for the need to prevent the coming of Nekromel. I didn’t doubt that part. The denizens of the underworld supplanting fresh air and forests with fire and brimstone would make it much more difficult to go for a walk, have a nice picnic or, you know, breathe.

	

	Killing Cheng was an extreme solution. I wasn’t even sure it would be a solution. I knew Uncle Pete believed it was the only way—his tower of truth had confirmed as much—but preventing Nekromel, didn’t guarantee to leave things as they were.

	

	Without Cheng, there would be a power vacuum. There would also be a lot of angry monsters and we didn’t have an exit strategy. And why wouldn’t Uncle Pete wait until Cheng was dead and then use the spires anyway? A very effective way to stop your enemies attacking is to make them all dead.

	

	For all I knew, Cheng somehow prevented the spires from wiping out every living thing this side of the border. Remove him and Uncle Pete might suddenly have the ability to drop bombs like Platoon. And I doubted he’d chopper us out before pressing the button.

	

	Roona sat down next to me on the dragon’s back and grabbed my arm. 

	

	“Aren’t you going to say something?” Claire asked Jenny somewhat exasperatedly. “You can see what she’s trying to do.”

	

	Jenny sat opposite me. “I don’t mind. Good luck to her.”

	

	Jenny’s lack of concern about Roona’s attempted seduction was well founded. Someone like Mandy annoyed me, but I got it. She was making the best of what she had and there was a sense of give and take. Yeah, the guy got screwed, but the guy also got screwed.

	

	Roona, on the other hand, was a different animal. A black widow.

	

	“This is exciting, isn’t it?” she whispered, her plump lips brushing against my earlobe. “I always wanted my first time to be special.”

	

	Uncle Pete had made it clear my role was to get Roona to the Archfiend; she would do the rest. I had wondered what kind of girl would agree to that. Someone who had been forced? Someone driven by anger or revenge? What I hadn’t expected was her to be looking forward to it quite do much.

	

	“Uncle Pete chose us for a reason,” she continued to murmur, “you and me, we’re going to save the world.”

	

	I turned to face her and was struck by how piercing those violet eyes were. “You have to kill him first.”

	

	The merest glimmer of a smile pulled at the corners of her mouth. “He gave me a special dagger. I think it’s magical. I’m going to plunge it into his heart. Once I kill the Archfiend, I’d like to get to know you better.”

	

	Not often a girl asks you to hang out as soon as she’s taken care of a quick murder. The way she said it was ice cold, like it was no big deal. Get married, kill husband, maybe go for a drink?

	

	She pushed her big boobs against me, but they were no more sexually exciting to me than a couple of hot water bottles. I mean, I like hot water bottles, but I wouldn’t want to stick my dick in one.

	

	Meanwhile, the slightest touch of Jenny’s ankle against mine was enough to send an electric shock straight to my groin. 

	

	I tried to get a read on what Jenny was thinking but she adjusted her mask, leaned back and closed her eyes. It showed the strength of our relationship, I suppose, that she didn’t feel threatened by spider-woman, but it still would have been nice if Jenny acted a tiny bit jealous. A guy likes to feel wanted.

	

	It occurred to me that spending so much time around girls was turning me into a huge pussy.

	

	Roona’s grip turned genuine when the flight got bumpy. Possibly, Flossie was rocking and rolling a bit more than necessary, just to keep the newbies on their toes. 

	

	Mandy caught me looking at her and scowled. “Wherever it is we’re going, they better have cake. And chocolate.” Spoken like a woman who’d come to the realisation that all men are useless.

	

	The journey was otherwise uneventful and as night set in, the mountains loomed ever closer. 

	

	We landed under a star-strewn sky and were met by the brays and honks of the other dragons welcoming Vikchutni home. 

	

	Cheng came out to meet us with a stream of children carrying torches. It was night, so his form was that of a demon, which might not have been the best way to meet your new bride.

	

	Roona held onto me tighter as we disembarked. Her offhand manner had deserted her in the presence of this giant spawn from the pits of Hell. At least for the time being. 

	

	Cheng looked down at the small, frightened girl on my arm. 

	

	“Is this to be my Bride?” His booming voice sounded a little nervous.

	

	I looked down and Roona flashed me a smirk. She was faking it. Even in front of his demon form, she was ready and willing. A chill went down my spine.

	

	“No,” I said. “She is the Bride.” I pointed at Mandy who was unsteadily working her way down the dragon’s tail.

	

	Roona’s nails dug into my arm. “What are you doing?” she hissed at me.

	

	Cheng looked confused. “Are you sure?” He seemed quite taken with Roona, but he didn’t know her like I knew her.

	

	“Trust me,” I said, glancing at Roona and ignoring the painful claws sinking ever deeper into my arm. “She’s the one.” 

	

	Mandy clambered down and realised everyone was looking at her. “What?”

	

	“You are to be my bride,” said Cheng, not very confidently. His wings stretched out behind him.

	

	Mandy, who had been in her own head the whole flight, finally saw what was standing in front of her. I think she might have wet herself a little. 

	

	“No,” said Mandy, confusion filling her face. “Not me.”

	

	I shook Roona off. She tried to regrab me, but Jenny was instantly behind her. I couldn’t see what she was doing back there, but Roona froze.

	

	“Mandy, listen to me.” I had to grab her by the shoulders and shake her to get her fear-stricken gaze off Cheng. “Just go and talk to him. That’s all. He won’t make you do anything you don’t want to.” I turned to Cheng. “Right?”

	

	Cheng shook his head. He looked as confused as Mandy. 

	

	Claire took Mandy’s hand and Flossie took the other. Neither had any idea what the plan was, but they picked up the ball and ran with it. I felt something odd as I watched them—I think it was appreciation.

	

	They coaxed her towards Cheng. The procession turned around and they all headed off towards the castle in a parade of lights.

	

	Roona was apoplectic. “What the fuck are you doing?” she said through gritted teeth. 

	

	“Have some patience,” I said. “Uncle Pete chose us for a reason. You can’t do the obvious thing here and expect to get away with it. We do things my way.” I spread my hands out and lit them up so we could see better. But what I really wanted to do was impress Roona. If she thought I was operating on a higher level, one she didn’t understand, it would buy me some time. It might even convince her I knew what I was doing. Obviously, I had no fucking clue.

	

	What I did know was that Roona was not the right person. For anyone.

	

	Did that mean Mandy was? Probably not. But there was something broken about her and Cheng always seemed at his best around people who needed him. 

	

	We took Roona to our room. Maurice and Dudley were happy to leave their partners to do the risky stuff and we all huddled by the fire. Roona sat there staring into the flames.

	

	Claire and Flossie joined us after a while.

	

	“They’re talking,” said Claire, “but I don’t know if she’s going to be able to keep it together. Are you sure about this?”

	

	“Give it time.” I tried to make it sound like it was all part of the plan.

	

	“Time?” said Roona. “The end of the world is coming!”

	

	“Mandy isn’t a virgin,” I said, “so she won’t trigger anything. And things aren’t as they appear.”

	

	“Then explain it to me,” said Roona.

	

	“No. It may look like we’re alone, but we aren’t. The less we say the better.”

	

	Maurice and the others immediately started looking around like there might be ninjas in the shadows. At least my bluff had worked on them.

	

	Roona’s gaze returned to the fire.

	

	We sat there all night, waiting. As sunrise approached and the first fingers of light reached over the horizon, there was still no sign of them. Jenny stood next to me by the window. The others had fallen asleep. 

	

	Roona rocked back and forth in front of the fire, muttering to herself. She was one scary chick.

	

	The morning sunlight burst into the room and Cheng appeared in the doorway. He was in his human form. Mandy was next to him, holding his hand.

	

	Claire and Flossie jumped to their feet and rushed over. They had never been friendly with Mandy but since she had turned vulnerable and terrified, they seemed to have put their past issues behind them and adopted her as one of their own.

	

	Now they fussed over her to make sure she was okay. Mandy smiled shyly and nodded to their questions.

	

	“Oh, that’s good,” said Flossie. “We were worried he might eat you.”

	

	She said it jokingly, but Mandy’s face turned bright red and she hid it in Cheng’s chest.

	

	“What is it?” asked Cheng. “What’s wrong?”

	

	She reached up and whispered in his ear and then it was his turn to flush crimson.

	

	Roona watched all this with a steely glare. She had, perhaps, thought my plan was to get her into the Archfiend’s bed by some circuitous route. I was the one everyone praised as the master tactician, after all. But she was starting to realise the only plan here was to remove her from the proceedings.

	

	“So, will she be your bride?” I asked Cheng.

	

	“She already is. It is done.”

	

	No end of the world, no rising of the Abyss. I guess she wasn’t the Bride of prophecy. Which was all to the good as far as I was concerned. Not a virgin, not the harbinger of doom. It meant the end of times would be delayed, which would upset Uncle Pete, but he could wait a little longer.  

	

	“Did you fook him?” blurted out Flossie.

	

	Neither answered, but suddenly there was an invisible mouse in the room and they both could see it scampering about.

	

	I guess you don’t really need a priest or ceremony to become a couple, you just need to do the deed. I wondered which version of Cheng she did it with. Maybe both.

	

	“No!” screamed Roona. “It was supposed to be me!” She grabbed my shirt and shook me. “You’ve ruined everything, you…”

	

	Her voice trailed off and her eyes focused over my shoulder. 

	

	Cheng was on his knees. He let go of Mandy’s hand and pushed her away. His body was changing. He shouldn’t have been doing that.

	

	“You were a virgin?” I said, unable to believe it.

	

	“What are you talking about? Of course not!” said Mandy. 

	

	“But then…” It didn’t make sense.

	

	“This is it,” said Roona. “This is our chance.” She had a knife in her hand, a stiletto with a jet black blade. Where she got it from, I have no idea.

	

	She ran towards Cheng who was on all fours, his boyish form warping and pulling in all directions.

	

	Roona only made it a couple of steps before Jenny’s elbow caught her in the throat. While we had all been fixed on the transformation of Cheng, Jenny’s eyes never strayed from Roona.

	

	Roona went down like she’d been clotheslined. Jenny grabbed her hand, wrapped her legs around the extended arm, and sat down while spinning on her heels. She leaned back and the dagger popped out of Roona’s hand. 

	

	But bitch had a backup. Her other hand came up holding an identical dagger, aimed at Jenny middle area. I wasn’t about to let her get stabbed in the crotch again, not unless it was by me.

	

	I lunged forward, getting my leg in the way.

	

	The dagger plunged into my leg. 

	

	I screamed like a girl, which is to say, very bravely. I hopped back, taking the buried knife with me.

	

	Jenny scrambled on top of Roona’s well-endowed chest and straddled her, knees pinning arms and fists pummelling Roona’s face. The time she’d spent training with the Mezzik children was really paying off.

	

	Roona was out of commission, but Jenny didn’t stop. I had to limp over and pull her off. She flailed wildly, trying to get in an extra couple of licks.

	

	Perhaps the attention Roona had lavished on me hadn’t gone quite as unnoticed as I had thought.

	

	Cheng had finished his transformation. He was a mixture of his two forms, with the demon body and wings, but his boyish face. Mandy had his head in her hands and was looking into his eyes. He insisted he was fine.

	

	Jenny turned around breathing hard and looked at the knife still sticking out of my leg.

	

	She grabbed the hilt and pulled it out, and not gently. “This doesn’t make us even.” 

	

	I healed my leg. “What are you mad at me for?” 

	

	She took off her mask and kissed me. “Next time, don’t come up with a plan that involves you cuddling someone else’s boobs.”

	

	Mandy watched us and realisation dawned on her. “He didn’t do that to your face, did he?”

	

	“No,” said Jenny.

	

	“He’s still an arsehole,” said Mandy.

	

	“Yes,” said Jenny, “but he’s my arsehole. Plus, his fuck style is buck wild.”

	

	Mandy laughed. “No, it isn’t. Is it?”

	

	“No,” Jenny said, sniggering.

	

	I didn’t think it was that amusing. Cheeky git.

	

	Cheng looked shaken but, other than that, none the worse for his sudden change. But it didn’t make sense. Why had he changed? I believed Mandy when she said she wasn’t a virgin—that part was undeniable—but if the prophecy had found a way to make this part come true, then…

	

	The ground shook. We all grabbed hold of each other to keep our footing. When the tremor stopped I looked at Cheng. He seemed no more sure of what was happening than the rest of us.

	

	Noreen came running in. “The Worm King has appeared in the prophecy room.”

	

	The Worm King in the Home of Fate. The prophecy was completing itself.  The ground shook again and the floor crumbled. We all retreated to the edges of the room as the middle of the floor fell away. The floors below us had suffered the same fate, all the way down to the lowest, the prophecy room. There was no sign of the Worm King, though. Just a swirling black hole.

	

	It looked like a portal. A gateway to Nekromel, if Uncle Pete was right.

	

	There was a flash of light from the horizon.

	

	“The spires,” shouted Cheng.

	

	Peter had activated the weapon. Were we about to be vaporised? There seemed only one way out.

	

	“Jump,” I screamed. I grabbed Jenny’s hand and jumped.

	

	End of Book Four
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