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Warning! Please read to the end if you need to be warned about adult content!

Wanted: demon daddy

Dagonestra, Queen of Succubi, Mother of all Demons, six-armed sensual snake goddess and producer of strange video game titles, may have been less than honest with Ryan about why he was picked as the demonic Chosen One, but since Ryan’s rebirth as a warlock in the world of Eldwick he’s had too much on his mind to lodge a formal complaint.

First, he spawned naked in the boss level of the starter dungeon and had to fight his way backwards out of the place using only his knowledge of the secret levels, cheats and every creature’s stat block. Then his plan to rule the world hit a few bumps in the form of demon girls in desperate need of rescue. And finally, those same NPCs turned out to have thinking, feelings minds of their own and tried to rip him off. All before he’s finished the tutorial… talk about a steep learning curve for a game!

But the Land of Eldwick isn’t just the game he mastered when he was a kid, it was all based on a real place and Ryan – aka Rineskull the Warlock – gets to explore the real-life version of the only place that ever felt like home.

Now he and his inner circle of demon girl rescues have a new challenge to navigate: the starter town.

Under the menacing watch of Hellhound Keep sits Verbinnec, the town on the border of civilization. Part wild west boomtown, part hotbed of medieval skullduggery and fulltime wall-to-wall quest factory, the starter town makes the dungeon look like a day at the beach episode.

Because Ryan isn’t the only transplanted otherworld traveller trying to be the Hero. His opposite number is the world’s worst griefer, a Chad so full of himself that he thinks Eldwick is a solo-player game put there just for his amusement and Ryan is the only thing in his way of pure happiness: a player 2.

WARNING: this book is an adult litrpg adventure fantasy with harem themes. Set in a world where today’s values and morals wouldn’t cut it, our hero has to either stop the demon genocide or rebuild the demon population himself. Do not read if you are easily offended by arranged marriages that trade baby-batter for magic, impersonating a high priest to pick up holy virgins, having your nemesis eaten alive by his own minions, using unregistered firearms for self-defence against monsters, or making a succubus act out your unconscious fantasies. In fact, you know what… if that bothers you should stick with borrowing mommy’s ‘puter with the parental controls turned on.

But if that all floats your boat, buckle up for femme demons, fairy blackouts, funky tree-huggers, frisky feline-girls, full-frontal trolls, flat-chested knights and flaccid flesh-monsters. F*ck yeah!
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CHARACTER SHEET

Rineskull [aka Ryan Scully]

Profession: Tier 5 Warlock

Mana: 10230

Mind’s Eye: Psychic Surgery [tier 2], Ghost Step [tier 2], Enervating Transformation [tier 1]

Gifts: Cast Ritual Magic, Render Mana, Enchant Magic, Mana Infusion

Demon Pact abilities: Demonfyre, Flaming weapon, Robe of Shadow Lord

Item box >>>

	Xerxia, the emerald sword [tier 3 magic] 
	Emerald Bane, the 
	magic dagger [tier 3], bullseye enchantment 
	Glowing sword [tier 1] 
	Magical texts: Anti-gravity, Stunning slumber, Firewerk 
	Chemise of protection [tier 1] 
	Kite ring 
	Spell sink talisman [tier 2] 
	Medallion of wakefulness 
	Socks of swiftness 
	Belt of Giant Strength [legendary tier] 


Party members >>>

	Ellsbat [tier 4 succubus Magic-user] 
	Bruce [crystal statue] 
	Cat [whistling guardian cat] 
	Tylene – aka Tilly [tier 1 skinwalker bear Scoundrel] 
	Pimms [tier 2 red imp Scoundrel] 
	Lenore of Vongsavath [tier 2 undine Knight] 



Chapter 1   : The Chaos God’s Easter Egg

In the heart of the underground chamber the four explorers walked softly, wincing at the echoes of their steps in the dark that announced their arrival. A chill wind rose from the deep chasm that opened before them, carving the great hallway in two.

“It whispers, like an open mouth, breathing,” one of Ryan’s companions said in a hushed voice.

Yeah… maybe if that mouth belonged to a desiccated and shrivelled old man on his deathbed, and the breath was a death rattle.

Ryan had always told himself that if he died of old age, it would be surrounded by hot nurses riding him to a heart attack. But when the time had come, he’d choked to death alone on a $500 wagyu steak celebrating his promotion to CEO. In hindsight, not one of his better moments. Of course, the reason he could make that observation was because he’d immediately been reborn in another world.

He studied the room. The ceiling of the chamber – barely visible in the shadows above – was held up by a dozen square pillars; one had toppled over forming a narrow stone bridge over the divide. The moment Ryan held up the citrine gem in his open palm the shroud of darkness crawled backwards as the flickering torches lining the walls suddenly lit up. It revealed the room as a forest of dusty, cobweb-covered supports with age-worn pictograms of men, beasts and things that were neither carved in the walls. The ancient writing seemed almost alive as the firelight made the shadows of the carvings dance.

“I’m used to living in caves… and this place stinks,” Tilly said from beside Ryan, wrinkling her nose.

The girl was nearly his height and weight. A mess of unruly golden-brown wavy hair to the middle of her back that refused to be tamed by anything less than tight braids. Around her waist was a thick belt of bronze links with the buckle in the shape of crossed lightning bolts, a legendary tier magical artifact of giant-strength; a recent ‘gift’ from the Chad who’d attacked them at the bandit camp. Perched on her shoulder was her tiny friend, Pimms.

“Innit tho Tilly? This stink's proper rank, it is. Got a bloomin' stench worse than a guttersnipe's armpit, this place does,” the three-foot tall imp said, never taking her eyes off the far side of the chamber.

Only a couple of nights earlier and Ryan had been ready to strangle Pimms and abandon Tilly for stealing the greatest treasure he’d picked up since arriving in Eldwick: the Emerald Bane, a gem the size of a baseball. But the two had then been robbed and abducted by local brigands and after seeing the state they were in as captives he didn’t have the heart to hold a grudge. Karma did the work for him.

“It is the stench of foreboding, and the unknown,” Ellsbat nodded knowingly from his right side. “It permeates this place and suffocates us with its age-old secrets.”

Crazy succubus had read too many books of legendary heroes.

“Oi, flash-crotch,” Pimms said, startled as she glanced at Ellsbat. “Where'd ya nab them togs from? One tick, you're all dressed proper, and now you're halfway to birthday suit. What's the blinkin' trick, then?”

Ryan glanced at the redhead and his mouth dropped open.

The woman standing next to him looked like Ellsbat, sounded like Ellsbat and even had the same slightly sweet aroma of Ellsbat, but instead of how she’d looked a moment ago – long red hair tied back severely from her face with her dress and travelling cloak buttoned up under her chin; giving off a strong ‘severe librarian’ vibe – she now wore a micro-minidress made out of white latex, had a tiny nurse’s cap with a red cross on it, and a stethoscope hung around her neck, resting in the (goddam astounding amount of) cleavage exposed from the low-cut open front of her tiny nurse’s uniform. The skirt was so short that the bottom curve of her cheeks was exposed and the itty-bitty red-cross g-string she wore peeked out from the front.

The demon-girl in human guise noticed what she was wearing at the same time and turned bright pink. She let out a small shriek and slapped one hand over her tits, another over her ass. Then immediately realised that still left other areas exposed and played a rotating game of peek-a-boo with her exposed erogenous zones, hands flashing from one to the next in at attempt to cover the most of her body.

“What the fuck?” Ryan asked, admiring the look, but unsure about the time and place for it.

“Stop looking!” the shy succubus exclaimed.

“I wish I could,” Ryan smirked.

“Rineskull!” she snapped at him. “What have you done?”

“Me? I didn’t do anything!”

“Keep your mind on the task at hand! This is no time for… for… fantasizing!”

“How is this my fault? Surely you’re the one needs to get her mind out of the gutter!”

The succubus let out a frustrated cry. “Turn around!” she yelled. “And stop thinking of me like this!”

He wasn’t sure what her problem was, but there was no point antagonizing her. Ryan sighed, turned his back and looked into the shadows of the chamber. They were about to get into a serious scuffle and he didn’t have time for her suppressed libido antics…

“Oi, that’s better, then,” Pimms said.

“How is this better?” the demon shouted.

Ryan risked a glance.

The latex hot nurse outfit was gone, but instead she was wearing something equally sexy. Even glancing at her Ryan got a slight shiver as her demonic powers of seduction bled through her disguise as a normal human girl. Her long red hair was tied back severely from her face and a pair of cute glasses perched on her nose. Instead of her normal clothes or the nurse outfit she was wearing a tight white blouse that didn’t seem to button up higher than halfway, a skintight brown pencil skirt and she was holding a stack of books.

It wasn’t just a librarian vibe, she looked exactly like a hot librarian. Probably because it was literally true; tiny flames danced in her red eyes. But whatever magical disguise she had on could do nothing to truly hide the bombshell curves under the outfit, or the fact that beneath that cold exterior lay a red-hot sex-demon.

“Fix this!” she demanded of Ryan.

“How? What am I doing?” he replied.

But the girl only blushed brighter pink and fanned her hands in front of herself. “Ohhhh, shit! Fine… perhaps it will go away on its own if I get your mind away from such things… tell me Rineskull, more about this place.”

He had no argument against that, even if he had no idea what she was talking about. He turned back to the room.

“Not much of a secret, really… it’s just your average temple to the Chaos god. Seen one, you’ve seen em all,” he told her.

“You know this place,” Ellsbat said.

It wasn’t a question. The succubus had, after Ryan had proven it over and over again, come to acknowledge that he was an emissary of Dagonestra, the Mother of Demons, gifted with impossible knowledge to all the secrets in the world.

Gifted was a strong word. More like ‘had become perhaps the world’s leading expert on an obscure and crappy video game’ called ‘In the Land of Eldwick’ that the goddess of succubi had used to recruit talent. He still didn’t 100% understand how he’d come to the real-life version of Eldwick. Through a series of metaphysical backflips the game he had played thirty years ago at a kid was based on real historical events from hundreds of years ago that Ryan now found himself in as they happened. After spending an entire night trying to wrap his head around it, Ryan had simply given up an accepted the new reality he was in.

Philosophical thoughts on the nature of the universe vanished as a sound like a rooster being fed into a woodchipper reverberated through the chamber. Ryan saw movement on the far side of the chasm and almost too late he remembered that the entrance chamber had archers to make it harder to overcome.

“Down,” he yelled.

Pimms and even Ellsbat had enough combat instincts to throw themselves behind one of the stone pillars, but Tilly was just looking around with a curious look on her face. Ryan had to take three running steps and almost tackle her as bowstrings sounded. It wasn’t fast enough. The burly girl let out a cry as several arrows flew past. Safely behind cover Tilly lifted her arm and displayed an arrow shaft through her bicep.

“What the pixy flops?” the girl shouted, seeing the wound. “This tunic was new!”

New in the sense she’d taken it from a dead bandit leader. She seemed to barely feel the pain.

“This stuff really grinds my bread!” the girl snarled, her lip curling back. A moment later her hair braids popped loose and began to stand on end. Her teeth ground together.

Oh shit… she was going beast mode.

There was more noise from deeper in the chamber and Ryan risked a glance to check the tactical situation. There would be broodlings here, but so help him he couldn’t remember how many. The temple was defended by creatures corrupted by the chaos god, called the brood. They came in different sizes and shapes, all of them disgusting. Men with the heads of animals, driven mad by whatever magic made them or maybe just by their own miserable existence. They fought like maniacs.

“Ellsbat!” he shouted. “Take out the archers.”

“Consider them sent back to the maelstrom,” she yelled. Atagirl.

“Pimms?”

“Aye?” the tiny woman piped up.

“Just… stay out of the way.”

“What about Tilly?”

Ryan eyed the girl in his arms nervously. As her form stretched the tunic the seams began to burst, and it barely contained her chest. Sandal straps snapped, her trousers ripped and the already curly hair seemed to double in size, bushier and wilder. The shapeshifting bear demon wanted out, and there was no one who could stop it.

“I think Tilly has her own plans...” Ryan said, letting her go.

Her teeth, now fangs, bit the shaft of the arrow and it snapped. She yanked it out of her arm and spat it aside. Letting out a howl that hurt his ears she brushed Ryan aside and charged towards the only bridge across the gap – the broken column.

“Shit. Cover her!” he yelled.

“With what? A blanket? Now is no time for modesty!”

Even though Ryan somehow magically spoke the language in Eldwick, figures of speech did not always translate well…

“I meant shoot the archers!”

“Well, I was about to,” Ellsbat snapped angrily.

Leaning around the pillar she was using for cover, still looking like the hot librarian from a Vivid video, the redhead magic-user recited the fire spell he’d taught her. A palm-sized lance of red-orange flames shot arrow-straight into the dim recesses on the far side of the chasm. For a moment it lit up the space and revealed a pair of horrible owl-headed broodlings. They were the size of men and wore armor made from layered leather. Each ducked behind a pillar as the flames splashed harmlessly, scorching the stone, only to step out and fire arrows again. Tilly was struck a second time and let out a low growl. Ellsbat fumed, her eyes glowing like cherry-reds.

A moment later the magic-user stepped out into plain view and brought up both hands, shooting two streams of fire. And again, the owl-headed brood fired arrows – at her this time – before they went for cover. Ellsbat gave a small yelp as the arrows struck her. Ryan opened his mouth to yell something, seeing the girl take two shots to the chest, but Ellsbat didn’t even flinch. Muttering arcane instructions, she actually curved the path of the fire midflight. Both blades of flame arched sideways, around the pillars, to strike the hiding owlheads. A great screeching and burst of flames followed. One of the archers staggered out from cover a living candle, missed its footing, and pitched directly into the chasm to vanish.

Shit… she was getting better at fire magic.

Three goat-headed broodlings tramped out of the dark on the far side of the chasm and leaped onto the improvised bridge. It was the first good look at them in the light; they were filthy and their human bodies where exposed seemed covered in patchy, mangey fur. There were bigger than the archers, armed with spears and wearing armor made of dozens of riveted metal scales. The eyes were mad with hate. Tongues hanging over twisted yellowing teeth. The misshapen bodies moved unnaturally, neither human nor animal.

They crossed the bridge just in time for Tilly to wade right into them. For a moment Ryan had the urge to join that fight beside her, watching the girl outnumbered three to one. Then the shape-changing bear-demon roared and he was jolted back to himself.

Tilly was an unstoppable murder-machine… she was going to do her part; Ryan just had to do his. And that meant fading out of existence into the Ghost World to reach the far side of the chasm unseen. He reached down inside the Mind’s Eye and found the red spark. Feeding the magical force, he vanished from the normal universe and became insubstantial and invisible. In the Ghost World he existed only as spirit and nothing could touch or see him. Movement wasn’t walking so much as it was drifting and crossing the chasm was like skating over a frozen pond. He just reached the far side as the broodlings charged Tilly.

Th goat-headed abominations jabbed their long spears at Tilly but for her size she was quick. She twisted and turned, and once inside the reach of the spearheads they were useless; the broods had the chasm at their backs and couldn’t give ground to keep her at the distance of the spearpoints. Tilly yanked one creature forward with a one-handed grip on the spear shaft and kicked it savagely in the belly. She was no weakling in her bear form, but with the magical belt she was strong as four bears. Turning on the second brood, she gripped the front of the scale-armor vest, lifted it off the ground, and slammed the brood to the ground on its back.

The goat-headed monster let out a wretched yell and clawed and bit at her arm. Annoyed, Tilly let go and instead gripped it by the ankle. In one swing she slammed it into a pillar. But the brood still wasn’t dead. Frustrated now, the shapeshifter bear roared, forked the brood’s legs on either side of the pillar and standing opposite she pulled.

Ryan had never seen anything pulled in half before. Tilly used the square-edged pillar as a log-splitter and with an ankle in each hand she ripped the thing in two from the crotch up, guts and blood showering everywhere as it gave a sharp scream then went dead silent.

Fuuuuuck…

A death so magnificently horrible would have sent a room full of normal men running. The broodlings were mindless hate-filled monsters and didn’t even slow their attack. One jabbed a spear into Tilly’s kidneys and the other charged straight at Ellsbat’s unprotected side.

Ryan couldn’t break cover or the real threat in this fight would stomp right through them. He forced himself to stay in the Ghost World and watch. Watch as Pimms was the only thing standing between the sexy librarian’s unprotected flank and the rampaging broodling.

“Oi, ya ain't thinkin' of doin' harm to a wee nipper, are ya?” Pimms sobbed, alligator tears running down her face as the brood approached.

This was her favorite disguise, posing as a helpless human child. The mad-eyed goat-man didn’t even hesitate. Stabbed to try and skewer her like a kebab. But when it drove a spear at her she dodged at the last moment, dropping the act with a glare.

“I'll give ya a lesson, on what happens to scum like ya who lay a finger on the little ones. Get ready for a real education, you bleedin' rat.”

And with that the nimble imp dove between the goat-headed brood’s legs and climbed up under the long, padded armor coat that went to its knees. The tiny figure vanished as she climbed up and the broodling screamed. Ryan watched it drop its spear and begin pounding its fists against its own body, trying to crush the imp under its armor. A moment after that and a river of blood poured out on the floor from between its legs followed by a rush of steaming entrails. It gave a gurgling cry then fell face-forward onto the ground, stone dead.

By then Tilly was putting a savage beating to the last goat-headed brood using the dissembled leg of its dead companion as a club. Ryan felt foolish for worrying about them… the girls were nearly as lethal as he was.

Nearly. He was the only one who could take out the boss in this fight.

As if on cue the ground shook at approaching steps. From the dark recesses of the pillars the last brood stomped forward. As it stepped into the torchlight Ellsbat gave a gasp and took half a step back. When it gave a squealing scream she clapped hands to her ears and sank to her knees. Even Tilly in her half-bear form went quiet and still a moment, taking it in.

It was massive. At least eight feet tall. A bloated human body with the huge head of a pig mounted on the shoulders. A snaggled forest of tusks in the frothing mouth. Mad, bloodshot eyes roved around the room and it struck the huge blade of a rusty sword as tall as it was on the floor, sending up a shower of sparks. It was a swinebrute, the heavy tank of the brood lineup. In the game Ryan had only ever faced them a handful of times.

It was enough to learn to absolutely hate them…

They launched uneven attacks and you had to watch out for the series of slashes that signalled a finishing move where it brought the cleaver-sword down like a headsman’s axe for a triple critical. Back when he’d scoured bulletin boards for game cheats in his childhood, every player hated the broods for how unfairly deadly they were; but players reserved a special kind of loathing for the game devs who had made the swinebrute into an underboss that could one-shot your character.

Only now Ryan knew the game devs had only ever built something to specs that faithfully mirrored what an absolute horrorshow swinebrutes were in the real world.

And it was what he’d been waiting for.

As the brute stomped forward, foam falling from the pig snout, piecemeal metal armor clanking, Ryan put one step into the real world, enough to be seen as a ghostly mirage and have the effects of his magic felt in the real world, then unleashed a stream of purple-tinged black flames into the beast. Demonfyre.

Demonfyre was an inexhaustible class-feature of being a warlock; fueled by his patron demon’s manna, the more magical affinity he gained, the more fire he could channel.

The brood brute was completely caught off guard and it took the full force of the torrent of black flames to the body. The demonfyre passed completely through the armor like it wasn’t there, blasting a pit into the flesh of the rotund body beneath. Fat sizzled and burned as the brute let out another eardrum-ringing squeal. The stench of burnt pork filled the air and a rancid smoke from the cooking flesh of the living creature made a sickening fog.

But it didn’t die.

It turned, unbelievably fast, hopping the distance to Ryan and making two swift cuts with the massive sword. Both swings passed harmlessly through Ryan’s ghost-like body, but a radius effect energy burst appeared from the creature and a ring of dancing electricity surrounded it. Here was another one of its hidden reaction attacks: lightning belt. The snap of high-voltage touched Ryan and flung him back ten feet to slam into a pillar – hard – and crumple to the ground.

“Unnggghhh, you… fat… bastard,” Ryan ground between his teeth.

The shockwave from the electric attack couldn’t be avoided, but it wasn’t as bad as it could have been. His second ability from the Mind’s Eye was the blue spark for Enervating Transformation. It drank magical energy and allowed him to repurpose it to recharge his own energy. Untouched by the electrical damage, he channelled the power into the third ember of the Mind’s Eye. As the green spark of Psychic Surgery activated it began to heal the bruises and breaks from the impact.

Almost too late Ryan saw the brute do a little dance hopping from foot to foot as it raised the huge blade overhead.

Oh fuck! He halted healing and immediately powered the red spark, vanishing into the Ghost World completely.

Just in time to avoid the brute’s triple-crit finishing attack as the sword spun like a whirlwind and slammed though the space he’d just been occupying. It hit the pillar instead. Thunder and lightning detonated on impact. Stone and dust exploded outward, and a crack went through the pillar, making the ceiling moan and dirt rain down.

Fucksakes, Scully, watch your ass! He yelled at himself and drifted a safe distance from the brute. Ability to absorb magic energy or not, he wasn’t sure how much damage that blow could actually do to him. And he didn’t want to find out. This time Ryan circled behind the swinebrute. Drifting a few feet closer he drew his emerald-bladed sword and placed the insubstantial blade of Xerxia through the pig’s back to the hilt, somewhere just below the shortribs.

Here goes…

He materialized completely into the real world. This put the magical sword’s blade pierced through the creature, an automatic and unavoidable mortal injury all by itself. Before the brute could even react, Ryan channelled his demonfyre through the sword hilt like a lightning rod and exploded flames inside the creature’s body. Flames, smoke, tearing flesh and a fog stench of burning pig filled the room.

And something struck Ryan so hard his head was spinning.

He woke up flat on his back halfway across the chamber where a pillar had broken his fall. A quick look told him he wasn’t bleeding or cut in two, so he must’ve taken a backhand from the swinebrute or the pommel of the sword to the body.

Speaking of the brute…

He blinked the blurred vision away and saw the pig-headed monster had dropped to one knee, sword still sticking right through the body, a crater of blackened flesh surrounding the blade. The thing was struggling. Blood and foam falling from the snout. Then, impossibly, it stood up even with a hole like a cannonball clear through its torso. It turned its mad eyes on Ryan and stomped one heavy step at a time towards him, its huge cleaver blade shedding sparks as it dragged it behind.

He had maybe ten seconds to come up with a way to kill the huge pig before it chopped him in half. Plenty of time assuming nothing else got in the way.

“Over here you porcine fiend!”

Ellsbat’s voice rang loud in the room, followed by a blast of her fire magic scorching the bristles and skin on the side of the beast’s face. It turned to face her where she stood on the bridge, hands raised from casting magic, high-heeled shoes and glasses discarded, holes in her stockings and red hair come loose from the tight bun, flowing around her shoulders.

Fucksakes… Ellsbat, you idiot!

The swinebrute gave a grunting squeal of pleasure and changed direction towards the exposed magic-user. It was going to carve it s way through her and probably Tilly for good measure. For a moment Ryan imagined their fragile bodies at the mercy of this abomination and the pain and hesitation sapping his strength were replaced by fury. He vanished into the Ghost World so fast there was a snap of air filling the void. Entirely insubstantial, he flung himself through the air and at the pig’s head. Reaching it, he placed his ghostly hands through the ears and into the same space as its skull.

This is gonna smart…

Ryan rematerialized in the normal world and screamed in agony. When he did this with his sword, the victim’s flesh and bone had no chance against the magically hardened blade. The sword easily displaced the body. But using his own body the results was a lot like if his hands had been fired out of a cannon at the pigbeast’s skull: both were mangled. His hands were crushed from just above the wrist. But however bad it was for him, it was worse for the brood. The creature gave a pathetic mewling squeal as its brains were mashed, and began lurching back and forth. The sword clanged to the floor and random bursts of electricity ejected from its body. Snapping and flashing through the chamber.

“Just die you fucker!” Ryan managed through gritted teeth, and he released twin blasts of demonfyre inside its skull.

It lit up with purple light from the inside. Then flames spewed from every orifice and the scorched head of the creature was a smoking, fleshless skull covered in charred skin. And only then the pigbeast finally toppled over.

A shockwave of blue mist – barely visible – expanded from the dead creature; that was its mana… its magical life force… releasing from the body as it died. Ryan felt a slight surge of energy as the cloud evenly divided among him and the girls, absorbing the energy into themselves. In the game you gathered mana points by picking up magic, killing creatures and completing quests. In the real-world, it seemed that the magical life-force of creatures and magical power were basically the same thing, and you could grow powerful – levelling up – way past a normal human’s ability by absorbing it.

For a terrible, sick moment Ryan thought he was going to be crushed under the body but at the last moment one of its knees buckled and it lurched to the side, falling like a downed tree; not towards the pillars, but the open chasm. It slammed to the ground, head and shoulders hanging over the lip of the pit and flung Ryan feet over ass-end in the air like a trebuchet, launching him perfectly into the abyss.

“Fuck you!” Ryan grumbled at his own bad luck.

Somehow, he kept a grip with one mutilated hand inside the pig’s skull. Dangling over the abyss by one fist inside the gory pig’s ear. He was about to slide into the Ghost World to float free when a huge, clawed hand reached down and took him by the wrist. He was hauled back in the air to see Tilly had picked him up and was frowning in concern through her slightly transformed beast-like brows.

“Tilly! Put him down… gently!” Ellsbat was shouting.

The shape-changing bear girl obediently lowered Ryan to solid ground near the swinebrute’s smoking body.

“Easy, easy, easy!” the redhead cried as Tilly laid him on the cold stone. The magic-user cradled his head in her lap and had Ryan not been in excruciating pain he would’ve enjoyed the pillow of her two curvy thighs and staring up at the shelf of her massive breasts.

“Rineskull,” the succubus sobbed, and as she did her ears became batlike and pointed, and her forehead sprouted two tiny horns. “What have you done to yourself?”

As he watched the librarian outfit dissolved to reveal her normal clothes along with her real, demonic features. Well, well… that was interesting. Up until now the succubus only lost her control over her assumed human form when she was… erotically challenged.

“It’s not that big a deal. I gotta say this is a side of you I haven’t seen before,” he managed through clenched jaw with a faint smile.

“Her underboob?” Tilly asked innocently.

The shy succubus crossed her hands protectively over her chest and turned away, letting his head thunk to the cold stone floor of the dungeon.

“Ow!”

There was a rustling from across the room and one of the dead goat-headed broodlings trembled and shifted. Then, crawling out from the skirt of the padded armor coat, the bloodsoaked form of Pimms the imp climbed out and casually swiped at some of the gore, like she was dusty and not covered in human viscera from horns to tip of her tail.

“You’re both delusional and I won’t listen to your ramblings,” the magic-user said defensively,

“He means our little lady firecrotch doesn’t just ignite into a fuck-demon when her madge gets buttered,” the imp said casually. “But she also goes mimsey ‘cause she’s mad as hops for our Rineskull.”

“W-what are you implying?” the redhead was blushing furiously, and her pointed tail appeared snakily from under her skirts.

“Do I really have ter ‘splain it?” Pimms chuckled.

“I… I was concerned for a fine companion.”

“Of course you was. Jus’ afeared fer your best pal and chuckaboo… what’s to read into that?” the imp grinned.

“Exactly.”

“Calm yer boats, I’m only sayin what we all know, but if you can’t figure yer the jammiest bits of the jam for his toast then I’m not gonna gainsay it.”

In the silence that followed, Tilly spoke up. “Uhh… Ellsbat… are you hurt? You’ve got arrows sticking out of you.” The girl was rapidly returning to her natural – if still musclebound – human form and only the fangs and claws showed what she’d recently changed into.

Sure enough, the two arrows fired by the owlhead broods were still sticking out of Elssbat’s ribs.

“Oh, tiz nothing,” the magic-user said and straining with effort her slender hands yanked the two arrows out of her bodice. “They were stopped by the enchanted protections on my chemise and merely stuck in my stomacher.” She knocked the stiff wooden support in the front of her dress, a medieval precursor to the corset.

“Where’d you get such fancy undies?” the imp asked.

“Why, Rineskull’s magic of course.”

“O-ho, that’s right, you can’t wait for him’s magic hands to get all over yer undergarments!”

While the tiny imp was happily torturing the bashful succubus, Ryan was healing his mangled limbs. Turning inward to the Mind’s Eye, he poured energy recklessly into the green spark until it became a flame that filled his hands and bit by bit restored them with Psychic Surgery. By the time Ellsbat was huffily telling Pimms she should be grateful to be alive because of her rescue from the bandits instead of launching scandalous accusations, Ryan was able to flex his hands without pain and looked down to see them completely healed.

He had no explanation for Ellsbat’s sudden sexy transformation in the middle of the fight; nothing in the game would explain it. But he shrugged it off as more random variables from dealing with NPCs who were real people. As he stood up and brushed the soot from his hands the three girls quickly stopped their bickering and looked to him.

“Is there yet more to uncover within this accursed temple to Chaos?” Ellsbat asked. “These loathsome creatures, though scant in number, already proved a dire challenge.”

“Yeah, and they were hard to kill too,” Tilly nodded.

Ryan stretched his back, put one foot on the swinebrute’s hip and grabbing the sword of Xerxia he drew the emerald blade out of the corpse. “Oh, this is nothing compared to what waits in the temple sanctum.”

Color drained out of Ellsbat’s already pale face. “What awaits at the inner sanctum?” she asked quietly.

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise.”

Ellsbat and Pimms looked frightened.

“Tell me that you know of a way to clandestinely undermine these dangers with your miraculous foreknowledge!” the succubus begged.

“What do I look? New?” Ryan grinned at her. “Of course, I do.”

***

It had seemed like a good idea last night. They’d left their camp that morning on the shore of the Nissamere, rounding the western end of the lake, crossing the Nissa river and then turned north. After another hour of hiking across the valley floor and up the northern slope they had arrived at a hill that seemed sheered off by a giant’s knife on one side. The bare stone of the hillside formed a cliff. Ryan had grinned, feeling excited despite himself and used the easter egg to open the secret dungeon level; it was a yellowy-orange stone egg from a nest in a tall tree at the crossroads they’d picked up days ago. After holding up the glowing citrine egg he walked back and forth until a section of the cliff wall seemed to shimmer. Ryan had ushered them all inside.

After stepping right through the illusionary wall into the dark interior of the hill the magical egg had glowed even brighter to ignite dormant torches in the walls, revealing the chamber under the hill had then spewed broodlings and led Ryan to crushing his own hands.

Despite his assurances that he knew the cheats to breeze through the secret dungeon, Ryan had his doubts. Something about the real-world version of Eldwick didn’t seem to quite match his memory of this place in the game. His gaze went over the room, trying to pinpoint what it was.

Pimms and Tilly were doing what they did best and scavenging anything valuable off the fallen enemies. Ellsbat just followed at his side. With a moment to inspect his surroundings, Ryan went round the ancient subterranean chamber. The deep void that split the chamber looked like the result of a cave collapse that had luckily left one broken pillar as narrow stone bridge. It and the other massive square pillars were covered in marching rows of cryptic pictograms, each symbol weathered by time, and for a long moment Ryan studied them, row after row, until he realised, he was trying to see if they repeated.

Some deep part of his subconscious still had a sliver of doubt that all this was real. If this were just a game – and it would have to be a much more highly advanced virtual reality game than had ever existed mind you – then he’d expect that no game dev would ever waste endless hours of coding to render every single individual pictogram. That they would just copy-paste a single section over and over again.

But the patterns in the stone didn’t repeat. Didn’t look stamped from a cookie cutter; when symbols were used more than once each of them had tiny telltales that they were carved by human hand. Minor differences that said it was impossible for them to have been anything other than painstaking labor of devotion by dozens of hands, carving this underground temple to the God of Chaos in a bygone age, describing an untold history in an unknowable language.

“Can you read ancient Kammadish?” Ellsbat asked him.

“Nope. Do you?”

“No… no one does. I just thought perhaps your foreknowledge would make a difference. You know so many things that shouldn’t be known, why not a dead language lost for a thousand years?”

He smiled at her. It was flattering she thought he was all-knowing but also a bit of a problem. His knowledge of Eldwick was nearly encyclopedic. The result of a decade of obsessive devotion when he was eleven and his parents were going through a messy divorce. He knew everything that had ever been put in the game, but that didn’t mean he knew everything. This room, for instance; the game had never bothered to explain what the writing said, it was meant to be decorative. Part of the skins for the secret dungeon level to make it feel different from the normal dungeon texture pack.

But in the real world… the slightly swirling pictograms in the flickering torchlight were more than a decoration. The game was based on this… not the other way around. He felt a touch of awe at the oppressive sense of antiquity. The millennia of history that had happened before he’d ever arrived.

Ellsbat wasn’t finished reciting more information from her expensive magical education.

“Kammad was the birthplace of the Chaos Cult,” she stated. “Although it is said it was ancient long before the people of Kammad discovered it. The god was buried in a vault too deep to ever find and slept the aeons away, touching minds through dreams until a volcano drove the vault upwards where foolish sorcerers delved too deep and awakened him.”

“Ai, ai Cthulhu fhtagn!” Ryan chuckled.

“What language is that?” she asked curiously.

“Huh? Oh, it’s part of a story where I’m from: ‘In his house at R'lyeh, dead Cthulhu waits dreaming’. It’s a story about a trapped god who dreams madness.”

“Such a fell deity exists in your world as well?”

He was about to tell her it was just a story when he had a dizzying thought. What if Lovecraft’s whole elaborate mythology was as real as the Land of Eldwick video game? Some transmigratory refugee from another world whose depictions of a real world was taken as nothing but fiction. Geezus… remind Dagonestra he never wanted to go for a picnic in that fucked-up place. Best not to think about it too much.

“Let’s just get moving… lots of ground to cover.”

When Pimms and Tilly rejoined them, Tilly was struggling to carry the massive cleaver-like sword dropped by the swinebrute. He eyed the weapon with a shrug and led the way holding up the citrine easter egg – it didn’t shed light itself but showing it to the dungeon made the torches magically begin to burn, like motion-sensor lights.

On the far side of the chasm there was a stairway and after descending they found themselves in dustier corridors. The echo of their footsteps scraping the stone sounded like whispers. This lower level was inhabited by the dead broodlings; the living ones up top were religious fanatics who sacrificed themselves to the Night Mare in the temple below, volunteering to be made into zombie guardians.

Ryan avoided side-chambers and dead-ends from memory, leading the way along the fastest route to the shrine. He ignored the glimpses into chambers they passed. The flickering torch flames that lit up the hallways, only cast faint light inside the open doors, but he knew everything that was in them already, mostly zombies. Pimms, professional grave-robber that she was, became almost twitchy as they passed chambers that teased her with hints of the room's hidden treasures. Stone altars, decorated sarcophagi, cracked and gilded wooden furniture just on the edges of torchlight.

“Don’t even think about it Pimms, unless you want your brains eaten by dead broodlings.”

The imp gave a ‘who me?’ look that fooled nobody.

At some point after that Ellsbat increased her stride and settled in walking beside him.

“Rineskull… I would speak to my servant.”

Oh boy. Whenever she started reminding him that he was supposed to be her summoned familiar she was about to scold him like a schoolboy caught with a dirty magazine.

“You were reckless back there. You hurt yourself gravely. Why would you do such a thing?” Ellsbat demanded, tears welling in her eyes at the memory.

Ryan tried not to engage. Instead poking the egg back and forth, to light torches and glancing into side rooms. “Pain is temporary,” he said, casually. “Glory is eternal.”

“And what of the other eternal state? Death! You could have died!” she hissed angrily.

“Fat chance. That porker was only dangerous if you didn’t know what to expect. I knew it would take at least three critical hits to take him down… it was just a matter of the most efficient way to kill it. It was over before it even started.”

“The outcome is never certain,” Ellsbat said to him coldly. “You may discover one day that your foreknowledge does not make you omnipotent. My only hope is no one else pays the price for your arrogance.”

Arrogance? Ryan felt a stab of anger. Would a little ‘thank you’ be so much to ask for instead of getting insulted? If this repressed sex-demon wanted to see arrogant then he’d be happy to show her the difference.

But before he could work up into a real argument, the newly lit torches ahead of him revealed a wall of yellow mist blocking the hallway. He stopped. In the game, these sheets of yellow fog had disguised loading screens when you entered boss areas in the dungeon. Seeing it replicated in the real world made his hair stand on end.

“I’ll go first… wait for me to come back,” Ryan told the others.

Stepping through the mist his vision went dark. It was thick as pea soup, but didn’t touch the skin, didn’t have a smell. A few steps later and he exited the other side of the fog in a corridor that was vaulted twenty feet high. Big versions of the pictograms were carved larger than life on the walls: men, beasts, creatures, and symbols that he couldn’t identify. Just ahead was a pair of icons facing each other from each wall that looked like an eyeball with a fanged maw.

That he recognised: it was a carving of an Eyebite. Nasty things. Had a tendency to shoot random and deadly spells out of the retina while it floated down on top of you and gnawed on your skull. He didn’t remember any of them in this dungeon though, so nothing to worry about there. He advanced a few steps and as he crossed the threshold between the eyes, they suddenly crackled and spat a snake-like arc of lightning. Ryan flinched but as the energy touched his skin the mind’s eye ability to transform magic absorbed it harmlessly.

Oh right… magical trap. He felt a bit guilty at not remembering it. Ah well… now that it was discharged it should be dormant.

Returning through the fog he waved the others to follow and in a minute he and the other three girls stood looking down the corridor on the far side of the mist. Ellsbat, fascinated by the carved images, stepped forward to inspect the Eyebiters. Her cry of alarm made Ryan jump and he looked just in time to see a jet of green gas shoot from the eyes into her face. The girl gagged and stumbled back before he caught her.

“Shit! You okay?”

“Why?” she retched dryly. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

For a moment he was at a loss. “Sorry, sorry! I thought I disarmed it. I guess it resets to a different trap every time you pass through the yellow fog. It was lightning the last time. Are you sick?”

Ryan prepared to reach for the green spark and begin healing her.

“I’m fine!” she straightened and wiped a hand over her mouth. “It’s a disgusting smell, but nothing else.”

Instead of fussing she turned back to the relief carvings and Ryan watched as two circular ribbons of flame formed around her. Then the ribbons whipped outward and blasted the eyebiter sculptures off the walls. Reduced to smoldering holes the four passed them unharmed.

Yup… the succubus magic-user was definitely more powerful. When he’d met her she was a tier 1 magic-user who had lost all her spells. Sharing the mana Ryan had pooled in the Emerald Palace as they killed monsters and collected magic artifacts, she had to be at least tier 4 by now, with three spells he’d found for her: firewerk, gravity manipulation and slumber.

The corridor was long and straight and as the torches lit along their path it revealed dust, dry decay and the occasional object under a layer of fine dust. The first find they uncovered from the dirt was just some head-sized stones that had fallen from the ceiling above, the next was a desiccated skeletal owl-headed broodling. Ryan lit it up with demonfyre from a safe distance and when the animated undead thing writhed and tried to crawl away it was too late. In moments it fell apart into smoking bones.

“The broodlings on the upper floor are still alive. Down here in the crypts we’ll only find dead ones animated with chaos magic,” Ryan explained. “Keep going, we’re almost at the first knight.”

And sure enough, another few yards ahead the corridor split in two directions. At the intersections was the dust-covered form of an armored human corpse slumped sitting against the wall. Unlike the broodlings, this body was broken, with holes in the armor and the mummified flesh showed clear signs of a violent death.

“Do you dare touch it?” Ellsbat asked harshly as he reached out.

“Relax. This is part of the plan. We need to collect the soul shards.”

“The what?”

“The… soul shards. You know. Shards of souls?”

The girls looked dumbly at him.

“Trust me. This is one of the Knights of Virek. They died on a crusade to cleanse the evil from this Chaos Temple.”

“Did it work?” Tilly asked.

“Do it look like it bloomin worked?” Pimms asked. “It’s a bleedin corpse in the hallway. Ye don’t leave yer buddies behind when you win the fight.”

“Right,” Ryan confirmed. “Now this next part might be scary but don’t shoot him or anything.”

“Shoot who?”

Ryan grabbed the amulet hanging around the armored skeleton’s neck and pulled it free. It was a simple hexagon shape of corroded silver with a bloodstone set in the center. And the moment he did a paper-pale form began to rise from the corpse. It was ghostly and looked like the dead knight. It mouthed silent words and pointed at them menacingly.

“No problem, guy, we’re on it,” Ryan spoke to the figure as the girls scrambled backwards. Ryan held up the amulet. “We’ll grab all the soul shards from you and your dead friends and make sure to bring them to the temple cyst.”

If a spirit could show confusion, it did. Then without another gesture it turned to fine white dust and blew away.

“What was that?” Tilly asked, genuinely enthusiastic. It was one of her better qualities; not much scared her and she had an insatiable curiosity.

“Well, Virek and his boys all died down here. If you rescue their soul shards and help lay them to rest, you can take out the Night Mare in the bottom of the temple. See?”

He held up the amulet and now the bloodstone shone with an inner glow.

“Such a sad plight for souls to be trapped beneath the crust of the earth for such an eternity,” Ellsbat said solemnly.

“Your kindness is an inspiration, Rineskull,” Tilly said, patting him on the back.

Ryan muttered something and nodded. Yeesh. This sort of tired game mechanic was just another task for him, a chore like grinding experience by hunting zvarts. Good thing he hadn’t celebrated about how the bloodstones were worth five hold shillings each.

But one person wasn’t trying to suck his dick about it… He caught Pimms giving him a sly wink as she took a look at the talisman he’d taken from the dead man. Oh great… the imp seal of approval.

***


Chapter 2   : Crucible

After that it was basically a scavenger hunt around the lower levels. Ryan led them to find the other knights’ bodies, sometimes hidden so well nobody but a full-on game fanatics who had to get that 100% completion rate on levels and secret areas would ever find them – one of them at the bottom of a dry well, another stuffed inside a chest, limbs folded like a Tetris game. Each of them had an identical talisman and soon Ryan had a whole pouch full of soul shards. It wasn’t until they discovered the zombie wolfhead in the embalming room that they had any trouble.

The corpse in the embalming room was laid out on a slab but a broodling with the head of a wolf – body dead and rotting – was gnawing hungrily on one of the corpse’s legs to worry loose bits of desiccated flesh stuck to the bone. The broodling lifted its nose, scenting, and turned on the group.

Ryan had the Xerxia sword ready, but it ignored him and made a suicide attack against Ellsbat. Its jaws almost snapped on Ellsbat’s throat before Tilly grabbed it by the scruff, and even then it was so determined to get a bite of the succubus that it tore its own skin loose – leaving Tilly with a handful of rotting ruff – before Ryan pumped enough demonfyre into it to turn it to ash.

“W-what w-was that?” the redhead stuttered in fear, eyes big as saucers as she looked at the smoking pile of the thing that had tried to eat her face.

“That bleedin' wolfie, he fancied a good go at gobblin' up your crimson tart proper. Looked at it like it was a roast duck on Vernalfest mornin’, 'e did.” Pimms noted.

Ryan had a facepalm moment. “Ahhh, now I know what the trap was…” he said, realising his mistake.

Ellsbat turned on him, eyes narrowing with anger. “What did you do now?”

“Don’t panic, I can fix it.”

“I hate it when you say that!”

“Listen that poison gas back there… it wasn’t poisonous exactly. It just tainted your blood.”

“Tainted?” Ellsbat almost yelled.

“Yeah… it makes your blood smell… irresistible to broodlings. Like an all-you can eat Chinese buffet to a starving homeless guy.”

“What’s a ‘shine-ease’?” Pimms asked Tilly.

“What’s a ‘buffay’?” Tilly replied.

“Enough!” Ellsbat snapped at her companions before glaring at Ryan. “How do we fix it?”

“I can detoxify your blood… but I need a favor.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Yes?”

Ryan dug in his pack to find one of the tiny ceramic potion bottles he’d emptied in the Emerald Palace. Drawing a dagger, he took Ellsbat’s hand and considered where to make the incision.

“What do you need that dagger for?” she cried.

“Uhhh, I need to do a little bloodletting first.”

Oddly that explanation seemed to satisfy the succubus and she looked away and winced as Ryan jabbed her arm and collected a phial full of blood. Then he quickly used the green spark to reach into her body and neutralise the remaining poison in her blood before healing the cut.

“All done. Now, let’s take care of Virek and finish this.”

“This’re the boss o’ these knights?” Pimms asked and with a running start jumped up onto the embalming slab to start inspecting the body. “Be a shame to leave his gear behind.”

“Easy there, sticky fingers. He’s a holy night – was a holy knight. If you’re not the same thing and go grabbing his stuff it’ll curse you.”

Pimms, instead of arguing, carefully backed away. In her profession she’d probably come across the same thing before. “No offense, yer lordship,” she made a prayer gesture to the corpse.

After collecting the soul shard from the unlucky knight on the embalming table they were on their way.

When they reached the melted stairs, Ryan knew they were near the end. The winding staircase descended almost two hundred steps, and the constant drip of water through the limestone of the stairwell ceiling had formed stalactites and stalagmites on every surface, covering the steps in a slippery rounded surface like melted plastic. After descending the full distance Ryan eyed the big doors ahead.

“Hey, do we have any more of that venison from the brigand camp?” he asked them.

“Do we need it to distract some sort of guard animal?” Ellsbat asked.

“Huh? Oh, no… I was just wondering what we’ll have for dinner.”

“Dinner?” Ellsbat hissed. “We’re about to enter the heart of evil and you’re thinking with your stomach?”

“If we’re deciding now then I say venison too,” Tilly said.

“See? It’s not just me,” Ryan said defensively.

“Can we please just focus on the task at hand!” the magic-user bit off the words, trying to hold her temper.

“Whatever, worrywart,” Ryan shrugged.

“Yeah… worrywart…” Tilly repeated, looking for Ryan’s approval.

***

First room past the doors would be the crucible. An antechamber with a corroded bronze cauldron ten feet tall. It was guarded by a mixed force of goat heads and owl archers to wear you down and alert the boss in the final chamber.

Only as they pushed open the pivoting stone block that acted as the crucible’s door, none of those things were the same. Ryan paused in the doorway, paralysed with indecision for a long moment as he studied a room that he had never encountered in the game.

There were no broodling guards, and neither was the cauldron dry and dusty. A green flame burned under it, and the stench of some green liquid bubbling over the sides was enough to make him gag. Arranged around the room were ceremonial cloths of purple velvet each adorned with the stylized depiction of the God of Chaos. It looked a bit like the swirling arms of a galaxy with a fanged mouth at the center, surrounded by a ring of eyes. There was something embroidered in pictographs on each banner and Ryan was grateful he couldn’t read Kammadian since he suspected it was the name of the Chaos God. Game lore said if you ever heard the name pronounced you went mad.

Also arranged at the foot of the cauldron was a purple velvet couch and sheets of velvet lined the floor under it. Both were soaked in stinking green slime.

“Rineskull? Rineskull!”

He realised Ellsbat was whispering his name.

“What manner of magic is this?”

He didn’t want to admit he didn’t know. Shrugged it off. “There will be broodlings and a horse-headed brood who is the master of this temple. Leave that one to me, focus on the soldiers.”

He carefully led the way past the cauldron and the velvet carpets around it, eying both carefully. Something had come out of that cauldron; something that used a chair. On the far side of the cauldron was an open ten-foot archway that revealed the temple cyst.

Both the archway and the chamber beyond had the same half-melted look of centuries of accumulated limestone deposits, and the upper curve of the archway was lines with narrow stalactites that looked like fangs. As he crept forward Ryan could hear voices in the temple beyond. It wasn’t chanting or a sermon like he would suspect but it still made the hairs on his neck stand up. Motioning the girls to stay behind he slipped into the Ghost World and drifted into the cyst to get a look at the two figures sitting opposite each other at a table covered in a feast.

What the fuck was this? There was a never a feast in the game… he started to get a bad feeling. The only time he’d ever discovered something in Eldwick that didn’t match the game was when the Griefer had already been there and changed things.

The dimly lit temple had only eerie green lamps flickering on the table. The first figure Ryan recognised right away; the Night Mare would’ve been eight feet tall if she stood, draped in wine-dark robes, her humanoid body topped with the rotting black-haired head of a horse, eyes glowing green.

And sitting across from her was the now too-familiar form of a handsome, musclebound human man. He wore black chainmail and dark purple robes and was stuffing his face with things from the feast, taking a mouthful of grapes and spitting the seeds aside onto the floor. Ryan didn’t have to guess; it could be only one person: the Griefer.

“Hither, mortal. You have been chosen to embark on a sacred quest,” the Night Mare spoke in a deep voice, rumbling with the gravity of a priest at a funeral. “Our world teeters on the brink of destruction. The time has come to wield your power and smite our foes!”

The Griefer didn’t seem to hear the broodling queen. Or make eye contact. The Night Mare leaned forward, hands in fists that slammed the table, shaking the trays and bowls.

“Why therefore do thou delay and try my patience!”

The armored figure dropped the grapes and rolled his eyes, searching the table for something else to eat. “Dude, were you, like born with a horse head or is that like some sort of plastic surgery thing?”

“It is the hour for action and yet you jest!”

Ryan could barely breathe. The Chad Griefer had shown up a handful of times and attacked him, always returning even after Ryan killed him. The guy was a menace. A psycho who delighted in ruining everything. And by the way he talked and the things he said, the Chad didn’t belong in this world any more than Ryan did. He was obviously buddy-buddy with the horse-headed monster in charge of the Chaos Temple and Ryan’s ears strained to hear every word, hoping to somehow find out who he was.

“But seriously, I’m getting sick and tired of that asshole killing me. You’ve gotta start giving me better loot drops,” Chad glared.

Was he talking about Ryan?

“This is no jest, mortal. You stand before the Night Mare, High Priest of the Chaos God. You have been resurrected for a purpose and gifted powerful boons to aid you...”

“Sit…” the armored man lifted what looked like the entire roasted haunch of venison in two hands and started eating bites off the bone, worrying a mouthful loose with his teeth and then wiping the grease on one of the nearby velvet drapes.

“What?” the Night Mare demanded.

“You said stand, I’m sitting before the nightmare…”

The horse-headed mistress of the temple glowered at him.

Chad was unimpressed. “Okay, 'Night Mare’, I get it, you're really into this LARP quest thing. But, like, seriously, this VR setup is wack. So if you’re saying you can’t help me then get me your manager.”

The Night Mare, bewildered by the man's casual attitude, raised a bony finger “This is no game, fool! Your destiny awaits. You must embrace the path of Chaos to forge a new world!"

The Griefer rolled his eyes, picking up an entire pie and taking a bite before spitting it out. “Ugh, this is meat. Who puts meat in a pie? Yeah, I've heard this speech before. But for real, I need to file a complaint. That 'resurrection experience'—totally sucks dead donkey balls. I'm feeling like a 1-star rating right now. Did your chaotic god have a day off or something?”

The Night Mare sighed with frustration. “Stubborn mortal, heed my words! The fate of realms hangs in the balance, and you stand as our last hope.”

He shrugged casually. “Last hope, first hope, fucking New Hope… doesn't really matter to me, does it? Can I get a refund for this whole 'resurrection' bit? I prefer getting my new body without a side of undead cauldron baths, thank you very much.”

That was news! The Chad was getting brought back to life using the alchemical apparatus in the other room. Unable to help himself he crept a few feet closer to hear better.

The Night Mare shook her mane, peg teeth bared. “I have been told you are a warrior from another world, a stranger to our ways. I must find a way to ignite your spirit and awaken your purpose!"

“Yeah, yeah, what you ‘must do’ is get a better way to bring me back to life that doesn’t involve drowning in a vat of hot gunk—hey, why did the lights turn on?”

But the Night Mare had already swung her head around in alarm. Throughout the room the torches had come to life, revealing nearly a dozen undead broodlings still as statues around the room with backs to the wall. He looked at the citrine crystal in his hand. Fuck! Fucking easter egg… even when he carried it in the Ghost World it had ignited all the magic torches in the room.

Welp, time to unfuck this pig.

Ryan rematerialized in the middle of the table, scattering goblets of wine, plates and bowls of food. He kicked a massive soup tureen into Chad’s face and the man keeled over backwards, howling as what looked like scalding hot clam chowder covered him from nose to knees.

Ryan’s sudden appearance spurred the Night Mare to rise, letting out a horn-blow cry of anger like a dying horse. “Intruder! Apostate! You dare enter my domain! You dare challenge the Night Mare in her own home?”

“Yeah, sorry bout that. My new friends wanted to chat with you,” Ryan said and drew out the handful of glowing bloodstone talismans.

A blinding red light poured from the depths of each bloodstone and gushing out like mist from the amulets were a dozen ghostly pale figures. The Night Mare stumbled back, knocking over her chair, alarmed by the specters surrounding her. They quickly took shape and formed into the ghosts of the dead knights of Verik.

“In the name of the Dawnbringer!” the ghost of Verik rasped in a whisper dry as sand, loud as a howling wind. “We un-name thee, foul creature that defiles our realm.”

Say what you will about the guys, the undead knights had style. They swept inward with ghost weapons drawn and dogpiled the Night Mare. It screamed as they stabbed, clubbed and chopped it with their ghost weapons. The merciless spectral brotherhood cut the brood queen down.

As the Night Mare squealed and died, The Chad stumbled to his feet, skin blistered, wiping creamy soup off his face.

“You!” the Griefer Chad screamed, face contorting in fury. “I’m gonna circumcise your asshole for jamming that log through my scrotum!”

Clearly Chad was still angry about being impaled at the bandit fort the previous day.

“What, not even a ‘thank-you’ for taking that load in your face?” Ryan laughed. “You want to die again so soon Chad?”

With a maniacal scream the Griefer raised both hands above his head and shouted: “You and your lame pack of crusty ghosts are no match for me. I have friends too.”

Shouting to the ceiling Chad spoke to some unseen force. “Get in here and fuck this bitch up!”

Green flames erupted from each of his palms and from the flames two ghostly human skulls formed. Their eyes full of green fire. Shit. Those were Embercranium Specters. Tier 9 monsters that breathed fire and regenerated any damage. No way a freshly resurrected tier 1 character like Chad should have that summoning power. Unless…

Yeah, sure enough he spotted the ‘Amulet of Summoning Wrathful Dead’ around the Chad’s neck. Another insanely overpowered cheat gift. Ryan had about thirty seconds before the summoning ritual completed and those two specters took turns chewing their way through his face and out his asshole. Unlucky for his enemy, Ryan had a gift for the griefer cunt.

Ryan drew out the tiny phial of Ellsbat’s blood and dumped it on his soup-covered head.

Chad flinched, expecting something worse, and grinned when nothing else happened. “Is that it? Blood?” he asked as the flaming skulls began to take on more substance.

That’s all he had time to ask before the dozen broodlings in the room let out a chorus of hoots, screams and roars as they charged him. The Griefer had a single moment of dumbfounded incomprehension before he was gangbanged by a ravenous mob of zombie broods that began to eat him alive.

Ritual interrupted, the ghost skulls evaporated.

***

Still watching the gross feast, Ryan barely registered when the girls entered the room to join him. Ellsbat looked at the scene of the broodlings devouring the Griefer in disgust.

“What manner of horror is this?” she asked. “We must put an end to it.”

“Must we?”

“It’s horrible! Disgusting!” Ellsbat turned her eyes away.

“Fine,” he sighed. He was just starting to enjoy it.

He summoned the demon-god’s manna and fired several bolts of black demonfyre into the dogpile, reducing several of the broods to ash. He continued that way until only four were left and seeing the danger too late they attacked him. Tilly was there to smack them down with her brand new massive sword and in short order the two cleared the room. The broodlings burned or chopped to bits, the Night Mare and the ghost knights both evaporated completely. That left them alone in the temple cyst. In the heat of the battle he hadn’t noticed the release of mana from killing his enemies, but feeling inwards he could tell he’d absorbed a decent amount of mana from killing the boss monster, her minions and sapping the energy from the wrathful dead amulet.

When they inspected Chad’s body they saw the griefer was reduced to bones and hair.

“Not bad,” Ryan wiped his hands.

Threat gone, he inspected the dark recesses of the cyst and everywhere he went, more magical torches lit up. Ellsbat and the girls joined him until he stopped and stared up at the temple altar.

“No… fucking… way!” he breathed out, laughing.

If he’d wanted proof the real-world version of Eldwick was just like the game, here it was: the hidden temple easter egg. The large, vaulted chamber had a huge statue, nearly twenty feet tall, of a pot-bellied, horned creature nestled in an alcove against the far wall. It sat cross-legged in the lotus position and had a huge shallow basin gripped in both hands in its lap. The orange light of the citrine egg gave a garish Halloween pumpkin orange underlighting to the leering face with its open mouth full of sharp teeth. Staring down at them with an evil grimace.

“It’s a demon!” Tilly said, looking up in awe at the giant statue.

“It’s not a demon,” Ellsbat said knowingly. “It’s an Ifrit, a cross between a giant and a fire salamander. You can tell by the horns and the teeth.”

"Cor, it’s fair spittin image o Slizztak, that is!”

“Who?”

“The bloomin' Snake titan. Slizztak's got a grip on yer fears, mate. 'E'll wrap 'is coils around ya, squeezin' out the life, 'til yer gaspin' for breath,” Pimms said.

“It looks nothing like Slizztak,” Ellsbat said, astounded.

“Does too!”

“It’s got legs! Slizztak is a snake!”

“Shows what you know! Mabee is jus’ two tails.”

“It’s not Slizztak, and it’s not an Ifrit or a demon. It’s a god,” Ryan corrected. “It’s an effigy of the Chaos god, Tsothtak, and he’s a toad.”

Tilly squinted at the statue, tilting her head. “Oh! Yeah, I can sortof see it now.”

The imp immediately acted like she’d known it all along. “Course its the bleedin' God of Chaos 'imself, Tsothtak the Toad, eh? I've 'eard a rumble 'bout that one!”

“How are you so sure?” Ellsbat asked Ryan.

Well, to get technical he knew was because this statue was the image off the front cover of the Eldwick strategy guide and the citation said it was called the ‘Empire of the Toad God’. It was probably the most famous piece of artwork ever associated to Eldwick and that was before there had been a minor mystery about the artist who created it when he had vanished at the height of his popularity.

This temple itself was an easter egg in the game. You weren’t supposed to be able to find it, even if you searched every yard of the map where it said it was located. The only way to get there was a series of strange prerequisite steps. Since leaving the Emerald Palace Ryan had insisted the group follow certain illogical tasks; he’d climbed the guard tower with a magic sextant, forced Pimms to climb a tree at the crossroads to retrieve the citrine egg from the bird nest, made sure to expose the egg to a magical light source to activate it, and then shine the light on the cliff location where the secret level opened. All things no reasonable player would ever think to do. All things he’d read in the unauthorized Eldwick cheat guide.

“That’s a right shame, would ya look at that? The bleedin' eyes of the statue are gone.” Pimms spat in disgust.

“Stolen?” Tilly asked.

“My bet, whoever snatched 'em must've been as sly as a fox in a chicken coop. I bet they're sittin' somewhere, laughin' like a bunch of elves, thinkin' they've pulled off the perfect job.”

The infamous cover art showed an adventurer prying giant ruby eyes from the statue. Ryan had always thought it would be only fair to be able to steal the gems in the game as a reward for finding the statue. But aside from a single perk, the temple was entirely meant for bragging rights. A gift from the devs.

“We need to light a fire,” he told them.

Gathering spearshafts, arrows and bows dropped by the dead broodlings, Ryan made a stack of kindling in the huge shallow bowl in the statue’s hands then invited Ellsbat to set it alight. She snapped her fingers and made the flames sprout up instantly. He smiled at her, and she looked pleased with herself. The girl was adorable when she was dealing with the thing she loved: magic.

The moment the bowl filled with orange flames Ryan climbed the statue, pulling himself onto the toad’s lap.

Standing on the figure’s stone knee, he leaped through the flames and onto the floor below. Tilly clapped and Ellsbat stared at him like he had gone crazy.

“Now you. Everybody… give it a go,” Ryan gestured.

“Why?” Ellsbat asked.

“Just do it… “ he sighed. “Trust me.”

One by one the girls followed his example, jumping through the magic flames.

“Rineskull, why are we here?” Ellsbat asked him as helped her to stand after eating it on her landing.

“Tsothtak is a funny god. Has a strange sense of honor for a chaos deity. Now that we’ve got Tsothtak’s blessing in the flames of the secret temple, we’re protected from chaos magic.”

“Sounds like a right dodgy bloke, that,” Pimms sniffed.

Ryan stared at the statue, thoughts going back to the days on his bedroom rug, leafing through the strategy guide. He could still remember the smell of the cheap ink and paper. He wiped away a tear at the corner of his eye.

“Why do you say that?” Tilly asked the imp.

“Messin' things up proper, 'e is. Stirrin' the pot of mayhem, makin' life a bleedin' circus. 'E turned the world upside down an beggar’d' it for sanity!”

Tilly shivered.

“Don’t scare her,” Ellsbat said. “The Shrine of Chaos was wiped out three generations ago in these parts. There’s nothing left but stories to scare children to eat all their porridge.”

Now that, Ryan thought, that is so much bullshit.

“Can we go?” Tilly asked, looking around nervously.

Ryan couldn’t get over it. Being here, really here. Like he’d stepped into the cover of the game guide. He almost wanted to look over his shoulder for the artist, painting the scene. How had the devs known exactly what it looked like? Just another weird mystery. Maybe he’d ask Dagonestra how it was possible.

Ryan felt a cold prickle. The artist… the lead artist for the game; the guy had vanished at the height of his popularity. A minor mystery only classic game nerds had ever even heard of. But what if he hadn’t just dropped out of the graphic design business...

Dagonestra wouldn’t have abducted the artist and sent him here… would she?

Nah… he was just being paranoid.

“Rineskull?” Ellsbat asked gently.

“Hmmm? Yeah… we can go. One second.”

He took it all in one last time. Fucking cool…

Retracing their steps Ryan paused at the cauldron. Drawing his magic sword he began hacking at the object, drawing lines of bright metal in the corroded surface where the enchanted blade cut into it. After only a few strokes the entire thing shattered, crumbling apart into smoking pieces.

If his guess was right, the cauldron was a respawn point for good old Chad. Without it, he’d have to figure some other way to come back. Hopefully it would slow him down a step.

After a climb back to the first level they recrossed the narrow bridge made from a fallen pillar and the citrine egg again revealed the main temple doorway. Stepping outside they returned to the shadowed sunlight of the woods they found Bruce the emerald statue where they’d piled bushes on top of him, and the magical whistling cat guarding the treasure chest with his fortune inside. All things he’d picked up in the Emerald Palace when he’d first arrived in this world.

He grinned to himself. Being here was like seeing the Lincoln Monument… or seeing the Crown jewels in the Tower of London… or the Mona Lisa while on top of the Eiffel tower. Better, really, because those were all things that anybody could see. He glanced back at the entrance to the Chaos Temple.

This… he was the only person in the world to see this.

***

They marched a safe distance from the hidden temple to make camp and called it a day. After a quiet meal the others had turned in, exhausted by the events in the secret temple, but Ryan had been distracted by the night sky. The rising moon was nearly full, and he watched it between the tree boughs.

As Ryan lay on his bedroll in the moonlight, he couldn't sleep. The moon in Eldwick was orange, and much bigger than the moon back home. Watching the pumpkin moon was just another reminder he was in a completely different world.

As he tossed and turned, he was overcome with the urge to explore the woods around him. He tried to stay quiet, so he didn’t wake the girls snoring peacefully beside him, waved to the guardian cat watching over the camp, and left for a moonlit stroll in the woods. The eyesight of his new demon body was far better than his old human one in the dark, and he navigated the forest easily.

In the game version of Eldwick there was a random event that could trigger if you were in the forest in moonlight. If it happened, you’d encounter an overgrown shrine, and it would summon an undead mummified Thresher Demon. There was no way to find it otherwise, since it wasn’t pinned to any particular map point. Not for the first time Ryan wondered how close the real world mirrored the game he’d played as a child. Was the random encounter based on a real thing in Eldwick? Or was it just some game dev adding flavor?

He was so distracted by the philosophical predicament that he only heard the thumping and thrashing through the bushes when it was too late. A blur of hair and claws tackled him to the ground, nearly knocking the wind from him, and when he raised his hands to burn whatever it was with demonfyre he had to freeze.

It was Tilly. The wild-haired girl was practically crouching on his chest like a feral animal.

“What are you doing, Tilly?” he hissed.

She smirked. “Just seeing how long it took you to notice me. You didn't even turn around.”

Ryan struggled and couldn’t dislodge her. “I was distracted, and you're too quiet anyway. You don't even make a sound.”

Despite her size and strength, the girl would be better in the Scoundrel profession than she would be as a Warrior.

She grinned. “That's why I'm so good at sneaking up on people.” Then her expression became serious. “You’re coming back with me,” she declared, pinning his arms.

“Hey!” goddam she was strong with the magical belt of giant strength.

“What a big dummy you are. Didn’t you know this forest is cursed? They say that a demon appears to wanderers in the moonlight.”

“Yeah… I know… that’s what I was looking for.”

She stared at him. “I can’t tell if you’re being brave or just dumb.”

“Probably both. Why are you out here giving me a hard time anyway? Just let me up!”

The bear-demon girl looked like a scolded schoolgirl and released his arms, still straddling his chest, but she refused to look him in the eye.

“I’m trying to make it up to you… so you don’t hate me,” she said softly.

That made him pause. “Make what up to me?”

“How can you ask that? We stole from you… and... and then even after that you and Ellsbat put yourselves in danger to rescue us.”

“You’re adorable,” he smiled at her, patting her tousled hair. “Is that all? Forget it.”

“I almost got you killed and your answer is saying I’m cute? Were you injured in the head?”

He chuckled. “I guess so.”

“Adorable isn’t a word anyone should use for me. Stop acting like you’re blind! I’m a monster! See my claws, my tangled hair, my scars… I’m not all fancy like Ellsbat.”

“In case you need a reminder, Ellsbat is a demon too. Being a demon doesn’t mean you’re brutish and dangerous…” he brushed the hair back behind her ears so he could see her face.

“Stop stroking my head you dummy. I’m not adorable or even pretty, and I’m a bad, bad person— mmmph!"

Ryan stopped her talking by kissing her. She froze, trembling.

“Are you alright?” he asked, pulling back.

“Well… I feel a little less horrible… But Rineskull… how can you possibly like me after what we did?”

Ryan sighed. "Is that really what you want to talk about?” he asked and kissed her again.

Tilly rubbed her cheek against his. For a feral shapeshifting bear demon, she was remarkably cuddly at times. Ryan was aware of her musky female scent and his cock began to get hard. Drawing in a deep breath with her acute bear sense of smell, Tilly got a glassy-eyed look and rubbed her body against his.

“Mmmmm, nobody has ever touched me like you have before... can you... touch me again? Here?" She rubbed his hand over her ass, pressing the rough pads of his fingers into her skin.

“I thought you were worried about demons in the moonlight? What's gotten into you?” he joked.

“You don't want to be with me?" she looked stricken.

Ah shit. Sarcasm wasn’t big in the land of Eldwick. “That was just… teasing,” he told her.

“You think I'm a monster,” she crossed her arms over her chest.

Dammit. Why did he always end up feeling like such an asshole? “You may be a demon, but that doesn’t make you a monster. You’re maybe the kindest, tenderest person I’ve met. I don’t care what kind of creature you are if you’ve got a heart like that.”

The answer seemed to please her, and she gave a tentative smile.

“And by the warmth I’m feeling from your cunt pressed to my hardon, you want something else right now, don’t you?”

Tilly gave a peculiar sound in her throat and buried her face against his chest, hiding behind her hair. "Do you want to..." she suggested.

In a single move Ryan reversed their positions, rolling over to pin her on the ground below him. Pressed to the muscular female body under him wearing only a thin shift that had ridden up her thighs.

“You are a gorgeous creature,” Ryan told her sincerely. “Did you know that?”

“You’ve got such pretty words,” she gasped. Tilly's body shivered. “But can we talk after?”

He gave a smile. Tilly wiggled beneath him, making him acutely aware of the powerful and athletic body against his. His hands slid over her sides and gripped her ass tightly, pulling her closer to him. His fingers went up her inner thigh and he found her pale, muscular thighs slippery.

“Am I wet already?” she asked.

“Sure looks that way.”

“Is that… good?” the innocent girl asked.

“What do you think?”

She blushed. “Just be slow when you… you put it inside me.”

The bear-shifter woman under him had a pair of huge breasts that were begging to be fondled and touched. She also had a nice ass, wide hips, and long, muscular legs. Ryan slid his hand down one thigh then up the other, and she made a low humming sound. He kissed her again, slowly moving his hand up and down the inside of her leg until he found the soft furry mound of her cunt and parted her lips. His fingers immediately sank inside the wetness there and she gasped.

“You feel so warm… so good inside me… I love it…” she moaned. “But wait…”

She reached down and took one of his hands, gently bringing it up to her lips. She gave him a sweet, shy smile as she licked his fingers gently, savoring the taste of herself. Breathing deeply her whole body flushed. The girl rolled over under him as she pulled her shift up to her waist. “Grab my hips.” she begged. “And take me.”

She arched her back, presenting her ass to him. The position was submissive and sexy as hell and she knew it. He stroked her back, her hips, feeling the strong muscles there. Her ass cheeks were soft and firm. He squeezed the round curves of her backside and she gasped, her breath catching in her throat.

Her ponytail had come undone and her long hair was matted to her face. Flushed and looking back at him, she had a wild, excited look in her eyes. The moment the tip of his cock met her folds she shuddered and whimpered.

“Put it in,” she whispered.

She backed her ass up on his cock, wanting to take every inch of him and let out a gasp of pleasure as he entered her. Ryan froze. Fuuuuck… she felt good around him…

“Do I feel good? I’m all yours tonight, and tomorrow – ah – and the next – ahhh”

He took her by the hair and yanked her back against him.

"That's right baby," he growled, "You're mine now."

The girl was too caught up in the moment to protest and she began to moan. Ryan reached under her and cupped her breasts. His fingers squeezed her hard nipples and she groaned as he massaged her chest. The girl moaned, her face contorted into an expression of bliss as Ryan stroked her cunt with his cock and teased her breasts. She pushed her ass against him, begging him for more.

“Rineskull… ah, m-master… oh! Something is mushy inside me, I’m feeling…. Ungh… all funny inside. You’re stirring something in me, I feel... feel so funny!"

And with that the girl started rhythmically pushing hard against him until she began to tremble, then shake and went frozen as a statue, crying out and shivering as her voice floated up through the trees for the orange moon above. He massaged her above and below and the climax seemed to go on and on for the girl until he voice gave out and she collapsed face first on the soft ground.

He grinned and slid out of her. Her pussy was wet and glistening. She had come so hard that she was nearly hyperventilating. He admired her a long moment and his raging erection twitched at the sight of her body writhing in pleasure. Leaving her prone on the ground under him, he slid his cock back inside her swift enough to make her gasp and pinned her with his hips. Began slamming her with hard, slow strokes.

She gave an ‘ungh’ sound on every thrust, a little gasp of anticipation every time he paused at the top of his stroke.

“Are you – ungh – going to f – ungh – fill me? Give me all – ungh-huh – y-your demonseed!”

Ryan could hardly hold back, his entire body tingling to empty inside her. He began to pound her pussy while she begged for more. Only at the precipice of coming he managed to pause. His cock twitched and she groaned in need. She wiggled her ass again and swirled his dick inside her. It felt so good Ryan's brain froze and he didn't pull out of her, spraying his seed inside her pulsing cunt.

“Yes! Yes...” she moaned.

Ryan collapsed on top of her, brain empty as his balls emptied. Body so satisfied he felt like staying that way for the next week. The girl under him stirred and he slid to lie beside her. She reached under herself and cupped her pussy, feeling the warm come ooze onto her hand.

“Mmmmm, so much daddy milk.” She rolled onto her back, her fingers covered in his seed. Brought it to her lips. “You taste sweet, just like honey.” she said dreamily. “Can we do this again?”

He nodded, unable to form a coherent answer. He felt sated and relaxed, and also ready to do it all over…

“Are you sure you’re not part bear?” she grinned, panting.

He stroked her hair with his fingers, and she stretched against him, luxuriating. “I like the wild feeling inside me, out in the forest at night. But… maybe it will be good to be tamed… a little,” she admitted.

“I like you wild,” he smiled.

“You are amazing and I shall devour anyone who says otherwise.” She kissed him and wrapped her arms around him.

Ryan chuckled, unsure if she was joking. He was feeling the perfect, amazing moment of contentedness when she spoke again.

"Did you plan on breeding me when I was fertile?’ she asked casually. “Our cubs will be strong.”

Ryan froze. “What?”

She blushed. “Did you? You did know I was fertile, right? Or was it just instinct that made you do it?”

She grinned, her face lighting up as if she had a secret she wanted to share. “It feels so good when you take me from behind... I think you know just what to do. And you don't hesitate when it comes time to spill your seed inside my fertile womb.”

Her voice trailed off, seeing the surprise on his face.

“Rineskull? Is something the matter?”

“I… hope not,” he forced a smile.

Well… Dagonestra would be pleased if he had just…

…gulp…

…knocked up the bear-demon girl.

***


Chapter 3   : Vagabonds at the Gates

On his ninth day after arriving in the land of Eldwick, after escaping the ruin of the Emerald Palace, fighting giant spiders, defeating brigands, negotiating his way out of providing stud services to trull sisters, crossing most of the Nissamere valley, destroying the secret level of the Chaos Shrine and – maybe – knocking up a bear-demon, Ryan finally laid eyes on the starting town: Verbinnec.

From a distance it wasn’t that impressive. Just a cramped collection of grey wood and stone buildings, none more than three stories high, nestled on a short green bluff overlooking the river. The castle above it was a central keep with tall towers, covered in upward slanting iron spikes like gothic lightning rods, built as part of an anti-dragon defense system. Surrounded by brutish squat towers linked into outer baileys that had similar rings of iron spikes around their necks. The overall effect was like gaunt undead kings standing shoulder to shoulder over their collared slaves. An unforgiving place. It did nothing to welcome a weary traveller.

But still…

“Why the fuck couldn’t I have spawned here?” he grumbled.

Why had Dagonestra dropped him in the middle of the wilderness and make him fight his way out? Dizzy demon doll didn’t have the sense of a fourth grader. No, scratch that, most fourth graders he’d encountered in the game knew enough to start in town… not naked and taking on the boss fight of the starter dungeon.

He glanced at his small entourage as they took in the sight of the town and Hellhound Keep on the bluff in the distance. Two hot girls, a snarky imp, living statue carrying tens of thousands of silver shillings worth of treasure and a magical whistling cat. Not to mention the sword of Xerxia and other assorted magical artifacts. Well… he grudgingly admitted he had done well enough so far despite the handicap.

The village itself was behind a narrow stone wall, not much more than fifteen feet tall but the villagers had dug a trench around it, so it felt closer to twenty. Not enough to keep out a serious organised invading force, but plenty to protect it from bandits or the odd band of raiding zvarts. Surrounding the town were a few miles of fields under plow, a multicolored patchwork quilt of postage-stamp sized crops with scattered farmhouses and barns. They seemed impossibly small compared to the sweeping miles of factory farms in his old life, but looked so much like the cut-scene animation of entering the village that Ryan had a moment of vertigo.

There were maybe five hundred people in Verbinnec, and twice that in the surrounding farms, but the real power in the area resided in Hellhound Keep. It looked down on the village below from a steep bluff – unapproachable from three sides, with an outer bailey surrounded by twenty-foot walls and an even more heavily fortified inner bailey with thirty-foot walls and a massive keep crowned by a pair of tall towers. It was the seat of power for the entire barony, boasted a paid standing force of at least fifty men under arms and paid a part-time militia to patrol the town walls and keep order in the streets. Scout patrols also under the command of a Knight officer of Hellhound ran the length of the valley, taking on beastmen and monsters.

It sounded impressive, but the reality was that the soldiers were the baron’s goons to keep people in line, the militia was lazy, easily bribed and incompetent, and the scouts were hired mercenaries that were more interested in bounties than peace-keeping.

Despite being directly under the watch of the keep, Verbinnec was more of a wild-west boomtown than a classic medieval village. But it was civilization, compared to the wilds further east, south and north. Ryan had spent many happy hours in the taverns, sewers, thieves’ guild hideouts and castle dungeons on every quest it had to offer. It was dangerous – so dangerous that he often wondered how a place like it could ever exist in reality. Then he’d read about some of the cowboy towns in the old west, where it wasn’t uncommon to have four or five bodies in the street every night, and it reminded him that sitting in a modern city it was easy to forget how lawless and deadly life had been, even just a hundred years earlier. People just seemed to have a different attitude towards risk.

Verbinnec was much more… colorful… than the old west, or even the historic middle ages. For one thing it had magic and monsters. And for another the ability to absorb that magical life force meant you could literally become superpowered. Ryan was probably tier 5 right now and the whole town only had a handful of residents of tier 5 or above. That meant almost everyone he met would be less powerful.

Maybe because of those differences from Ryan’s old world, you couldn’t swing a dead fox without hitting a quest. The place boasted more quests than half the ruins or monster lairs of the Weeping Valley. Kidnappers, assassins, wererats, lost tombs with undead mummies, missing noble daughters, and mad alchemists with mutating potions all spawned in the town over time. There was always something new. You couldn’t spend more than a few hours in town without tripping over another quest trigger. But on first arrival there were only two main ones: the Murderous Merchant Brothers and the Secret Cultists. Both were supposed to be the start of a long-running series of related adventures that followed you as you levelled up.

“Why do we delay?” Ellsbat asked. She looked exhausted and grumpy. Also, possibly a bit sunburned. “I have not slept in a decent bed for nearly a month. Bring me forth unto that town and hence to a quality inn.”

“Town’s not going anywhere,” Ryan said. “Just… soak it in for the moment: Verbinnec. How cool is that?”

“Hopefully much cooler than standing under the hot sun,” Ellsbat snapped. “Let us depart!”

“Just hold your horses, would you?” Ryan said, drinking in the view.

His first sign something had happened was when Pimms giggled and Ellsbat gave out a squeak of alarm. Glancing at her, Ryan saw the girl had transformed again, just like she had in the temple of Chaos. Only this time instead of a hot nurse or sexy librarian she was in a cowgirl outfit… or maybe a stripper cowgirl.

The cowboy hat was a legit Stetson, but instead of a traditional western outfit she wore a spangled vest with nothing underneath it that barely contained the enormous size of her tits, spilling out the top and sides. The red cowboy boots looked practical enough, but the chaps were patterned in a black and white cowhide, as was the tiny g-string. The succubus girl looked down at herself in alarm.

“Be wary what you sit on,” Tilly said, eyeing Ellsbat’s backside.

The magic-user made a comical spin, like a dog chasing her tail, as she tried to get a look behind her. It gave Ryan a perfect view of her luscious bare cheeks poking out of the assless chaps.

“W-what manner of clothing is this?” Ellsbat asked, inspecting the hat.

“You’re a cowgirl,” Ryan said.

The slap she laid on his cheek stung like fire. “Take that back!”

“Dammit Ellsbat… I didn’t say you looked like a cow!” …although with the size of those milkers… “Where I come from that’s the outfit worn by girls who wrangle cows.”

“Doesn’t seem practical,” Tilly was still craning her neck to get a look at Ellsbat’s bare backside.

“Uh… sure it is. I mean… the chaps protect your legs from getting scratched up by bushes and trees on horseback, and the boots keep your feet in the stirrups, and the hat keeps you from getting sunburned.”

“Well some parts of ‘er is likely getting a right bit more sun. Looks like a sunbath for the bits that usually lurk in the shadows, eh?”

Ellsbat’s fists clenched in anger. “Stop it!” she blurted at Ryan.

“Stop what? I didn’t do anything!”

“Oooohhh!” she steamed in anger. “Give me your cloak then!”

“Geez fine!” Ryan said, handing over the wolf-pelt cloak so she could cover herself. “Listen… one warning about going into town; the humans here barely tolerate demons… you’re safest when you stay in your human forms, but whatever you do, don’t go flashing your demon powers.”

He was mostly speaking to Tilly but made sure to make eye contact with the redheaded succubus. The conceited girl was the most likely to go flashing her magic on the local yokels.

“Why? What would happen?” Tilly asked.

“Best case scenario you’re in the keep lockup and in a chain gang repairing the castle walls for the rest of your unnatural life.”

“And what would be the worst that could happen?” Ellsbat asked.

“You get handed over to the high priest of Crom for a cleansing in the temple.”

“They give you a bath? That doesn’t sound so bad,” Tilly said.

“They give your soul a bath after they pull it out of your corpse at a ritual sacrifice,” Ryan corrected.

The bear-demon’s eyes got big.

They approached the town on foot, passing the farms and local traffic, joining a few wagons and carts headed for the village gates. The sun beat down on a hot day. The breeze carried the smell of the fields and barns. Nobody much paid Ryan and his companions any attention. Travellers, explorers, merchants and mercenaries from the west passed through all the time. Never a shortage of fresh blood.

They passed orchards and a herd of sheep, then the distant ringing of a blacksmith at the dusty crossroad of dirt lanes where men labored at an open-air furnace, baking clay roofing tiles. There were gossiping farmgirls, men relaxing over a mug of beer covered in dust and rock chips from the stone quarry and a small gang of children with three stray dogs trailing after them. There were no taverns or shops, just people running cottage businesses from their homes. The word ‘pub’ came from ‘public house’ which was the tradition of someone brewing their own beer and selling it to neighbors from their front sitting room.

No zoning permits, liquor licences or labor laws… a corporate dream… Ryan smiled to himself.

Part of the approach to Verbinnec’s main gate was along the riverbank and they had a view of musk-melon harvesters, bare-legged in the shallow water among the bobbing fruit. At a little fishing lagoon the frog-fishers were getting a half-dozen of the giant amphibians butchered for market; livers, kidneys and heart went into poor-folks stews while the white meat went to the affluent in town. The rest of the guts would fertilize the local fields. Ryan knew all about the local aquaculture because he’d taken the Blue Pearl quest too many times to count; it involved taking part in the once-in-a-lifetime hunt for the fabled White Frog King, a beast the size of a buffalo.

Everyone – frog-catchers and half-naked melon harvesters – got onto dry land and bowed their heads as a funeral procession from town slowly paced by. Ryan motioned for the others to imitate the locals and they waited a long minute as the dark-robed and masked men under pointed hoods walked by shaking holy water and leading a cart with bodies on it to the river. One of the roles of the local moon god was ferryman of the dead and unclaimed bodies were tied to bundles of twigs and sent downriver to the next world. Knowing what he now did about the black market for souls in the underworld, Ryan eyed the naked bodies on the cart with sympathy.

Wonder if one of those unlucky bastards gets reincarnated in my world to invent a cure to cancer or something…

“Primitive local superstitions,” Ellsbat said, marching off the moment the funeral had passed.

If Ellsbat was impatient, Tilly had been quiet and nervous since approaching the village. Ryan had bought her some second-hand clothes from a farmstead that morning; clean, well-made clothes to replace the rags she’d taken from bandits, and even good-quality shoes, and although she was a head taller and more muscular than the farmgirls, she made a passable peasant. Pimms, on the other hand, was transformed by the new outfit. Wearing a miniature dress, apron and bonnet, she slid easily into her act as a small child, holding hands with her ‘big sis’ Tilly even when no one was looking.

Either she was dedicated to the illusion or there was something not quite right about the little imp woman.

“Keep your heads high and eyes open,” Ellsbat told them as they approached the village main gate. “You’re my servants, and you should carry my name with pride.”

“Let me do the talking at the gate,” Ryan told Ellsbat.

“What?”

“Trust me, I’ve done this before.”

“I think not! I’ll handle this,” the redhead dismissed him.

As Ryan and his companions neared the gate towers of the walled town, the weathered fortifications loomed over them, showing the scars of countless battles. The stone walls, built when the barony was its own kingdom, now stood weathered and worn, unrepaired gaps in the stones. Carved deep into the lintel stones over the gate were the remnants of intricate patterns, once the pride of skilled craftsmen long past. Faded and chipped, the carvings on the gatehouse seemed more shabby than grand these days, the vibrant forms reduced to worn shapes.

Carved above the gate peak was a stone emblem of a two-headed wolf. Ryan knew from the game that it was a hellhound, the heraldic animal of the old kings. Once a symbol of noble lineage and strength, the crest had been worn down by time until it was a blob. The beast might have been fierce, once, but now looked more like a cross-eyed dog. Nothing but a lingering trace of ancient glory of human kings.

“Odd that a human king would choose the Creoboros as their totem animal,” Tilly muttered.

“Contrary to popular myths, the Creoboros isn’t a three-headed dog that guards the underworld,” Ellsbat couldn’t help herself but lecture. “It’s actually three succubi sisters who are powerful generals in the Night Lord’s army.”

“Shhht,” Ryan hissed. Last thing they needed was the guards hearing a lesson on demon mythology.

With each step closer, Ryan's anticipation grew; beyond those old gates lay a world he’d been too a thousand times, wishing it was real.

And now it was.

As he and his companions stepped into the shadow if the city gate, they were met by a trio of watchmen, their mismatched armor rusty at the edges and carrying an assortment of weapons. The third seemed to be a doddering old man, lost inside the oversized brigandine that he wore.

“Good day!” Ellsbat greeted them. “We seek entrance into your illustrious town.”

“Fuck off,” the first watchman said; he was a brute with a red face.

Whatever she’d planned to say next was lost. Ellsbat stumbled over her words. “Hey?”

“No vagabonds or wanderers today. Almsday in five days, come back then if you want in.”

The Temple of Crom welcomed penniless vagabonds into the city once a week, so long as they went to the weekly goat entrail haruspication and participated in the blood blessing. Ryan could’ve warned the succubus if she’d bothered to listen.

“Ah… I see the misunderstanding. I am no vagabond, please let us discuss entry,” Ellsbat tried to recover.

“No hoors or streetwalkers either, darling,” watchman two responded. “No exceptions.” She was a burly-armed peasant woman and by the yellow-stained hands she must’ve been a cloth-dyer by trade: a ‘fuller’. She leaned on a copper-jacketed staff which was a minorly enchanted magic item issued to the watch, capable of zapping peasants like a medieval taser.

“I am no whore!” Ellsbat snapped.

“Sure about that sweatmeats?” the man grinned, staring at the bare parts of her exposed under the cloak.

“Rules are rules,” woman replied. “Yer not local, you gotta have someone vouch for temporary citizenship. We can't be making exceptions for every strumpet that comes our way.”

“Are you joking? I’ve already said, I am no whore. I just want to browse the market and perhaps partake in a pint at the local tavern.”

The first watchman, who had remained mostly silent, suddenly became alert, as if spoiling for a fight. “No written statement, no entry. Them's the rules. Are you an undesired troublemaker?”

Ellsbat drew herself up. “Trouble? Me? Absolutely not!”

Ryan stepped up, gently guiding Ellsbat behind him as he drew their attention.

“Good day, fine watchmen! Thank you for your guidance!” He pinched Ellsbat’s arm when she tried to continue protesting. “Could we perhaps impose on you for some idle conversation to pass the time? What's the buzz around these gates today? Misplaced a talking donkey? Pinched by a mischievous imp? I hear life is never dull here and your work is never done.”

The female watchman softened a bit. “Oh, ye've got a keen eye for the peculiar, I see! Us watchmen 'ave seen it all, from oracles with missing keys to contraband mystic amulets that grant eternal life. Can't let 'em all in, you know? Gotta keep the zvarts and the pixys out. Complicated business, that.”

“I hear you. Sounds like the work of a watchman is never done. And on such small salary. You know, I heard rumor tell there was a wailing spirit in the moonlight right in the town square. A spectral knight of the old kingdom.”

“You heard correct,” the woman said. “Spoiled my dinner and put me off my feed for a day.”

“And they want you to deal with that for how much money a month?” Ryan asked, shaking his head.

“Ten silver pennies,” the second watchman said bitterly, his face pinched.

“They expect you to control crime, but their miserly pay the real crime. It pains my heart to see such injustice.” Ryan shook his head.

The two guards perked up and he now had their full attention. “Does it now? How much pain?”

“Oh, fear not, noble gatekeepers, for I bring offerings in the form of three silver shillings, the preferred currency of the realm. That’s, what, two month’s wages apiece? Consider it my appreciation for your fine work.”

“Now you're speakin' the language of the city! What took ya so long? Oi, Bargle, give them a pass.”

The attention to detail for trade and money in the game of Eldwick was mind-boggling. He'd been amazed by the realism of the in-game economy. Then quickly annoyed. It was one thing to discover that everything that kept a small town supplied and running had to be manufactured, mostly locally, as a cottage industry. There was no internet shopping or department stores… you needed a new coat? Start by getting leather from the tanner, cloth from the weaver, buttons carved from bone off a local artisan and had something made custom from the seamstress. It was quite another thing to find out that if you came back from a dungeon laden with treasure and dumped ten thousand silver pennies into the local economy, the next week the prices for everything in town went up due to inflation.

As soon as Ryan handed over the coins, the doddering scrivener unfolded the legs of his desk, set about scribbling on a sheet of paper and, after sanding it to dry the ink, he pressed a seal into a dollop of wax. Bargle was the great uncle of the guard captain and for the cost of a pint he’d bend your ear about a magic item in the river he’d lost as a young man and send you off on a quest to get drowned for a shitty magic dagger that reduced damage from poison attacks.

“Here, have a receipt for your donation to the city's coffers. Gotta keep the Captain happy, you know? He's a stickler for paperwork,” the female watchman nodded.

“There’s nothing that I enjoy more than to contribute to the Baron's coffers! Now, may I pass through these ancient gates with my servants and indulge of the town’s offerings?”

The old scrivener with his ink-stained fingers raised a hand. “Hold your unicorns, traveler! We can't let you through without answering a few questions. What's your name, your occupation, and origins?”

“I’m from here,” Ryan shrugged. “The name is Rineskull. A merchant. I deal in rare artifacts and was hoping to locate and purchase some in the barony.”

“You say yer from here? I’ve never seen ya before.”

“I’ve been away a long time.”

He had somehow aroused the suspicions of the second watchman. The red-faced bastard hitched up his pants and tapped his fingers on the spiked hammer looped through his belt. “You don’t exactly look… local.”

“My family was from here, long ago.”

Watchman #1’s eyes wandered up and down Ellsbat, then Tilly. “You fully human? Cause you look a bit to me like your grandma fucked a demon.”

Ryan tried not to glare. Racist fuck. By the cloak pin he wore, he was a cultists of Crom. They didn’t exactly love other species.

“There’s laws against miscegenation,” the bully said.

Ryan was about to give up and just murder all three guards, when the dye-stained woman spoke up. “Shit’s sake, Goma, leave him be. Enough of your bile for today.”

The man shut up but glared at Ryan, leaning close for one last growl. “I’ll see you round,” the cultist watchman said.

“Look forward to it.”

“Piss off, Goma,” the kinder watchman said. When the man retreated to the shade of the gate the woman spoke softly. “You’ll have to excuse him, I think a cow stepped on his head when he was a child.”

“Think nothing of it. Shall we?” he gestured to Ellsbat to get her moving. He wanted out of this and get something to drink, a decent meal and a bath… preferably at the same time.

“Ah, traveler, a moment if I might,” the female guard said.

Fuuuuuuuckkkk… here it comes…

“Of course,” he said through gritted teeth.

“If you're willing to lend an ear to a humble journeyman fuller, I have a proposition for you. The Cloth Dyers Guild is in dire need of a rare herb called Sunshade. It's said to grow only in the treacherous Shadow Vale. Should your search—”

“Ah, sadly, I have business in the opposite direction of Shadow Vale.”

“We do?” Ellsbat asked.

“Yes. We do,” he glared at her. “So I will not be travelling—”

“Maybe we should hear her out?” Tilly added.

Was he surrounded by gullible marks? “Thank you, sorry we couldn’t help, good luck with the spirit knight.”

And without letting the watchman finish another sentence he hurried them all through the deep shadow of the tunnel beneath the guard towers and out into the village itself. Emerging from the shade he blinked at the sight in front of him.

“Not in Kansas anymore…” he whispered out loud.

“Who is this Enkansys?” Ellsbat said with a frown.

“Forget it.”

As Ryan stepped onto the main street of the village, he found himself immersed in the reality. The main street, lined with weathered cobblestones and shadowed by leaning rooftops, stretched out before him like an old painting. The scent of fresh-baked bread mingled with the earthy aroma of wet moss, while the gentle whiff of drying herbs on the breeze mixed with the subtle perfume of horse dung in the street.

The buildings, constructed with stone foundations and wooden upper stories, stood proudly with their colorful facades, displaying intricate carvings and vibrant murals that told stories of olden times, when Verbinnec had been something.

“Why did you not listen to what the nice cloth-dyer had to say? She sounded like she needed our help,” Tilly spoke up, breaking into his thoughts.

“I’m sure she did,” he grumbled, forced to remember the irritating encounter.

“Then why not listen?”

“Everybody needs our help!” he snapped. “She wanted us to fetch a bundle of this sunshade garbage in fucking Shadow Vale. She was gonna offer us custom-made set of enchanted garments, imbued with the power to protect you in battle."

“How can you be so bleedin' sure that's what she was after, eh?” Pimms asked.

“He knows,” Ellsbat said simply. “But that sounds like an adventure!”

“Of course it does. But Shadow Vale is a shithole. It’s crawling with fungus men and carnivorous plants. They would eat your big ass for breakfast!”

“My ass is not big…” Ellsbat said quietly.

But he was too worked up to let it drop. “And then, after all that fucking trouble, all you get out of it is a tier 1 enchanted cloak. I already made your undergarments that more magically resistant.”

“What is ‘tier 1’?” Tilly asked Pimms.

“Beats me, luv, but I surely want to hear more about him getting in Red’s magical undergarments.”

“So if you think I’m listening to the sob story from every quest-giver, forget it!” Ryan said. “Every second person in this town wants your help with some bullshit. ‘Oh, I have a cursed sword, find the blacksmith who made it to remove the curse’, or ‘Oh, a necklace was stolen by thieves who have no idea it’s got a goddam soul of an ancient wizard in it, can you get it back for a pack of smokes and a kiss from my granny?’ or, ‘Oh, our well has a curse on it, can you go down to cleanse it and then a frogman makes you suckstart his magic staff for some fuckin… magic beans’!”

He'd started calm but worked himself up into a snarling anger. He looked around at the faces of his companions, staring at him in confused fear. He took a deep breath and counted to ten.

“Look… I’m sorry okay, but never fucking again with these bullshit side quests. We stick to the whales, collect the big hauls for the least trouble. Got it?”

“Yes, master,” Tilly said meekly.

“Hmmph!” Ellsbat looked pissed.

Great, he’d either scared them or made them think he was an asshole.

"Fucking right, you're spot on, mate.” His only supporter was the larcenous, tomb-robber. “We all best listen to ‘im. The bloke's got a head on 'is shoulders, he 'as,” Pimms said.

Great. Not exactly in the best of company.

He was in a bad mood now. “Let’s go find the tavern… I need a drink,” he said.

“Is there only one tavern?” Ellsbat grumbled.

“Only one worth drinking in,” he replied. The Shy Sphinx.

“No worries, it's a piece of cake from 'ere. Follow me, and I'll lead ya right to it,” Pimms said.

Ryan stopped her. “I know where it is. Stop acting like a mob triggerman; you’re supposed to be a kid.” Sometimes he got serious Goodfellas vibes from the tiny imp.

The tiny woman’s entire demeanor changed in an instant. Replaced by a big-eyed waif. "Okay, okay! Come this way, Master Boss! It's really, really close, I promise! Follow me, and we'll get there in no time! Oh, oh, be and be super-duper careful not to get lost, okay? It's gonna be super easy peasy lemon squeezy from here!"

He shivered. Fucking terrific… I think I prefer the hitman…

The bustling street was alive with a mix of locals, dressed in everything from plain homespun to vibrantly colored gowns and robes. Men in velvet cloaks and feathered hats shared animated conversations with women in flowing gowns, their hair woven with flowers and ribbons. Servants in rags haggled for prices with turnip-sellers. Tilly's eyes widened as she observed the peculiar market stalls, their wares ranging from musk-melons to enchanted trinkets. Mystical herbs to live rabbits in cages. The denizens of the village moved about their daily routines like they’d been doing it for a thousand years.

They probably had, he realised.

How little had life changed here? In the time since Ryan was a kid, his world had changed completely; from pagers, pay-TV and CD-ROMS to smartphones more powerful that a supercomputer, then the internet and everything vanishing to ‘the cloud’. And then the tech billionaires responsible were making their own space fleets. But this village? It had been like this for hundreds of years. The villagers living their lives like a choreographed dance. Traditional and resilient. Vendors peddled their wares like their father and grandfather and great-grandfather had. Back home you could be sure local cuisine changed year to year; Mongolian-vegan fusion one year to Peruvian barbeque the next. Not here. Everything was local produce, in-season only, like urban snobs who only ate organic.

He knew they’d reached the town common when they passed under the Arch of the Venerable. An old stone archway in a style that didn’t match the rest of the castle construction with weathered skulls nestled in shelves on the underside. It was supposed to be ancestors who founded the kingdom. The arch probably predated the kingdom, but the skulls were real; the moaning spirit he’d mentioned to the gate watchmen was spawned from one of the restless spirits here. Not that he could be bothered to tell them. He had more important things to do than solve the ‘Shattered Blood’ quest.

Like get falling-down drunk.

The village square was a focal point of activity for Verbinnec, its centerpiece a majestic fountain adorned with a statue of Lady Iscandar dating back to the time she’d been queen of these lands. As the sun reached noon directly overhead, the fountain was alive with crowds of villagers enjoying the water and welcome cool mist. Nearby, a group of street performers delighted children and bothered adults with their feats of acrobatics and illusion, accompanied by the melody of a minstrel's harp. One corner of the square was dominated by the temple of Crom – a four-story stone ziggurat of purple stone with an octagonal tower, and on the opposite corner by the merchant’s guild house, which told you plenty about the place.

The village was too small to have a ‘bad end of town’ but Verbinnec only looked fancy on the surface. The main street that led from the gates to the castle road still kept some semblance of its historic roots; the stucco was fresh, many of the buildings were painted with bright colors, and the street itself was well-maintained and swept clean. But once Ryan took a turn and left that behind, it all became a lot shabbier.

The back-street buildings seemed to huddle together like old grannies sharing secrets. Ladies who had seen better days, whispering their stories through weathered stone and latticed windows. Like the gatehouse, you could still see Intricate carvings adorning their facades, but they were old, chipped and missing completely in some places – marble chiseled away and sold off. The mythical creatures and people adorning the buildings that remained were frozen in time, sad eyes seeming to follow Ryan's every step. The timeworn thatched roofs or wooden shingles sagged under the weight of disrepair.

Peddlers hawked their wares, their voices blending into a white noise of bartering and bargains. Merchants flashed mystical artifacts, claiming their origins were shrouded in whispers of forgotten lands, alongside herb-infused potions and talismans that promised protection from the darkest of forces. For all Ryan knew it was true. This was Eldwick, after all; not a tourist trap selling jewelry on the side of the road in Arizona.

A high-pitched squabble of voices made him look up above the cobbled streets. A peculiar sight caught Ryan's attention; a trio of mischievous imps – teenagers by the small size – darting along the awnings shading the stalls, snatching morsels of food and scattering the wares of unsuspecting vendors. Only to get in a hissing fight with a couple of fairies barely a foot tall, pulling hair and scratching.

“Embarrassing,” he thought he heard Pimms mumble.

Ryan couldn't help but feel a sense of deja-vu as he actually walked streets, a stranger in a world he felt at home in. Every corner he turned was another experience that felt like he was eleven again, exploring Eldwick for the first time. Turning the last corner to find himself standing in front of the Shy Sphinx, that out-of-body light-headedness struck him even harder, and he stood frozen as his companions waited.

“Rineskull?” Ellsbat finally asked softly. “Are you well?”

“Its… ah, it’s been a long time since I’ve been home, is all.”

***


Chapter 4   : Drinking Buddy

There were several taverns in the village, some nicer and some cheap dives, but the Shy Sphinx was the quintessential adventurer bar. The stuff old-school RPGs were made of.

The sign out front was carved wood with a sphinx on her hind legs, demurely covering her lady bits with her wings like an old picture of a burlesque dancer with her fans. From the open doors and windows Ryan could hear the sound of Hazel Smallberries, cranking away at a hurdy-gurdy and singing a local ballad about a travelling theatre company that grifts a whole town. In the game there had never been music… just lyrics, and he listened with a weird wonder.

From farmer’s staff to maiden's bush, the stories intertwine,

With jesters' wit and lovers' charms, we leave our woes behind,

The tavern's pots, a well, where all spirits are set free,

In the bottom of this bawd-room dance, our ladies squeal with glee.

The others were watching him. He shook it off. “Let’s go get some food and wash off this dirt.”

Up the porch steps of the Sphinx they ducked under the curtain of ears hung on strings, the desiccated things numbering in the hundreds. Bounties at the keep were paid on right ears but there was an unofficial bounty of a free beer for every left ear if you brought them here. Whatever money the proprietor lost on the free drinks was made up for the fact it made regulars of every mercenary, caravan guard and scout in town.

It was quiet in the part of the day between breakfast and the noonday meal, and only a handful of folks aside from the troubadour were inside. Hazel was a middle-aged woman with frizzy hair and a worn plaid performer’s outfit. She squinted at him with a professional eye for a potential interesting story.

It was much like he remembered it… the game version of it. Warm wooden interior, a central fire pit that kept the place heated in winter, small stage at the side, long tables with benches and a rough wood-plank bar on the back wall. What the game couldn’t give you was the smell. Pine resin from rough new boards to replace furniture broken in bar fights, the sickly-sweet odor of baking tripes from the kitchen, the sawdust-and-spilled-beer sour reek and the faint touch of sandalwood incense still smoldering on the wall-shrine to Gigguk, the demi-god of travellers, beside the door.

It wasn’t exactly sipping a martini with a $100 shrimp cocktail over a business lunch, but he’d never felt more welcome. Actual taverns in the history of his original life had never been like this; they didn’t really sell food or have rooms to rent – that was all part of roadside Inns from later eras. But in Eldwick it was real, and it was glorious.

“Pandy! Customers!” a man lugging a small beer barrel behind the bar shouted.

Rundlet, he reminded himself. It’s called a rundlet. Technically a barrel was a specific size of container – about twenty-five gallons. The next size down was a rundlet, which was about 15 gallons. The largest size was a tun, which measured a massive two-hundred-fifty gallons and had to be pulled by horses. How long had his head been filled with these useless outdated historical terms from a childhood spent living in a medieval fantasy world?

Only now they weren’t useless, they were practical.

A girl came out from the back room and smoothed the apron over her red dress. In the game it had been a colorful short-hemmed dress that was more ‘Victorian maid’ than ‘medieval wench’, but in the game world historical accuracy hadn’t always been a thing. Here she looked much more in place.

“Welcome to the Shy Sphinx!” the perky girl piped up, giving them a bow.

She was a cat-fey girl. Little cat ears, slightly feline features and a tail poking out from under her skirt. The game’s later releases had made several changes, bowing to fan pressure, and one of them was the slightly cringe-inducing introduction of a race of cat-people. In person they were… kinda cute.

Well at least she hadn’t ended her sentence with a little nyan meow-sound.

“We’re fresh in town and need drinks, a meal, hot baths and a place to stay in that order,” Ryan told her.

“Of course, master. Is this your first time to our establishment?”

In Eldwick ‘sir’ was a title you had to earn, everyone else was either a ‘master’ – if you had some prestige – or a ‘goodman’ if you were a commoner. One look at Ellsbat, who always projected an air of nobility, and Ryan’s two servants must have elevated the serving wench’s opinion of him. The cat-girl’s eyes lingered on the strange figure of the emerald crystal statue. Ryan had clothed him head to toe and made a crude mask, so only the green eyes were exposed, but the magical construct was still a strange sight.

“I’ve been here before,” he said. “But… it was a long time ago.”

In short order his group was eating a hearty meal at one of the tables. After days of beans and trailbread Ryan had ordered venison stew, sausages and an entire roast frog for the table and they ate in greedy silence for a long while. Tearing one of the frog legs loose, Ryan sniffed it. Frog had a stringy white meat and taking an experimental bite he grinned and ate more.

It tasted like chicken.

Tilly ate like a bear, and even the cultured Ellsbat nearly wolfed back enough food for a pair of meals. Ryan followed the food up with a ceramic mug of beer and after taking a huge mouthful had to force himself to swallow it.

Something else the game couldn’t tell you; the beer was made without hops and tasted way too sweet. Like alcoholic soft drink.

After the meal, pleasantly full, Ryan sat back and watched the other patrons. The room begin to fill up the wooden tables and chairs scattered haphazardly across the common area, worn and polished from countless bottoms and tankards. The air buzzed with the clinking of mugs, the clatter of dice, and the occasional thump of a fist meeting a table in raucous camaraderie. More people lined up along the bar stretched along one side of the room with shelves of ceramic tankards. The sound was a wall of noise, but the low ceiling, many support beams and faded tapestries on the walls effectively muffled a lot of the clamor. The wall-hangings were a strange collection, depicting long-forgotten battles and soot-darkened mythical creatures that seemed to gaze sadly in the dimly lit room.

Most of the noonday patrons were locals who trickled in from the town, looking for a hot meal, including a recently returned scout patrol of hired irregulars. That bunch looked like a cross between a biker gang and the fellowship of the ring. They were loud and flush with cash and getting drunker by the moment. Bearded, leather-clad goons in mismatched armor, armed to the teeth and stinking of life in the wilderness. The scents mingled with the smoky haze, cast by the crackling fire in the kitchen.

“I shall see my room is prepared to my satisfaction,” Ellsbat sniffed, taking the opportunity to leave. “Come, Tilly.”

Pimms had passed out at the table after sneaking half of Tilly’s pint and had to be carried as the two women left the table; looking for all the world like a sleepy child cradled in her big sister’s arms. Ryan sent Bruce with them, carrying all their packs and the chest full of treasure; the statue was starting to get too many stares.

He should probably go with them… but he was too fascinated by the experience’ he was getting drunk in the Shy Sphinx… for real! He flagged the cat-girl and ordered another drink before settling in.

***

Alone finally, Ryan sipped at his too-sweet beer and studied the little details of the crowd. This was real. Really real. Out in the wilderness, with only Ellsbat as his companion, it had been easier to think of it as a game. That the people he’d met, and in some cases killed, were just mindless NPCs. But seeing the inhabitants of Verbinnec as they talked, flirted with catgirls, laughed, and argued it was impossible to deny they were real people, with real thoughts and emotions and lives. They didn’t just vanish or stand idle if Ryan wasn’t there, waiting for him to return. This was a living, breathing world.

So now what?

Forget the philosophical mystery of whether the world existed just for him and focus on planning. So far he’d been reacting to whatever came next, but now he was someplace safe with a small fortune. He could probably live the rest of his days right here, hanging around taverns, and never changing a thing about the world. But he was here for a mission. Sure, the demoness who’d brought him here hadn’t exactly asked his permission first, but she’d chosen him knowing something he didn’t at the time.

The world of Eldwick might have been the only thing in his life he’d ever really cared about.

Oh, he’d cared about money, cared about promotions and success. But those were just caring about himself. In his old life he’d been only interested in looking out for number one. Despite his accomplishments, he was beginning to understand he’d wasted his whole life because he’d never once improved the lot of a single person around him. Had been so focussed on beating the rich bastards in glass towers who already had the whole world locked down and wanted to keep it that way, that he’d never stopped to consider anything else.

No… maybe the first and last thing he’d ever cared about other than himself was that stupid game. But the moment he’d understood it was more than a game, that it was real, he’d been hooked. And Dagonestra had known it.

The idea began to firm up in his head. Back in his old life he’d built a business empire out of spite. But here, in Eldwick, where it was like the wild west, he could build a real empire and make it a better place. Maybe even create Dagonestra’s lost demon rescue foundation. This barony was like the great expanse westward during a goldrush. Someone with guts and half a brain could make a fortune, claim land and build an empire. And face it… the guys in charge right now weren’t exactly Abe Lincoln or Winston Churchill. The barony was run by a murderous old bitch and people had to worry if the cult of Crom Cruach – the Thunder Lord – would demand half your worth in church tithes or steal one of your kids for ‘service’ as a brainwashed priest or monk … and those were the good guys. Out in the Weeping Valley the temple of the Nightmare King was into unspeakable rites of torture and dark magic.

Sooner or later, he was going to have to take all of them on. He’d have to wipe them out if he wanted to remake things his way. How hard could it be? In the game he’d done it a bunch of times. Yeah… but unlike the game he’d have to do it with a single life, no save points, and his opponents would be real people, not a simplistic game engine.

He’d always hated Roguelikes…

But if he could do it. If…

…well then he might just be able to do what Dagonestra wanted: stop an endless blood war between demons and humans.

So, what was his business plan? He’d raised a sizable amount of venture capital; first things first he had to secure the treasure. He could replace it pretty quickly if he had to, but it would be a serious inconvenience to be penniless in Verbinnec. There were two moneylenders in town – one run by the Blackthistle brothers which nobody else but him knew were murderous villains posing as legitimate merchants – and the other a trull with the improbable name of Glittertouch Touchstone. He kept a basement vault full of traps and paid one of the nearby guard towers to keep constant watch on the place; that’s where Ryan would go first.

Step two: with his fortune secure he could start really taking advantage of his knowledge of Eldwick. Verbinnec could wait, there were no real high-reward quests available when you got into town anyway, and the fastest way to collect mana and treasure was in the Weeping Valley. He’d been there so many times in the game he practically had the map memorised, and knew every treasure chest, every trap, every grateful prisoner who would pay a reward for rescue... or maybe even more. The game was pretty Teen rated but there was more than one damsel in distress who implied she’d give you an all-access pass if you rescued her.

And with the abilities he had, Ryan could cut through the entire valley… he was already somewhere in the range of tier 5, and most of the valley was meant for beginners under tier 4.

He thought that over. After a certain point the progress curve to increase in the amount of mana you needed to improve your abilities grew so steep it went practically vertical. For the amount of mana it would take him to increase from tier 5 to 6, he could rise from tier 1 to 4 about five times over.

But the real-world wasn’t a solo game… Instead of levelling up himself several times, why not raise four or five others to tier 4. If he brought an adventuring party with him, they’d be heroically powered under his guidance. Shit… the real world would be easier than the game since he didn’t have to solo it the entire way. Ellsbat was already well on her way. Tilly could be next, maybe even Pimms.

Who else?

The obvious choice was then the fallen knight he’d recruited from the brigands, Lenore. He’d planned on turning the brigands into his personal army based on a tactic he read another player use in the game, but never expected to find someone like Lenore there. The brigand encounter only described the redbearded giant as the boss and a ‘lieutenant’. It turned out the underboss was actually an exiled knight from the coastal kingdoms who had sea-demon in her bloodline as well as being a very decent sword fighter. She also was a hot blonde.

Okay, so add Lenore for sure. That made three… three and a half if you counted Pimms.

Okay, good plan. So where did her start in the valley? It was traditional to clear out the kobolds first. They were hardly worth the effort and wading through dozens of them would be tedious. But it would be a good chance to see how his ‘party of adventurers’ worked together. He had a few tricks to handle kobolds that should make it less annoying…

He was so deep in thought he didn’t notice the scout irregular who stepped up to his table until his beery breath spilled into Ryan’s face. The man had a jug of beer under one arm and looked ugly inside and out.

“You from around here?” the medieval biker asked. He was drunk.

“Not for a long time,” Ryan said.

“You look… demonish…” he said, scowling.

“Nope, not me.”

“And…” the man scowled, looking him up and down. “You got a wolf-pelt for a cloak.”

“Good eye,” Ryan said.

“I hear… the leader of the Wolf Bandits got a cloak just like that. And the rest of your clothes look a lot like a bandit’s clothes.”

“That’s because I got them from bandits I killed.”

“I think you’re a bandit,” the man said, plunking his jug down on Ryan’s table so it splashed over the side. “And I think you’re a demon and a liar!”

The scout went for his sword. Ryan saw it coming and didn’t move. Reaching into the Mind’s Eye he found the red-colored ember and stepped into the Ghost World with one foot. He was still visible as a pale translucent version of himself but completely invulnerable to anything but magic. The bandit cleared his blade and chopped clean through Ryan harmlessly, embedding his blade in the wooden post beside him.

Then Ryan moved. Popping up from the chair he rematerialized as he drew the emerald blade burning with demon flames and hacked through the man’s arm at the wrist in one blow. The scout let out a bloodcurdling scream and staggered back into the next table before collapsing to the ground, clutching the smoking stump.

It was over in moments and the room stared, stunned at the sudden violence. Hazel Smallberries’ hurdy-gurdy went silent, and a mug dropped, shattering on the floor.

“Anyone else think I’m a bandit?” Ryan asked the room. He stared down the other scouts and the men shrank back. “Is this how Verbinnec treats newly arrived adventurers?” he asked the man behind the bar.

“It surely isn’t,” the scarred barkeep said, glaring at the scouts. “Get your boy out of here and to the surgeon.”

A pair of scouts gathered their companion, kicking aside his severed hand, and half-carried, half-dragged him out the front door. Like a movie gunfight in a saloon the noise in the room slowly went back to normal and Hazel began cranking at the hurdy-gurdy, filling the room with it’s peculiar whine, like a less-irritating accordion.

Ryan couldn’t stop himself. He flipped a silver coin to the bartender. “Sorry for the mess.” Then he shrugged. Why not? “Round of drinks on me!” he shouted to the room and people cheered.

***


Chapter 5   : Clear View from a Great Height

Ryan almost fell to his death trying to turn off an alarm clock that didn’t exist. Rising up through a hangover fog the beep-beep-beep of his alarm was rousing him from a well-deserved and deep sleep so he grunted without opening his eyes.

“Alexa, turn off alarm…”

Beep-beep...

“Fucking fuck Alexa! Turn off alarm!”

Beep…beep…

“Turn! Off! Alarm!”

Beep…beep…

Composed of the kind of pure fury you can only truly make when you’re dragged out of a sound sleep, he rolled over and swung one arm at the nightstand to throw the voice-activated cone at the wall.

He met nothing but air and found himself falling out of bed. A desperate, last-second grab and jerking awake to a sense of falling was all that saved him.

“Whatzafug?” he yelped, and scrambled backwards, bumping into something soft that groaned.

He wasn’t in his bed with memory-foam mattress in the high-rise condo he owned… he wasn’t in a bed at all. And come to think of it he wasn’t even in the same world anymore. Ryan was staring madly at a fifty-foot drop from a tall tower of the Hellhound Keep’s lower bailey straight down to rocks and moss outside the walls. It was pre-dawn, and the sound that had woken him wasn’t his alarm, it was the gong halfway up one of the town’s watch towers, rung at dawn.

Looking frantically around he found himself on a maybe three-foot wide section of rickety wooden platform. It was the rotted remains of an old castle hoarding – a kindof temporary wooden shed built on the outside of a castle during a siege that let the defenders shoot straight down at attackers at the base of the wall. Hellhound Keep has last been besieged about – hmmm – seventy years ago, and only a handful of the temporary structures hadn’t been removed or fallen apart due to age.

How the fuck had he got up here?

The answer, when he turned around, was obvious. Curled up naked with her back to him was an unfamiliar female shape, slender and toned, but with a familiar tawny tail and cat ears.

“Pandy?” he muttered.

The girl stirred and gave an enormous catlike stretch from ears to toes, looking at once ridiculous and gracefully sexy. Blinking at him she smiled and gave a small purr.

“Mmmmm, good morrow,” she said and curled up to go to sleep again, dragging the blanket over her bare form.

Ryan’s eyes went to the blanket. It was a deep blue color and seemed to have gold threads and gems embroidered along the edge. Looking more closely he felt a pit in his stomach drop from a height taller than the tower he was on.

“Ohhhh, noooooo,” he breathed.

It was the ceremonial robe of Thaddeus Galebringer, high priest of the temple of Crom Cruach. In a dizzying rush last night’s events all came back to him.

He barfed over the edge of the tower. It was green.

***

He’d been drinking in the Shy Sphinx… heavily. But even that hadn’t been so bad. One free round of drinks had turned into three and he was suddenly best friends with everyone in the tavern, at the center of a laughing, dancing, singing crowd. Everyone wanted to pat him on the back and Ryan had felt… welcome. No, more than that… he’d felt…

…he was home.

Not the home his parents lived in… his real home. The world of Eldwick that had sheltered him and taught him about life and been there for him unconditionally.

Hazel Smallberries was cranking out tunes on her hurdy gurdy and to everyone’s surprise – including his own – Ryan had known most of the words. He couldn’t have done it sober… he was consumed by the musical confidence six beers could add; he belted out the lyrics to things he’d thought long forgotten. Then he’d somehow been cajoled to share a story or two – in small villages like this news of the world, or even jokes and stories you hadn’t all heard a hundred times, would have been rare treats. He started with the hair-raising tale of facing the Wolf Bandit’s torturer, Terry, full of gory detail but without mentioning his warlock powers. They’d eaten it with a spoon. Two spoons. And in his honor the bartender had broken out the bottle of ‘the good green stuff’ and poured him a shot.

The green stuff was a clear-glass bottle – more of a jug really – filled to the top with a bubbling green liquid. And swimming in it like the worm in mezcal was a pickled green fairy.

Things started to get… messy… after that.

After more edited tales of heroism – a snake made of living stone, spiders in the forest, tricking the entire pack of Wolf Bandits into triggering traps for him then leading them to their doom in a bear cave – he was presented with another shot after each story. It went down a bit like wheatgrass and kicked like Jager. The third was making his head stutter, and reality slurred. He had a deep and overwhelming feeling of invulnerability and connection to the world.

The bartender – Stitch, they called him Stitch – was slapping him on the back. He was a big guy, covered in scars and unknown to the villagers he was an escaped golem from some mad wizard’s lair made out of corpses. Two farmers did a melon dance – juggling head-sized musk-melons – and Ryan bought another round. Hazel Smallberries made a not-so-subtle suggestions she’d give him a blowie out back and he politely declined. At some point he was making out in a dark corner and to his relief it was only Pandy, the cat-fey barmaid.

And then… and then from what started as good-natured joking about Ryan’s impossible luck and skill, he’d insisted he could run the entire village if he wanted to… or at least had the godlike ability to do anything. Go on... I dare you… anything…

“Oi, fine then,” Retsisor, the local honey-wagon driver laughed. “Go on steal the eagle from the balcony of the Crom Temple tower then! Afore the gong tolls darknight hour…”

The room howled at his suggestion and maybe it was the green fairy drink, or maybe it was some trigger to his childhood when other kids had made fun of him for being so poor that he wore second-hand clothes, but Ryan had furiously taken him up on the bet.

***

He was sobering fast as the crowd spilled into the street, cheering him on. Some buried part of Ryan’s brain knew this was a horrible idea, but the rest of it was composed of drunken pride and told the rational side to sit down and shut up.

The night air helped him clear his head and he waved to the laughing crowd as he headed for the village common. But what really sobered him was the memory that the Crom temple was guarded by bound spirits. Some tied to the stone foundations, other naturally occurring undead spirits. And that meant that he couldn’t just use the Ghost Walk to float in and out again. The spirits would be real in the Ghost World. As real as living creatures in the normal reality.

Okay… so the easy way was out. That didn’t mean he was out of options. Right?

Right?

Stepping into the dim town square it was lit by a trio of lanterns set up by the town and paid for by the Merchant’s Guild to reduce crime after sundown. Approaching the fountain, he gave a quick nod to Queen Iscandar where the statue looked sternly down on the courtyard, and scooped a few mouthfuls of clear clean water from the fountain, splashing more over his head and neck.

What was the easiest way to get into the temple? The front door of course. But he had to get in and out without getting caught… Even if he talked his way through, they recognise his face later. Or if he used force the temple guards would bring half the sorcerous priests down on him in a mob. Surely he’d got in there it in the game at least once, hadn’t he?

Shit… that was it. The ‘Priest’s Gambit’!

He eyed the courtyard and spotted the nearest sewer entrance. Casually, like he belonged there, he tried to lift the wooden grate. No go. Instead, he touched the red ember of the mind’s eye. Became insubstantial. It flickered for a moment, like an old fluorescent light, and then he was passing right through the solid bars.

Cutting energy to fuel the Ghost Walk, he rematerialized. Then he was falling into the knee-deep water below.

He sincerely hoped it was water.

The sewers ran all under the town. Within the dimly lit labyrinth, Ryan finally breathed easier. Figuratively anyway, because the air stank. The solid stone and earth around him would shield him from the temple’s guardian spirits until he got closer. Fighting back the edges of his drunkenness he pieced together fragments of game lore as he walked, dredging his memories of the ‘Priest's Gambit’ quest he had played countless times in the game world.

In the game quest, a corrupted priest is going to summon an otherworldly entity to swallow the entire village as part of a ritual sacrifice; it ended with a commando mission into the temple through a secret entrance using a sacred relic to defeat the monster. It was a pretty standard quest, but the important thing to Ryan right now was the secret entrance.

He navigated the half-remembered directions while unseen things in the dark swirled around his boots as he travelled the dank sewers. It was nearby. Had to be. His hands traced the moss-covered walls. Faint whispers of air and distant echoes guided his steps, leading him deeper into the subterranean depths. Parts of the tunnel were nearly completely dark, but sewer grates to the surface every so often filtered a bit of lamplight from the street. His demon eyesight did the rest. He pressed on, his fingers tracing the rough stones until they finally found a subtle indentation. It was the telltale sign he was looking for—the hidden entrance to the temple crypts. He pushed against the ancient stone, feeling its weight give way.

As the door swung open, a gust of stale air greeted him, carrying the sickly-sweet scent of dust and spices used to preserve bodies. Stepping inside, the door closed behind him and the darkness within the crypts swallowed him whole. A shiver ran down his spine. He felt his way forward into the bowels of the underground temple, relying on instinct and the echoes of his past virtual exploration. In the distance he began to sense a slightly less dark patch against the pitch black and turning the next corner he found the faint reflection of a nearby light on stone. He followed it until he found the embalming room, lit with a single lantern.

Relief flooded him. He was going the right way. Snagging the lantern, he moved on at a faster pace. Shadows danced around him, casting eerie shapes upon the weathered stone walls. How long had it been already? He better pick up the pace.

The air grew heavy the deeper into the crypts he ventured. The oppressive silence broken only by the faint drip of water and the distant echoes of his own footsteps. By the flickering light of the lantern he had passed dozens of alcoves in the tunnels walls holding the skeletal remains of past temple priests.

Fuuuuuck, they all looked the same. Even his memories of the game were no good in maze of corridors.

He paused. Cocked his ears. Voices? The distant sound of chanting and rhythmic slap of lashes brought him up short. Fucking finally! That meant he was approaching the penitent monks… did he need to go past them or take the main corridor? It had been a long time, and the map was fuzzy in his head. If he wouldn’t have been immediately ganked by guardian spirits he would have just walked right through them in the Ghost World.

Walking softly towards the voices he found the corridor lit with more oil lamps. Pausing at the next archway the sound of chanting was louder. Ryan paused. Every instinct telling him to hurry up but he was unwilling to blunder forward. He poked his head around the doorway and saw the circle of monks – men and women, all stripped to a loincloth, heads bowed as they read the sacred texts of Crom Cruach in a monotonous drone, then whipped a knotted lash over their shoulder with their free hand, adding to the webwork of welts as they flagellated themselves.

It was the exact same scene you’d find in the game during the Priest Gambit. Not for the first time Ryan shivered at the odd sensation that time felt frozen, ready for him to discover it. It felt impossible. Did these poor bastards stay here day and night, whipping their own hides, until Ryan came along?

Get a grip… they probably do this every night. Besides, who cares? They’re distracted so just go!

The monks were too busy whipping themselves to look up, and in a moment Ryan slipped past them unseen and was long gone, running down the corridor, heading for the next level up.

He took a wrong turn somewhere. Some misremembered game map sending him into a dead end. Either way he lost his bearings.

Fucksakes!

Every second down here was another moment closer to the midnight gong ringing. Boiling with impatience, he considered the maze of corridors, the winding staircases, and the secret passages hidden inside the temple's architecture. He was in the dungeon level of the temple and above him were the four levels of the ziggurat. The tower he needed to reach could only be entered from the second level of the ziggurat. Each option to get there flashed through his brain a rapid succession.

It was his nose that got him back on course. He smelled food. The kitchens… had to be, yeah? He followed it until he arrived at a dead end. Shit! This wasn’t the way out, so why could he smell food?

A smile split his mouth. No… it couldn’t be… Could it?

Another search of the walls in the dead-end and he made the decorative carving around an arch support move with an audible clunk. The section of the wall that formed a hidden door slid open smoothly, pouring out light from a dozen candles.

The room beyond was dry and cozy. Warm and decorated with carpets, comfortable daybeds and pillows. Arranged on a big table was a feast centered on a roasted suckling pig. The aroma of the tender meat filling the air was what he’d smelled. Beside it was a platter of stuffed dormice, their tiny bodies cooked to perfection. Next to them, a mound of poached peacock tongues served with rose petals, a true delicacy enjoyed by the upper classes of Verbinnec. There was a mound of sweet honey cakes, their golden-brown exteriors looking so good Ryan couldn’t help but grab one as he hurried past, stuffing the delicious confection in his mouth as he ignored the erotic sculptures of naiads and a tapestry of naked sylphs. It felt like walking into the private apartment of a sultan’s harem.

Because it pretty much was.

In the ‘Priest’s Gambit’ you could loot the high priest’s personal chambers – detailed to hint it was a sex dungeon – and Ryan knew it led to the upper chambers from a secret staircase in the bedroom. He didn’t even think twice as he strode in, heading for the private stairs...

…and interrupted the High Priest with his mistress.

Neither was in a position to notice him right away. Thaddeus Galebringer, the high priest, was a big man who looked like he had been muscular in his youth and was now getting fat. He was currently on his back, arms clamped in a brace above his head, wearing a silk hood that covered his eyes. He also had two halves of a board with a hole in the middle clamped around the base of his dick and nutsack like a set of public stocks except for your junk. The mistress hadn’t noticed Ryan because she was busy grinding her foot against his trapped gonads.

“You want more, worm?” she asked.

Thaddeus whimpered through a gag, nodding his head.

“I can’t hear you!” the mistress asked. “Louder or I piss in your mouth again.” As she stomped harder Thaddeus howled a louder answer.

Ryan had about two seconds before the woman noticed him, so he quickly snatched the nearest silk scarf, snuck behind her, wrapped an arm around her neck and pulled her back against his chest.

“Don’t make a sound or I’ll have to hurt you,” he growled a whisper in her ear.

The woman went stiff and quiet. She was a gorgeous blonde, nearly naked except for some belts that accented the curves of her body. It was a shame he didn’t have time to get to know her better. In moments he tossed her face-first into the bed, had her hands and ankles bound with some of the spare manacles, and a blindfold on her eyes and gag in her mouth. Just before the gag went in, she let out a small yell of alarm.

“Halpmmmmpphhh!”

It was enough to alert the high priest something was wrong; sensing they weren’t alone, he began to try and struggle to free himself. Too bad for him, his self-imposed restraints were well designed.

“Sorry about this,” Ryan told them. “I really didn’t mean to cock-block you…”

Thaddeus began yelling through the gag in his mouth. Probably things like ‘I’ll have you killed for this… how dare you… do you know who I am…’ or at least Ryan assumed so.

“Watch your mouth, pervert!” he snapped and dropped a bowl of steaming hot lark tongues on his balls. The man howled.

It was a moment’s work to find the secret stairway and Ryan was about to jump through the door when inspiration struck him. Stepping back into the bedroom he opened the chest that held the High priest’s ceremonial garb; it included a fur-trimmed blue cape, fancy hat and a golden mask. In for a penny, in for a pound. Might as well add impersonating a high priest to the crimes he was committing.

As he quickly donned the gear and ran up the stairs he wondered if any of the other worshippers of Crom Cruach knew that their holy leader was into cock and ball torture.

***

Exiting the staircase into the ground floor of the temple ziggurat, Ryan sprinted through the well-lit halls, his footsteps echoing off the stone. Finally! Clear of the fucking dungeons… That little interrupted BDSM game had cost him time. He navigated narrow corridors at a run inside his disguise, ducking under low-hanging religious banners, and hurdling over benches and stools with agility of his newly reincarnated body. The quiet of the temple seemed to close around him as he weaved through the passages, every second feeling like an eternity.

He met his first temple guard sliding around a corner on the polished marble. The man wore a mask, spiked helm, baggy pantaloons and had a thick truncheon belted to his waist and leaned sleepily against a wall with a short spear in the crook of his arm. He almost pissed himself seeing the high priest jump out of the shadows and dropped to one knee, bowing his head.

“I catch you sleeping again, and I’ll gouge out an eyeball,” Ryan said in a gruff voice and kept moving.

Leave trouble behind you, that’s what he’d always said. He finally made it to the grand hall and, weaving between statues, he nearly collided with a group of laymembers on hands and knees, washing the mosaics on the floors.

“Keep up the good work!” he called to them through the mask as they all bowed their heads. “By the way, did you know I become sexually aroused having my balls stepped on?”

In the stunned silence he crossed the room and took a shortcut through the archives. How many times had he found some piece of hidden lore here in the game? Inside he discovered a dozen monks, busily scribbling away, copying manuscripts by lamplight. Literally burning the midnight oil. All looked up, startled to see him.

“Take a note!” he said loudly in a commanding voice. “By end of day I want each of you to have written a treatise on the subject of the glorious spiritual and sexual release of taking a golden shower.”

Most of the monks simply stared open-mouthed, but at least one grabbed a piece of loose parchment and dabbled a few notes. Ryan spoke directly to that one.

“Please include not only the need to be humiliated, but the salty taste of hot urine as a woman pees in your mouth. That’s my favorite part. I, Thaddeus, High Priest of Crom Cruach, have spoken.”

With a quick wave, he bypassed startled acolytes, slipping through the desks like a phantom in the night. Their confused gazes followed his fleeting form, their minds unable to comprehend the holy assignment they’d been given.

Ryan's path led him up a staircase to the second level of the ziggurat, his footsteps echoing through the temple’s upper halls. He stormed from one chamber to the next, rushing past weavers, monks at study, cooks preparing tomorrow’s breakfast and two priests playing a boardgame that looked like a narrow checkerboard with carved animals for pieces. Each batch of worshippers genuflecting, bowing heads, and babbling apologies.

This high priest business wasn’t a bad gig… he should think about starting a cult…

The temple's inhabitants, caught off guard by his sudden appearance, bowed and moved out of his way, seeing only the high priest and not the warlock hiding underneath the mask and robes. Reaching a gallery with windows, Ryane paused to look out a window and saw he was nearly opposite the high temple tower.

The last thing between him and the access to the tower was the vestal’s quarters. Through chambers filled with religious artifacts, he arrived at a chapel packed with priestesses praying, heads pressed to the floor on their knees. There was no time to go around, so he leapfrogged over them like he was running steeplechase at the Olympics. His new body was agile like he’d never imagined, and he darted over startled priestesses who were unable to react before he was past. Their prayers died on their lips as Ryan streaked past them, leaving behind only the echo of him yelling “Report to my chambers tonight to step on my balls!”

He cut through the hot, moist air of the baths, finding them almost entirely abandoned. Where the fuck was the door to the tower? He threw open every door until he burst into a chamber revealing a small, curvaceous figure kneeling in a shallow tub giving herself a sponge bath.

And froze.

She was a jinn! Her skin was a pale blue and her long, thick hair was a shiny blue-black like raven feathers. The long, dark lashes around her startling blue eyes made her look like a supermodel. There was a gold hoop pierced through her nose and the slim pointed ears poking from beneath her hair each had more golden hoops. The Eldwick game prided itself on avoiding the usual fantasy races and jinn were this world’s equivalent to dark elves. They were another race of demons, and all of them were like this: perfect physical specimens with beauty humans rarely matched. To find one here was rare; for her to be a priestess of Crom Cruach was even more of a surprise.

Her cheeks flushed with color as she stared at him. Ryan stared back. Couldn't help but admire her curves.

Her body was curvy and petite, her breasts small but perfectly shaped, her nipples hardening in the cool air as she shivered. Her legs were shapely and her thighs so perfect he wanted them to crush his face. From his perspective, seeing her bent over in the tub, he couldn't help but notice the curve of her ass had adorable sacral dimples and the way her back arched as she worked.

Must be cold water because you could probably cut glass with those nipples!

What are you, twelve? You’re in the middle of a speedrun! Stop staring at her boobs!

He gave himself five more seconds to drink in the sight before he’d go… better make it ten.

But in that moment the priestess spoke. “Great Hierophant!” she yelped, bowing her head and covering her nakedness with her hands.

He should run. Leave. Instead he said “Uh, be not ashamed of your body, my child, for it too is a representation of what is beauty and bountiful in the world.”

“Uh… yes Great Hierophant.” Her lips were full and dark, her tongue darting out to wet them as she spoke.

“I must leave you now, but… keep up the good work.”

“Great Hierophant!” the gorgeous jinn cried suddenly, dropping her hands and raising her chin.

“Uh… yes?”

“May I… may I gain your wisdom?”

“I really wish I could, but I’ve got this thing…” he half-heartedly protested and forced himself to turn and leave.

“But! I only ask b-because you mention my body just now… and I have long suffered from impure thoughts about funny feelings I sometimes get… in… places.”

“…however I suppose I could spare a moment or two…” Ryan said, turning back around. Oh, you are so going to hell, Ryan.

“I know the teachings of the Thunder Bringer say that priestesses must stay pure… but… my cursed jinn blood runs so hot! I am constantly beset by feelings I know I must ignore.”

Wasn’t that interesting! Did all jinn have higher sex drives, or just this one? Every depiction of a jinn in the game had put them in seductive poses wearing the skimpiest of outfits. So that tracked. She was waiting for a response, and he hurriedly made something up.

“Ah… these feelings, they too are the way of the universe and how divinity speaks to us. They should not be ignored; they should be explored.”

Her eyes were big as saucers then she blushed fiercely. “C-could you b-bless me?” she asked. “Just… the impure places, so that I might be purified there…”

“Could I what?” he almost choked.

“I know I am filthy and unclean,” she bowed her head and thick tears rolled off her cheeks. “I don’t deserve a blessing.”

Oh man, what was he, some sort of monster? “You are very worthy of blessing,” he told her. “You must, uh, close your eyes to receive the blessing.”

“Really?” her face brightened with a joy reserved for children on Christmas morning. She stood up straight and closed her eyes tight.

As he approached her, he could feel his heart pounding. He wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and make her forget all about purity. She seemed to somehow sense his nearness, her body tensing as he reached out to touch her, her breath coming in short gasps as he ran his fingers over the soft, damp skin of her cheeks and touched her lips.

“A-are my lips impure?” she asked.

“If you do it right,” he muttered. “I mean, no… not anymore. Where else do you – ahhh – feel impurity?”

“My breasts… they do often cause me spiritual distress by their… tingling.”

“Oh, do they?”

“Yes, sometimes they chafe inside the armor of adjudication… I must… must apply oil…”

“Go on, don’t tell half truths.”

“A-and then I… I massage them. And it feels…”

“Tingly?”

“Blasphemous.”

“Nonsense. Here, let me show you.”

With her hair falling over her shoulders, Ryan took her breasts in his hands, squeezing them gently before running his thumbs over her hardened nipples. She moaned softly, her body tensing as he continued his gentle massage. Until her body trembled and she seemed ready to collapse.

“There, see, how can that feeling be impure if it happens when I, high priest Thaddeus Galebringer, touch you? No impurity suffers my touch.”

“O-of c-course,” she gasped.

Okay… you had your fun… now time to get moving, right Ryan?

He cleared his throat. “Are you… feeling impure anywhere else?”

Fucksakes!

She nodded shakily and as she bent over the tub, she parted her legs and spread herself, exposing glistening wet dark folds with a sparse trim of dark blue hair. She spread her cunt lips with two fingers and Ryan had to stifle a moan.

“Here,” she whispered.

His hand moved without conscious input from his brain. Unable to resist the temptation to slip his fingers between her thighs, sliding up to find the warmth and wetness of her pussy. She gasped in surprise, her eyes widening.

“And… inside as well…” she moaned pitifully.

Don’t you dare!

He dared. She didn't resist as he pressed a finger inside her, swallowed by a tight wetness as her body shuddered, giving in to the pleasure of his touch. As he explored her, his cock grew harder, straining against the fabric of his trousers. Any more than this and he was going to push her onto her knees and raise her ass in the air…

His finger was rhythmically curling inside her. He hadn’t known he was doing it.

“Am I… am I… becoming pure?” she managed between gasps.

“Y-es…”

“Say it!” she begged.

“You’re pure!” he declared.

“Again!” she pleaded, gasping.

“I am thrusting my purity inside you. Take my purity!” Ryan found himself shouting.

And with a small cry she gushed wetly over his hand, shuddering and crying out as several waves of climax hit her. When her knees collapsed, he drew his hand back, staring in awe at the orgasming jinn minx at his feet. She opened her eyes to look up at him, glassed over in pure ecstasy.

Whether it was physical or spiritual ecstasy he couldn’t have said…

When she mastered her breathing, she spoke. “C-could you perhaps… discuss this with me more? Privately? Some night?”

“No!” he yelled, startling her. “Uh… I mean, no, definitely not. You should never, ever speak to me of this again. I battle with a curse that requires me to have women abuse my genitals before I may become aroused. You must stay far away from me for your own sake!”

“Oh! O-of course Great Hierophant…” she looked crestfallen for a moment, then brightened. “I shall guard your secret with my life! Thank you for this gift!”

“No, no… I command you to uh… you should find someone else to guard. Someone who is outside the temple.”

“Outside the temple?”

“Yes… I mean… it’s your duty to spread the word of Crom among non-believers.”

“It is?”

Shit… that’s right. Eldwick gods didn’t evangelise.

“Uh… I mean, your duty is to protect the village. There are newcomers to the village every day, maybe you should check them out.

“I see. Why?”

“Your blood is not a curse, it is a welcome gift to many. If the temple does not see it so, you must find someone else outside the temple who might… teach you. In fact, I heard just this day there was a man claiming he could see the future. You should check that out… never know… may find a prophet in disguise.”

He was definitely dropping down a few rungs of the celestial reincarnation ladder for this one…

“I must go now...” Ryan said, backing up. “Remember, don’t talk to me about what we discussed ever again… in fact better just to pretend we never met at all! Fare you well!”

And with that he ran off. A moment later he poked his head back in and found her grinning, squeezing her arms around herself.

“Uh, which way are the stairs to the tall tower?” he asked.

“Three doors down on the right,” she pointed in confusion.

But he was already on the move.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid move!” he cursed himself softly.

Worth it though…

***

Finally, after a series of doors, he reached the parapet entrance of the temple’s tall tower and stumbled inside. His panting breaths echoing up the open central core of the tower wrapped by stairs spiralling upwards.

How long had it taken to get here? It felt like an hour but couldn’t be more than twenty minutes. Climbing the steps at a run he reached the balcony mid-height. From here the high priest – the real high priest – would make pronouncements to the town or sermonise to the masses on holy days. He stumbled out to the open air and took in the sight of the town laid out before him.

The moon hung low in the star-filled sky, a glowing orb of polished copper that bathed the walled town in a Halloween glow. The towers and spires of the keep rose against the moonlit canvas, silhouetted in majestic splendor. Ryan surveyed the rooftops below; thatch and wooden shingles or tiles as the wealth of the owner afforded. Lanterns dotted the alleys, tiny, candle-small flickers of light on the cobbled paths. The town slept, labyrinthine streets quiet, except for a few pockets. One… over there… was the Shy Sphinx, where even now they were drinking, counting down to see if he returned.

Better get to work… He turned to the life-sized eagle statue over the doorway arch. It was covered in gold-leaf, wings outstretched. It took a solid minute of wrestling and twisting before he loosened it from the metal peg securing it to the wall and then the whole thing tumbled off the wall, smashing to pieces on the balcony.

Shit!

Ah well… they’d never notice a chunk missing, and a piece should be enough to prove he’d done it. He found the eagle’s claw and pocketed it inside his tunic. Job done he again paused to admire the view. For a second, he imagined this were a temple to Dagonestra and he was a legit high priest, speaking to the masses. He wondered if churches got a tax-exempt status in Eldwick?

The night air was cool, carrying with it a hint of the distant river. The only sounds the whisper of a gentle breeze. Ryan took a deep breath, enjoying the silence and solitude. A haven where the stresses of managing a handful of demons and a quest to save the world were dialed down to a murmur. As Ryan stood on the balcony, entranced by the town below, a gentle voice echoed in his mind.

“Ryan, my wayward champion,” the voice purred like the softest melody.

He knew the voice. Dagonestra. Succubus goddess of demons and Ryan's mysterious benefactor. Looking down he saw the eagle’s broken head was blinking and looking up at him. The bird-head spoke in her voice. Great… this is where she gave him a lecture for the detour from the main quest.

“Enjoying the view, finally? What plans do you have in mind now?”

Ryan hesitated before responding, “I, uh, well, you know, just gathering information.”

To his surprise, Dagonestra's response was laced with kind reassurance, “Ah, the art of information gathering. An essential skill for any adventurer. I'm proud of your resourcefulness. Tell me… what did you discover three knuckles deep inside that priestess’ gash?”

Ryan winced. “Listen if you’re going to give me shit over every girl I finger, then—”

“Oh, to the contrary. I approve.”

Shocked by the unexpected encouragement, Ryan couldn't help but ask, “Why are you in such a good mood?”

Dagonestra chuckled, her amusement caressing his thoughts. “Oh, my dear Ryan, I'm not always the harbinger of lectures. Today, I come bearing congratulations.”

Now he was thoroughly confused. “Congratulations? For what?”

The succubus goddess didn't miss a beat, her voice now a sultry whisper. “Well, for starters, on successfully charming your way into that young priestess. I didn’t know you had it in you. After I went to all that trouble to… make sure your two ships didn’t pass in the night. A delightful seduction, my boy. Could not have done better myself. Well done.”

“Wait… what? You mean… you set me up?”

“Not at all. Just… encouraged things. A whisper here, a tingling sensation there. I take very little direct action in the lower planes of existence.”

Well, he hadn’t thought she’d stop interfering anytime soon, did he?

“Just a small question though,” she continued. “Have you considered not trying to get yourself killed every other day?”

“What do you mean? This is a dangerous fucking world. You aught to know, you sent me here.”

“Yes, but… you’re not invulnerable.”

“Meh, close enough.”

“Really?”

“Look at this place. Run by a bunch of fanatics, halfwits and primitive screwheads. And I know every one of their secrets, their strengths… their vulnerabilities. I’ll be running circles around these guys, trust me.”

“Like that priestess trusted you?”

Even in the realm of telepathic communication, Ryan could almost feel Dagonestra's mischievous grin. And just as quickly he could feel that her presence was gone.

Instead, there were voices in the temple below. Out in the courtyard a rectangle of light shone out into the darkness as the massive front doors of the temple were opened and the elongated shadows of priests and temple guards proceeded them as they ran outside. All of them looking up at the balcony.

Time to dash.

Ryan made his exit from the scene, retracing his footsteps back down the stairs. He had no desire to linger around and face the uncomfortable questions of underpriests he didn’t have answers to. He took the steps three at a time, jewelled cloak billowing behind him, until he arrived at the bottom landing on the second level of the ziggurat and leapt the balcony to the roof of the first level. From there he ran across the tiles to a rooftop garden and took the next entrance inside. He was in the gallery overlooking the main hall of the temple and from there iy was one set of stairs to the ground floor by the main doors.

At the bottom he was confronted by the two underpriests he’d caught playing strip senet.

Shit. He quickly wrapped the blue cloak around himself again to conceal his street clothes.

“Great Hierophant! W-what has transpired?” one of the priests stammered.

Ryan almost decided to step in the Ghost World and make a run for it. Risky…

He boldfaced it out instead.

“Tis nothing. As I… uh… stood upon the tower balcony I had a, umm, vision. An evil portent! In the shape of the… uhhh… Gold Eagle. The Great Thunder struck it down! Praise be to Crom Cruach! Bow your heads in prayer and give thanks!” He winced at the lame excuse.

As one they all went to their knees and pressed their foreheads to the ground.

What a bunch of rubes! Ryan took the opportunity to dart between them and out the open front doors of the temple. In the market he looked back and forth for a way out. The hostelry of old Jannik was nearby, just on the edge of the market. He made his way there, praying he didn’t encounter anyone else. Inside the stable he slammed the barn-doors shut, making the horses stabled inside whinny in alarm. It was nearly pitch black.

A quick inspection told him he was alone, and Ryan quickly ditched the hat and mask under the nearest manure pile, pitchforking a mess on top to hide them. The cloak he’d pry the jewels out of later so he balled it up inside-out and stuffed it inside his tunic. He was out the back doors and into the alleys of Verbinnec before the nearby drone of chanting ended.

It was a footrace to reach the Shy Sphinx in time. Partway there the gong started to be struck and he crashed through the door out of breath, startling the room full of drinkers to silence before he threw the eagle claw onto the sawdust and spilled beer of the common tap room. Faces tared at him, then the gold eagle claw.

Noise exploded, some angry at losing bets, some joyful at a sudden windfall. Pandy the catgirl threw her arms around him and gave him a big kiss before Zigamund the barkeep put another tiny glass of green fairy in his hand.

“Now we celebrate!” the bartender roared.

***


Chapter 6   : Gold, Guns, Gongs

The morning after the great temple robbery Ryan managed a descent from the castle tower using the Ghost Step and made his way back to the Shy Sphinx before the first rays of sunlight touched the rooftops of Verbinnec. Pandy stayed behind, seeming used to her perch. The god of cats alone knew why she chose that spot; but then cat-fey were half cat and half fairy and all mischief. Arriving at the inn he’d stepped over some of the other revelers from the night before who were still sleeping it off in the tavern courtyard and found a clean pile of hay in the stables to collapse face-first.

He was awakened less than an hour later by a furious Ellsbat who threw a bucket of water over him and berated Ryan for getting drunk rather than coming to bed. The succubus seemed none the wiser of the rest of his escapades, but Tilly gave him a sniff and a knowing smile. It was easier to fool a succubus than a bear’s nose.

He cured his own hangover with a deep dive into the healing spark of the mind’s eye, cleansing the toxins from his body and after taking some breakfast he went to enjoy the town.

Ryan made his way through the bustling market stalls of the village’s main square. First things first, he’d need some new clothes. He went to the seamstress to be measured for two shirts, a vest and a jacket in the local style. There was a haberdasher who did trousers and he ordered one heavy duty pair and one for village life. Measured for boots at the cordwainer, gloves at the leatherworker, and a cavalier hat with a big brim and feather at the hatters. Bought a set of eating tools, a razor, soap, underdrawers and hankies; all things you couldn’t find raiding the packs of bandits; or if you did find one you certainly didn’t want to keep it.

As he strolled through the bustling market stalls, his mind began to wander to the things a high-class girl like Ellsbat might like. He settled on an ivory comb with a silver handle and tried to convince himself it wasn’t a big deal that he was buying her a gift. Women liked gifts… right?

Best bet for a treat like that would be the moneylender; he had all types of goodies on hand. While he was at it, Ryan might as well secure his fortune.

Returning to the Sphinx he found Tilly chatting with Pandy at the bar where the cat-girl had shown up for her nightly duties. The cat girl gave him a wink and a swish of the tail but Ellsbat was reading a book about magic in one corner of the taproom and Ryan kept to business. He asked to Tilly collected Bruce and the chest from their room while he pulled up a stool opposite the redhead busily ignoring him.

“Hey there, fancy meeting you here,” he greeted her with a smile.

Ellsbat glanced up, her expression frosty. “I see you,” she replied curtly, her eyes not leaving the pages. She was clearly holding a grudge about the previous night.

“I didn't see you at the celebration last night,” Ryan remarked lightly.

“And lower myself to rub shoulders with that rabble? No thank you,” she snapped tersely.

Hmmmm. Knowing the repressed demon she was more upset about some other part of her anatomy not getting rubbed.

Ryan leaned in, a mischievous smile playing on his lips. “You know, you don't need to wait alone. Could've joined me for a for a private drink.”

Ellsbat's gaze finally lifted from the book, her eyes narrowing. “How does one keep track of your private drinking… with that cat-girl, for example.”

Caught off guard, Ryan laughed nervously. “I’d almost think you were jealous...”

Ellsbat scoffed, crossing her arms defensively. “How dare you! A succ—” she froze, words caught in her mouth. Eying the room. She’d almost admitted in a public place that she was a demon. “A successful magic-user of my breeding is incapable of such common emotions.”

Nice recovery.

Ryan leaned back, feigning innocence. "Well, if you were feeling jealous, you could just admit it."

Her cheeks flushed slightly, Ellsbat retorted, “What did I just say?”

He shrugged, surrendering. “Have it your way. But just so you know, the solution to this is simple. Next time, just invite me into your bed.”

Ellsbat's eyes widened, embarrassment making her blush. “I... I would never...”

Tilly chose that moment to return with the stomping mechanical steps of the disguised statue with their treasure chest in its arms. He gave the bear-girl a squeeze and she giggled before he motioned the statue to follow him and left Ellsbat to consider what he’d said.

***

Glittertouch Touchstone’s place was on a street that followed the western wall of the town. It was opposite one of the watch towers – the one with the gong that announced times of the day – and as Ryan approached, he saw a member of the town watch looking down at him from the tower. Touchstone paid for a fulltime member of the watch to keep an eye on the place at all hours as an added bit of anti-theft insurance. It was a smart move.

Reaching the imposing g stone building that was the moneylender’s place, Ryan banged on the heavy ironbound oak door and after a moment it swung open, and he stepped into the dim interior with Bruce behind him.

Ryan knew what to expect and still felt the hair on his neck stand up and his scrotum try to crawl back inside his body as the heavy iron-bound door closed behind him and locked shut securely with a falling bolt. There was only one exit opposite him, and that door was featureless – not even a handle – except for a small viewing port at chest height. The entrance to Touchstone's moneylender shop resembled a slaughterhouse. It was a bare room with walls and doors made from thick oak planks, all of which were scarred, gouged, bloodstained and in one spot, burned. A blood gutter ran down the center of the room and exited through a gap under the front door.

The small viewing slot slammed to the side, revealing piercing eyes and bushy brows in a craggy face. Glittertouch himself. He was a grizzled and eccentric trull merchant, one of only three living in town, and about as trusting as a farmer with three virgin daughters.

The eyes squinted at Ryan with suspicion. His sudden appearance without an appointment seemed to have ignited the trull's wariness.

“State your business, hyuman,” Glittertouch grumbled, his eyes narrowing as he eyed the chest Bruce carried.

Ryan cleared his throat and attempted a congenial smile. “Good evening, Master Touchstone. I’m looking for someplace to secure my funds and you come, well, very highly recommended.” He gestured toward the chest at his side.

The trullish moneylender, unmoved, glared at him. “Deposit, eh? More likely a ruse to plunder my treasures, you scoundrel. You and your magical mannakin there. Be warned, I won't tolerate banditry in my establishment.”

Well… trulls were naturally talented with magic and magical constructs. It made sense he could see through Bruce’s disguise.

Without waiting for a response, Glittertouch must have yanked the lever to arm his traps. A series of audible clicks and whirs accompanied the turning of cogs, shifting gears, and various mechanical devices. The floor revealed a grid of finger-sized holes spaced even six inches apart, four hidden panels opened in the walls, a slot above the door rolled back and four murder-holes opened in the ceiling. That would be the floor-razors, crossbow turrets, pendulum blade and chutes for acid phials.

“Ten seconds, rogue. Your fate awaits,” Glittertouch declared, his eyes locked onto Ryan.

“Wait, wait! I'm no bandit. I just want to deposit my loot. Look, I can prove it!" He fumbled to throw open the chest in Bruce’s arms, revealing coins, goblets, sculptures and gems.

“Nine,” Glittertouch’s inflectionless monotone continued, unmoved by Ryan's pleas. “Eight, seven…”

Seriously? How did this guy ever do any business at all? In a last-ditch effort, Ryan blurted out, “You might have heard of me, my name is Rineskull!”

The moment the words left his lips, the countdown ceased. The slot snapped closed and after a long minute there was a whirring, clanking sound as the different traps disarmed and concealed themselves again. There was a series of bolts being drawn and the featureless door ahead of him swung inward, revealing the form of Touchstone standing in the cozy display room of his business.

“Rineskull, you say?” The trull’s piercing gaze bore into Ryan's eyes. “Explain yourself and make it quick.”

Relieved, Ryan hastily picked up a few choice items from the chest. “Cash and treasures, artifacts taken from ruins in the borderlands. I’d take offence at your greeting but if I’m going to trust you with my goods then I’m kinda happy to see what a hardass you are.”

“What does the condition of my shingles got to do with my vault?” the trull asked, confused.

Good old trullish literalness. They wouldn’t know sarcasm if it crawled up their dickholes; he’d have to remember to be careful how he talked.

“Sorry, hyuman casual speech. What I meant was I’m pleased with your precautions.”

“I see. You should be; they are very deadly.”

And that wasn’t counting the really bad stuff in the vault itself. Poison needles, magical glyphs.

Ryan went right to business, detailing the treasures he wanted to deposit, with a single exception; he didn’t mention the fist-sized emerald. Glittertouch listened, his expression slowly shifting from suspicion to contemplation. The eccentric dwarf leaned on the counter, his eyes narrowing with a newfound curiosity.

Glittertouch finally held up a hand, gesturing for him to follow. “Let's discuss the terms of this deposit in a more private setting. Bring the chest, leave the enchanted statue.”

Closing the chest and lugging it with him, Ryan stepped through the heavy door and into the main showroom. Aside from being a moneylender, the trull would offer cash for valuables and the office was a bit like a Victorian tearoom and a pawnshop rolled into one. The air was thick with the scent of aged parchment and the curious magical energies emanating from the various enchanted items on display. The assortment of oddities caught his eyes as Ryan approached the ornate counter, his chest of dungeon-looted treasures clinking with every careful step.

Glistening chalices, ornate silverware, and delicately carved boxes of ivory or silver sat on wooden shelves. Trinkets, from fancy gem-studded daggers to polished gemstones, sat neatly displayed, while vintage rugs cushioned beneath his feet. Ancient books and faded maps competed for attention alongside rows of small carved figurines out of ivory, jade, flamewood, even silver. Touchstone's shop also offered a medley of jewelry, from filigree rings to sapphire necklaces, all resting behind in velvet-lined boxes; Ryan noted it was the cheap stuff, none of them worth more than three or four silver shillings. He wouldn’t display the expensive items this casually, they were in the vault.

In the game it would just display a menu summary of the items; ‘14 x gemstones, total value 75 shillings’, that sort of thing. But standing there now, Ryan felt the effort that had gone into each individual item. Who had made them? How long ago? What path had they travelled to arrive here?

Negotiations followed. Compared to boardroom deals with Korean chip manufacturers, it was laughably easy. The best part had been when the trull had named a price to store his goods of one silver shilling each week and Ryan had instead invented the idea of credit.

“Instead of me paying you to store my goods, I was thinking you pay me?”

“Pay you?” the trull looked astonished. “Why would I do that?”

“Because I’m going to lend you my money.”

The trull stared at him.

“There’s several hundred silver shillings worth of minted coins in there,” Ryan tapped the chest with his foot.

“Seven-hundred and forty-nine,” the trull corrected.

“Right, so I’m going to lend you that cash and you can in turn lend it to someone else who needs the capital. For which you are going to charge them a ridiculous rate of return.”

Historically in the middle ages a loan would come with an annual interest payment of more than 40%… sometimes as high as 60%. It made Russian loan sharks look like good Samaritans. It was the same here in Eldwick.

“Of course.”

“Then you pay me a small chunk of that interest you collect. Say 10%.”

“I don’t understand… you want to become a moneylender and only charge 10%?”

“Nope, I’m going to give you the money and you can use it, but in return I want a small amount of payment.”

“But… but why so little?” the trull asked, face a mask of confusion.

“Because at any time I wish, I want to be able to come in here and ask for some or all of my seven-hundred and forty-nine shillings and you’re going to give it to me.”

“But if I’ve loaned the money, how will I do that?”

“Ah, you see… you’re going to pay me from cash you have on hand. Your cash. Then when the loan comes due and is repaid you can keep my share of the loan but still give me my 10%.”

Ryan smiled as the trull’s face contorted. He could almost hear the gears turning in his head as he tried to understand the concept. “But,” he managed eventually. “But that would almost be like the money existed twice!”

“Yeah, exactly,” Ryan said. Welcome to the modern concept of capital and banking. Before the idea had caught on the only way to get cash was borrow a loan from someone who had lots of cash. The idea of collective banking hadn’t happened until later.

“What if I don’t have seven-hundred and forty-nine shillings of my own money to pay you when you want it?” Touchstone asked.

“That’s easy. You offer the same deal to other people. Lots of people. Then you have all of their money to pay me. The only thing you ever need to worry about is having enough cash to handle everyday withdrawals.”

Let’s leave aside the problem of a run on the bank for now.

The trull had eagerly agreed to the terms and even offered food and drinks to celebrate. Ryan agreed on the one condition that he could pick up one of the jeweled combs from the displays as a signing bonus. The trull invited Ryan to enter his private chambers to wait while he deposited the chest in the underground vault and he left muttering to himself, working out the idea in his head. Had Ryan done the right thing giving the idea to make a bank to this trull instead of using it himself? Nahhh… he didn’t have the community standing to become a banker yet. And he also needed to keep adventuring to get as rich as possible as soon as possible. Maybe in a few years he’d start a competing service and undercut Touchstone’s rates until he put him out of business; Ryan had centuries of history on his side to teach him how to wipe up the floor with someone like the moneylender. If he got rich enough, eventually Ryan could start controlling nobles and kings and temples without ever having to pick up a sword.

Ryan had followed a young servant into an adjoining room, tempted by the smells of a hot meal, when he nearly collided with a group of figures standing in the dining room.

“Geezus!” Ryan jumped, startled to suddenly find the three trull sisters from the bandit camp in front of him. “Wear a bell or something.”

The three trull sisters, dressed in elegant gowns, approached him with a polite but determined demeanor. They were a far cry from the filthy potato-sacks he’d rescued from the brigands. Cleaned and painted with elaborate eye-shadows, their hair was done in matching styles, drawn back and up on top of their head like a halo of thistles.

“Oh, hey… good to see you again,” he stammered, struggling to regain his composure. "What brings you here?"

The last time he’d seen them was covered in dirt on a hilltop south of town. They’d been tricked into captivity by the same brigands who got a hold of Tilly and Pimms. In the game they offered you a reward for rescuing them, but instead, these three had offered a lucrative business deal for his baby-batter. They were travelling from their remote community for fresh blood in the form of husbands or, at the very least, stud services.

“You are well met again, Rineskull-hurn,” all three said and bowed slightly.

Suddenly something occurred to him. The moneylender had been ready to murder him until he’d said his name. “Hey, I suppose I have you to thank for making this business introduction to Touchstone.”

“Indeed, we informed him of your deeds—” started the first.

“And your manliness—” said the second.

“And the advantageous business arrangements that would result should you fill our insides with daddy-sauce,” the third said.

The eldest trull sister leaned forward in a slight bow. “Forgive our abruptness, Rineskull-hurn,” she said, her voice carrying an air of authority. “It is I, Zola, and my sisters, Azra and Kiya. If your dealing with our kinsman are concluded we wished to discuss the matter we previously mentioned.”

“Ah… well… my position on that agreement hasn’t changed.” He tried stepping around them. “Now if you’ll excuse me.”

“Forgive us for interrupting, Rineskull-hurn,” said the eldest trull sister, her voice carrying an air of authority, stepping to block his path. “We wish to extend our sincerest apologies for any discomfort caused by our previous proposition. It was never our intention to offend.”

Ryan nodded, gathering his calm as he mustered a polite smile. “Uhh… no need for apologies. I appreciate your honesty, but I'm afraid I haven't changed my stance on the matter.”

The middle trull sister, clearly the one with the sharpest business acumen, spoke with a tone that brooked no argument. "It is I, Azra. Understood, Rineskull-hurn. However, we believe our offer holds considerable benefits for both parties involved. Should you ever reconsider, please know that our doors and wombs are open to discuss a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

The youngest trull sister, her voice tinged with a touch of vulnerability, stepped forward. “Rineskull-hurn, it is I, Kiya. We see the potential within you, the strength and wisdom. We could create a powerful alliance. Think about what we could achieve together. Think of the strong babies we could produce.”

Ryan maintained his composure, expressing gratitude with a nod. “I truly appreciate your kind words and the trust you place in me. However, I must decline your generous offer. My focus lies elsewhere at the moment.”

The trull sisters exchanged a glance, disappointment clear on their faces. With a graceful bow, the eldest sister spoke on behalf of them all. “We respect your decision, Rineskull. If circumstances ever change or you find yourself in need of our assistance, please do not hesitate to seek us out. We stay here at the home of our kinsman, Touchstone.”

Ryan returned the bow. “Thank you for your understanding. I'm grateful for your offer. Should the need arise, I'll keep your words in mind.”

“We could perhaps discuss details over dinner,” Zola said.

“So you’ll… you’ll be joining us?”

“Indeed. I have thoughts on dealings that may change your stance on our offer.”

“Uhhh…”

“We have, for example, come into possession of a quantity of wyvern horn, known to greatly increase male pleasure and fertility.”

“Wyvern horn, huh?” It must be like powdered rhino horn from his world. “How is that imbibed? Food? Inhaling the fumes when you burn it?”

“Oh no, no one would ever consider destroying an artifact such as a wyvern horn. It remains intact. The horn must be inserted.”

“Anally,” Zola added.

“Into the male partner,” Kiya explained.

Ouch… no thanks.

He turned to the servant and quickly changed his plans. “Inform Master Glittertouch of my regrets as I am forced to leave early as I have suddenly remembered an important matter.”

“But Azra has a portfolio of engaging sexual positions she has prepared,” Zola said as Ryan retreated. “Azra, get the illustrations!”

“No time. Maybe later,” Ryan called.

“But… but Kiya could demonstrate them. She has been conducting stretching exercises to become more limber!”

Ryan imagined the youngest trull sister with ankles behind her head and paused half a step.

“Keep it together, Scully,” he scolded himself and kept walking.

***


Chapter 7   : Big Shot

Collecting Bruce at the entrance, Ryan stepped out into the darkening streets of the village. He’d stayed longer than intended and now he was getting hungry. He felt the comb inside his tunic. Did part of him feel bad for banging a hot catgirl last night? Not a chance. Did he feel protective of Ellsbat’s feelings?

The answer was obvious. He scowled at himself.

Occupied with thoughts of finding the right gift for Ellsbat, he didn’t register the sharp sound at first. A CRACK that was out of place for this world. Bruce, standing beside him, staggered back a step and the mask Ryan had used to conceal him fell away in pieces. It revealed a chunk missing from his cheek. Ryan puzzled at it for half a second before he knew the living statue had been hit with something.

Slingstone? Magic?

But that sound…

In that moment, time seemed to stand still as Ryan's senses heightened. Another CRACK. And something whistled through the air, narrowly missing him by inches. Instinctively he knew what it was. His eyes widened in disbelief.

A gunshot?

There were no guns in Eldwick. This was swords and sorcery, not modern warfare.

The adrenalin surge started pumping as he dodged a few steps sideways. The street was mostly open. A few shuttered merchant stalls, a handcart stacked with bundles of twigs. No real cover. He eyes darted everywhere, searching for the source of the danger.

Fuck…

Ryan's survival instinct from the modern world kicked in. He darted behind the wooden cart, seeking cover from the shots.

His brain was going into overdrive, trying to process the impossible situation. Who the fuck had a gun in this world? And more importantly, why was he the target? The questions tumbled in his head, but he knew one thing for certain: he needed to find a way to protect himself.

Another gunshot. Bruce took a another bullet in the chest, toppling him backwards against the shop front of the moneylender’s. A few moments later and another shot tore through the bundles of branches in the cart, raining twigs down on Ryan.

“Stay down!” Ryan shouted at Bruce. “Don’t move!” The statue should be good at playing dead.

The front door of Touchstone’s shop swung open.

No, no, no… stay inside!

“Rineskull-hurn?” a voice called from inside the open door of the moneylender. “Are you well? What is happening?”

The youngest trull sister, Kiya, opened the door and peered out into the street, looking for the source of the disturbance. She took a round between chin and sternum. Toppling forwards, letting out a strangled scream of anguish that turned to a soggy gurgle as she dropped into the street, her ankles across the threshold of the door. The faint scent of gunpowder came to Ryan. A hint of sulphur… a whiff of urine-reek. It was blackpowder smoke… modern guns used smokeless powder that just smelled like chemicals. He’d expensed a trip to a gunrange with an Arizona client, once. Researched enough about guns not to embarrass himself.

The trull gave a long gurgling wheeze and lay still, shuddering slightly as blood pooled in the street gutter.

Shit!

Kiya might not be dead… if he was fast enough. As the trullish girl lay sprawled on the ground, the world around Ryan shifted. He closed his eyes, drew down into the power of the Mind's Eye, and stepped into the ethereal realm of the Ghost World. Translucent shadows danced around him as the world went monochrome as an old black and white TV set, and he was invisible, untouchable. Ryan pushed himself from behind his cover and dashed towards the wounded figure sprawled helplessly on the ground.

But as he reached the wounded figure, a searing pain tore through his chest. Followed a moment later by the boom of the gun.

He gasped, his form flickering between the realms, the bullet piercing from the normal world into the ghost realm. The agony was real, as tangible as the world he had left behind. He sagged to his knees, losing touch with the red spark. The Ghost World faded away, his presence returning to the material realm. He was once again solid, vulnerable. Looking down to the hand clutched to his chest he saw blood.

How?

Ignoring his own pain, Ryan mustered every ounce of strength left within him and crawled towards the fallen trull girl. If he could get to cover... He reached out, grabbing her trembling form, and dragged Kiya into the safety of the cart's concealment.

Gritting his teeth against the torment, he spent every ounce of his remaining strength to pull her into the safety of cover. Through the pain, his adrenaline surged, lending strength to his battered frame. Blood dripped from his own wound, and he was starting to feel light-headed.

CRACK!

Pain exploded from his leg as another round found its mark.

Motherfucker!

Agony seared through his thigh, threatening to black him out. His legs were exposed, and he curled into a ball in the cover of the little wagon. Gritting his teeth against the excruciating pain, he focused his energy on the green spark, channeling the healing powers of the Mind’s Eye.

Kiya looked bad. Really bad. A hole in her chest showing bone and some sort of pulsing organ. Was she breathing? But he figured this was like an airplane oxygen-mask type situation: take care of yourself first, then the people around you. His own wounds screamed for attention, sirens of pain that threatened to overwhelm his senses. He channeled the healing energy into the bullet wounds, mending the torn flesh and slowing the tide of his own life force ebbing away. A small solid object pushed its way out of the knitting flesh in his chest.

A bullet. Bent and flattened, but definitely a lead slug. High caliber too.

As his own wounds closed up and the pain began to subside, he turned to the girl. With blood-stained hands, he pressed against the bullet wound in her chest, a conduit for the Mind’s Eye healing. Sinew knitted together, fractures fused, as the wounded figure began to gasp for breath. the flicker of life returning to her eyes.

It would have to do. He pulled away, his focus shifting to survival. Looking out between the gaps in the cart walls, he tried to spot the shooter. The wounded trull beginning to gain consciousness next to him.

She asked the question that echoed in his own mind: “What type of sorcery is this?” Kiya breathed, still weak from blood loss.

The cart trembled as another bullet probed it. The bullet found its mark, shooting through the wood and slamming into his shoulder with brutal force.

“Cocksucker!” he yelled.

This bastard was punching him full of holes as fast as he could heal himself.

Gritting his teeth against the searing pain, he refused go down. Who the fuck was this guy? He could track him down even in the ethereal realm of the Ghost World and even see him through the wooden cart. His fury ignited, a smoldering flame within his chest.

Ryan channeled the power of the Mind's Eye again. As he focused it inward the pain became a distant whisper. The green spark knitted together torn flesh as he willed the wounds to close, the energy radiating into his body with a green glow. As the wound closed, leaving behind only a fading scar, Ryan's anger swelled to replace it. Survival wasn’t the goal anymore… he wanted a piece of this sonofabitch.

He met the eyes of the trull girl he had saved. “Stay down,” he warned her. “He’s not finished yet.”

Where was he shooting from?

A quick glance up and down the street showed it was deserted. The shots had been coming through the cart between him and the other side of the street so that gave him a general direction. Carefully ducking his head out for a split second, another shot let loose, striking the cobblestones with sparks and the ricochet bounced up into the building wall.

Plunging fire… the shooter was high up. Glancing out again Ryan searched for the fogbank of black powder smoke and saw the halo drifting away from the top of the nearest tower on the town wall. Perfect sniper nest. A feral growl escaped Ryan’s lips.

Got you!

Between him and the town’s curtain wall with its tower was the cart, the open street, and a row of single-story structures built against the wall. The curtain wall tower was twenty feet tall with a wooden shed built on the top rising another ten feet. There was a stone staircase without railing from street level to the top of the wall and a door there that was the only access to the tower. It also gave access to the small platform where the town gong was hung.

Stepping out into fire was going to hurt, but staying there wasn’t an option. He’d just have to heal himself again if he got hit. The pain would be temporary, a small price to pay for reaching the sniper. Gathering his legs under himself he launched out from his cover and felt naked. Meager as it was, the cart had provided some protection.

He burst from his cover, sprinting across the street towards the sanctuary of the stone staircase. The wooden mantlet on the tower gave whoever it was a clear field of fire to the base of the wall, but the staircase made a neat defilade. It was made from solid stone and was the most bulletproof thing in sight. Every step he expected another bullet. Feet pounding against the ground, he kept his eyes on the wooden structure, searching for any sign, any hint of the sniper.

Fifteen feet. Ten. Five.

Then, he saw it—a puff of smoke billowing from the tower.

Just when he thought he’d make it, pain exploded in his skull. A flashbang detonating in his brain. Like he’d just taken a sledgehammer to the temple. The world spun, a blurred painting of shadows. His body gave out, limbs betraying him as he crumpled, teetering on the edge of unconsciousness. The world flew away, like he was falling down a well. In those fleeting moments, he clung to the flickering flame of his life-force, refusing to surrender.

How the fuck was he still alive?

Mana. He had the mana of five normal men. And even so he was down to his last fading ember of life force.

With the last vestiges of his consciousness, Ryan reached for the spark of the green ember to heal himself. It was dim. Small. Almost used up. As the world faded to black, Ryan clung to a single thread of light. He could sense the wound from the inside; massive head trauma, shattered skull, right through his eye. Ignoring the pain, he fought back the darkness.

The magic surged through his veins, knitting sinew and bone with Mind’s Eye energy.

Senses returned one by one, opening the door to agony. A pain like…

Like a hole in your head?

His mind struggled to regain its footing, the haze of disorientation threatening to drown him, near death. The Mind's Eye was his trump card. Through sheer force of will, Ryan summoned every ounce of energy, commanding his ravaged body to mend itself. The pain intensified, a searing fire along every nerve ending, but he welcomed it. It meant he was still alive.

As the healing energy coursed through his broken form, he clawed his way back from the depths of the soft black well and was back in the gritty sharp reality of the village street.

Something was wrong with his vision. He smeared blood away from his right eye, thinking it was obscuring his vision, and found only a ragged hole. He tried not to throw up. The Mind’s Eye should be able to fix it… Right? Did Psychic Surgery just replace lost life-force or could it heal crippling injuries? He couldn’t remember. Maybe no amount of magical power could bring back what was taken. His eye, stolen by a bullet, might never heal. It was a bitter pill to swallow.

He’d only need one eye to finish this…

Focussing what was left of his vision, head throbbing, he stayed as still as possible blinking at his surroundings. He was laying in the shadow of the stone stairs by the base of the wall. He’d almost made it when he took that headshot. With each breath, he swore he was going to royally fuck up whoever did this. He hugged the stone.

How long since the last shot?

A voice cut through the air, carrying down from the tower.

“Hey bro, you still alive down there?”

Mother-fucker! Chad was back… again?

“Hey, man-to-man, lemme ask you something… Think I can get a sniper achievement for this?” Then laughter.

And the asshole was trash-talking him!

“Fuck you, you sick bastard!” Ryan shouted back.

“Look at you, getting all worked up!” the sniper laughed. “It's just a bit of fun, bro.”

Ryan's hands clenched into fists, his knuckles white. “You think you can just kill innocent people for your own fucked-up jollies?”

“Big talk, crawling there in the dirt. Why don't you do us all a favor and just stand up? Take the hit like a man. It's not like you can stop me anyway.”

“Now you’re making me angry,” Ryan shouted. “Get ready for it, you arrogant prick.”

“Oh, please. You can't stop me. I'm untouchable.

Ryan was surprised by someone shouting in the street. An old man from one of the buildings. “What’s the meaning of this?” the geezer yelled at Ryan, like it was his fault.

“Run! Hide!” Ryan shouted at the man.

“Don’t you tell me what to do!”

He was gaining the support of a small crowd. They looked like his family.

“Hey, let me introduce you to my next victim,” Chad yelled. “Watch closely.”

A gunshot rang out and there was a sharp cry cut short. The old man went to the ground clutching his stomach. The family around him screamed, some running, others trying to help him.

“Look at that poor bastard! Bet he won't be able to walk that off. Go old man! No? Shame he won't live to see his grandkids,” the sniper laughed.

Another shot rang out, the old man taking a hit in the chest and going still. Then the Griefer called out again, this time with less joy.

“NPC’s are no fun, bro. Come on… Come at me!”

With each taunt hurled down from the Griefer, Ryan's anger swelled. How could someone see this world and not believe it was real? Think it was a… a simulation? These were real lives, real pain, real consequences. He was getting tired of sharing this world with an arrogant child.

Ryan's voice rose above the chaos. “So if none of these people are real what’s the point, Chad? You jerking yourself off up there?”

The sniper's voice boomed down from the tower, laced with a sadistic amusement. “Oh, I know they're real to you. I’m counting on it.”

Ryan felt a chill run down his spine, a cold realization gripping his heart. This Griefer knew something he didn’t. “Care to tell me your evil plan? Go ahead… start monologuing.”

Chad's voice dripped with greasy humor. “Sure, why not! Keep fighting, bro. Keep resisting. Because the more chaos I make here, the more likely those precious fucktoys of yours are gonna show up. And then, oh man will I show you what really matters.”

A surge of anger coursed through Ryan's veins. “You touch them I’ll make you wish you’d stayed dead.”

The Griefer's mocking laughter echoed through the square, a grating sound that stoked Ryan's determination. “That won’t even start to pay you back for all the times you murdered me. Not even close.”

Ryan tried to worm his way forward and was rewarded with a bullet spanging off the stone from the edge of the stone stairs. He was pinned down. Stay here, and the girls would show up eventually. Go out and he’d get head-shot again, and this time he didn’t have the energy to heal. Sweat trickled down his forehead, mingling with the dirt and dried blood.

His eyes darted around, scanning for any way out. And then, like a gift from the gods, two groups of town militia arrived on the wall parapet from either side of the tower. Either they didn’t know what they were up against, or they were suicidally brave.

A man-at-arms from the Keep led the charge. Clad in full plate mail by the rattling sound. The sniper opened fire, starting with the professional soldier in the lead. Crack of the gun and the man-at-arms dropped. Even a primitive gun would pierce that kind of armor like a screwdriver through tin foil.

Then another shot, another man down. Ryan counted between shots. Only a three-count. So, not a semi-auto… maybe a bolt action of some kind? With methodical precision, the Griefer selected his targets. The plink of metal seemed tiny compared to the eruptions of blood and gore as the bullets went right through armor, the militiaman inside it, and out the back as each lifeless body fell.

But a human at a run could cover ground fast. More than half of the militia made it to the tower and slammed open the connecting doors and stormed inside. Ryan could hear their battle cries merging with the clash of steel and beat of their footsteps. He risked a glimpse up towards the tower top, his ears picking up the rapid-fire gunfire that echoed from inside. Muffled now. Gunflashes illuminated the darkened tower windows.

It was a different gun. Smaller caliber. Rapid fire. He was really opening up on them in there.

This was his chance. One moment to act while the sniper's focus was diverted. He glanced at Kiya; she’d be fine. He had to go now, while he had the chance.

***

Ryan charged up the stairs.

In a straight-up fight, his demonfyre was at least as dangerous as a bullet, but Ryan didn’t have the strength to heal himself again today and couldn’t afford to take any more gunshots. It was obvious the primitive metal armor available wasn’t bulletproof, but he needed something for protection…

His eyes went to the bronze gong suspended on uprights on the tower wall. No… that would never work. Would it?

Might as well try.

Taking the steps two at a time he raced to the tower top. Throwing himself against the base of the tower he eyed the gong; it was bigger up close than it looked from below. Nearly four feet across. A single slash from the sword of Xerxia sliced clean through the ropes suspending it and it hit the stone platform with a CLANG that hurt his ears. He gripped the edges of the massive bronze disc before it could roll away and strained to keep it upright. Pivoting it, he took aim and rolled it right inside the door to the tower interior until it bounced off the narrow wooden stairs that circled the interior up to the parapet floor above.

With the disc held firmly in his grasp, Ryan resumed his ascent, his steps slow and heavy hauling the heavy weight. Wooden steps creaking underfoot. He paused at the disgusting sight on the next landing. A river of crimson, cascading down the steps. The metallic tang of blood filling the air, mingling with the choking fog of gunpowder that filled confined space.

With each step, the grim fate of the town watchmen who’d made it this far unfolded before Ryan's eyes. The lifeless body of the first fallen man lay sprawled across the stairs, his armor punctured by a single, fatal bullet hole just above the visor. The sight sent a shiver down Ryan's spine, a stark reminder of the precision the sniper had. He paused, resting the gong with a THUNK. Catching his breath was impossible in the fog. He guessed the size of the hole at maybe 40-45 cal.

Forcing himself to move, Ryan gripped his shield and held in front of him as he climbed the steps, treacherously slippery with blood. That was easier than climbing the bodies though. Piles of armored corpses forcing him to navigate the grisly obstacle course carefully or start an avalanche. Poor bastards had been cut to pieces. Bloodstained walls and splintered wood bore witness to the barrage of bullets that had dropped the watchmen. Ryan tried not to focus on the faces of the dead men, knowing he could end up the same way.

He reached the top. It was an open internal wooden framework under the roof with a shooting parapet like a catwalk. Dim inside. He could be hiding anywhere on the catwalk.

“Hey, bro, finally made it this far, huh?” the sniper called from above, impossible to pinpoint where. “You've been putting on a great show, but I think it's time to wrap you up.”

Ryan froze, leaning his only eye around the cover of the metal disc. “You gonna tell me why you’re doing this, Chad? What's the point?”

The sniper chuckled. “Point? Who needs a point when you've got power? This is a rush, bro. Ten times better’n the thrill in a regular game.”

Ryan gritted his teeth. “Ask you a question then?”

“Shoot.” He laughed at his own joke.

“Where the fuck did you get a gun? There are no guns in Eldwick.”

The sniper laughed maliciously. “Gear upgrade bro! I asked for a custom class and they made one for me. Same goes for the choice guns. Woulda been nice to have an AR-15 or a pair of P-90s to dual wield, but this is doin the job. Magic guns… they rock.”

That’s how he’d been shot in the Ghost World: magic bullets. He’d kept him talking long enough Ryan had figured out exactly where he was hiding. Directly above the stairs; if Ryan made another step forward he’d take a shot between the shoulder blades. A surge of anger gave him strength. This little bitch was just enjoying chaos for its own sake. He didn’t give a shit about anyone else.

“You're sick in the head, Chad,” Ryan spat.

The guy just laughed. “Whatever. Come get killed.”

“Never happen. I’m about to wipe you out.” Ryan silently shifted the gong, raising it overhead with arms straining.

The sniper's voice oozed with arrogance. “Oh, really? What can you do? Non-player characters are expendable. But hey, don't worry, I'm about to bring out the big guns. Your fuck-buddies will make this more--”

Gathering his strength, Ryan charged. He ran blind, keeping his entire body hidden behind the disc. When the first BANG hit his ears and the shield rang like a tin shed hit by a hammer, he flinched. There was a dent, but even from that close range the bullets couldn’t penetrate.

Then it was a flurry of shots. Bullets ricocheted off the shield one after another. The impacts shivered the metal in his hands, the noise in the confined space was loud enough to hurt his ears. A fogbank of black powder smoke filled the stairwell, lit now with gunflashes. He counted shots. At twelve the rain of lead slugs stopped.

He was out.

The parapet shooting platform was eye-height. Ryan strained, swung the gong from overhead and onto the arches of the feet he saw standing there.

There was a strangled cry of pain and the crunching of bone. Pivoting the disc on its balance point, he lifted it up to see the gunman above him collapse with both feet crushed. He heaved the gong aside making a crashing noise so loud he winced as it rolled and crashed into the wall.

Ryan staggered a moment, seeing the man fumbling with some sort of pistol frantically trying to reload what looked like a six-barrelled pepperbox pistol. The barbarian body was gone, replaced with a lanky gunslinger frame that reminded him of Eastwood in his spaghetti westerns, but the face was similar enough.

Chad.

He’d switched bodies since Ryan killed him in the temple. Trying a new tactic: sniping from a safe distance. Ryan calmly drew his sword again and climbed the short ladder, standing over the man where he crawled backwards on his ass. A single swing of Xerxia cut his hand off at the wrist. It thumped across the floor, still holding the gun.

“Nnnnnnyaaaaahh!” the Griefer screamed.

It wasn’t enough. Seeing him bloody and cringing. Not nearly enough.

Ryan hacked down on his ankles, one after the other. Each provoking another scream. Crumpled on the ground with both feet chopped off, the Griefer whimpered.

“N-no fair! This isn't how it's supposed to g-go!” the Griefer cried, his voice trembling with pain.

Making a finger gun, Ryan unleashed a torrent of demonfyre, engulfing the sniper in a shower of searing pain.

The sniper's screams turned into gurgling cries as he trembled, burned, on the ground, his lifeblood pumping out the leg stumps onto the floor, body blistering, burned black, and smoking. Fueled by an anger that had festered within him, Ryan snatched the sniper by the neck, his fingers tightening around the wretch's throat.

“You… can’t… keep… winning… forever…” the dying man gurgled through fire-cracked lips.

“I’m going to take your guns. Mine now, genius. That’s what you get when the bonus build you take at character creation is a fucking magic item… newb.”

Face to face, Ryan relished the moment of satisfaction seeing fear and fury etched across the sniper's face. Lifting the dying man, he dangled Chad by his throat and stripped the gun belts off the sniper's trembling form. The demonfyre burned living flesh, but nothing else.

“You should quit while you’re ahead. You’re out of your league,” Ryan told him.

“Always… a next time… see you… soon…” the burned man choked out each word.

“I hope you do,” Ryan snarled in his face. “And next time you come back I’m gonna take my time to kill you. I’m gonna keep you alive. A long… long time.”

“Bring… it…” it came out as a rasp.

“I’m glad you have a sense of humor. You’ll need it. After I burn your arms and legs off. I’ll keep you in a birdcage for goblins to play with.”

The man’s eyes went wide. Maybe for the first time taking Ryan seriously.

The joy of torturing Chad suddenly drained out of him. Replaced by disgust at the pitiful scorched thing. Ryan summoned the searing flames of the demonfyre one more time, scorching the man's flesh until , the putrid stench of burning flesh suddenly made him sick. He tossed the burning body over the edge of the tower without looking. Chad was still alive enough to scream on the way down.

A fitting end to the sadistic bastard.

Ryan's hands moved without his brain even thinking as he collected the arsenal of enchanted firearms left behind by the fallen sniper. Some small part of him knew he was feeling a touch of shock – his mind shutting down from the carnage.

There were two of the pepperbox-style revolving pistols, and a single-shot rifle. They used brass cartridges but the reloading mechanism was bizarre, like sliding a photographic plate into an old camera. There were probably a hundred rounds of ammo left in the leather belts.

The guns matched nothing he’d ever seen before. Weapons crafted by some entity that had never seen a weapon from his original world. It was too dangerous to leave these things laying around for a local to find. The consequences of introducing gunpowder to this world were potentially catastrophic. Ryan strapped the weapons underneath his fur-trimmed cloak and could already hear shouts from below as the locals started coming out of their houses, trying to make sense of what had happened.

***

Ryan managed to escape down the stairs from the guard tower without attracting anyone’s attention, reaching the bottom he saw a crowd beginning to form at either end of the street. Probably better off if he wasn’t answering a bunch of questions.

The moneylender’s shop was directly across the street. Door closed now, and no sign of the youngest trull sister in the street, or Bruce.

Ducking his head, he approached the door and banged on the outer door. After a long moment there was a whirrrr--clank ratcheting sound and the door opened. To his surprise, none of the internal defences activated and the second internal door swung open at the same time.

“You must get inside quickly. Come, Rineskull-hurn.”

He was surrounded by trulls. Two of the sisters – Zola and Azra by the size and strength – supported him on either side and practically lifted him off the ground to bustle him into the comfortable sitting room beyond. It was like being picked up by a pair of organic tractors.

The tattoo-covered trull merchants set him in a chair. Standing in the room was Bruce; slightly damaged but otherwise fine.

“Your face has suffered a terrible wound,” the first sister said. Zola?

“There is a hole where your eye should be,” Azra added.

“Gee, thanks,” he grumbled, laying back.

Zola yanked a lever and the front doors both slammed shut again. Azra continued to stare at him.

“No thanks are required. We have provided a like exchange of services,” Azra said flatly. “You healed Kiya, we have provided you shelter in time of need. No further contractual negotiations are required… on this matter.”

“As much as it pains me to give up an advantage in our other negotiations,” Zola added.

“Sister, you are reminded it would fall outside the bounds of honorable exchange to exploit this boon for unrelated advantages. Rineskull-hurn saved our sister’s life.”

“Your business acumen and safeguarding of traditions is impeccable, as always,” Zola said, although she still frowned slightly.

“Can I get a strong drink… and maybe a clean cloth or a scarf?” Ryan asked.

By the time he had emptied a pair of cups filled with a decent red wine and tied a makeshift bandage over his missing eye, Touchstone himself showed up, cradling a loaded crossbow.

“What have you done? Why is there a hyuman in my parlor?” the older trull asked firmly.

“Honor demands we provide shelter, cousin,” Zola said.

“If it’s not too much trouble,” Ryan added. “I’d like to make another deposit.”

The trullish moneylender quickly got over his surprise seeing Ryan back so soon, and true to his species and occupation he didn’t ask questions. It took only a few minutes to open the vault door, after leading Ryan past the collection of magical and mundane traps, and into the cramped space. It was lined with sheets of hammered iron which were coated in lead; both tricks to block magical auras and prevent magical scrying inside.

The moneylender's eyes stared steadily back as Ryan negotiated a small fee increase to keep the cache of weapons safe in the secure confines of the vault. He had no doubt they’d stay undisturbed. Touchstone’s entire business was to keep secrets slumbering, locked away from prying eyes of the outside world.

Even so, Ryan removed the firing pins from the guns. He was paranoid by nature. Closer inspection told him they seemed to use magic to ignite the gunpowder instead of percussion caps. Ingenious, really.

He held one of the handguns and tested the weight. It was heavy, but well balanced despite the six barrels. The revolver, cold and weighty in his hand, seemed stupid to waste. He belted its holster around his waist and kept it under his cloak; a last resort in case of emergency. He turned to the intricate sniper scope attached to the single long gun, looking for an explanation how the fucker had been able to see him through wood and even the ghost world.

It was no ordinary optical lens. Pinched in the forks of the sights was a magical gem big as a thumb, pulsating with slight aura—a gem of All-seeing.

No fucking way… that was a tier 9 magic item.

Ryan’s estimation of how much the guns had cost to manufacture went up by a factor of three. An All-seeing gem was a milky crystal that let you see… well… pretty much anything. Invisible things, in the dark, through thin amounts of stone or thick wood, magical auras and even into the spirit world.

It solved the mystery of the sniper's ability to perceive him even in the ethereal realm, or through walls.

Turning to the moneylender, Ryan held up a pair of gold coins. “Finders fee. Do you happen to know a skilled gemcutter?”

Glittertouch's wide trull face brightened with a grin. “Indeed, my friend. I know just the person.”

When they returned to the sitting room the moneylender simple pointed to Zola. “There is your gemcutter.”

Terrific…

Ryan put the gem of All-Seeing on the velvet cloth laid on the table between them.

The trull girl picked it up with thumb and forefinger. As she inspected the magical gem, her eyes widened with awe. “This is an extraordinary piece of magic! It holds immense power.”

“Yeah…”

“What do you desire, Rineskull-hurn?”

Ryan's gaze met the trull’s, his voice steady. “I need a glass eye,” he said, pointing a thumb at the improvised rag of eyepatch. “Shape it into a sphere, smooth and polished.”

Zola grinned. “It seems we need to re-open negotiations for your husbandry services after all.”

I fucking knew it…

But before he could object, a new voice sounded from the back of the room, where she stood in the doorway.

“Stop, sister,” Kiya said. “We are still in Rineskull’s debt.”

“I am not so certain of that,” the eldest trull sister said. “You should be resting.”

“I wished to see Rineskull and give him my thanks—”

“Kiya!” Zola said in a warning tone.

“My thanks for saving my life and to beg forgiveness of the debt—”

“Kiya!”

“Until such time as we can repay it. It seems that time has come already.”

“You are the youngest sister and not eligible to participate in such high-level decision-making!” Zola snapped.

“If she alone is not, then I too agree,” Azra said. “That is two votes to one. Family matters greatly over profit.”

It took Zola a moment to gather her composure, face a disbelieving scowl. Then, regaining calm, she turned to Ryan. “When would you like this done?” she asked.

“I’ll wait,” he replied.

After a few measurements, Ryan drank tea in the moneylender’s parlor served by the two younger trullish sisters and dozed in a comfortable chair. The healing he’d performed earlier was exhausting… and counting the killing of the Chad (again) it added up to a very long day.

It was a couple hours for Zola to finish the task, but Ryan was happy to have someplace to lay low. He was awakened gently by Kiya and he looked into her kindly face. Unlike previous conversations there was a hint of expression on her girlishly delicate trull features: adoration. He sat up and saw someone had put a blanket on him while he slept.

“You were shivering, in your sleep,” Kiya said. “Come, the gem is ready.”

He followed her to a backroom workshop with many tiny tools. Zola, in a working apron, turned and handed him the gem. Once he held the polished orb delicately in his palm, its gleaming surface reflecting colors like a rainbow, he grinned. Untying the makeshift eye-patch he raised it to his eye, feeling its cool touch against his skin. He popped it in the empty socket.

Ugh… gross.

The world seemed to shift, a kaleidoscope of versions of the room filling his vision. With a little effort it settled down. By concentrating he found he could make it work just like his own remaining eye. Then concentrating harder he managed to see the room in the visual spectrum of magical auras, then switch to infra-red, then switch to a kindof x-ray vision that let him look right through clothes of the trulls and see their bones and organs.

He glanced at Kiya and saw that beneath her shapeless gown was the brickhouse curves of a true hottie. He stared a moment longer, shocked to see just how… sexy she was. Not like a human girl, but more like Monroe… or maybe that redhead from Mad Men. The longer he looked, the faster he saw her heart begin to beat.

“Is it working?” she asked.

Ryan blinked and turned away. “Uh – cough – yeah. It will take some getting used to though.”

All-seeing gems were pretty much like the name said; you could see invisible or hidden things, and some of them even had more powers, like the ability to see though solid matter, or see magic or even auras.

For now, he’d settle on replacing his lost eye, and he focussed it back to normal vision. The sphere nestled securely within his eye socket. The world around him felt sharper, more alive. That dumb fucker… he’d come to kill Ryan and ended up donating powerful magic items instead.

“Then we can consider this debt… repaid?” Zola asked.

“Fair is fair. You’ve done me a great service.”

It seemed to satisfy the trulls for now. After collecting his sword, brand new pistol and concealing them under the fur cloak, Ryan made his goodbyes and stepped into the secure entrance of the moneylender’s as the outer door clanked open, Bruce following.

“Return to the Shy Sphinx without attracting attention,” Ryan told the statue.

He’d recovered some of his Mind’s Eye energy while he slept and emerged from the shop stepping into the Ghost World. Invisible. Undetectable. The smoking remains of the Chad had been removed, as well as the bodies of the town watch who’d tried to arrest him, and now a squad of armored soldiers from Hellhound Keep stood around, securing the tower. Ryan glided past them and headed for the Sphinx.

He stopped to pick up the gossip as he made his way through the streets, listening in on the conversations of locals. Seven villagers were dead, not counting the man-at-arms. The baroness was having a shitfit; those guys cost a lot of money to outfit, train and maintain. To lose one with no explanation how or why would make the old bitch lose her mind.

But it was only a slightly above average body count for Verbinnec; it took a lot more than something like this this to panic the town. The night streets were full of gossiping locals, standing in doorways, chatting with neighbors, kids and dogs playing in the streets. More like a holiday than a mass shooting.

Once he made his way back to the Shy Sphinx, Ryan saw the place was packed. Shit. So much for sneaking in. Everyone had a story to tell – some frightened, some bragging – about the strange occurrence in the street that left people dead. It was a small town, and Ryan would have expected tears and mourning since everyone there must’ve known at least one person hurt. But this wasn’t the world he’d grown up in. In Eldwick, apparently, they were either made of sterner stuff or had adjusted to a world where life was brutal, dumb and short.

Still in the Ghost World, he slipped inside undetected, found a dark corner, and returned to normal reality. Pretending he’d been there the whole time.

***


Chapter 8   : Roll Out the Red Carpet

It was less than an hour later, near the dinner hour when the lanterns were lit in the Sphinx, and more and more of a crowd gathered inside. He’d been through two pints of the sweet ale the Sphinx offered and was beginning to feel more like himself again, shaking off the shock of the shooting spree. He put his head down on the table, pillowed on his arms and rested.

“Rineskull,” the a voice said twice to be heard over the noise. “I thought you might be back when the statue showed up…”

He opened his good eye to Pimms standing at eye-level. Still disguised as a little girl in a bonnet. Her eyes went wide when she took a look at him. “Wah in blazes happened wif you? You look like you've been chewed up by a bloody werewolf and spit out!”

“Our friend was back… things got messy.”

“Cor! You mean that was your little show causin' all that bleedin' ruckus? Boosh, you've got some nerve, I'll give ya that!”

“Why does everybody blame me? It’s not me!” Ryan insisted.

But she was gone, returning with the imposing figure of Tilly and the cat-girl barmaid, Pandy.

“We have to get you cleaned up, master. You can’t go like this,” Tilly shook her head.

“Go where?”

But none of them answered. With Tilly dragging him out of the chair they led him to a back room where Pandy was already pouring a fresh bucket of hot water into a wooden tub big enough to bathe three Ryan’s in. Tilly fussed over him, taking off the layers of his filthy clothes and clucking her teeth at the mud, blood and soot on everything. When he was down to his drawers he objected.

“I can handle the rest, thanks!” he shooed her away.

“Go on then,” Pandy gave him a little grin.

Neither of the peasant girls showed any signs of leaving so he sighed, shucked down and stepped into the tub.

"Wot's the matter, Tilly? Got a bit o' color on yer cheeks, 'ave ya?” the imp said where she was picking up his dirty clothes on the end of a stick. “Awright, spill the beans, yer want his bludger to be ticklin' yer fancy?"

“N-no… I mean, not that I wouldn’t… Pimms, you’re teasing me!”

"I ain't teasin' ya as much as that sausage is. 'E's 'avin' a proper giggle, ain't 'e?"

“Is not!”

“Go on, you're meltin' like a candle in the rain, or is it just the hot bath makin' ya all flustered?"

Ryan tried to ignore them and awkwardly settle into the tub, splashing water in his face. Tilly stopped her bickering and joined Pandy when the barmaid picked up a washcloth and a rough bar of lye soap.

Then they started to take their clothes off.

“Uhhhh… is that necessary?”

“Wouldn’t want to get my outfit wet for the rest of the night,” the cat-fey girl smiled.

By then she was wearing nothing but what could generously be called two linen rectangles – front and back – with knotted ties. Tilly went down to her loincloth and even the shameless Pimms was in an outfit that looked like a pair of handkerchiefs on her tiny frame.

Then all three climbed in with him.

He tried to protest but, in the end, had to give up and let them wash him. Tilly started at the feet resting his legs on her lap while she soaped up his instep and between the toes and slowly worked her way north. Pimms straddled his shoulder and started washing his hair. Pandy kneeling beside him started on his shoulders and began working her way down.

Despite himself, Ryan began to relax into it. The stress of the day began to fade, massaged out of his sore muscles with delicate soapy hands and washed away in the tub full of warm water. He was just beginning to slide into a hypnotic, meditative state when Pandy and Tilly met in the middle and their hands began cleaning his cock and balls – and everything else – under the water.

He jolted upright, splashing liquid everywhere, and losing his eyepatch in the process. Switching from one innocent face to the other to figure out who’s finger had gone there. But before he could get riled up about it, the girls stared at his new eye.

“What happened to your eye?” Tilly asked with concern.

“Good question, mate. I was thinkin' the same meself. Fancy sharin' your secrets?”

“Yeah… that. He, uh, he shot me in the face.”

“He? He who?” Pandy asked.

“Chad,” Was all Ryan answered. Pandy was a nice gal, but in the game she was a bit of a gossip.

“Roit bastard!” Pimms declared.

“With an arrow?” Tilly asked, leaning close.

“Not exactly… more like a sling stone that moves too fast to see.”

The imp tilted his chin up and leaned over to look down at the replacement gem. “Maybe ya need an eyepatch to hide that weird glowin' eye of yours. Looks like it's got a life of its own, dunnit?”

Ryan considered it. Given time he could probably regrow the eye; in the meantime, having a magic gem was sure to attract attention.

“I think it makes him look handsome,” Pandy grinned up at him where she was soaping one leg, her slippery washcloth grazing the shaft of his cock as she washed his inner thigh.

Geez, not in front of the imp!

Not to be outdone, Tilly pressed her bare soapy chest to his so she could stare at his eye from a few inches away. “So handsome,” she nodded. “But will she like it?”

“I feel like I’m missing something… She who? What’s happening?” he changed the subject.

“Mistress Ellsbat is waiting for you upstairs,” Tilly said. Was she trying to hide a grin?

He looked around at the faces. Well… in good news they didn’t seem to mind the arrangement of sharing him. But he wasn’t sure how he felt being passed around between girls like a new handbag.

Pack of cigarettes in prison might be more accurate…

“Out,” he ordered them. They tried to protest but he snarled in the tone they knew better to challenge and sulkily left him in the tub alone.

Fucksakes… bad enough Dagonestra gave him a gold star every girl he smashed. Now they were organizing themselves like some sort of union. Screw this!

He smiled to himself, picturing Ellsbat pacing back and forth, angrily fuming that he wasn’t rushing into her arms. He stayed soaking in the hot tub as long as he could. Little by little his anger at the situation eroded. It had been a helluva day already… and he wasn’t sure he was ready for more demands and uppity behavior from the magic-user. But the water was getting cold. His fingers were getting pruned, and he was starting to picture Ellsbat in a way that grew more and more… alluring, and less annoying.

When the water was stone cold Tilly quietly knocked at the door and suggested it was time to move on by offering him a towel and a robe warmed by the fire.

“Fuck… who exactly are you punishing, anyway, Scully?” he sighed to himself.

He collected the swordbelt with the pepperbox pistol but left the rest of his things with the girls to wash. Pimms escorted him to the bottom of the stairs, almost as if she didn’t trust him to run off.

“To the left, mate. Last door at the end of the bleedin' hallway. Can't miss it, unless yer blind as a bat in one eye." Pimms smiled broadly.

Ryan climbed the stairs and found the last door, knocking quietly. “It’s me…” he hesitated. “Rineskull.”

“Come in!” Ellsbat called.

It was the nicest room at the Sphinx, with a fireplace, four-poster bed, table and chairs and even a rug and couch. It had been cleaned and swept, dusted and the fire banked with fresh logs; looks like the maids had done a good job bringing it up to Ellsbat’s exacting standards. He got a real privileged rich-girl vibe from her. Ellsbat was seated on the couch, small cup of wine in hand. She looked beautiful and clearly had enjoyed her own bath. In clean clothes, the red hair framing her face, tucked behind one ear and falling over her shoulders, she almost glowed in the firelight. The low neck of her dress exposed the huge upper curve of her tits in a way that made him forget where he was for a moment.

“You’re back! A good day, I trust?”

He was shocked by how… nice… she was being.

“Yeah… sorry I vanished, had some things to take care of,” he said apologetically. Like killing a cheating griefer bastard and stashing his chest full of treasure with the Emerald Bane gem in Glittertouch’s trapped vault.

“Oh, right,” he remembered and opened his belt pouch. He handed her the jade comb. “I got you something. It’s nothing much, but it caught my eye. You’ve been working so hard lately I just thought… you deserved something nice.”

His words trailed off when he saw she didn’t seem to be listening. Just staring at the comb in her hands. Tears in her eyes. Fucking typical… try to do something nice and all you get for it is…

“It’s perfect,” she smiled, wiping away tears. “Thank you!” she held the comb to her chest.

“Oh, uhhh, glad you like it. Sorry if it’s the wrong… color?”

“Oh, that’s no problem,” she smiled. “Sit with me.”

He stood by the table covered in food and tried a grape, trying not to stare at her chest. When he looked back the new dress was gone, replaced with what could only be described as a French maid’s outfit. Short black skirt, puffy sleeves, stockings and apron of white lace. And one of those frilly lace headbands to hold her hair back. Even a little garter on one thigh and a feather duster in her hand. She filled it out in ways that made his heart beat faster.

“Rineskull,” she said in a soft voice, leaning back on the couch and smiling. “You kept me waiting…” she purred suggestively. “Won’t you sit now?”

She hadn’t seemed to notice the costume change yet. He pretended nothing had changed.

He took in the room. She’d set the whole place up as a lady’s sitting room, with what was clearly mismatched furnishings added until the small space was almost entirely filled with chairs, divans, a pair of side tables (one for pleasant-smelling incense and another for food and wine) and fresh-cut flowers. He wondered how much of the treasure he’d earned fighting his way through the Emerald Palace dungeons had been used to achieve all this.

“I see you’ve made yourself at home. Hope there’s some money left.”

Her face contorted. She had not expected this to be his initial reaction. “And whyever not? I am the lady of the house.”

“Yeah, well, next time ask me first,” he shrugged.

“Ask? Ask permission? I think you forget who is the servant here… you follow my rules. My rules only.”

Here we go… Ryan scowled. “Listen, you want to hire an interior decorator, that’s one thing. But you keep flashing all our coin around town and every burglar and pickpocket will be after us. We should be keeping a low profile, use your head.”

“Use my… do you mean to say I act carelessly and without thought? I’ll have you know that the discipline of the mind required to study the arcane arts is highly demanding!”

“Yeah, I get it, you’re booksmart. That’s not what I’m talking about. I mean that outside your academy you might want to check with people who know better.”

The warmth in her voice was gone. “I do not appreciate your tone. Your place is to fulfill my wishes.”

To emphasize this she shook the feather duster at him vigorously. Only seeing it did she do a double-take looking down at the strange new outfit.

“Why I aught to…” she began, then her dark eyes flashed a quick look at him and she bit back the words. Suddenly she crossed her legs coyly and thrust out her chest. Ryan held in a small groan at the way the neck of the lace-fringed apron threatened to give way from the pressure of her tits stretching the fabric.

Don’t let her charms sway you, Scully! “Get ready to wait a long time if that’s what you think I’m here for. I thought I was here to keep demons and humans from committing genocide. Did you have something you wanted that is somehow more important than that?”

“I… you…” she spluttered. She visibly gathered her calm, perhaps realising she’d been unreasonable.

“This is not why I wished to see you,” she managed a small smile. “Please won’t you join me?” she patted the couch beside her.

Ryan hung his swordbelt and pistol across one of the chairs before joining her on the couch. As soon as he came to rest the redhead scooted closer, so she was practically pressed against him.

“Does my new attire not please you…” she began, then caught a good look at his eye. “By the Sweet Arms of the Herald Herself! What happened to your eye?”

“It’s a long story.” he sighed.

The redhead stared at his face from inches away, her pale coppery eyebrows furrowed. Cleavage under his nose. “Is it… is it gone?”

“No, it’s right there, now it’s better,” he said, starting to feel self conscious and pulling away to get some distance.

“It’s a stone.”

“Yeah…”

“How is that better?” she cried.

“It’s a magic gem. It let’s me see things.”

“Is it permanent?”

“I dunno. Maybe. Depends how much I like having a magic eye.”

“It mars your features… Remove it. Immediately!”

“Easy there, I’ll be the one who decides if I keep the eye. Look, I haven’t even decided if I want to keep it, can we just ignore it for now?”

“It’s… it follows me,” she said, leaning from side to side.

He snapped his fingers in front of her face to get her attention and she blinked alert. “Was there something you wanted to talk about? The girls said you wanted me for something…”

The magic-user gave his eye one more stare then composed herself, regaining her calm.

“Thank you, for taking such good care of me… and the girls,” Ellsbat said. She wrapped her arm under his and leaned her head on his shoulder. “I know I have been… demanding, but I recognise how wonderful you have been. You’re like a hero from the legends. A true servant of Dagonestra.”

“That’s kind of you to say,” he replied. “But you’ve done great too.”

“Me?” she seemed shocked. “No! I’m not nearly as powerful as I want to be to serve the purpose of our quest. I know you’re the servant summoned to do my bidding but if I’m being honest… I feel that you exceed me in nearly every way.”

It was the first time he’d felt the magic-user quite so emotionally vulnerable. Even when threatened with torture by the wolf bandits she’d been brave.

Ryan took in the exposed pale V of skin in the open front of her maid outfit, the dangerous curves beneath it and wondered why he was doing his best to kill the mood. He rose to pour himself a drink of wine and sipped it.

“Rineskull,” she said in a low tone. “Did you not mean to offer me a drink first?”

“You didn’t ask.”

“I should not have to! You are beneath my station, you offer me a drink before you drink yourself!”

Aaaaand there it was. Ryan glared into his cup a moment. Ellsbat was a nice girl – more than nice in many important ways – but she had some strange notions about who was the top in this relationship. If he was determined to start things with her, best to straighten her out from the start, before things went further.

He sat down close to her on the couch and offered the goblet of wine to her. “Why don’t you just share mine?” he asked softly.

She blinked at him and flushed. “But… but its already touched your lips.”

“What’s wrong with my lips? You’ve touched them before, if you remember.”

“I…” now she was blushing furiously.

He grinned at the way he’d schooled her and held the cup up to her mouth. Eyes wide, she took a sip before hurriedly turning away to hide her expression like someone half her age.

“Why do you make things so difficult?” she asked.

“Maybe I just like being treated as an equal instead of a pet begging for a reward.”

“I do not treat you like a pet!”

“No, only a servant. You make everything so hard by acting like I’m beneath you.” He smiled at her. “It makes me think you may be imagining other ways that you could be beneath me, making some part of me hard.”

She squirmed. “You… your imagination has run away from you. But you spoke of a reward. Name it and I shall see you have it.”

“Oh really?”

“Yes. I am a sorceress of my word!”

“I feel like you’d just back out.”

“I take offense at the implication I would not honor such a gift. Name it, I will not flinch.”

Well, well… she might have finally put herself into a position he could teach her a lesson. It almost seemed unfair how she’d walked right into it… Ah well, what was that they said? Spare the rod?

And looking back at her she’d changed again. Instead of a prissy little maid’s outfit she was in a tight white blouse. A little tie, knee socks, plaid micro-miniskirt and hair in pigtails. Instead of a feather duster she was a wooden ruler.

Goddam… it was as if… was she reading his mind?

“Rineskull?” she asked him, examining the tiny skirt. “What type of strange, patterned skirt is this?”

Oh shit… think fast, Scully!

“Uh… it’s the traditional outfit of a place called Scotland,” he assured her.

“And you find it… attractive?” she modelled it, turning from side to side. Her exceptionally curvy body was barely contained by the skimpy clothing. “You’re attracted to Scotlanders?”

Oh you’re going to hell for this, Ryan…

“Mm-hmm,” he nodded carefully, biting his lip. “Yup. Scottish girls…. women! Scottish women! Are what I’m attracted to. That’s right.”

“W-with my t-thighs bared like this?” she asked, turning pink.

“Aye lassie,” he brushed his fingers down her leg. “I ken yer much pleasing.”

She shivered, breathing raggedly. “H-how am I to k-know what you wish as a reward?”

She trembled as he gently lifted her chin and kissed the plump, red lips. Like a rabbit frozen in the grass, too scared to move. He kissed her again and she gave a soft sigh. Kissed her neck and she gasped. Her eyes glowing red.

“Does this give you any ideas?” he asked.

She nodded jerkily. “I… if you insist. Just this once…”

The next time he kissed her he didn’t stop. Her mouth opened to his tongue and suddenly she was moaning past his lips, her arms going around his shoulders as he leaned in, and they were laying back on the couch. With a sound like a squeaky hinge her succubus horns popped out. She shuddered and gasped, kissing him back harder and harder. His hand ran from her shoulder to waist to hip and then her bare thighs where they were exposed from. The narrow succubus tail sprung out from under the miniskirt like a serpent.

Her nipples were standing taut against t the fabric of her shirt. When his hands gently cupped and circled the huge, milky drums of her tits through her blouse, she gave an honest to goodness moan, head thrown back and going limp in his arms and with a quiet pop she entirely lost the concentration that maintained her human form and was her true demon self; voluptuous succubus with tiny wings, claws, fangs and porn-star body.

“W-what are you d-doing to me?” she moaned.

He kept at it until he kissed down her bare neck, undid the tie, then continued to her collarbone and the open neck or her blouse without so much as a whisper of protest. But when his hand undid the buttons one by one and it fell open, revealing the narrow pale runway of bare skin from neck to skirt, she seemed to come out of her trance.

“I did not give you permission to disrobe me!” she blinked back to reality, circles of color on her cheeks and chest heaving.

He sat up and gave her a knowing smile. “Is that your final say on the matter?”

“Yes!”

He patted her thigh and sat up, got up to the side table and started picking out some fruit and cheese. When was the last time he’d eaten?

“Is… is that it?” she asked from behind him, sitting up so fast her heavy chest swayed back and forth, threatening to tip her over.

Ryan shrugged with an exaggerated motion. “I thought you were quite clear. I’m not going to force myself on you… or anyone. What type of guy do you think I am?” he eyed her pouting succubus form. “What do you mean, ‘is that it’?”

“N-nothing. I just wondered if there was anything else you were going to do to me…”

He turned back to her and popped a grape in his mouth. She looked away, hiding her embarrassment and slowly parted her blouse even wider, exposing the huge, round shapes of her pale tits.

“Don’t make me say it,” she whispered.

“Oh, I am absolutely making you say it,” he told her firmly.

She worked up her courage. “I’ll give you permission to touch them… just this once. As your reward.”

“Come here,” he told her.

Barely able to meet his gaze the redhead she-demon rose from the couch and slowly approached him. When she was standing so close that he could almost feel the heat from her body he kissed her again until she was swaying on her toes. Only then did he use both hands to slide inside the shirt and gently massage her breasts. This time she was unable to hide how aroused she was, her nipples rock hard in moments, the shivers of pleasure making he sway on her feet, her wings fluttering. When he bent to run his tongue around the stiff little mountains she yelped and moaned, clinging to him to keep from falling.

She unconsciously backed up while they embraced, until her backside collided with the couch. When one of his hands travelled down her smooth belly to the skirt under it, lifting the fabric up, she barely noticed. When his fingers found the curly red patch soaking wet and her cunt lips swollen and slipperier than an eel, she ground against him. Her little wizard firecrotch was dripping wet.

“Y-you’re getting a little too familiar…” she gasped.

“Do you want me to stop?”

She thought it over. “…fine I’ll spread my legs,” she gasped. “If it will make you happy.”

His fingers slid up and down her almost frictionless cleft. Circling the swollen lips until he found the swollen nub of her clit and gave it steady, gentle attention as she gasped and swayed, holding him with her claws.

“You like it don’t you?” he whispered against her ear as she shook and whimpered.

“S-shut up… it’s n-nothing.”

“You like it so much you can’t stop moaning for more.”

“I am not moaning!”

He played her pussy like a violin, edging her closer and closer, teasing with long slow strokes before rapid circling. She clung to him, mouth open against his, panting and moaning as she stood on her tip toes, squeezing against him for more.

When he made her come it was a shuddering climax, and the only warning a hot, wet deluge into his hand before she screamed in pleasure, almost climbing his chest. Before he knew it, he’d plunged two fingers to the last knuckle inside her and was finger-blasting another hot sloppy climax from the squealing redhead.

He lowered her to the couch when she collapsed in his arms. Eyes squeezed shut, arms, legs, wings and tail shaking uncontrollably she pulled him against her fiercely as she rode out the waves or orgasm.

Then her hand was under his robe, wrapped around his bare cock, squeezing it like a vice. Only slowly did she realise she was doing it. Seemed shocked to find she’d been pumping his dick so it had spread slipperiness all over her palm and her thigh.

“Is it… is it supposed to be that big?” she whispered breathily, taking a good look at his cock.

“Yup,” he chuckled.

“H-how does it fit?” she exclaimed.

He’d been proud of the brand-new cock that came with his new body, but looking at it from her perspective, he could understand how she might be worried; it was not going to be gentle for her.

“Make it wetter,” he told her. “And it will be easier.”

“How?”

“Use your tongue.”

“Y-you w-want me to l-lick that?”

“Don’t be afraid.”

“I’m not afraid! I just need to… study it... first.”

Kneeling on the floor, blouse sliding off her shoulders, the succubus pressed herself between his legs. The soft, warm cushions of her tits squeezing his shaft felt amazing but it was nothing to the first touch of her succubus tongue. She experimented, tasting and circling with the tip of her tongue, using thumb and forefinger to massage the head, then finally, brushing the pigtails of red hair back behind her pointed ear with one hand and slid her mouth over him.

It had to be some sort of innate succubus instinct because she took to giving head like a kid with candy and in moments, he was struggling not to swallow his own tongue as he leaned back, gripping the couch for support from the pleasure she was treating him to. He could feel his balls tightening with the need to empty right then and there, and it was only supreme force of will that he didn’t grab her by the convenient handles of her hair and empty down her throat.

And it was at that moment that the door to the room burst open and the child-sized Pimms burst in, followed by Tilly with a tray of food.

“Aw shit!” Ryan moaned in frustration as the two servant girls gawked and smirked at them.

Ellsbat practically knocked him to the ground she escaped so quickly it left his dick waggling back and forth. In a moment she jumped into the bed and dove under the covers. It was impossible to hide all those curves though, or the tail and wings that stuck out. Eventually she got enough self-control that she shifted back to her human form and emerged to pat her tousled hair back into place.

“Uh, its… that is… I know this looks… Rineskull likes Scotland!” she declared finally. “And that’s all there is to it!” Gone was the hot-blooded minx who’d been begging him to make her his slut.

“I should get to my room,” Ryan said, frustrated but not wanting to make Ellsbat feel any more uncomfortable. He packed his still throbbing cock under his robe as best he could.

“Why, this is your room, master,” Tilly said with the hint of a smile. “It is all our room.”

“Our room?” he said, incredulous. “What do you mean our room? Everyone in this little space?”

“It’s so much bigger than my old home!” the girl said excitedly and ran to what he’d assumed was a cupboard. Pulling back the curtains she revealed a narrow servant bed concealed in the wall. “Master and Ellsbat will have the big bed and I can sleep here. We’ll all be so close together.”

***

Ryan woke up the next morning feeling woozy. Unable to face the room full of women after finger banging Ellsbat into a sunnier outlook on life, he’d retreated to the tavern common room and drank until the midnight hours when the place closed. He didn’t exactly remember getting into bed, but as his eyes slitted open against the daylight he found himself in the four-poster bed of his room, buried in pillows. He reached into the Mind’s Eye and used the curative power to purge the toxins of his hangover away and in moments felt fresh as a daisy.

It was then he found he wasn’t buried in pillows, but women.

Had anything crazy happened the night before? Crazier than finger banging Ellsbat like a drum while she was looking like a… Scottish person… that is. He searched his memory…

No. Ellsbat had insisted on sleeping on the couch and Tilly in the servant bed with Pimms gently snoring inside the drawer of a bureau. He’d fallen asleep alone in the bed...

So how had this happened?

Sprawled on her back on his right side was Tilly, in nothing but her birthday suit, the soft mound of dark hair between her legs pressed to his thigh. Curled up on his chest from the left side was Ellsbat, wearing a silky nightgown that was mostly translucent, her enormous breasts were squashed to his chest as she snored softly, lips parted slightly as if ready for a kiss, red hair fanned out around her. And the naked form of Pimms lay at the foot of the bed, imp body twitching and kicking in her sleep like a dog.

There was no way he could move without disturbing all of them and his bladder was ready to explode. And let’s not even start with trying to navigate how complicated this would be from now on.

Well, you would’ve given anything for something like this in your past life, he mused.

“Mmmmm, good morning master,” Tilly said sleepily, smiling at him.

“Did I… did I ask you to get in my bed?” he asked.

“Oh no, master. You protested greatly when I approached but you were having nightmares and so I stoked your forehead until you could sleep.”

“Rineskull?” Ellsbat asked, half awake. “Is there breakfast? I’ll have fried fish and tea, Tilly.”

“Yes mistress,” the servant girl said and climbed out of bed to sleepily gather her clothes. But before she could depart she changed her mind, turned back and planted a small kiss on his cheek, and then another on Ellsbat. She slapped Pimms on the backside. “Get up, we need breakfast.”

“Jus a bit longer, mum…” Pimms mumbled, half-awake.

Tilly grabbed the imp by the ankles and the bear-woman lifted her upside down, exposing her tiny womanly imp backside and tail before dropping her. “S’alright guv, tea and toast comin right up,” she yawned, hopping off the bed.

Ryan lay back in the bed. There were worse problems to have.

***


Chapter 9   : High Inquisitor

Ellsbat took the girls to look for parchment and ink to create notes for her magical research after breakfast; she was having difficulty deciphering the remaining spell she’d picked up at the palace ruins. Ryan went to the stables to price horses but wasn’t sure he wanted to buy any at this point. It might just be easier to hire a wagon and teamsters that could take them to the Weeping Valley and then let them look after themselves for the day until they ready for the return trip. Horses were twice the price he was expecting, which probably meant the merchants were jacking him around sensing an easy mark. He did find some teamsters with wagons who could be hired and told them he might need their services and to show up at the Shy Sphinx the next day.

Returning to the tavern, Ryan again took in the sights and sounds – and smells – of Verbinnec. Part of him felt a little thrill every time he saw an NPC he recognised. The woman with the silky black hair and multicolored dress was certainly Bea, the owner of the Crumplehorn tavern; she was a former actress who was the quest giver for the ‘Bad Melody’, about a bard with a magical song that could mind-control the villagers. Or Neiter, the town crier, ringing his bell. He could randomly spawn quests for beginner gamers – mostly killing boars on the outskirts of the farmlands. He even got a peek at Angsvar, the blacksmith, talking to his forge.

Most of the village thought Angsvar was crazy from being kicked in the head by a horse he was shoeing, but the truth was a fire-spirit lived in the forge and they were dating. She was responsible for the quality tempering and blade steel he could make. Ryan had no idea how the guy didn’t burn his dick off getting intimate; maybe he had a cock-ring of heat resistance stashed somewhere. But it was just one of a dozen weird background stories to the villagers.

Finally arriving back at the Sphinx, thirsty and tired from standing around in stables, Ryan nodded to Zigamund the barman and Pandy brought him a beer and a meal.

“Did you enjoy your evening?” the cat-fey girl asked, leaning on his table. “Maybe a little too much?”

He ignored her.

“Cat got your tongue?” she asked and kissed him, her narrow tongue in his mouth for a moment. “Don’t forget about me,” she winked and went back to the bar.

There were only a few other patrons in the place, and he was busy enjoying the hot meal that wasn’t beans cooked over a fire when there were heavy footfalls up the front steps to the tavern.

The figure that stomped through the door was bent and staggering, dripping in filth and blood. It was reptilian and used a long spear with a forked head as a staff. Pandy gave out a startled mrrraaawrr and a couple locals sitting near the door practically fell over themselves trying to get away. Ryan was already out of his chair and had one hand on his sword hilt.

“Rineskull,” the newcomer said and straightened up.

It was Lenore, the tall swordswoman from the bandit camp. Her tabard and armor were covered in swamp muck and she wore an entire serpentman skin draped over her shoulders with the head and face like a hood. On the ground behind her was a rough sled with at least ten more flayed and bloody reptile hides she’d been dragging by a rope.

“What the fuck?” Ryan relaxed, taking in her appearance. “You’re early.”

“After we finished with these there was no point in waiting. I told the men to stay at camp and I brought them in to find you.”

“Can I buy you a drink?” Ryan offered, impressed.

They were interrupted by a hiss of anger from the catgirl. “Outside!” Pandy stomped her foot, pointing a finger. “Can’t you read?”

The sign over the bar said:

All trophies should be reported to the master of arms station.

No corpses in the tavern!

“You heard the cat-lady,” Ryan shrugged.

Lenore emptied half a flagon of beer while they sat on a bench outside the tavern and one of the potboys ran up to the Armsmaster station to fetch a bounty officer. The knight’s blonde hair was matted with blood and muck, her face smeared with the same, so her blue eyes stood out brighter. She managed to make it look good.

“The lizards give you much trouble?” Ryan asked.

“Lost two, two more wounded, but we got em all with the plan you gave us,” she said, taking another drink. She eyed him carefully. “How’d you know smoke with gunfla weeds mixed in the fire would flush em all out of their hole?”

“I told you, I was sent by a powerful entity to fix this world. I know everything.”

She snorted and drank again.

“You think I’m making it up?”

“Could be luck, could be you’re an expert on serpent people, could be lots of things,” Lenore frowned. “You’ll have to show me more than that to convince me you’re some sort of messenger from the great beyond.”

“Does that mean you’re going back on your word?” he asked.

“Not at all. There’s a big difference between my word and my loyalty, though, Rineskull.”

“Well, I’m patient. I can wait for you to come around,” he smiled at her.

When the Armsmaster of bounties arrived, he wasn’t alone. He brought two red-coated guardsmen in chainmail with him and walked beside a veiled woman in a hooded, plain brown robe with a bronze medallion around her neck.

“Snakeheads, huh?” the bounty master said, eyeing the pile of skin dripping blood into the dirt of the street. “Which one of you brought em in or do I have to ask?”

“She brought them in, but she’s a scout in my employment,” Ryan spoke up.

The guardsman nodded. “Ten in all?”

“Nine, I’m keeping the one from the big guy. Make me a nice jacket,” Lenore said.

“Fine. We’ll send word to the tanner to come get it before it festers. All right, then, let’s tally up back at the Post.”

He motioned to the two guards but before the men could move to help with the skins the robed woman held out her arm, blocking their path. Ryan caught sight of the round medallion, shaped like a bearded man’s head with fire for eyes. Great, she was a priestess of Crom Cruach. That’s all he needed.

“Wait, sergeant. I have church business with this.”

Did he recognise the voice? The Armsmaster didn’t look thrilled at taking orders from her but nodded his head.

The priestess spoke, inflecting her voice like a sermon. “Word of your arrival has reached the ears of the Thunder Lord; the gong in the temple of lightning sounded, speaking to us of the strings of fate, entwining. They spake to me of a newcomer, and I have discovered you.”

Ryan highly doubted it. Likely the rumors had reached informants who worked for the church. Unlike in some games the priests in Eldwick had no supernatural powers granted by gods. As far as he could tell the mysteries of the divine were just as unknown here as they were where he came from. That’s not to say some of the temples didn’t hoard magic, rituals and alchemy. And there were some creatures so powerful they might as well be called gods; Ryan had firsthand experience with one of them.

After all, if demon lords existed, why not gods?

“There are witnesses, credible witnesses, that say you used some sort of dark powers to curse a scout, and that you turned into a cloud of smoke when he tried to attack you with his sword,” the woman said.

“You never heard of magic?” he asked.

“Magic or demonic powers?” she snarled.

What could he say? He actually was in league with a demon lord. Well, even a stopped clock was right twice a day. Not like he could just admit it though.

“And you, how did you kill so many cursed humanoids by yourself?” the priestess demanded of Lenore.

“Who says she did it alone? We know a few tricks,” Ryan said.

“No tricks could do that!” The figure snapped to look at him and he caught a glimpse of violet eyes from deep inside the hood. Suddenly he knew exactly who this was… You fucking idiot, he told himself.

This was the naked jinn he’d met inside the temple… when he was disguised as the high priest.

“Perhaps… perhaps I had a vision of the future,” Ryan said carefully.

“Blasphemy!” the sergeant Armsmaster snapped. “No mortal can know the future, Only the Thunder Lord can know such things.”

“If you say so.”

“The temple says so!” the sergeant snapped.

“Sergeant!” the small, robed figure yelled, startling the guardsmen. “I shall tell you what the Thunder Lord gives and does not give to the faithful. I am His voice of the temple here!”

The guard backed down, bowing his head and shuffling back. He didn’t want to get branded a heretic. Crom Cruach occasionally called for human sacrifices and you never wanted to get in their bad books in case they needed a fresh man-flesh offering. “Of course, sister…”

She gestured for him to back off, refusing to speak. The sergeant and his men retreated a few steps.

“I would hear more of your deeds,” the priestess said. “And of your… powers.”

Oh shit… what had he done…

“Got a name?” Lenore asked.

“A sister of the Exalted order does not give her name to those she has not been introduced to!” the priestess said huffily.

Ryan didn’t want his new henchman burned alive by the temple so her interrupted. “Well, my name is…” he suddenly felt absurd using his real name. “Rineskull.”

“Sister Azafyn of the Exalted order,” the priestess introduced herself. “Where do you hail from?” she demanded.

“The Weeping Valley,” he replied.

“No one comes from the Weeping Valley.”

“My family did, a long time ago,” he clarified. “This is my retainer, Lenore—”

“I would speak to you further,” the sister interrupted him, ignoring the filth-covered knight.

She stepped close and looked up to him; she was veiled under the hood, covered nearly head to toe, but in his mind all Ryan saw was the curvy naked jinn in her bath. What had he been thinking, getting a priestess of Crom Cruach looking into his business? He needed to shitcan this blooming curiosity… and fast.

“Sadly I… I will be departing town soon,” he said. “I would not dare invite a priestess into a den of iniquity, vice and alcohol.”

The sister stared at him and even from beneath the veil he could sense her scowling. Then thinking better of it she turned and marched away up the street. The entire group watched her go until she was safely out of hearing.

“You’re a brave man, taunting the Bane of Torment,” the Armsmaster said.

“The what?”

“That’s what they call her. High priest’s top inquisitor. Young, they say, but dedicated. Sent three heretics to the sacrificial altar already this year.” The guard looked at him with what might be sympathy. “Wonder if you’ll be next.”

While they’d been talking, Ellsbat and the girls had appeared down the street. As they approached uphill Tilly waved happily with Pimms on her shoulder, the imp now disguised as a child again.

As the latecomers arrived Ryan caught a warm ray of sunshine in the form of Tilly’s smile. She radiated a genuine charm, her eyes filled with curiosity as she observed the scene. Ellsbat, however, darted her gaze between Ryan and Lenore. The death look she gave the knight added a layer of tension to the gathering.

“Rineskull,” Tilly greeted cheerfully, “What’s all this?”

“Lenore has returned to collect bounties on the serpent folk.”

“What a fascinating tale you must have!” Tilly enthused.

“Yes… I can’t wait to hear about your heroic wrestling match with lizards in the mud," Ellsbat said cooly.

Lenore nodded, acknowledging Tilly's enthusiasm. “There was little adventure, only hunting down those monstrous creatures that terrorize the lands.”

Ellsbat, unable to hide her competitive nature, joined the conversation. "Humble. And early… we were not expecting you so soon.”

“Rineskull’s guidance allowed us make short work of them.”

“Impressive, Lenore. But remember, true power lies in the arcane arts. Those who can master the mystical forces hold the key to true greatness.”

Lenore, undeterred, countered with a confident smile. “The arcane is but one facet of the world's wonders, mistress Ellsbat. The clash of steel, perfection in the dance of combat, that's where true excellence lies.”

Caught between the two women, Ryan attempted to diffuse the brewing tension. "Fine, we’re all special in our own way. Each of you brings your unique strengths and perspectives to the table."

“Some more impressive than others,” Ellsbat said cooly.

“Indeed,” Lenore said, staring her down.

The air crackled as the two women stared knives. Tilly was about to speak up before Pimms patted her on the head and whispered in her ear. Crap. This was like navigating the obstacle course of a driver’s ed test with your eyes closed, in reverse gear. There was no way he could choose between Ellsbat’s allure, the warmth of Tilly, and the casual tomboy charm of Lenore. It was like choosing between the school brain, the head of the cheerleader and the captain of the girl’s volleyball team…

Then like a curtain had been pulled back, Ellsbat seemed to shift and instead of her usual form she was clutching a pair of pom-poms, in a red and white cheerleader outfit complete with sneakers, long bare legs, tight sweater and deliciously short skirt. Her eyes went wide, staring at herself, and covering her body with the pom-poms she ‘eeped’ and ran back for the tavern doors.

“Rineskull!” she shouted his name angrily as she went.

Now that was too crazy to be a coincidence. He had definitely just been thinking about a cheerleader and a moment later the succubus had magically transformed into one… Was it some sort of curse? Wild magic? Or maybe a power he didn’t even know he had courtesy of Dagonestra? It was impossible to figure it out.

So… why bother? He enjoyed watching her go as she ran up the steps, skirt flashing that she wasn’t wearing panties, and then was gone though the curtain of ears into the Shy Sphinx.

“Welp, I better get going with Lenore to collect the bounties,” Ryan said, shrugging.

“What will I do while everyone is away?” Tilly asked.

“Stay with Ellsbat,” Ryan told her. “Help her with her research. Ellsbat, can use all the help she can get. Oh, can I borrow your belt. It’ll be easier to carry everything.”

“Of course, master,” the tall girl said and immediately unclasped the magical belt; it was in the shape of bronze medallions with crossed lightning bolts at the buckle. Ryan settled the enchanted legendary-tier bel of Giant’s Strength on his hips.

“But I don’t even read, how will that help with magical research?”

“Then have her teach you to read.”

“I’ll help!” Pimms shot up her hand. To an outsider it would look like a comic, childlike gesture from a younger sister to her elder. But likely the tomb-robber had a decent understanding of letters.

“By the Lady of Dawn, Rineskull…” Lenore said, staring at his face. “What happened to your eye?”

“Long story,” he said. “I’ll tell you as we go.”

***

He got up the next day refreshed when the cock crowed in the tavern yard and dragged clothes on before climbing out of the pile of hay. Ryan climbed out of the hayloft squinting into the early morning sunlight, his stomach rumbling in anticipation of a hearty breakfast. It had taken sneaking into the barn at night, but he’d managed to sleep alone and finally got a good night’s rest.

Another day in Verbinnec and Ryan was starting to get used to the quiet pace of life. Yesterday had started well enough. Bounties collected, they’d got Lenore a cot to put in their room and Ryan had haggled with teamsters. And he’d had a seamstress fashion him a dashing eyepatch.

The evening had been uncomfortable and only got worse when it came time for sleeping arrangements. Ellsbat was clearly pissed with him and wasn’t going to let him get a moment of alone time either with Tilly or Lenore. He’d finally lost his temper and left the girls the room and stomped out to find lodging in the hay loft of the tavern’s stable.

All things considered he woke up more refreshed that he’d expected.

As he made his way towards the courtyard, the sound of stomping feet and whistle of a sword through air caught his attention. Curiosity piqued, he followed the source of the noise and found Lenore in the back courtyard, engaged in an intense session of sword drills.

She swung her blade with a practiced precision, the steel slicing through the air with a swift and deadly grace. Ryan watched, impressed by her skill and the fluidity of her movements. He had seen her in action before, but he’d been too busy trying not to be stabbed by her to appreciate the skill. But there was something captivating about watching her now, the morning sun casting a golden glow on her long, loose hair.

Lenore noticed Ryan's approach and paused her drills, a gleam of mischief in her eyes. “Morning, Rineskull!” she called out, a smile playing on her lips. “Care for a friendly sparring match?”

Ryan blinked. He hadn’t even had coffee yet. “I'm not much of a swordsman, Lenore. I prefer a good book and a seat by the fire.”

She grinned, her gaze never leaving his. "Come on, don't be a damp blanket. It'll be fun, I promise."

“Another time, maybe…”

Lenore's grin widened, eyes glinting as her gaze remained fixed on him. “Afraid you'll embarrass yourself in front of a woman?" she taunted, her tone laced with playful mockery.

Ryan's jaw clenched slightly, her words pricking at his pride. “You remember how the last time we fought ended?”

“I remember you cheated. You think you can handle me in a fair match?” she shot back, a defiant spark in her eyes.

“Really… you think calling me a chicken will make me fight?”

“Don’t bring poultry into this!” She chuckled, a hint of challenge in her voice. "I've seen your moves, Ryan. Or lack thereof. Are you scared you'll end up flat on your back?" Her taunting smile revealed a flicker of suggestion this wasn’t all about swordplay.

“Don't underestimate me,” he replied. “And don’t blame me if you get hurt.”

Lenore's grin widened, her eyes glinting with excitement. “That's the spirit. Let's settle this once and for all, shall we?”

He sighed, knowing that Lenore wouldn't let up until he relented. “Alright, alright. But don't say I didn't warn you,” he said.

Lenore handed him a spare practice sword. He didn’t want to be flashing the Emerald Blade of Xerxia around anyway. Even without the enchanted blade, he still wore the belt of Giant Strength, and that would give him a huge advantage. They moved to the center of the courtyard, the morning breeze carrying a slight chill along with it.

The rising sun broke over the roofpeak on the secluded courtyard, casting long shadows as Ryan and Lenore faced off, their swords at the ready. Lenore, a seasoned knight with the grace of a predator, circled Ryan with a gleam in her eyes.

They circled each other, their swords at the ready. Ryan couldn't help but admire Lenore's form, her stance radiating confidence and experience. He knew he couldn't match her skill, but he was determined to give it his best shot. She was his height, easily six feet tall, and with her long limbs she’d have the same reach as him.

The first clash of their blades sent a reverberation through Ryan's arms, the impact jarring his muscles. He focused on his footwork, attempting to anticipate Lenore's movements, but her agility proved to be a challenge.

She lunged forward with lightning speed, her sword aimed for Ryan's chest. He parried with moves that felt clumsy compared to hers, their blades clashing with a metallic ring. The impact sent vibrations through his arms, but he held firm, meeting her superior skill with his strength.

Her body moved like a dancer, each step a calculated feint of evasion or attack. Lenore's strikes were precise, her movements honed. But Ryan, fueled by an otherworldly strength, matched her blow for blow, amplifying every move.

Their eyes locked as they circled each other, their breaths coming in ragged bursts. Sweat trickled down their faces, mingling with the dust kicked up from their footwork. The courtyard seemed to shrink, enclosing them in a private space where only the clash of their swords and the raw energy between them existed.

Lenore's lips curled into a fierce smile as she intensified her assault, her strikes coming faster and with increased ferocity. Ryan gritted his teeth, his mind straining to even track the movement and pattern of her blows. He met each attack head-on. Their swords collided, the clash of steel reverberated through the courtyard, drowning out all other sounds, then he was under her guard and their sword-blades locked. Their bodies pressed together, close enough to breathe her scent and feel her body heat. She broke free with a smile like she was winning.

“Want to finish this?” she asked and came in with a flurry of blows.

He was no real match. But he did have one trick. In a swift maneuver, Ryan deflected one of Lenore's strikes and twisted his body, smashing the blade completely out of her grip with his own and tackling her to the ground. Pinning her under him, their eyes locked, their faces just inches apart, the heat of their breath mingling in the air. Time seemed to stand still a moment.

Their sword match had ended, but apparently not the sparring.

As they lay there, chests heaving and bodies glistening with sweat, Ryan knew he’d been suckered somehow and shook his head ruefully before rolling to his feet and extending a hand to pull her up. With a knowing smile, Lenore retrieved her fallen sword and sheathed it. Ryan followed her body’s moves with new respect.

He couldn't help but smile, sweat dripping down his brow. Lenore's face glowed with exertion; her eyes alive with satisfaction.

"See? That wasn't so bad, was it?" the knight said, a playful smirk on her lips.

Ryan chuckled, sheathing his sword. "No, it wasn't. But I feel like I just rode my peleton halfway across the country.”

“I’m unfamiliar with this beast… Is it some breed of horse perhaps?”

He chuckled. “You're quite the opponent.”

She grinned, the glint of mischief back in her eyes. “Don't underestimate yourself, Rineskull. I have a feeling there's more to you than meets the eye.”

Did her glance go to his magical belt or was she checking out his junk?

“I need a bath now,” he said.

“No need,” the tall blonde said.

With the same series of gestures he’d seen her make during the fight at the bandit camp she summoned a refreshing stream of clean water. Holding her hand over his head she poured it over him like a magical shower. Ryan waited it out then examined his clothes. Soaking wet, he went into the stable, stripped them off and began slinging them over a wooden stall. Turning back to Lenore he saw that she was using her hand like a showerhead, running water through her hair, scrubbing her face and running it over her body, wiping the filth from her. When her clothes were done, she joined him, already disrobing as she walked into the stable, pulling the tunic off over her head to reveal six-pack abs and muscular shoulders.

Before he knew it, she was down to her underthings. She wore a version of a man’s clothes with a thin cotton sleeveless chemise and drawstring trousers. With the fabric soaking wet and clinging to her skin there was no hiding anything. She was the opposite of Ellsbat’s voluptuous form; tall, with long legs, narrow hips and wide shoulders with muscular arms. She had six-pack abs and the smallest suggestion of cleavage. Her undine heritage made her look sleek and at home when soaking wet.

Lenore gathered her wet hair into a bundle over one shoulder and turned to him, smiling. After a moment of hesitation, her voice broke the silence. “Rineskull, I must speak my heart’s message,” she said.

Ryan froze, then nodded. “I’m listening.”

Lenore took a deep breath, her voice steady but laced with urgency. “Since our paths intertwined, a flicker of transformation has ignited within me. It's not merely an infatuation or fleeting sentimentality. It's a profound shift, rooted in honor and the unwavering loyalty you have bestowed upon me.”

Ryan had been reading some sort of shift with the knight, but hadn’t exactly been expecting this… he nodded, encouraging her to continue.

“You have offered me redemption, a chance to reclaim my knightly honor and surpass the shadows of my past,” Lenore confessed. “What am I to make of this turn of events? What man would take a fallen knight like myself to his service?”

Her words hung in the air. Ryan’s mouth was dry. On the scale of female confessions, this was a first. He’d never had a woman say anything like this to him before. Ryan stared at her and finally shook his head. “Listen… Lenore. You’ll never meet someone like me again,”

Not in this world anyway…

“So stop carrying around this idea in your head of what I am, or what you are. Your past doesn’t matter to me. And I may not be much of a heroic figure… but… well let’s just leave it at that. I’m no hero, but I’m not a villain either.”

“What are you then?”

“Why don’t you stick around and find out?”

He was a moment away from saying more when the shutter of the upper window to his personal chambers slammed open.

“If you two are quite done making such a racket so early…” Ellsbat screamed, leaning out the window. “I would see you in my room, Rineskull!”

Whatever happened to ‘our’ room? He stepped out into the courtyard and looked up at the gorgeous face ringed by her red hair.

“If anyone is disturbing the peace it’s you,” he called up to her. “What do you want?”

“Where are your clothes?” she demanded as a reply.

“They got wet.”

“Well… bring yourself here. I have something for you.”

“Say please,” he said.

She froze. “What?” she yelled. “I am summoning you!”

“I don’t respond to demands,” he said.

For a moment he thought she was about to lose her mind. Then after chewing her words thoroughly, she said it. “Please.”

“Be right up,” he nodded.

Returning to the stable to gather his wet clothes and found Lenore dressed, handing him his clothes. Both their outfits were warm and dry. More undine magic. She looked like she was holding back tears.

“We’ll speak again later,” he said he told her. “I promise.”

***

He headed for the stairs only pausing in the tavern’s common room to grab a slab of fresh bread with butter cold chicken before climbing to the second floor. He reached his room and found the door unlocked. Stepping inside he saw Ellsbat in the center of the room, standing with her back to him. Great. She was angry….

But when she turned around, she had a pleasant smile on her face.

“Do you like the dress?” she asked, smoothing the front with her hands and inadvertently tightening the fabric stretched across her generous chest.

He hadn’t noticed at first; good thing she’d mentioned it. It must be new; a deep forest green in soft velvet with a tight waist and low-cut front. Ryan immediately admired the way it accentuated every inch of her.

“It’s… very pleasing.” he managed.

“More pleasing than a skinny knight practising her sword grip?” she asked with a slight glare. “Is that what you would prefer? That I am some… some warrior woman?”

Shit. Had she been watching the entire time? And more importantly was this going to cause some female squabble to ruin his day? The thought tugged at his brain a moment, then too late to stop it, a fully formed image of Ellsbat as a warrior filled his head…

“Why Ellsbat, I thought you didn’t feel jealousy.”

And just as fast as he could think it, Ellsbat transformed in front of him. No longer in her dress, but wearing a matching red-white-and-blue corset and matching hotpants. Metal bracelets covered each wrist, and her hair was held back by a tiara.

Shit… welp as a kid he did always have a thing for Amazing Amazon… could you blame him with the way Linda Karter’s boobs spilled out the top of that superhero outfit?

Ellsbat, unaware of her transformation, glared at him, her eyes flaring with anger. “Jealous? Me? How can anyone be jealous of a raggedy foreign sellsword? She doesn’t even have magic! I should ask you, what of your talk of contracts and sharing and… and partnership!”

Ryan felt a stab of guilt. Why did he care so much what the buxom magic-user thought of him?

“Ellsbat,” he said softly, stepping closer. “I meant what I said. You and I are bound by a partnership… if you would have it. Whatever happens between Lenore or anyone else is entirely different.”

“How?” she said defiantly, but in a softer tone.

“Well… with Tilly and Lenore it’s more like… a bond between a lord and vassal.”

“You are no lord.”

“Well, not yet. But perhaps someday. At any rate Lenore is a knight and we are comrades in arms. It’s only natural such a physical soldier share physical exercises...”

“So you admit your exchange was physical!”

He could see the desire and anger boiling in her eyes, but most of all he saw curiosity. Stepping closer he ran his fingers down the bare nape of her neck, and she let out a stifled little gasp.

“It that what this is all about? You want attention that a warrior woman gets?”

“You think I want that?” she mumbled, eyes glowing red.

“I don’t know. Have you seen yourself lately? Do you want that?” he asked, and leaned closer, breathing warmly in her ear.

She looked down at her exposed cleavage and the skimpy Amazonian armor and gave a small sound of protest, but Ryan could tell she didn’t mean it.

“N-not with an impudent wretch like you,” she whispered, eyes fluttering.

He kissed her exposed neck, her collarbone, and the upper curve of her tits.

“Well… maybe…” she moaned.

He lifted her chin with a finger and the big red eyes met his, a mixture of hope and fear over her face. Ryan put one hand on each of her shoulders and gently pushed her back. She jumped slightly as she backed against the big wooden desk and Ryan leaned down and kissed her. She froze at his touch but as he covered her lips and teased them with a kiss, she let out a moan and opened her mouth, gasping, to kiss him back. Her horns slowly grew.

They made out hard, the girl responding with more passion by the moment. Ryan ran his hands up her sides and she trembled. But when he lowered his head to kiss the exposed soft white curves of her tits, she gripped him by the neck and held him close, burying his face in her generous cleavage so hard he thought he might smother. In desperation he found the buckles holding the breastplate of the armor closed and tugged them loose. When it fell away, leaving her topless, she made a token effort to cover her huge tits… not like anything less than dinner plates would have worked. Gently moving her hands, he exposed the tiny pink nipples standing hard. He cupped her big tits in his hands and she gave a small cry and arched her back in pleasure. The pointed ears and wings popped up. He almost grinned… it was refreshing having a partner whose arousal was so obvious she couldn’t hide it. He took them in his mouth and Ellsbat shook and groaned, lifting her hips from the table as she shuddered in ecstasy, wings flapping.

“Would you like to know more?” he whispered as he kissed her earlobe.

“Yes, please, yes!” she moaned. “But perhaps you should remove this golden rope on my belt?”

“Is it in your way?”

“Not as such, no … mmmm… I thought p-perhaps y-you wanted to… ahhhh…. r-restrain me?” she gasped.

Who woulda thunk she was into rope!

“Maybe later,” he told her.

Gripping her beneath the hips he picked her up in one swift motion and sat her on the desk, standing between her legs. At first while they made out, she sat there, frozen, but after a few moments her thighs opened and her ankles gripped around his backside. Her tail worked free of her hotpants, thumping against the furniture.

Little by little he unbuttoned her hotpants until they exposed her bright orange patch of fuzz. He slid one hand inside to find the seat of her hotpants were soaking wet.

As he stroked her cunt the redhead’s eyes went wide open and her mouth froze in a gasp. Ryan held her to keep her from falling over as he stroked the soft, slippery folds. In moments she was gasping, chest heaving and trembling at his every touch. As he slowed down her eyes pleaded for more. As he kissed her, she responded greedily. He sped up, stroking her hard and fast, she bent her head back, a series of mounting cries working out of her throat.

Ryan covered her mouth in his to stifle her cries and felt the soft wet folds swallowing his fingers as he circled her to her climax. The redhead collapsed backwards heels kicking the desk as she came. She thrashed and bent her back, tearing her mouth away so she could scream in pleasure.

When she lay panting, legs open and her pink delicate areas exposed he leaned close over her and kissed her. She clung to him heart pounding.

“No more foolish talk about Lenore… or Tilly either. Understand?” he told her.

Ellsbat nodded demurely.

“They have nothing to do with how I feel about you. Say it.”

“T-they have nothing to do with how y-you f-feel about me,” she whispered.

“That’s my girl,” he kissed her. “Now I’ve got things to do this morning. I’ve got to run.”

“So soon?” she asked, trying to sit up. She was too weak after the body-shaking orgasm and lay down again. “Are you sure there is… nothing else… you want?”

“Don’t be greedy. I’ll be back later. And we’ll pick up this conversation then.”

She smiled shyly.

***


Chapter 10   : No Rest

He took Tilly and Pimms shopping for supplies on the trail and it took them half the day. Lanterns, torches and candles all came from different shops. Rope had a hundred uses but rawhide thongs were better for tying up captives and both came from different artisans on different streets. He needed a hammer and spikes for anchoring climbing ropes or jamming doors shut but you couldn’t buy both from the same blacksmith. Dried fruit came from one provisioner and died jerky from another. One cordwainer made men’s shoes and another men’s boots. It was exhausting. He’d never considered how convenient it was to be able to drop into the local Wak-Mart and pick up everything you needed in one place.

“How much more do we have to do?” Pimms complained.

The imp was getting tired. He couldn’t blame her. He decided to give the two girls half the remaining items on his list and cut the day down a little. Tilly couldn’t read but she had an excellent memory and was able to recite the items back after hearing it twice.

The task of what to do next began to haunt him as the day progressed. He was having trouble locating a grappling hook and had to special-order it from a blacksmith but had located a polished silver mirror that would work on reflecting any monsters that had a petrifying gaze attack.

As he collected his new clothes and boots from local artisans around town, he kept remembering items he should purchase; wolfsbane, sharpened ten-foot pole, flasks of oil he could turn into improvised Molotov cocktails, chalk to mark his way, silk rope… the list went on.

And that wasn’t even counting the items he’d have to collect out in the ruins of the Weeping Valley that would unlock doors, find secret rooms and defeat boss monsters more easily.

Last items picked up; he was in search of Tilly when he spotted her in a crowd filling the produce market. From a distance he watched her seem to wander aimlessly from one stall to the next until he started to understand she wasn’t shopping… not exactly.

She was casing a victim.

The man she settled on looked like the head servant to a prosperous household. He was probably buying up items for some feast his rich master was preparing, and Ryan watched as Tilly pulled a masterful misdirect and grab, slicing the purse strings and making off with his money pouch without the guy even noticing.

He caught up to her on the far side of the market and surprised them with sticky buns he’d picked up on the way. While Pimms was laughing and stuffing her face Ryan had a quiet conversation with his maid.

“We have plenty of money,” he whispered. “You don’t need to steal.”

The girl stiffened and darted a nervous glance his way. “I was… practising. Pimms was teaching me.”

“I get it, but what do you think will happen to that servant when he gets home and has no money? If he’s lucky he gets beaten.”

“I-I hadn’t thought of that,” she said, looking down at her feet.

Ryan glared at Pimms and the imp looked completely confused about what he was saying. Well, if you were looking for moral guidance, an imp was the last place to search.

“This world is a terrible place for most of the people in it. You should know how hard and unfair it can be. We should try to be as kind as we can and fair as we can to people who can’t protect themselves.”

“I’m sorry, master. I won’t do it again.”

“I didn’t say that, did I? I just mean don’t steal from people less fortunate than you are. Pick the pockets of some rich fuck next time. Now, did you get the rest of the items?”

“Yes,” she sniffled, holding up a bulging sack.

That was fast. The girl was smart. “Let’s go home.”

He hurried back to the tavern and went to his room, leaving the parcels in a pile by the door and waving Tilly and Pimms off to enjoy what remained of the afternoon.

Taking some of Ellsbat’s ink and paper Ryan began scratching notes about everything he could remember to reach the Weeping Valley’s secret levels. The more he thought about it, the more he remembered, until his page was a mess of scrawled notes, annotations, arrows and blobs of dripped ink. He looked at it in disgust and gave up. It was pointless. He could fill an entire book of what he knew about Eldwick.

Ryan paced restlessly; his mind consumed by the overwhelming task of what Dagonestra had put on his plate. How exactly was he supposed to stop a genocidal war between demons and humans? And the girls… the girls were just confusing him more. He balled up the parchment he’d been working on and tossed it into the low fire in the fireplace. Fuck this.

Fuck this whole thing… he needed to keep this simple… go back to basics. He’d halfway convinced himself to pack a bag and get out of town by himself when he saw the the black fur cloak he’d taken off the wolf bandit leader in the palace. He froze. If he hadn’t saved Ellsbat then she’d be dead. Tortured by bandits. Tilly would be living like an animal in a cave. Lenore a disgraced failure, living out her final days as a bandit. Pimms pulling minor grifts killing marks in dungeons until her luck ran out. If he hadn’t gone out of his way to be involved with their lives, where would they be right now?

The weight of the quest was pushing him into corners where he was falling back on habits from his old life. Things he wasn’t exactly proud of. He slumped into a chair with head in hands.

Fuuuuck…

Ryan slouched in chair, elbows on the writing desk. The low hum and clatter of the inn's activity downstairs distracting him from Ellsbat's words rattling around in his head. She thought his certainty about everything in Eldwick was arrogance. Maybe she had a point.

He tapped the quill pen on his knuckles, staring at the ashes of the paper in the fireplace. In his line of work – senior executive or warlock – knowledge was power. But it wasn't his game knowledge of Eldwick that was the problem; it was the nagging idea that he might be living a charmed life, but that didn’t mean the girls who followed him had the same protection. His knowledge let him get away with taking crazy chances and come out on top. But that journey to the top could leave a trail of collateral damage.

His fingers drummed a restless rhythm on the desk. Ellsbat and the others flashed in his mind like neon signs in the dark — he'd be damned before letting harm touch them. But, reaching the pinnacle of his abilities meant a risky game.

Climb to the top, or play it safe, shielding those he'd come to care about.

The afternoon shadows had grown while he was lost in thought. Along with his bad mood. What was the point in having knowledge that made you invincible if the girls left him a huge vulnerability. Again the thought struck him; maybe he’d be better of going it alone?

The price of finishing his quest might include the girls. Was he ready of that’s what it cost?

“Rineskull?” a voice asked him timidly. “Are you well?”

He looked up to see Tilly inside the room. Silent as a cat, despite her size. She was smiling warmly at him. The skinwalker demon looked indecently pretty. Her long auburn hair fell in waves, framing a face that exuded a girl-next-door allure. But beneath her pretty features, there was a touch of something wild, a hint of untamed spirit that hinted at her heritage as a shapeshifting bear. She looked like a cross between the captain of the football cheerleaders and the defensive tackle.

“Nothing the vorpal blade of Nimue and the invulnerable coat of Arnaud wouldn’t cure,” he smiled. Those were two of the most powerful artifacts in the game.

“Oh? Let’s go then, I’ll help get them.”

He smiled kindly at her. “You can’t, not really. I read of a guy doing it once, but has to be one in a million odds.”

“Oh,” she said. “Then no need to worry about them then. Why don’t you take a moment for yourself. Let's escape from these worries for just a little while.”

Ryan glanced at her, trying to hide his exhaustion. “I appreciate your concern, Tilly, but I'm not sure if I can afford the luxury of a break right now. There's too much to do.”

Tilly's eyes sparkled as she took his hand, her warm touch a gentle reassurance. “Sometimes, the best way to face hard things is to step back and find comfort in something simple. Trust me, it will help ease your troubled mind.”

He couldn’t say no to her. The girl led him out of the tavern and through the narrow streets and alleys of Verbinnec. He was going to ask where she was taking him and decided that for just a few minutes he’d put himself in someone else’s hands. Just this once he’d allow himself to be guided by Tilly's infectious enthusiasm.

She led them to a steep set of stairs between buildings that followed the rise of the village from the level of the river, up the hillside. Through an overgrown garden they emerged on a small stone platform higher than the city wall and higher than most of the roofs. A hidden sanctuary overlooking the village. As they reached the lookout Tilly clapped her hands.

“Just in time.”

The sight of the setting sun casting a wash of pastel colors across the sky momentarily stunned him. The horizon was a mix of purples, oranges and yellow painting the low clouds. Silhouetted against the colors was the dark silhouette of Hellhound Keep, it’s crenellated battlements and tall towers like a fairy tale.

For a moment, time seemed to stand still as the scene before him swallowed him in memory. This… this was almost exactly like the cutscene at the introduction of version two of the game. Released for the v2 ‘Fairy Princess’ expansion pack. Like the artist had stood on this very spot and taken a video to put in the game. As a child he’d almost felt like he could walk into the screen and be there.

And now here he was.

The familiarity of the image sent a wave of longing for home crashing over him.

Tilly, perceptive as a faithful pet, noticed the glimmer in Ryan's eyes. “Isn’t it pretty here?” she asked.

She took his hand and leaned against him. “When I was little , hiding in the cave, only allowed out at night. I used to dream about seeing some of the things in the tapestries around me. Sometimes, reality can be as wondrous as the worlds we imagine,” she whispered.

Her eyes, warm and kind, sparkled with an innate optimism. Tilly was a hypnotizing mix of gentle grace and untamed nature. A mix that fascinated him. A silence wrapped around them as they stood side by side. In the embrace of the fading sunlight, Tilly turned to face Ryan, her face filled with an unquestioning affection. Without hesitation he kissed her. Feeling the warmth of her lips and her body pressed to his. An makeout session that went on and on as he refused to let the feeling end.

In that moment, Ryan felt a surge of belonging. And better than that, the weight of his dark mood lifted. Tilly's kindness and unwavering optimism breathed life into him. Reminded him he wasn’t alone.

As they pulled away, their foreheads touching, the sun sank lower, casting a gentle glow over them.

“B-by the b-big bear…” the girl said breathlessly. “I didn’t know there was kissing like that,” she whispered, nuzzling against him.

They stayed there until darkness began to hide their features.

“Where do we go next?” the girl asked.

Shit… it was a dangerous game he was playing, being with more than one woman at the same time, even if he cared for all of them equally.

“Tilly,” he breathed into her hair, holding her close. “I care for you as much as anyone. As much as Ellsbat…”

“Oh, I know that,” she said simply. “I mean, how long do we stay here in the village? It’s a fancy place – so many people… and things… and things to eat! But I miss the woods. I even miss my cave.”

“Ah… right.”

Trust Tilly to be the one woman in his life who was true and uncomplicated. “Well, after the Emerald Palace the next step is usually the Weeping Valley. Monsters, demons, beastmen… oh my. The whole deal.”

“That sounds fun!” she said.

“It’s not without dangers…”

“When I’m with you, nothing can go wrong. You’re my Rineskull!” she said, hugging him.

If her brawny arms hadn’t threatened to crack his ribs he might have said something stupid in that moment… luckily for him she gave him the definition of a bear hug and he couldn’t breathe, let alone talk.

***

Entering the tavern, the evening meal was being served and the Sphinx already had a decent crowd. Lenore was gone in search of a deal on second-hand brigandines to equip her men with better armor, but Ellsbat had reserved an entire table for them.

After the dinner rush the cat-girl wench joined Tilly and the two girls laughed and gossiped together while Ellsbat read a book and Ryan sipped his too-sweet beer.

When he felt the magic-user’s foot beneath the table he thought it might be the tavern cat at first, but a quick glance showed Pandy serving drinks. With a small jolt he knew it had to be the redhead sitting opposite him, doing a very convincing imitation of someone engrossed in her book. The next time he felt her bare stockinged foot slide up his leg and gently slide into his lap he almost choked on his beer. She gave him the smallest mischievous smile. There and gone again. Not long after that she reached for her wine cup and ‘accidentally’ knocked his eating knife to the floor.

When Ryan bent to pick it up, he got an eyeful of the magic-user’s bare thighs as she hiked up her skirt high enough to reveal she wasn’t wearing any panties. The glimpse of soft pink flesh and bright red hair made him slam his head on the underside of the table he sat up so suddenly. Fucksakes! He’d just made her orgasm earlier that day and she wanted more. She was hornier than a rabbit.

“Welp, roit crowded here, I’m off,” Pimms said, reading the situation. Hopping off her chair she sized up the crowd.

“Keep an eye on Tilly… and your hands to yourself,” Ryan ordered.

He left the bear-girl with Pimms and Pandy in the tavern and hoped the miniature pickpocket didn’t get them into any trouble.

“I’m going to take some air,” Ellsbat said, closing her book with a snap. Collecting her things, she sipped the last of her wine and gave him a pointed look before she headed out the back door of the common room, heading for the inner courtyard.

He found her in the stable. She was standing, next to the big mound of clean hay, her back to him. Until his eyes adjusted he didn’t notice she was wearing not much more than a white fur bikini. She also had tall rabbit ears, a fluffy cottontail and a basket of eggs.

Goddam Easter Bunny… well… he didn’t hate it.

She didn’t look as he came up behind her and shivered and he lifted her hair from her neck and kissed her. Spinning her around she made a small cry at his rough handling then gave a satisfied moan as he kissed her hard. His hands pulled her against him and his thigh forced its way between her legs. He could feel the heat already, she was so turned on.

They kissed that way, squeezing her huge tits through the dress so she gasped and pressing her cunt to his leg until she lost any semblance of conscious thought.

“You dirty girl,” he whispered in her ear. “You wanted to fuck like rabbits here, where anybody could see.”

“No!” she whispered the denial.

He pulled her harder to his chest, so she was riding in the firm muscle of his thigh. Her succubus horns popped up.

“Y-yes…” she admitted.

With a single move he scooped her off the ground in his arms, ignoring her squeal of protest and enjoying the soft curves of her flesh struggling against him and the way her vestigial wings flapped.

“If you keep struggling, I’ll drop you,” he said, before carrying her to the bed of hay and tossing her down.

She bounced, smiling in delight at the feeling of being thrown in the air like a kid. She dropped and lay back against the pile of hay, expose the seat of her bikini bottoms, already glistening wet in the dim lantern light from the courtyard. She shyly slid a hand up her thigh and gingerly touched the V of her cunt through the fabric, shivering at the slightest pressure.

“Not yet,” he said softly.

“W-why? Have I… done something wrong?” she asked, looking up at him.

“I want to see you,” he told her.

She began sliding the bikini bottoms off her hips, fingers trembling.

“No Ellsbat… I want to see the real you.”

For a moment she just stared at him, not understanding, then a look of comprehension came into her eyes and she froze. Shivering. “B-but… why would you… that side of me is so ugly…”

“Shush now…” he said kindly. “You’re just as beautiful. More, to my eyes.”

“You can’t mean that!”

“Of course I do. I want to be with you Ellsbat, horns and all. I want you to stop hiding and show me who you really are.”

The redhead’s breathing was coming in short gasps, clearly scared. Then closing her eyes she seemed to make up her mind. Her body shimmered, a slight transformation travelling over her form as the bunny outfit vanished. And she lay there in her true succubus form; tiny horns, fangs and clawed fingers. Pointed ears and glowing red eyes. From underneath her body a pair of tiny wings and long forked tail popped up from the hay.

Then he was kneeling between her legs as he firmly moved her knees apart and lifted them in the air, exposing everything. She looked away, embarrassed and tried to hide the swollen, pink folds of her excited cunt with her hands. But she couldn’t hide her wagging tail. He grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head, leaning overtop of her while they kissed. His cock throbbed with his heartbeat and he felt it beating a light drumbeat against her cunt.

He tossed his jacket aside and dropped his trousers. He lifted one of her pale legs until it was over his shoulder and shifted so his hard cock pressed to her slippery opening. She was shaking already, holding back her cries with a hand bitten between her fangs until a tiny drop of blood appeared. All just from the firmness of his cock head parting her lips.

“Surely you’re not going to… to… Are you?” she asked.

“Not until you beg me,” he growled, moving to put his mouth on her nipples.

“W-what? I would never b-beg for anything like that!”

As he swirled his tongue over her rock-hard nipples, he began to slide the head of his cock up against her outer lips, pressing to the slippery hood of her clit.

“I… could never… beg…” she gasped she tried to assure herself.

He rocked the head of his cock against her opening, pressing just deep enough she felt the tip of his huge, swollen cock pressing against her tightness. When he slid inside her she began to shudder, whimpering as he slowly slid in and out of her. Then with both her legs in the air she got a dreamy smile on her face, eyes glowing, pointed ears revealed.

“Please,” she immediately begged. “Please don’t stop there!”

He tried to be as gentle as he could. It didn’t help much. The huge girth of his cock stretched her open and the girl cried out. Fists banging against the mattress at first, then, when he kept entering her deeper and deeper, she made clawed scratches down his back as she took his full length. The sting of the wounds seemed like a fair trade; as she dug in her nails he used it as a gauge to measure how deep and fast he should move inside her. At first just a gentle rocking set her off, but within a few moments she was panting, knees wide, her hands caressing his back instead of clawing him alive.

“I can barely remember my own name,” she gasped. “It’s like you’re doing something to my mind…”

“That’s because I am. I’m teaching you what you’re missing.”

By then she was rocking back and forth under him, twisting her hips and thrusting up to meet him, only crying out when he accidentally drove too deep. Damn… looks like a real succubus was hiding under that bookworm librarian!

“W-why am I acting like this?” she gasped.

“Do you always ask so many questions?”

“Never… I’ve never…”

“Is it too much?” he asked, slowing to a complete halt.

“No!” she cried. “I mean… no… don’t stop. Just put it inside me… please.”

He kissed her, smiling, and slowly worked up again and again. Doubling his efforts until she was wrapped around him, impaled through her most delicate of places, thrusting back against him for even more of a rough-dicking.

“Y-your j-jade column is… is going to… “

Jade column? Enough fancy poetry. “Call it a cock,” he instructed.

“Your c-c-cock is inside me, so full.”

“Yes, like that,” he taught her and lifted her knees under his arms to plunge into her deeper and faster.

He was beginning to lose control. To drive forward with no regard for her tender body as he searched for his own release. But she matched him move for move, welcoming it.

“I… I can’t look away,” she moaned, staring up at his face. “Please look in my eyes as you make me yours!”

He gazed into her red eyes, seeing the depths of her feelings. The deep well she’d fallen down as she released herself to be his.

“You’re making me a whore for you,” she moaned. “I want to be your whore… this p-pussy belongs to you.”

Her words tapped something deep in his animal brain. Locking her legs under his arms he pounded into her, slapping against her round ass as she was almost balancing on her shoulders. In moments she was unable to control her limbs, or her thoughts, babbling and begging as she melted in pleasure from his pounding.

“More… go as hard as you can! Look at me… look at me… this pussy is yours… mark it as yours!”

He came. Hard. Maybe harder than he ever had. And as he drove into her, pouring wave after wave of heavy cream inside her, she responded with her own return wave. Coming so hard she screamed and shuddered like she’d been electrocuted. Trying to muffle it at first behind her sharp teeth then unable to even pretend anymore as she wailed over and over again before falling limp and boneless underneath him.

When his brain was able to form coherent thoughts again he realised he was crushing her with his weight and tried to pull away. Only to have her arms wrap around him, preventing him from pulling out. She practically purred in his ear as she cuddled him.

“Sweet Dagon, my head is ringing. I felt so dirty… I don’t know how you did that…”

He nuzzled her pale neck and kissed her.

“I’m yours now,” she said softly. “You can do that however you like, wherever you like, whenever you like.”

As the moonlight cast a soft glow through the cracks in the stable walls, Ryan and Ellsbat lay nestled together on the soft bed of hay. Their bodies intertwined, their breaths slowly going from the panting of two athletes finishing a marathon to contented matching sighs as they savored the tranquil moment. The flickering glow of the courtyard lantern painted dancing shadows on the walls, adding a firelit ambiance to their embrace.

“The romance books were right… but they don’t say what you should do after,” she mumbled.

“You learned that from a book?”

“Yes, why? Was it bad?”

“I was going to say, that’s a great fucking book.”

Ryan's fingers gently traced the contours of Ellsbat's face as she lay sprawled on his chest, his cock still inside her. The soft sounds of their breathing filled the air. The moonlight shifted as time passed, neither wanting to move.

Ellsbat's delicate smile revealed her pleased satisfaction. He was amazed again how she went from a lion to a kitten after he’d fucked her into a daze. “I owe Dagonestra more than I can ever repay,” she whispered breathily. “She brought us together, weaving our paths into an intricate tapestry. You have shown me a love that transcends time and worlds, Ryan.”

It took him a moment to register she’d used his real name.

“You called me Ryan.”

“That’s your true name is it not?” she said softly. “How you prefer to be called?”

“I dunno… maybe. The longer I’m here the more I feel like Rineskull I guess.”

“Does it displease you for your true name to be on my tongue?”

“Baby, I can’t complain about a single thing you’ve done with your tongue tonight.”

She beamed a proud but shy smile and quickly pressed her cheek to his chest to hide it. “Then when it is just the two of us, in our intimate moments, it will be the secret name only I have,” she said.

Well… it seemed fair enough. She wanted to feel special. She was special… she deserved it.

"I admit, I never expected to find love in a world so different from my own," Ryan murmured.

She stiffened. Suddenly stiff as a board. Shit… what now?

“You said… love?” she asked.

In that quiet sanctuary of the stable, the whispered confession seemed natural. He couldn’t regret it. The girl gripped him fiercely, clinging so tightly that he barely noticed when her tender touches became more demanding.

He was ready again.

They fucked for hours, unable to keep their hands off each other. With his new coat down for a blanket he forced her to come again and again. Sometimes just the touch of his fingers was enough, but he felt energized, his cock unable to be exhausted. Ready over and over. After that first time he bent her over, standing up, fighting her layers of skirts up to expose the luscious backside and long legs, pounding into her with her tail gripped in one hand until he made her come twice more and finally emptied messily into her again. After that he pulled the dress off over her head and left her naked except for stockings above the knee. The sight of her voluptuous succubus body, wings, tail, horns and all, was enough to make him want to kiss every inch of perfect, pale flesh and before he knew it, he was good to go a third round.

She wanted to look into his eyes next. They did it standing up, one of her legs wrapped around him, against the rough wooden beam. But she went weak in the knees after climaxing again and they finished with her on her back, begging him by his real name to bless her with his come. There was one more time after that. Both of them too exhausted for more but craving each other. They lay together, side by side, using hands and mouths and he exploded wetly against her freshly slippery thighs.

Ryan drifted into a bone-tired daze after that. Too wired to sleep, too tired to move. The voluptuous redhead vixen curled against his body like she was afraid he might vanish back to his old world at any moment. Did she finally believe him now? That Dagonestra had chosen him from his old life to fulfill this one? That she wasn’t his master?

If he was being honest, he didn’t care. Thee fiery-tempered redhead challenged him in ways that were both maddening and – sexually speaking – hot as hell. And the sexy succubus librarian things was working for him.

It’s always the quiet ones…

Still contemplating that he might actually feel happy for the first time in his life – or rather lives – he drifted to sleep.

***


Chapter 11   : Kidnapped

He was dreaming about Tilly. The pretty girl smiling at him in a forest at night. The two of them running naked. Then there was a hidden ravine and she stumbled, went down it, and was gone. He searched for a way down after her, but with the grim finality of dream logic he couldn’t find any way to go to her.

Part of him was aware enough he was dreaming and that he cursed his bourgeois subconscious for emotions like guilt. He’d gone from kissing her at sunset to banging Ellsbat into a dripping coma pretty fast. The yearning he felt at losing her in the dream was like a knife in the stomach.

“Rineskull?” he heard, clawing his way out of sleep.

“Rineskull!” the cry came louder.

He startled upwards in the hay, trying to raise his hand with a fistful of demonfyre, but tangled in Ellsbat’s bare limbs. His fuzzy brain came into focus and saw it was Lenore, standing overtop of him with a lantern.

“Wake up!” she shouted; face contorted with eyes wide.

For a moment he thought for sure this was some lover’s quarrel. That he was going to face a screaming match between the magic-user and the scorned knight. But then he saw her face wasn’t etched with anger, but fear.

“What happened?” he asked.

Ellsbat was just waking up and gave a small startled cry, clawing for clothes to cover herself that weren’t there.

“Sellsword? What have you… ? Go away!” she yelled, half-awake.

“Tilly’s been taken,” the knight said, grimly calm.

“Taken? What do you mean taken?”

“They all were... she and Pimms… Pandy escaped. We have Pandy. She’s too badly hurt to tell us anything, but if you…”

“Heal her? Take me to her,” Ryan said.

“Have you contacted the watch? The guards?” Ellsbat demanded, finding her chemise and wriggling it over her head. When she emerged the demon form was gone, reverted to her human disguise.

“They don’t give a shit if a bunch of outlanders go missing,” Ryan told her. “Which is maybe why someone went after them.” He turned to the knight. “How long?” he asked, getting up, finding his trousers and stomping into them.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you. At least a full turn of the glass. More maybe.”

In moments they were in the back kitchen of the tavern, only a pair of small oil lamps lighting the bartender and his wife hovering over the unconscious cat girl on the table. The rest of the serving maids in their night shifts stood back by the walls, looking on nervously. Ryan pushed the Zigamund aside and looked at the girl. She was scratched and bleeding, but the real problem was the egg-sized lump on her head. She was unconscious.

No time to run for the healing potion hidden in his room. He dove down into the Mind’s Eye, found the green ember, and put a hand gently on her forehead. It was worse than it looked. She was nearly dead. Energy poured onto the spark, spending his power like dumping water onto the sand, but a few moments later he felt it break through into the cat-girl’s body like a bursting dam and it flooded through her. Bringing her back from the verge of death.

She shot upright on the table, letting out a howling scream. “Nyyaaan!” her eyes flashed. “Where am I?”

Then seeing the room full of her friends and the tavern owner she relaxed. There was a babble of voices, some asking what had happened, others bursting into tears as she seemed to recover, but Ryan shouted them down and leaned in close to Pandy’s line of vision.

“Where’s Tilly?” he said, dangerously quiet.

“Men took her, and little Pimms! Three men!”

“What men? What happened?”

The serving girl was desperately trying to hold back tears. “It was so sudden. We were sitting in her room – your room – and three men kicked in the door, but it was completely silent. I tried to scream but my voice, it wouldn’t work. I couldn’t hear anything!”

Pandy broke into tears and Zigamund’s wife tried to comfort her. Ryan glared her down and gestured her back.

“That was magic,” Ellsbat said.

“Whisper of Silence spell,” Ryan agreed. “They took Tilly? What did they look like? Stop sobbing and fucking tell me!”

She cried harder until Ellsbat shook her head at him and put her arm around the girl.

“Shhh, shhh, it’s okay, Rineskull will know how to get her back,” she said. “But I need you to tell us about the men.”

“Their faces w-were horrible… broken,” Pandy hiccupped, trying to stifle her tears.

A chill went through Ryan’s gut. It couldn’t be… could it? So soon? “Were they dressed in brown robes?”

She nodded.

“Did one have no eyes?” he asked. “And the other one no ears?”

The girl nodded enthusiastically.

“That’s… how could you know that?” Zigamund asked in wonder.

“I know everything,” Ryan said calmly. “She’s been kidnapped by the evil monks who suffered self mutilation for their god. One blinded, one deaf, one with no tongue.”

“What god would do that?” Lenore frowned.

“The Nightmare King,” Ryan said coldly.

The room full of locals made the warding sign of Crom Cruach.

“Kidnapped why? What do they want with her?” the tavernkeeper shouted. “This is madness. It’s… some prank. Perhaps boys…”

Ryan turned on the man, stepping so close the big, scar-covered golem-man took a step back in alarm.

“There’s a cancer in your town,” Ryan said, quietly. “Eating away at it from inside. The agents of the Nightmare King are going to take her, torture her, sacrifice her in a ritual so horrible it would make you claw your own ears off if I told you about it. Then they will send her soul to the underworld for eternal torture and use what’s left of her body for necromancy, making it into a walking, undead monster. And that’s if she’s lucky.”

Ryan gave the man a last glare and turned back to Pandy. Poor wench. She looked ready to pass out. “I just don’t understand why they attacked you and Tilly so soon… it usually happens after two or three visits to the valley. It’s just not normal. Like something set it off… early.”

He got a horrible sensation in the pit of his stomach. That fucker.

“It’s him,” he told Ellsbat. The Griefer.

She was a smart girl. She didn’t need to ask who he meant; her face went pale.

“Him who?” Lenore asked.

“What do we do?” Ellsbat ignored the knight, already trying to find a solution. Good girl.

“Hey, him who?”

“Someone sent to kill me,” Ryan said simply.

Lenore stomped across the room and buckled on her sword belt. “I don’t care who it is. We go find these priests and kill them all!”

“Wrong. First we go to the Blackthistles’ warehouse,” Ryan said calmly.

“What? Why? To buy supplies?”

“Because they’re assassins and slave traders.”

Ryan felt something new for the first time since arriving in Eldwick: dread.

The Blackthistle brothers. Goddam. They were high-tier enemies. Meant as long-term opponents, pulling strings and sending minions after you. You’d be lucky to stand up to them after maxing out your mana and coming back to the starter village to challenge them late in the game when you were tier 9.

They weren’t meant for players to kill them.

“What assassins?” the barman asked.

“Raginald and Morgan Blackthistle.”

“The Blackthistles?” the tavern owner repeated, finding the courage to speak up again. “That’s impossible. Their family helped build this town. They donate heavily to the temple of the Thunder Lord. They’re no murderers or evil cultists. Morgan is an advisor to the Baroness.”

“Well, that’s what the Blackthistle brothers want you to think. They pose as rich merchants, but they’re also spies. Working with the monks. The monks pose as holy men. Lepers. Devoted to Crom. That’s how they disguise their faces, under bandages.”

“And… why do all this?” Lenore asked.

“Hmmm? Oh the usual: human sacrifice. They kidnap folks they don’t think will be noticed. Then they deliver them to the Blackthistle brothers, and they smuggle them out of town in barrels and take them to the hidden temple of the Nightmare King in the Weeping Valley.”

“So these merchants have them?”

“For now,” Ryan nodded.

“They’re not just going to hand her over if you ask nice…” Lenore said.

“I sure as shit hope not,” Ryan grinned in anticipation. He shook off his gut feeling about the Blackthistles. He knew all their tricks, and he had a few of his own. “Let’s go get our girl back… and Pimms too I guess.”

***

The night air in the border town dark as a yard up a dragon’s asshole. It was raining, and the clouds cut off whatever moonlight there was. The hooded cloaks they wore hid their identity, but the only creatures they ran into on the way to the warehouse were some feral pixys scavenging through the garbage for something to eat. Ellsbat recoiled from the high-pitched squeaking and hissing as the tiny fey were disturbed, but Ryan sent a single small blast of purple-glowing demonfyre into their midst and the fairies scattered. Ryan led the way using his new eye to see in the dark, as he, Ellsbat, and Lenore slunk through the labyrinthine streets of Verbinnec. They brought no light, alerted no locals or watchmen. The flickering street lanterns were few and far between and much of the city was in darkness. That suited him fine.

“Do you even know where we are?” Ellsbat asked.

“Sure,” he replied in a conspiratorial voice. “We’re at the corner of Shutthefuckup lane and Fucksakeskeepquiet street.”

“You northerners have some weird names for places,” Lenore whispered, rain plastering her blonde hair to her forehead.

Ellsbat, wisely, said nothing.

They were actually on ‘Threeball street’, named after the town’s coat of arms hung on an archway, which had three orbs in the heraldry… azure orbs. Whoever created it had no idea what being a ‘three-ball-man’ was… or even what blue balls were… possibly it had been drafted by a eunuch.

A few blocks later and they were in the alley opposite the Thieves’ Guild hideout. It was a warehouse, timber frame swollen in the rain, big barn doors securely closed and a smaller side entrance with a rusty lock holding it shut. Sturdy and worn by years, it was silent under the rainy night sky, but faint candlelight peeked through one of the small windows. They crossed the street, under the dripping eaves of the building and Ellsbat made a quick glimpse into the window.

Ryan already knew what was inside; crates and barrels, stacked beside clay urns and sacks of goods. The steady rain plinked an off-key tune as water dripped from the roof into puddles around them.

“The warehouse is just a cover,” Ryan whispered to the girls. “They don’t keep anything valuable here, it’s all buried in tunnels and catacombs underneath. There should only be a couple watchmen in the warehouse itself…”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Lenore shook her head. Drawing her sword she turned to the smaller of two doors and planted one booted foot into it.

“No wait!” Ryan tried to stop her. But either the knight wasn’t able to hear him over the rain or ignored him completely.

The door was old, rotten, and she kicked it in with a crash. Wood splintered and the rusty lock clattered to the floor. For a moment she was outlined in the dim light of the warehouse interior, then a series of springs and wires activated, and the trap went off.

It was partly organic. A gigantic sundew plant, six feet tall, sat in a barrel of water near the door and the pulleys and wires attached to the door flung it out of the bucket into whoever had just broken in. The spindly pink plant had a dozen, three-foot arms covered in sticky spines, each topped with a gob of organic glue, and when Lenore took it straight in the chest, the limbs whipped shut around her, tangling her like a net covered in crazy glue. One arm wrapped itself around her head, covering her mouth and nose.

“Mmmmrrrphhh!” she tried to scream, stumbling backwards. Her movements became panicked as she realized she couldn’t breathe.

Ah well… she’d last another minute or two, and unfortunately for her Ryan had to deal with the watchmen and their guard animals who were staring, open-mouthed at the intruders. They looked like standard-issue town inhabitants: worn shoes, homespun tunics and pants with cheap yellow dyes. They had wooden cudgels and each held tight to a leash with a straining giant weasel on the other end, snarling to come at the intruders.

The watchmen were less lethal, but more dangerous since they could start an alarm to alert the entire den of thieves. Ryan took them out first. Burning them into pork-kebobs with demonfyre might have been a bit overkill, but it did the job. As the two men were blasted back, lifeless, into a mound of potato sacks, the weasels were let off the chain.

Something about the low, sinuous bodies, charging on their stumpy legs, made Ryan want to laugh, but the needle-sharp mouths full of teeth on the three-foot monsters made his skin crawl.

Behind him, Ryan heard a ripping sound, a shriek of pain and then the sundew plant was flung past him, impacting the weasels. They went down in a clump. The sundew limbs constricting on both weasels, contorting their long bodies together so it was hard to tell where one started and the other ended. They made a horrible ‘peep-peep’ noise, at volume, that set his teeth on edge.

Turning back, he saw Ellsbat had used her gravity magic to tear the plant loose from Lenore while the knight had clung to a wooden support beam; it had left red welt on her skin and taken some of her hair and clothes with it, leaving her blue tabard a bit ragged. She winced, covered in organic glue.

Ryan turned to Ellsbat. “Well, that's one way to make an entrance. Quick thinking.”

Ellsbat tried to keep her composure but couldn't help crack a smile. “Perhaps subtlety is an art form she’s still mastering.”

“What was that?” the sellsword asked.

“I tried to warn you, the thieves have trapped everything. Don’t touch anything unless I tell you to.”

Ryan eyed the sticky knight and looked around the warehouse until he found a barrel of cheap wine. Broaching the cask, he helped Lenore wash the sap off herself, with the help of the alcohol to dissolve the glue.

“I smell like a distillery,” she complained. Then summoning water using her undine magic, she soaked herself, washing the wine away.

“Perhaps do not rush in next time,” Ellsbat reminded her. “Count yourself lucky it was only meant to trap you.”

“The further we go, the deadlier they’ll be,” Ryan confirmed.

With that he led them to a pile of crates that was actually a clever camouflage built around a stairwell leading down. Descending the stairs, they could see light and hear men talking below. Ryan held up four fingers and mouthed ‘four guards’ to the girls.

“We need a diversion,” he whispered against Ellsbat’s ear.

“What are you suggesting?”

“You could always flash them your tits, it always diverts my attention…”

He was expecting her usual angry denial but instead she just blushed and bit her lower lip, as if remembering the night before. Her fingers started unbuttoning the top of her dress and Ryan’s startled brain realised she was taking him seriously.

Then like a screen wipe in a movie her appearance changed entirely. He hair was no longer severely pulled back in a bun, but feathered around her pretty face. Her outfit was replaced by a white t-shirt and orange short-shorts. Blazoned across the front of the shirt was the logo for the ‘Juggs’ chain of sports bars, the two ‘gg’s in the shape of beer pitchers. And a moment later the entire shirt was soaking wet.

Ellsbat’s nips stood hard at attention, clearly showing rosy circles through the fabric of the wet t-shirt. She shivered looking down at her skimpy outfit and boobs on display.

“Again?” she hissed, swatting Ryan.

What did I do?

“You…” Ellsbat gestured to Lenore. “Use your undine powers… dry my shirt at least.”

Lenore arched an eyebrow, slightly surprised by the transformation. “Why’d you use magic to make it wet in the first place?”

“I wasn’t… I didn’t… just do it!”

The knight waved her hand and the shirt instantly dried, like he’d seen her do with their wet clothes in the courtyard after sparring. But as soon as it dried, the shirt was dripping wet again, and Ellsbat’s nipples were even harder little mountains.

“Use your magic right!’ Ellsbat scolded her.

“I did!” the Knight frowned and used her magic again, but just like the first time the t-shirt was instantly sopping wet again. “Enough of this! Leave it! I’ve got a good distraction too,” Lenore said, and charged down the stairs and into the room.

“Aw fuck,” he muttered, and went after her.

In a moment he and Lenore burst into the room at the bottom of the stairs. The walls were made of brick, with a small fireplace, and aside from a few kegs and crates sitting on a hand cart, the only other things in the room were a small cabinet with a water barrel and a table where two men and two women sat, playing cards. The four looked up from where they’d been engrossed in their late-night game, the dealer’s shuffle coming to a stop as the cards tumbled from his fingers, staring at their unexpected visitors.

“Is this for Lukfeld’s special delivery?” one of them stuttered, trying to make sense of it.

“The cards play against you tonight!” Ellsbat shouted as she entered the room, commanding even while only wearing only wet t-shirt and short shorts. With a wave of her hand, she summoned gravity magic and took control of the cards.

In an instant, the playing cards became an angry swarm, attacking the thieves like a flock of enraged birds. Some of them grouping like a snake that fired into the face, others plastering over the thieves’ eyes, and yet more whipping like frisbees so the sharp edges struck and stung. Playing-cards in Eldwick were roughly the size of A5 envelopes and made from laminated sheets of parchment for stiffness, so the thieves ducked and yelled from the painful blows. Swatting the storm of cards, blinded and unprepared for what came next.

Lenore, seizing the moment with a short, sharp cry, charged into the group. Some part of her knightly vows must have still held sway over her, because instead of using her sword the murder the unarmed card players, she used one of the cudgels taken from the watchmen above. She laid a holy beating on the four. Smashing one in the face with a spray of blood from a crushed nose, then a backhand to the skull of the man next to her. A poster child for the use of excessive force, the night stick was like an instrument in her hand. In moments she had them all laid out on the floor, moaning and clutching their wounds. Standing over them, she kicked the last one still moving, and she went still.

Around her the cards fluttered to the ground as Ellsbat’s magic cut off.

Ryan and Ellsbat, witnessing Lenore's intense takedown, exchanged a glance. “Well, that’s one approach to conflict resolution,” Ryan nodded. He hadn’t even had time to get in a single attack.

Ellsbat added, “Who needs subtlety when you have Lenore? The living battering ram strikes again. I thought you said you had a diversion?” She wrapped her arms across her wet chest, shivering.

“A club in the teeth is very diverting,” the knight shrugged turning beet red in embarrassment. “Can we save the complaints for after we rescue Tilly, please? Help me tie them up.”

The thieves, when examined, has bluish crusts around the eyes and nose. And blue sores in the corners of their mouths.

“What’s wrong with them?”

“Junkies,” he said. At their look he explained. “Addicted to scringe-stone. One of the Blackthistles’ side hustles.”

The long connecting hallway led deep within the thieves' underground lair. A highway under the town for transporting goods to avoid tax and excise men from the keep. It was lit by small oil lamps every thirty feet or so, set into small alcoves in the brick wall of the tunnel.

Their footsteps echoed in the eerie silence. Ryan took the lead, pointing out a spiked pit trap on the way with a safety catch hidden behind a loose brick. Lenore, who had been eager to press forward, suddenly gave the lead to Ryan.

They soon reached a crossroads, the tunnel splitting into three.

“This way is living quarters, that way goes to the accounting offices; that’s where we’ll find they keep their kidnapping victims.”

“What’s down here?” Lenore asked, stepping into the third corridor.

The tripwire she broke made Ryan dive for cover, taking Ellsbat with him. The released trap dropped a sheet of canvas painted to look like the wall and behind it a bizarre contraption whirred to life. It began by scratching a dried firesprite like a match under some sort of bird in a wire cage. The flame startled the lizardlike cockatrice and it let out a squawk before a leathery egg the size of a softball plopped out its backside into a trough. That released a stone ball that began to roll and tripped the catch for a smith’s hammer on a pivot. The hammer swung down, breaking the egg and dropping the caustic goo inside into the hatch of a large leather bellows. Then finally the stone ball dropped onto the bellows, collapsing it so the contents spewed out the narrow funnel aimed at Lenore.

The disgusting contents sprayed her head to knees and the knight recoiled, spitting and gagging.

“Ughhhh, what is it?” the undine made a face, wiping the egg’s content from her eyes.

“Is it poisonous?” Ellsbat asked.

“Not exactly,” Ryan sighed.

Lenore, disgusted by the scent clinging to her, attempted to wipe away the goo only to discover the true nature of the trap. The sword in her hand began to bubble and the metal dissolve. It began to generate heat and within moments it was pitted with rust, a red-brown goop dripping off the blade until it broke in half. That wasn’t all. Every bit of metal in her kit suffered the same fate. Rapid corrosion. The buckle of her belt fell apart, dropping her trousers and even the silver ring on her finger turned black, and she hissed painfully, prying it off and dropping the hoop to the floor where it continued to dissolve. In moments all the metal was gone, but the corrosive egg yolk had evaporated.

“How many times do I have to warn you, don’t touch anything!” Ryan shook his head, admiring her bare backside as the knight bent to hike her pants back up and hold them with one hand.

“That was my grandmother’s ring,” the knight frowned, struggling to maintain her dignity. Frustrated but determined to salvage the situation, Lenore turned to Ryan. “Got any spare weapons, or do I have to wrestle these weasels with my bare hands?”

They found her a replacement belt using a rag torn from the hem of Ellsbat’s skirt and Ryan regretfully drew the golden sword blade he’d recovered from the Emerald Palace; it was inferior to the sword of Xerxia, but it was still enchanted with extraordinary sharpness and strength.

“Don’t lose this one,” he told her, handing it over. The blade glowed in her hand, bright as a torch.

“It’s a little showy,” she muttered, eyeing the glowing blade.

“You don’t want it, use a club instead,” the wet magic-user snapped.

“I didn’t say that! It’s a fine blade! Thank you Rineskull, I will be worthy of it.” Lenore clutched the shimmering weapon possessively.

Ellsbat’s temper was obviously fraying with the forced discomfort of the wet shirt. Good… she fought harder when she was angry.

Plus… he didn’t mind the view…

A fresh gush of water soaked Ellsbat from nowhere. “Rineskull!” she glared at him.

“It’s not me!” he insisted.

Ellsbat glanced at the knight, between the sundew and the rust trap half her clothes were turned to rags, exposing a fair amount of skin, including some underboob.

“Problem?” the knight asked.

“I begin to wonder if this isn’t some trick of yours, Rineskull. To satisfy your perversity.”

“Fuck off,” he muttered.

Ellsbat eyed her own endowments and then she smiled frostily at lenore. “Although modest, your endowments could prove a useful distraction next time… to some.”

“You’re one to talk; are all wizards such exhibitionists?”

Before the argument could go any further, Ryan led them deeper into the underbelly of the thieves' lair. Communicating only with hushed whispers and exchanged glances. The shadows seemed to close in, and the closer to the dungeons the more weight Ryan hadn't felt before.

As they navigated the narrow corridors, Lenore seemed to have learned her lesson, letting Ryan tell them where to go. He pointed out another pitfall and the tripwire for a snare that would release a stone block overhead.

They finally arrived at the chamber where the thieves kept their prisoners and Ryan directed them up the back way to the buyer’s gallery. It was a comfortable decorated lounge with a few chairs and a stand for refreshments where the Blackthistles could entertain their high rollers. It was dark and quiet, but below he could hear the laughter and general noise of the thieves. Ryan crouched in the shadows to look over the balcony, gazing into the Pit, a grim underground spectacle where the Blackthistles paraded their human merchandise. It was well-lit with oil lanterns, showing the worn brick arches and columns with eyebolts imbedded in the mortar, some hanging rusted chains. The air reeked of despair, with a touch of sickly-sweet scringe-stone fumes—it wasn't exactly potpourri.

Lenore and Ellsbat flanked Ryan, observing the scene; he could feel them bristle with anger. One wall of the chamber below was a series of barred doors to cells holding a human zoo of defeated captives.

A filthy gang of thieves partied in their makeshift den, more like addled meth-heads than professional criminals. Their makeshift party separated from the despair of the prisoners by only the iron bars of the cages. They wore a mismatched collection of stolen trinkets and clothes, feasting on what looked like day-old kitchen scraps, but they had plenty of tapped kegs of beer and wine from stolen casks, and every second one had a scringe-stone pipe, exhaling blue-tinged smoke to add to the cloud. Having a party on the deck of the Titanic.

“What do we do?” Ellsbat asked.

“We take em out, find Tilly.”

“And Pimms,” Ellsbat added.

Ryan shrugged.

“There’s at least a dozen of them,” Lenore pointed out.

Ryan exchanged glances with Lenore and Ellsbat, “They’re out of their heads on scringe, should be no problem. I’ll go first, you follow my lead.”

With that Ryan stood up, hopped to the railing, and stepped off.

He dissolved into the Ghost Walk on his way down, keeping one foot in either dimension. Drifting to the ground among the thieves, he landed in front of a couple busily making out, their eyes glossy, rimmed in blue crust of scringeheads, and to them he must’ve looked like a drug-addled hallucination.

“Whoaaa… are you for real?” the guy asked.

Ryan sent a jet of black flames into him, exploding the man into purple cinders. The girl who’d had her tongue in his mouth screamed, coughing on his ashes and started to draw attention.

“They say smoking is the leading cause of death among fucking degenerate thieves,” Ryan said to the eyes that stared at him. “But I say it’s me.”

He fired another shot of demonfyre from each hand and reduced two more thieves to smoking grease-spots.

One of the annoying things about scringe addicts was that the drug increased their self-assurance to superhero levels of over-confidence. It made them think they were goddam James Bond and were filled with a manic energy. Not a single one of them broke and ran; they grabbed whatever weapons they had at hand – knives, bottles, chair legs and chicken bones included – and braced for a fight.

“Really?” Ryan asked.

Then from above came the screech of Lenore yelling. It wasn’t a war cry, just a cry of fear as she fell from the balcony, hanging onto Ellsbat’s dripping wet form. The magic user was chanting, and as she landed the gravity spell went off, cushioning their fall like a stack of pillows, while at the same time splashing out magical wards in a circle around her, tossing a half-dozen thieves aside like they’d been hit by a truck.

Lenore wasted no time, charging at the nearest thief armed only with a soup ladle and stabbed him clean through with the glowing sword, ten inches of shining metal sticking out of his back before he died and slid off the blade.

Trapped between the two sides, the fight didn’t last long. Ryan fired away, blast after blast of demonfyre erasing scringeheads one after the other. Each one sending up a cloud of smoke and ashes that made it hard to see. He only missed once when a thief tripped over a stool and face-planted, the black flames shooting harmlessly over her head. He could see the glowing blade of Lenore’s sword slicing through the crowd, like a lightsaber in the mist, and watched one thief after another launch vertically straight into the air before falling back to the ground twenty feet below with a crunch. That would be Ellsbat’s gravity magic. One of them, perhaps lighter than the others, catapulted straight up so fast he impacted the brick ceiling with a crunch before raining down like a ragdoll.

It was over in ten seconds. Nothing but a few moaning wounded with broken legs and internal bleeding who survived.

“Tilly?” Ellsbat yelled, approaching the cells. “Where are you?”

She didn’t notice the wounded thief who climbed to his feet behind her with a raised dagger, but Lenore did. The knight grabbed the man from behind by the hair and slit his throat with her sword.

“Oi, in here!” Pimms high-pitched voice yelled.

Ryan had been searching the bodies and found a metal ring of brass keys in a greasy pile of soot next to some scorched boots. Taking the keys, he went to the cell and found the imp hogtied on the ground, the unconscious form of the skinwalker bear girl beside her. Looking through the rusty iron bars, revealed filthy straw, damp stone walls covered in countless scratch marks, and the occasional mysterious stain that was probably better left unexplored.

In moments they had the imp untied and Tilly laying on a table in the main chamber.

“Is she poisoned?” Ellsbat asked.

“More like drugged, ya mean. Her noodle’s foggier’n a seaside dock,” Pimms answered. The imp perched on the makeshift bed with an air of indifference, as if the whole kidnapping business was just a minor inconvenience.

“Scringe-stone?” Ellsbat asked.

“Are you daft in the skull? Even these buncha taffy-brained marmots know better’n feed scringe to a shapeshifter. Madder than a rabid wolverine, she’d be.” Then eying the magic-user she spoke again. “Oi, what's with the skimpy getup? You'll be catchin' a cold, flauntin' all that flesh. Gotta keep the bits wrapped up, mate, or the Winter Witch'll have a field day with yer nips! Nobody wants the frost-woman bitin ya there.”

“Talk to him!” she pointed at Ryan.

Ryan was busy listening to Tilly’s breathing and felt her heartbeat; both seemed strong. Reaching inside to the green spark of the Mind’s Eye he took her hand and began pouring healing energy through her palm chakra.

“This might take a while,” he said, eyes closed while he concentrated.

He could hear Lenore dragging the wounded thieves into the empty cells as he worked. Feeling the toxins burn away from the healing energy. The dimply lit dungeons cells stank with a stew of mildew, sweat and honeybuckets. All of them seemed empty, but the last one held a woman of some standing by her looks. She was pretty, in a stained but expensive dress with the kind of good teeth and skin you expected from the nobility in this world. But slap a Gucci bag on her arm, a Starbucks cup in one hand and deck her in lycra from her Pilates class and she could be any overprivileged trophy wife or Instagram influencer.

Her complaints echoed off the damp stone walls, making Ryan wince. This wasn’t exactly a stealth operation anymore, but her grating voice was pitched at a tone evolved to carry and make your hackles go up. Like a crying baby.

“Unhand me, you ruffians! I demand to be freed this instant! I have an urgent audience with the baroness at Hellhound Keep!” she yelled, haughtier than her gown was ragged.

“Good for you, now keep your voice down if you don’t want to go back in the cage,” Ryan hissed at her.

“I will not be silenced by a… a warlock! Oh yes, I know what you are… A practitioner of such unsavory magic – truly, the desperation for power must be a pitiable state. One wonders if society would be better off without your kind.”

Ryan slapped his hand over her mouth, gripping her cheeks to silence her. “Keep. Your. Voice. Down,” he growled at her. “Understand?”

Her eyes went big, and she nodded slowly.

“We're in a bit of a situation here, and your social calendar isn't our concern. Here's the deal, we're offering a one-time-only special: escape through the scenic sewer tunnels. Complimentary mud bath included.”

She twisted her head and he let her go. “Sewer tunnels?” her lip curled in disgust. “That's utterly ghastly! Unacceptable!”

“Well, you've got two choices, lady. Crawl through shit or stay right here with your cellmates. They've got some intriguing stories to share, I'm sure.”

“How dare you! Do you know who I am?”

“Do we care?” Lenore whispered to Ellsbat.

“Not even a little.”

“I am Lady Penelope of Sonvasath!” she told them anyway.

“The King’s niece? Go on, pull my other teat,” Pimms chuckled.

But Ryan’s blood had gone cold. He stared at her.

“Rineskull? What troubles you?” Ellsbat asked, noticing his expression first.

Lady Penelope was a somewhat pivotal character in the third act of the game. A series of events hinged on rescuing her… but that rescue took place in the Weeping Valley in one of the monster lairs… not here.

Never here.

He stared at her. An imposter? No… there wasn’t ever a quest with an imposter Penelope… If this was really her, then how? His brain went over it again and again until it clicked together. The game never explained how she ended up captive to monsters in the wild lands so far from civilization… now Ryan knew why. She’d been travelling to Eldwick to meet the Baroness, somehow been intercepted by the Blackthistles and – presumably – smuggled out of town and sold to the Nightmare King.

But the real question was, what happened to the game quests if she never made it there? If she was never at the heart of the quests, never rescued and provided key motivation to other captives and their jailors among the monsters? If Ryan rescued her now, the later events in the real world would start to deviate from how he’d played them in the game. He’d be blind. Lose his advantage.

Be just some other newb…

“Put her back…” Ryan said quietly.

Lenore chuckled, then saw he was serious. “Leave her behind? Even if the lying strumpet thinks she’s royalty, there’s no cause to leave her to these… villains.”

“I said put her back!” Ryan raised his voice.

Penelope tried to run but Ryan caught her, his magical strength from the giant’s belt letting him overpower her easily. He shoved her towards Lenore and the knight gave him an odd look before pushing the lady back in her cell.

“No. No! You can’t do this!” she yelled.

“Ellsbat,” he turned to the magic-ser. “Use some stunning slumber on her.”

“I-if you say so, Rineskull.”

A moment later she began to chant the spell and Penelope’s protests cut off mid sentence as she dropped, unconscious, to the floor of her cell.

It looked like the redhead wanted to ask him more about it when the healing energy finally finished its work and Tilly roused, jumping up from where she lay in the table.

“But goats don’t have wings!” the girl blurted as she woke up. She blinked around, taking in her surroundings. “You came to get me!”

Ellsbat's composed exterior cracked. “Tilly! You're safe!” she exclaimed and rushed to her side with relief and threw her arms around the girl.

Pimms chuckled. “Seems Ellsbat's got a bit of a heart buried under all that frost. Our ice queen's thawin' for an old mate, ain't she?”

Ellsbat, stung by the words like they were an insult, pulled away. She shot the imp a glare. “It's called friendship, you misanthropic tomb-robber.”

But Tilly gripped her in a return hug and held her close. “I’m glad to see you too, Elly.”

‘Elly’? Ryan wondered.

“Did they… treat you badly?” Ellsbat asked the girl carefully. “Hurt you?”

“What, like my feelings or something?” the girl replied, confused.

“It’s my fault you were kidnapped… if I wasn’t so distracted…” the magic-user blamed herself.

Pimms, swiped an arm at the dungeon with an air of disdain. “You call this a kidnapping? Back in the wildlands, we had standards. None of this amateur hour nonsense!”

“They did beat me for a while,” the bear-girl shrugged. “Asking about Rineskull. I gave em nothing.”

“By the Herald,” Ellsbat gasped. “Your bravery in the face of torture…”

“Pffft… my mother hits way harder,” Tilly gave a small chuckle.

Pimms’ small, pointed tail flicked irritably. “Roit? This place er like a holiday spot. An’ straw, beds? Well, ain't this a posh setup. Where's the cold rock slab, eh? It's like they've never 'eard of proper, top-notch torture, innit?" Pimms grumbled.

She continued her diatribe, “Felt downright spoiled, I did. Like a holiday in the Prince’s hoorhouse, only with more chains and fewer cocks tryin ta rail ya, ya know? Not that I wuz complainin, hey?” the imp elbowed Lenore in the side.

“Let’s save the yelp review for after we get out of here,” Ryan told the others. “Move out, now.”

“In such a hurry, are we?” a voice called from the shadows.

“You move a muscle and I’ll cut you down where you stand, cunts,” a different voice growled.

Ryan felt a shiver down his spine. They were too late.

The Blackthistles had shown up.

***


Chapter 12   : Curses

Shadows danced ominously on the walls. The air was thick with spilled blood and smoke of different kinds. Ryan drew his sword, trying not to let his doubts show. They could do this… probably. Ellsbat, Tilly and Lenore steeled themselves for the fight while Pimms dropped to the ground and vanished under furniture.

She might have the right idea… Ryan froze. This rescue was going to be risky enough if they had the drop on these two. Now? He briefly considered escaping.

The entrance of the chamber revealed the two brothers who ran the guild of cutthroats. One was a tall, reed-thin man with a scraggly beard and too-big adams-apple with a scar across one eyelid: Raginald. The other was shorter, fat and had a pipe in hand; that was Morgan. Both were dressed in expensive clothes but neither had the look of nobility; the game lore said they were unwanted heirs sent to live as gutter rats in the big city who killed their way to the top then returned home to take over the family business. They murdered their way through parents, uncles and cousins – in the guise of an unfortunate series of accidents – until they controlled the family and most of the illegal activities in Verbinnec.

Morgan, the heavyset brother, had the air of calculated confidence; the brains. Raginald, a tall and sinister figure, packing a dozen gleaming knives, was easier to read: a man who enjoyed violence… and cruelty.

They weren’t alone. Each had their ‘familiar’ with them, a quasi-magical companion not normally allowed to players. Morgan’s was a goblin named Ruckusgrit, four feet of lickspittle with one milky white eye, spikey black hair and bad complexion. He transferred the ability of ‘wall-walking’ to Morgan whenever he was within a hundred feet.

Loping along on all fours beside Raginald was a figure in a leather gimp suit with a faceless leather mask. Seeing it in real life made Ryan’s skin crawl.

Expecting a fight to the death, Ryan and the trio braced for combat. The atmosphere shifted as Morgan stepped forward with nothing but a pipe in hand, his eyes gleaming.

“Well, I’d call this a success, brother.”

“Fuck it is… they just slaughtered a dozen men… maybe twice that if you count the ones up top they had to go through to get here!” Raginald snapped. The gimp giggled hollowly behind its mask and clapped its hands. In combat it could grapple you until Raginald finished you off, but otherwise it wasn’t that special.

“Always more where those sort came from,” the fatter brother answered.

“Ah, your nefarious brilliance truly astounds, sir!” the goblin fawned over his boss. “Those 'disposable assets' were just placeholders… easily replaceable,” Ruckusgrit bobbed his head.

Ryan was carefully gesturing to the girls; Tilly and Ellsbat to take the left side, Lenore the right; Ryan would go up the middle and take them head on. The Blackthistles were Tier 9 characters, but their combat strength was mostly based on stealth. In a stand-up fight they should be glass cannons…

“Oh… don’t…” Morgan said, catching the brief strategy gestures. His good-natured smirk was replaced by an expression of being too tired to deal with it all.

“No… let em!” Raginald grinned maliciously.

“Patience brother…” Then to Ryan: “Before you get started, here's the kicker; we're not in this for your blood. We're just the messengers.”

Raginald drew two knives. But Morgan continued.

“You've been chosen, my friends. To conduct some business. By a… an odd man.”

“People usually fall for this friendly act?” Ryan asked, and the girls fanned out.

Morgan, leaning against one of the tables, looked down to see blood on his shoes and grimaced. Ruckusgrit knelt down and began buffing his slippers.

“You see, you've caught the eye of someone called Deathbreaker. He's got a task for you.”

“A hardon, you mean,” Raginald said. The gimp mimed a jerking off motion complete with ‘splash’ flourish at the end.

As the reality of what he’d said sank in, Ryan, Ellsbat, and Lenore exchanged incredulous glances. That was the edgelord name the Griefer gave himself.

“You mean the fucking Chad did this?” Ryan snapped.

That little bitch! He couldn’t beat Ryan in any sort of fair fight, so he’d put a price on their heads with two of the most powerful figures in Verbinnec.

“We’ve got a message for you, and it’s the best offer you’ll ever get from us,” Morgan added, smile on his plump face.

“Considering the alternative is we kill you—” his skinny brother shrugged.

“—or chain you up, clip you, and sell you to the mines…” the chubby man finished.

“You’re the ones who will have their balls in a dice cup!” Lenore shouted back, furious. “Let us slaughter them, Rineskull!”

Welp… so much for the easy way. “She’s got a big mouth, but she’s not wrong,” Ryan said.

The brothers didn’t panic or bother asking each other stupid questions. They might look like fools but they were deadlier than poisonous snakes. Before anyone could react, Raginald lunged forward with a flurry of blades spinning through the air. One banged off Ellsbat’s undershirt and the other struck Tilly, making the shapechanging bear demon cry out. Then she yanked the blade out and threw it aside like it was a nerf dart.

Morgan, however, unleashed his own surprise. With a swift motion for such a heavy man, he took two running steps and went up the wall. Literally. Walk effortlessly like gravity didn’t apply to him, sprinting overhead and dropping down behind Ellsbat. The succubus stared, mouth open, until she brought up her hands, forming magic.

Ryan already knew their tricks so he was already calling up demonfyre; but even his new body’s quick reflexes seemed slow compared to these two. Both men were already moving by the time he unleashed a bolt of black fire. It arced through the air like a curved blade at Raginald. Impossibly, the skinny one twisted out of the way, avoiding it so the flames evaporated harmlessly.

Then both brothers seemed to crush some object in their fist and toss it in the air.

The dust fell like glitter, and where it landed on them, they seemed to vanish. Until the brothers were entirely invisible.

Shit! Sprite powder; short-term invisibility. Had they had that in the game? He suddenly wasn’t so sure.

Ryan focussed his new magic eye and saw their shadowy forms still standing there, but to Ellsbat and Lenore, they would be entirely unseen. To her credit, Ellsbat immediately unleashed an anti-gravity spell targeted on where Morgan had last been standing. Without being able to see the target, it went wild, grabbing a heavy chair and shooting it into the ceiling like a missile, to rain broken limbs and splinters down.

While still unseen, the two brothers closed in, the tall one heading for Lenore, while the stout man took a more indirect route, hopping from table to brick pillar, grabbing the iron torch bracket on the wall and swinging his portly self up to climb the wall like a fat ladybug, hanging above Ellsbat and Tilly. Ryan had never seen a man of that size move with such dexterity.

Fuck!

Ryan’s best defense was to remain in the Ghost World completely. Unseen and untouchable. But he hadn’t counted on the Blackthistles being invisible and he was the only one who could see them. He’d have to drop his protection – at least partly – and stay in the normal dimension substantial enough to be seen and heard.

“Lenore! One’s coming right at you!” he shouted, as he phased partly into the ghost world.

That caught the attention of both brothers. But the knight heard him and faced the ‘empty’ room, light blooming from the magic blade. She began carefully whipping the bright sword through the air in figure-eights, sweeping the space to catch the unseen enemy. Bathing the entire area as brightly as a torch.

“Tilly, he’s climbed right above you!” Ryan warned.

The man’s scent must’ve given him away. The girl bristled, eyes turning yellow and her nose wrinkled, turning to face the general direction Morgan was. The redhead magic-user was already turning, backing up. Already muttering her magic. Ryan watched helplessly as the Blackthistle brother hung from the wall unseen above them and removed some sort of device from inside his coat, aiming it at the girls.

“Move! Ellsbat!” he yelled.

Instead of ducking, the magic-user finished the anti-gravity spell again as she shot up through the air, floating off the floor in a billow of skirts and flash of bare legs.

The device in Morgan’s hand looked like a tiny crossbow that twanged, but instead of a dart or arrow, it expelled a cloud of blue-tinged gas. The cloud of gas hit Ellsbat and drifted down, catching Tilly at the same time.

Poison? Ryan wasn’t sure he could cure both of them at once… especially not in the middle of a fight like this. Ellsbat gagged, coughed and her eyes went large as she slowly sank back to the ground. Landing beside Tilly, both girls seemed to have the same reaction. Ryan watched as both started to transform, shedding their human forms and assuming their demonic shapes; Ellsbat sprouting horns, tail and wings as her succubus shape took control, Tilly growing hairy and fanged like a werewolf, as her bear nature took over.

“Jokes on you, fucker,” Ryan laughed as the two girls began to pant and growl, fingers formed in claws and eyes searching for something to destroy. Whatever drug Morgan had used on them seemed to have a different effect on demons than it did on humans.

“Is it now?” Morgan said.

And Ryan’s jaw dropped open, at a loss for words, as the two girls locked eyes on each other. A moment later with a yowl and a roar, they threw themselves at each other, limbs thrashing, and slammed into the wall, locked together. For a single, horrible, moment, Ryan was sure the drug had made the friends into enemies, forcing them to murder each other.

Then both girls were giving out moans of desire and gasping in passion as they locked lips, kissing hard, tongues wrestling and hands tearing each other’s clothes apart. As Ryan watched dumbfounded the two girls began humping and grinding as they made out.

What the fuuuck?

By the expression on Morgan’s face, he was just as surprised as Ryan. Flat out shocked.

Suddenly from behind there was a splash and deluge of water. Water spraying across the room. Standing in front of Lenore, exposed, was a man-shaped outline of Raginald. Clever… Lenore had used her undine ability to create water as a makeshift firehose, finding Raginald as he approached. Then out of the shadows the leather-clad gimp charged on all fours, tongue hanging out the mouth slit of the mask and giggling madly. Lenore calmly chopped once and sent the masked head rolling free of the body.

“You’ll – cough – pay for that,” Raginald said, now fully visible and coughing out water.

With a cry the knight lunged, hacking and beating the skinny Blackthistle back. She struck once, impaling him through the kidneys, then drew the blade out and waited for the man to go down.

He didn’t.

Lenore attacked again, fending aside his blades and made a drawing cut across his torso; a blow that would have split open a normal man. Somehow twisting aside as the last moment, the cut opened him up with a slash from shoulder to belt, but again, he didn’t go down.

Furious now, Lenore battered him with blows, ending with a stab clean through and out his back.

“Die you bastard!” she growled into his face.

Then with a quick reversal, Raginald gripped the sword blade and pulled it out of his body, spun low, ducking, and coming up behind Lenore before she could turn. Like a ballet dancer. Like he’d choreographed it to end this way, the dripping wet assassin stabbed upwards with a knife, burying it to the hilt in the center of Lenore’s chest, leaving it there.

“You die, whining cunny,” the brother laughed at her.

Ryan felt everything slow to a stop. The moment hanging there. The tall knight took a staggering step and then sank to her knees, one hand fumbling to find the knife hilt in her chest as she coughed out blood.

Raginald had used his Death Blow ability… a special assassin skill that reduced an opponent to a single point of mana, no matter how many they’d started with. It was difficult to use… the assassin had to study the target from close range for three turns.

Fuck me… that’s why he took those three hits… Raginald had been powering up the Death Blow.

Wobbling and stunned, Lenore reached awkwardly, trying to grasp the hilt and pull it out. Casually, like chopping wood, Raginald put a knee between her shoulder blades and pinned both her hands behind her back.

“Bitch’s still alive,” Raginald shouted. “You want to keep her that way? Give yourself up! That blade’s an inch from her heart.”

Ryan’s eye saw through the rags of Lenore’s clothes, and flesh and bone, looking inside the girl like an x-ray. The bastard wasn’t lying, the point of the knife Raginald had stabbed her with had gone in with surgical precision. Any pressure would kill her instantly but it was non-fatal for the moment.

Ryan didn’t like being caught in a negotiation with his pants down. The only thing that ever won this kind of hostile takeover was… leverage. And the only thing the Blackthistles cared about was themselves…

Ryan turned to Morgan. Diving through the Ghost World at the only thing Raginald might trade for Lenore’s life. Sword bared, he channelled demonfyre into it, the blade igniting with dark flame. Launching up at the man on the wall he re-emerged halfway through the real dimension as a ghost, untouchable but able to shoot his magic between the dimensions and reach Morgan. He was already igniting the focus for demonfyre, only a foot away, when he sent a blast of black flames into the man.

Morgan… dodged it. Almost. Spinning around like a dancer while still walking on the wall, the black fire burned one side of his body, but the portly assassin produced a knife and drove the knife blade forward. Ryan didn’t even dodge. Knew the attack would fail; that the knife would pass harmlessly through him.

Instead, he felt searing pain in his side.

Looking down he saw the knife blade had stopped in his chest. Somehow. Some enchantment that let it strike objects in the ghost world. Only a few kinds of magic could do that.

Morgan drew the blade back out and backflipped off the wall like a fat beetle, landing with a confident smirk on his blistered face.

That’s when the real pain started.

Ryan doubled over. Like his chest was on fire. Like a hand was constricting his lungs. Crushing his heart. He choked, unable to try more than a whisper of breath, and staggered back. The agony was radiating out from the knife wound. Every muscle trying to tear itself free from his bones. Ryan dropped, his control over the red ember slipping away.

Colors began to wipe across his vision. Like he’d stepped into a darkroom and red light bathed him through shutters, making black and red bars. He felt like he was falling.

The ground rushing up to hit him said he was right.

More colors followed, like he was being flushed down a rainbow. Struggling against the effects, Ryan got to his knees.

“What you’re feeling is phase-spider venom,” Morgan said, standing over Ryan where he had collapsed, winking in and out of the ghost world. “One of the few magical creatures that can travel freely between this world and the ghost world… so its venom works in both.”

Ryan looked to Lenore, gripped by Raginald on death’s door. Then to Ellsbat and Tilly, lost in their own world of passionate embrace. Ryan tried swinging his sword at Morgan but the blade passed harmlessly though him, because Ryan and the blade were trapped partway in the ghost world. The Blackthistle only laughed.

“You all right there, brother?” Morgan called without taking his eyes off Ryan.

“Well enough to want to carve this cunt up slow for poking holes in me,” the tall man snarled.

Through the pain Ryan managed to look up. Saw Raginald on his feet, one hand in Lenore’s hair with the knife hilt in the other. Was that what it was like to be tier 9? To have so much mana you shrugged off wounds that would kill the strongest normal man? Dammit… he’d been a fool to think he could take the Blackthistles on with his current power.

“Not in the contract, dear brother. He’s got to live. They all do.” Morgan replied.

It took Ryan a long moment to realise what he’d said, the pain of convulsions burning every muscle in his body. Silent lightning was fracturing reality and beneath it everything was repeating patterns, like the matrix, seeing the symbol for rock or wood or fire, and for a terrible moment Ryan’s deep fear that the Griefer was right, that this was all just only a simulation, felt true.

Laying on the floor of the filthy chamber, Ryan found himself staring at a butterfly made of glowing light where it rested beneath a chair a few feet away.

“So this is the end huh,” Ryan managed to whisper against the pain.

The butterfly flickered its wings angrily. “Oi, keep yer shite together. It ain't over till the fat lady croaks and the coffin lid slams shut. We're still in the game, ain't we? No time for blubbin'.”

“Easy for you to say…”

The glowing butterfly hissed back angrily. “You've got a bit of the ol' poison coursing through ya veins! Buck up and do somethin', sharpish!”

Poison? Right… phase spider venom. He needed to use psychic surgery… where was the green spark?.

The magic gem for an eye seemed immune to hallucinations. It let him see normally in a narrow tunnel of vision, but the distortions swirled around the edges, making him dizzy. Fighting the hallucinatory effects was like looking through a fish-eye lens camera. But as he focussed, instead of a magic butterfly he now saw Pimms, hiding under a table.

“P-pimms? Why are you a b-b-butter… insect?”

The skinny brother gripped the incapacitated Lenore by the hair dragged her along the ground to his brother before dropping her to land in a heap near Ryan. She lay there moaning. But she was alive. Then the foul-tempered Raginald drew a knife and stepped towards Ryan.

Completely without warning, a small knife flashed from under the table, piercing Raginald’s hand so he dropped his blade. Before he knew it, Pimms was standing over him, all three feet of her with small knife in hand, facing the Blackthistle brothers.

“Did you not hear me, brother?” the fat man snapped. “Alive!”

“Oi, if ya want the bloke breathin', get him the bleedin' antidote, sharpish! No time for dilly-dallyin'—save 'im before he starts pushin' up daisies!”

“Anti-venom, actually, but no. Haven’t got any. I expect he can cure himself, given enough time. But this way we can have a nice conversation without you skanks trying to claw my eyes out.”

“I’ll do more’n that,” Pimms glared furiously.

Ryan was reaching for the green ember inside the Mind’s Eye. The emerald splinter began to glow as he fed more energy into it. And as he did, bit by bit, he was able to roll back the edges of the wave of pain. Burn out the poison. Repair the nerve damage as fast as it corroded his body. The poison’s spread slowed and stopped, but the distorted reality swam around him.

“W-what do you w-want?” he ground out.

“Us? Nothing much,” Raginald said.

“It’s just business, you understand?” Morgan said. “If you’d listened the first time, you wouldn’t have had to go through all this. We want to hire you.”

“Hire us?” Pimms spat.

Ryan’s mind wasn’t firing on all cylinders. As he worked to counteract the venom, the pain was fading but still tearing him apart. His eyes darted from Lenore to the two kissing girls. Were they actually going to survive this? And at what price?

“Well, more like blackmail,” Morgan took a step back. “Someone hired us to capture you and then gave some very helpful instructions on how to help us negotiate with you.”

“Like the sprite dust,” Raginald added.

“And the phase spider venom,” Morgan nodded.

Fucking bastard. The Griefer didn’t just come back to life this time, he came back and told some of the most powerful figures in the village his secrets.

He struggled to concentrate on what the men were saying as his body fought to survive. Awfully talkative for assassins. They probably needed the satisfaction of proving how superior they were. Ryan had met the type before. But real corporate raiders never gave up information they didn’t have to. These guys were punks.

“You see, you’ve been hired to go into the Weeping Valley and bring back the lost icons,” Morgan was still talking.

A deal? What the hell was that about? The lost icons were prizes you got from defeating boss monsters in the valley, and in the game the Blackthistles never had any interest in them.

“Icons? All… of them?” Ryan wheezed, trying to sit up.

“No, no… Just five of them. In five days.”

That was impossible. A suicide mission. No beginner could possibly do it. They’d be lucky to survive one dungeon, get one icon.

“Let me guess… you’ll hold the girls captive to make sure I come back?” Ryan wheezed.

“Oh, normally yes. We’d like nothing more than to… entertain them in your absence. But you’ll need all the help you can get to deliver on time. So instead, to ensure your compliance, we're going to place a little curse on you,” the fat man added with a sly grin.

Ryan felt his burning blood go cold. On the list of horrific things he could imagine, getting a back-alley hex carved into him by sadistic homicidal assassins was near the top. Somewhere above waking up with a missing kidney in a hotel room bathtub full of ice and somewhere below waking up in a hotel room handcuffed face down on a bed.

Morgan clapped his hands and from a recessed door three brown-robed men in hoods appeared. One had his eyes out, the other no ears, the third his mouth sewn shut. The mad monks. Together they grappled Ellsbat and Tilly, pinning the amorous couple to the wall.

With an elaborate flourish, Morgan produced small vials containing an inky substance. Raginald, a wicked glint in his eye, held a set of ominous-looking needles. The duo approached Ellsbat and Tilly.

“You'll find this rather charming; I assure you,” Morgan oozed, his tone dripping with irony as he dipped the needles into the inky substance.

“Tilly!” the imp shouted and charged to save her friend.

Morgan intercepted her with a meaty open hand, slapping the color out of her eyes and leaving Pimms stunned and barely moving on the ground.

The Blackthistles marked Ellsbat’s perfect skin, choosing her face for the strange symbols, then the same to Tilly. The girls squirmed and cried in pain but were helpless to escape. As the hexes were drawn, Morgan chanted the conditions of the curse.

“May the shadowed gods, in their wrathful silence, heed this binding curse upon thee. By the black ink of my words, I entwine thy fate with the threads of dread.

Shouldst thou, in five fleeting sunsets, fail to stand before me with the sacred icons of arcane might, let the curse awaken. From the roots of thine essence to the peaks of thy soul, a devouring malady shall creep.

Thy flesh, once whole, shall wither to leprosy's cruel embrace. Thy spirit, once vibrant, shall be shredded to tattered whispers. No remedy shall break this sorcerous grip, for the curse, once uncoiled, awaits its toll.

In the pitiless dance of destiny, choose wisely, for the curse laid bare cares naught for tears nor pleas. May the gods bear witness, and may thy steps hasten to fulfill this ominous covenant.”

The curse tattoos, once set, began to glow with a faint blue color, like radiation ionizing in the air. It was a good comparison; the marks were as deadly as being surgically implanted with plutonium. Lenore followed the same fate and then it was time for Ryan.

When the monks came for him Ryan cast demonfyre at them, setting the three men ablaze. As they tumbled back, swatting the purple cinders and dark flames, Ryan tried scrambling to his feet. But it had only grazed them. The room swam, pain like daggers in all his joints, but he returned to the normal dimension and lifted his sword for Raginald.

Then before he could swing, Morgan had him by the collar and his slab of a hand beat Ryan in the face. Me might have been fat, but there was a solid core of muscle underneath. He beat Ryan to the edge of his life and tossed him on a table. As the room swam Ryan saw the brother’s faces leering down at him. He struggled, screaming at his body to respond, to fight back, but strong hands pinned his body down and the needles jabbed into his face.

“Well, aren’t you pretty now,” Raginald said. “Maybe after all this I’ll put a dress on you and take you out for dinner.”

“You should be so lucky,” Ryan managed.

Raginald slapped him on the fresh tattoo. Pain exploded, only matched by the venom in his chest.

“Don’t forget…” Morgan’s face swam in front of his. “Five icons, five days. If you don’t meet us in five days with some icons, the hexes go off, and tear your bodies apart. Doesn’t matter where you are. So don’t try to run.”

“Five days… isn’t enough…” Ryan groaned.

“It going to have to be. In five days you get back here with five icons, otherwise you die, rather horribly.”

“Bastards!” Lenore swore, alive enough to spit out that one word.

“Not true,” Morgan smiled. “Our father swore on his deathbed he truly sired us on our mother.”

The badly wounded skinny brother had limped to stand over the knight. With one hand gripping his wounded side he grunted in pain as he kicked Lenore in the face, mashing her nose flat.

“That’s enough,” Morgan said.

“The fuck it is! Look what she did to me!”

“That seems to be your own stupid fault by way of underestimating the cooze. Client said they was tough, didn’t he?”

Raginald spat in Ryan’s face but stepped back.

“Get them out of here… dump them on the street,” Morgan said casually. “They’re not going to cause any more trouble.”

The toady goblin Ruckusgrit emerged from wherever he’d been hiding and flipped a salute to Morgan. “Absolutely, boss! Hey, you crispy monks, enough bellyachin' about the toasty treatment. Boss says get this bunch to the surface, sharpish-like! Chop-chop, no time for a tea break!”

As they departed, the brothers' laughter followed them, leaving the Ryan to wrestle with the death curse on their heads. The fantasy adventure in Eldwick had taken an unexpected quest line, all because of that dumb bastard Griefer.

Ah well… they were headed to the Weeping Valley a little early. Pushing aside all thoughts of how violated he felt, he was almost looking forward to it.

***

The journey out of the Blackthistles’ underground lair was a nightmare he only half-remembered. As they were dragged from the pit, the brothers chuckled to themselves.

“Don’ you worry none,” Pimms assured Tilly, being carried in a small cage. “Everything's gonna pan out just fine. We're like a pair of alley cats, ain't we? Always landin' on our feet, we are.”

But Ryan wasn’t so sure.

They were blindfolded, which would have been the smart move if Ryan couldn’t see right through the fabric with his gem eye. He hadn’t managed to seriously injure the monks with his demonfyre. One of the monks dragged him by his ankles down corridors and then a long dirt passage shored up by wooden beams. Another dragged Lenore and the third forced Ellsbat and Tilly along at knifepoint while they held hands and cuddled. It had to be one of the smuggler’s tunnels. The Blackthistles had their own private passageways under and around the village, away from prying eyes and tax collectors.

Ryan could still barely move without agony. The phase spider poison was stubborn. Hard to remove, and it was taking all his effort. Soon they were at a steep set of stairs and the next thing he knew he was laying in an alley somewhere in the village, face up in the pouring rain. The monks left them there without a word and suddenly they were alone in the downpour. They even tossed down the pair of magic swords, like they weren’t worth the bother.

It was still pitch dark, and the streets were empty, but with the cloud cover it could be near dawn. How long had they been underground? At least he was recovered enough the pain felt like an echo of what it had. The fresh air and rain seemed to sober the Tilly and Ellsbat up though. They were back in their human forms, clothes in disarray. Tilly looked around her like she’d just woken up and went to untie Pimms. Ellsbat blinked to awareness spotting Ryan and Lenore badly wounded.

“Sweet Herald of Dagon,” she exclaimed, frightened. Ellsbat lay his head in her lap as she leaned over him. “Please don’t die,” she pleaded, wet hair plastered to her face.

“Help… Lenore…” he managed.

“It looks like they bandaged her wound, so the bleeding stopped. She’ll be fine once you can heal her.”

He grunted, focussing on burning out the last of the poison in his veins.

“I’m sorry,” the redhead said, holding back tears.

“For what?”

“I was useless back there.”

”Don’t make me laugh. It hurts…” Ryan managed. “You did plenty good. They got me too, if you didn’t notice. We were just outmatched. Four of us against two 9th tier challenge ratings? Forget it.”

“Five!” Pimms said, stroking Tilly’s wet hair.

Fair enough. The imp had stood up to the brothers when it could have meant certain death. “Right. Five.”

“I still don’t know what that means,” Ellsbat said.

“It means each of them had twice the mana of you or me. We might’ve been able to take one of them down… never both. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“You were thinking of Tilly,” she said kindly.

“Yeah… and that fucker knew my weak spot… so I walked right into it.”

“You mean the spider poison?”

“I mean you,” Ryan said. “I love all of you. All Chad had to do was threaten that… and I caved. He beat me… finally.”

There was a long silence then the raindrops landing on his face were warm… and salty. Teardrops. Ellsbat leaned down to kiss him. “Then the Griefer has made a glorious mistake,” she said.

“How’s that?”

“He let us live and, because you love us, we will grow stronger and help you destroy him. We will get these icons and we will tear these men into smoking pieces for what they have done.”

The last of the poison was evaporating under the fire of the green ember. Feeling better but drained at the same time Ryan managed to sit up with Ellsbat’s help.

“Let me take a look at Lenore,” he said.

“Are you recovered?”

“No but it’ll have to do.”

He was nearly empty of energy to power the Mind’s Eye when he was done, but Lenore was fully healed, as if she’d never been stabbed. If Ellsbat was apologetic about her role in the fight against the crime lords, Lenore was positively suicidal. He had to yell at her to get her to stop blaming herself and order her to forget it. When she finally stopped grovelling the five of them staggered back to the Shy Sphinx and had to bang on the door to be let in. The barkeep glared at them until he saw what state they were in.

“Thank all that’s holy, you found her,” Zigamund said. “Come in, ye… I’ll fetch some drink and breakfast.”

It was wine for Ellsbat, beer for the rest of them. Hot porridge when it was ready. They ate and drank, sitting in a circle around a small table, each lost in their thoughts. The fight had been humiliating… for him. He hadn’t expected the girls to go toe-to-toe with the Blackthistles… but some part of him thought he was enough of a bad motherfucker that he could.

“So, what exactly are these icons?” Ellsbat asked, finally breaking the silence.

“Some treasure I expect?” Lenore spoke up. “Pieces of a magical rod that when joined give unimaginable power, like creating an undead army…”

“Not quite. The icons are artifacts unique to the Weeping Valley. Objects that hold magical power. Whoever holds one of them can accumulate enough power to dominate an entire section of the valley. And if someone got ahold of five of them, he’d be…”

“All-powerful?”

“Well… more powerful than us, anyway.”

“And they will be guarded?” Tilly asked.

“Locked up tighter than a holy virgin's britches, no doubt,” Pimms said. “Ain't no pickin' that lock without catchin' an earful, if ya catch my drift.”

“Worse; the guardians use the power of the icons themselves. So we have to defeat the current owner before we can get it for ourselves.”

“In just five days? And return here?”

“Well… about that. There’s good news and bad news,” Ryan rubbed the fatigue from his eyes. “The good news is we won’t have to worry about making the return trip to Verbinnec.”

“Why’s that?”

“That’s the bad news; we won’t have to worry about the return trip because the Blackthistle brothers are going to ambush us coming out of the valley when we’re already weak and kill us for the treasure.”

Both girls stared at him.

“How do you know this?” Lenore asked.

“He knows,” Ellsbat said flatly. “If he says so, it will happen.”

“If I had to guess, that’s Chad’s game; get us to deliver enough powerful magics to him that he’s more powerful than I am. I expect he’ll be there too, joining the Blackthistles to make sure they don’t just take the icons for themselves… which they surely will try to do.”

It was one of the unbending outcomes in the game. If you ever were dumb enough to accept a quest from the Blackthistles they’d follow you, wait for you to emerge from the dungeon with the treasure, then take it for themselves. They just killed you. Too bad, so sad. Hope you backed up at the last save point.

“But I agree with what you said earlier, Ellsbat,” Ryan took a drink.

“Oh?” she brightened.

“These assholes are going to regret letting us live. We’re going to gather icons all right… and then we’re going to use them to fuck those bastards up.”

“But how?” Ellsbat wailed. “Neither of us has the power to remove these hexes!”

“We don’t even need to,” Ryan said calmly.

“What? How?”

Ryan had been thinking about it very carefully. Morgan’s curse, awful and effective as it was, hadn’t been worded very specifically.

“The curse didn’t say we had to have five icons, and it didn’t even say we had to give the icons to the Blackthistles, just that we had to have more than one of the icons when we meet them.”

The other looked at him, hope beginning to grow.

“So, in five days we have to meet the Blackthistles with icons, that’s it. And what we do with those icons when we meet them again isn’t specified,” he smiled.

“You mean…” Lenore began.

“I mean we get the icons and we use them for ourselves to fuck these assholes up and beat their asses into the grave.”

“But… what if we kill that man. The Griefer…” Ellsbat said.

“He started all this… he deserves death,” Lenore said.

“He does, but that’s the problem; it eludes him. He’s come back every time we kill him, only more cunning,” the succubus said.

He took a moment to admire how smart Ellsbat was. The ancient Greeks had a saying; ‘never fight the same enemy for too long’. If you did then they figured out your tactics and used them against you. And that’s what had happened here. It was pretty clear his Griefer rival Chad was responsible for all this. He’d killed the guy at least three times now… it was hardly Ryan’s fault if the fucker kept coming back to life. To get rid of him they’d need some way to do a binding spell… or a soul cage. But those were magics so high-tier he wouldn’t have access to them for a long time.

There had to be some way to trap the bastard… long term.

Petrification maybe? There was a gorgon in the bowels of the Nightmare King’s lair… but that was a suicide mission given his current power level. What other power existed that could keep the Chad alive but helpless?

That’s when he remembered the manticore. The icon it possessed gave you powers over transmutation.

No… really? That would be almost too cruel…

Too cruel or just cruel enough?

But it could work. Like… really work. Maybe use one of the abandoned mine tunnels… yeah. The more he thought about it the more it came together. Ryan was beginning to like the idea… but did his best to poke holes in it; better to know if an investment would tank before you bought in on wishful thinking.

But no matter how he examined it, the plan seemed… solid.

It was gonna be next to impossible… but it could be done. And he just couldn’t think of any other way that might be easier. The manticore alone would be tough: it was a mean motherfucker to kill. But that wasn’t the problem. The problem was it was ultra-rare. It only spawned if you met the necromancer. And you only met the necromancer if you went to…

Awwww, fuck.

This was going to be hard to explain to Ellsbat.

As if on cue, the redhead was beside him. She glanced nervously at the others and pulled him aside, speaking quietly.

“Rineskull, we must speak of something urgent.”

More urgent than this?

“Uh, what’s that?”

“Tilly must not accompany us.”

He blinked at her a moment. “Why is that?”

“I… cannot say. You will perhaps, need to trust me.”

“Ellsbat… if she doesn’t come with us, the curse might activate on her. She could die even if we are successful.”

The magic-user thought that over, her face creased in worry. Finally, beside herself she grabbed Ryan by the arm and hissed at him. “She is with child!” Ellsbat said, almost crying. “She will be in too much danger with the perils of the Weeping Valley. Is there no other way to cast an injunction and abjure the spell’s effect if she remains here?”

Ryan’s mind had gone into a pale, open, empty place. The words echoing in his head. It was his, of course. It had to be. For a single moment he felt a spike of joy and then an equal dagger of fear. The hex or the Valley… either could kill her and the baby.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“I am a succubus after all,” Ellsbat said seriously. “Such things cannot stay hidden from my kind, especially when being…”

He eyed her as she blushed.

“…intimate,” the girl finished , unable to meet his eyes.

Ryan stumbled to a chair and sat down. He turned it over and over again in his mind. How could he block the effects of the hex if she wasn’t there? When the answer came it was actually simpler than he thought: they could bring a proxy. Sympathetic magic. In other words, a voodoo doll. With his Ritual Mastery ability, he could do it himself, but he’d need magical ingredients to make the doll. Ingredients he didn’t have. And the only locals who would were either in Hellhound Keep or the Temple of Crom, neither of which were very friendly towards him.

Well… all except one.

Gawdamm.… bad enough he had to make a deal with the trulls, now he had to see that insane heretic-hunter too? He grabbed parchment and ink and quill from Ellsbat’s supplies and in a few moments he’d jotted down a letter with the needed list of ingredients and a plea for help to the Inquisitor herself.

“Lenore,” he spoke up, decided. “I need you to deliver this message to the High Inquisitor at the temple of Crom Cruach. She’s a reasonable girl. Mention me and she’ll listen to you.”

“Me? Why me?”

“You have an honest face, that’s why, and a noble bearing. More importantly she knows you know me.”

She’d been there when the priestess hassled him the other day about the serpentman skins. The knight glared at him, but he knew she wouldn’t refuse a direct order. She nodded.

“And where do you go?” she asked.

“I’ve gotta see a trull about a deal,” he sighed.

Turning to Ellsbat he stared into her eyes. “Your job is to convince Tilly to stay here,” he ordered her.

The succubus opened her mouth to protest then nodded once. “Thank you,” she said.

***


Chapter 13   : A Deal’s a Deal

He had to bang on the moneylender’s door for five minutes before Touchstone answered by opening the door to all the armed traps. Once Ryan asked for the three sisters though, the inner door swung open to reveal the bushy-eyebrowed moneylender himself.

“I need you to broker a deal with the sisters,” Ryan blurted out. Then gave him the details in the middle of his parlor while the trull was still in his night shirt.

Ryan’s anxiety only grew when he was ushered into the dining room by Touchstone. The trull sisters were sitting in a row across a table with an air of formality that reminded Ryan of contract negotiations from his past life. They reminded him of some Japanese executives he had to negotiate with one time. Total hardasses. Put these girls in business suits in an expensive law firm high-rise and they’d be right at home. They wore matching expressions of polite determination, their gazes focused and unwavering. Ryan sat opposite them with a nod. The eldest sister, Zola, cleared her throat and began speaking in their familiar businesslike tone.

“Rineskull-hurn, it is I, Zola. I do not mean to be impolite, but are you aware you have a curse imbedded in your cheek?”

“Uh, yeah, I know. It’s a long story.”

“I see,” she nodded and politely ignored the glowing hex. “We appreciate your request for our assistance. However, as per our family tradition, we can only grant you this favor if you agree to marry one of us.”

“Or more than one,” the second sister added.

Ryan shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “You know, I was hoping we could find another solution that doesn't involve marriage.”

Azra, the middle sister, placed her stubby, thick hands flat on the table and interjected, “Marriage, Rineskull-hurn, is the most logical course of action to ensure a strong and stable partnership. And fear not, we have prepared a detailed presentation outlining the benefits of each sister. I, Azra, have spoken.”

With a smile, the youngest sister, stood up. “It is I, Kiya. Let us begin. I possess excellent culinary skills, ensuring you will never go hungry. But that's not all! I can also summon holloways and pierce the mythal fabric.”

Ryan nodded. “About that...”

Azra interrupted by standing to replace her, continuing the pitch. “As for me, I have mastered the art of domestic finance. My innate affinity to mana allows me to summon sylvan creatures with a single wave of my hand, and I can balance your accounts.”

Zola leaned forward; her voice filled with enthusiasm. “And if you choose me, Ryan, I can communicate with all manner of beasts and some rare plants. In addition, I have the power to predict the weather accurately, making us the most well-prepared couple in town.”

Ryan drummed his fingers impatiently on the table. “I... appreciate your unique talents, but I'm not sure if I'm ready for marriage just yet.” This was the most important part of negotiations; never let the other side know how desperate you were… unfortunately showing up at the crack of dawn in the pouring rain might have been a giveaway.

“Forgive me, Rineskull, but if your position has not changed, why force this meeting at such an early hour?”

Yeah… they’d figured it out.

“I find myself in need of an eldkey…” he said in one breath.

The three girls shared a quick look.

“That’s unusual.”

“Which is why I’m talking to you,” Ryan nodded.

“Eldkeys are particular to unlocking mythal harmonics.”

“I know.”

“Which mythal do you need?”

Ryan pursed his lips. “I’d rather not say until we have a deal.”

The three sisters conferred quietly, heads together. “We will exchange the creation of one eldkey per wife.”

“Per wife? Hold the boat! That’s extortion!”

“It is the current value of an eldkey,” Zola said logically.

Ryan gritted his teeth. They might seem friendly… but they were cutthroat. Time to break the glass.

“I am willing to exchange my services of siring a child… for an eldkey.”

The three sisters conferred again. “Regretfully we are unable to provide the eldkey at that price.”

Fuckers! They were really going to make him do this? There were a dozen stipulations he wanted to negotiate first – living arrangements, shared costs, childrearing, and everything else. But he knew he’d end up agreeing to whatever they asked. All he could hope for was not getting fucked over too badly.

“Unlimited eldkeys for as long as we’re married. That’s my final offer.”

Azra sighed, her eyes glancing briefly at Kiya. “Very well, Rineskull-hurn. We understand. But unfortunately, we must confess that Kiya is the most suitable candidate for this arrangement. She is the most capable at crafting the eld.”

“Unfortunately?” he glanced at the youngest sister. What was wrong with her?

“She is, sadly, a homely and skinny girl with modest endowments.”

Kiya's shoulders slumped, and she cast her gaze downward. “I-I'm sorry I'm not as attractive as my sisters.”

Ryan's eyes widened in disbelief. The two elder sisters were nearly as wide as they were tall. Sure, they had racks like a pair of basketballs in sacks, and their unearthly looks were exotic in their own way, but their faces were flat, with skirling tattoos over nearly every inch.

Kiya, on the other hand, while not quite five feet tall, was half her sisters’ girth. She had an actual waist, generous hips, and a plump bottom. Not to mention boobs more modestly sized somewhere between melons and bowling balls. Instead of a face covered in geometric tattoos acquired over a lifetime of achievements, Kiya had only three on chin and cheekbones that only accented a delicate face unlike the flattened features of her elder sisters.

By human standards she was a hottie…

Are you kidding? he thought. “That’s fine, I accept Kiya,” he said.

The trull sisters exchanged surprised glances, their business facade faltering for a moment. “Really?” Kiya asked, her voice filled with genuine hope.

Ryan nodded earnestly. “Absolutely.”

A collective sigh of relief swept through the room as Kiya's eyes lit up with a newfound confidence. The sisters exchanged knowing glances, silently acknowledging that their business negotiation had taken an unexpected turn for the better.

With a smile, Ryan extended his hand. “Lady Kiya, if you're willing to put up with me, then I'd be honored to marry you.”

Kiya's face blossomed into a bright smile as she took his hand. “I would be honored too, Rineskull-hurn.”

The trull sisters, momentarily dropping their cool demeanor, let out sighs of relief and shared in Kiya's happiness with a group hug. Ryan was already thinking of how to get out of there and back to the Sphinx; there were a dozen things he needed to prepare to get them out of town as soon as possible. He was so lost in thought that he barely noticed the eldest sister standing in front of him.

“There’s the small matter of linking your mana for the spiritual exchange,” Zola said. He nodded blankly. That was a standard part of the game. You could trade mana points with certain rituals. “And an immediate down payment.”

He blinked. Had he missed something? Was he expected to pay a dowry? “In what form?” he asked.

“Your fertile man juices, of course,” Azra said. “Did we not mention Kiya is also the only one best suited to breeding at this time? She is in her fertile period.”

***

They wanted Ryan to immediately try to get Kiya knocked up. And they were dead serious. Within thirty minutes they’d performed the mana exchange, drawn the triangular tattoo of three interlocked spirals representing their marriage on his and Kiya’s wrists, and ushered Ryan into a bedroom full of sturdy and low-to-the-ground trullish furniture. Maybe ten minutes later the two older sisters escorted the youngest into the room wearing nothing but a saffron-colored shift. Nodding to him they left the two of them alone.

The cute trull maiden stood in the center of the room, eyes down and hands clasped in front of her chest. Without looking up she undid the ties at each shoulder and tried to let the nightgown fall to the floor. It caught once on her giant chest and again around her curvy hips.

He approached her, lifting her chin until she looked shyly into his eyes. He put his hands on her shoulders and she clasped her arms over her ample chest, hiding herself as best she could – which wasn’t much given the size of her tits.

“Do you want to do this?” he asked her kindly.

She nodded vehemently.

“Because you don’t have to rush into this. We can get to know each other more—”

“No!” she almost raised her voice. “No, I’m ready now,” she assured him.

And with a mental effort she uncrossed her arms, exposing the perfect, round mounds and the pale brown target of her areolas and nipples.

“Did you… did you want to inspect me?”

“Inspect you? You’re not a prize horse.”

“But you want to know about who you married, don’t you?” she asked.

He shrugged. Trulls were not like humans. He didn’t want to offend her. Taking care not to be rough, he traced a finger over her shoulders and neck and chin. Finally brushing it over her lips until they parted and he leaned down to kiss her. She trembled slightly the first time their lips met but eagerly kissed him back. Whatever weird traditions the trulls might have, they were good kissers.

His hands explored further, tracing her tits and cupping them in his hands. Then over the curve of the hips and stomach, then into the black pelt of her mound where she stiffened slightly but accepted his touch with a sigh and more kisses.

So far so good.

“And the back side?” she suggested, turning around.

Mmmmppphh… she had a plump, round ass that didn’t quit. He involuntarily squeezed her backside. Hard. Jiggling her cheeks. She looked back over her shoulder innocently. Biting her lower lip.

“You are so beautiful,” he told her.

She blushed.

Belatedly he realized he was still wearing the robe they’d provided and unbelted it, tossing is aside. Her eyes went wide as she looked him up and down, but she demurely said nothing as she ate him up with her gaze. Then she cocked her head sideways to get a better look at his dick and she let out a sound of wonder.

“Does it get harder?”

He felt a momentary sting at her words. He’d spent all night fucking Ellsbat until he was spent. And on top of that he’d had a fight for his life and nearly died. Excuse me if it isn’t jumping for attention… he thought.

But that might just be her inexperience with men. “I’ve… been through a lot, but I have no doubt you can make me hard in no time.”

“Me?” she asked, shocked. “How?”

“You… you don’t know how?”

“Each one I’ve seen has been hard already.”

“More than one?”

“Well… the one I’ve seen.”

Not like he’d expected her to be a virgin or anything.

“In the maidenhouse of rockhome, in the Bastion of Fertility, reside many statues crafted to be anatomically correct,” she nodded.

Oh… well, maybe she was a virg—

“As part of our monthly cleansing rituals all girls must choose such a statue and care for it. Adding fresh flowers. Cleaning it with hot water and oils.”

“You don’t say?”

“Yes, then we must mount the statue so that we might know what our wifely duties will be like.”

Ryan almost choked but tried to maintain his composure. They had to fuck sex dolls as part of a ritual? Trulls… he had to stop thinking of her like a human girl.

“Let’s just… sit and kiss for a bit. See what happens,” he suggested.

Together they sat on the edge of the bed. She seemed delighted by the idea, and they made out for a full fifteen minutes before he noticed she kept chasing his hands away every time he caressed her body. Had he misunderstood this entire thing? Did she not want to fuck him?

He was getting a chubby, but that was about it. Finally she looked down and noticed. “Its not hard.”

“No… like I said, I could use your help.”

“What do you expect me to do?”

“Try touching it.”

She poked it like a dead animal.

“No, I mean, gently. Like… like washing your sex statue in the fortress of fertility.”

Uncertainly, she picked it up in one hand and began brushing it up and down with the other, like polishing a lamp. He kissed her while she continued and in a few minutes he was getting stiff.

“That is not hard enough,” she said unhappily.

“Well then use your mouth.”

“My WHAT?”

“Trulls don’t do oral sex?” he asked.

She shook her head vehemently.

“Well, humans love it. And you’re married to a human now, so you might as well get used to—” he was about to say ‘sucking dick’ but decided he didn’t want to find out if she misinterpreted that. “—oral pleasures.”

Looking a little nervous, she got down on her hands and knees in front of him between his legs. She inched forward, eyeing his cock suspiciously. Then, hesitant, she touched the tip with her tongue like touching a live wire. She immediately grimaced.

“It’s slippery.”

“That’s a good sign.”

She continued, licking his cock up and down.

“Now try putting it all in your mouth.”

“Do I bite?”

“NO! I mean… definitely not.”

Uncertainly, she put it in her mouth and kneaded it with her hand while giving him a skeptical look. The sight of her on her hands and knees, as she worked him in and out of her mouth, triggered something. As her wet mouth caressed him, he returned to attention, getting harder and longer.

At first she seemed happy, then as he got bigger and bigger she seemed alarmed, struggling to keep him in her mouth as she gagged. That made him hard as iron, standing right up.

As soon as he was fully erect, she pulled away. “Are you going to come yet?” she asked eagerly.

“Uh… no.”

He gently lifted her chin away and, perhaps confused, she instead stuck his thumb in her wet mouth, taking him all. Damn… she had the makings of an S-grade mantrap.

“Let’s get on the bed,” he said softly.

She nodded. “I shall face away so as to not cause either of us embarrassment.” And with that the trull girl got on all fours and shuffled around to present her backside to him. Looking over her shoulder.

“Uh, is this what you like?” he asked.

“Yes please.”

He caressed her backside and she wiggled. Squeezing harder she let out a little happy sound. Unable to stop himself he smacked her luscious ass, making it jiggle.

“Ow! Did I do something wrong?” she asked.

“No… sorry. That’s a… most women kindof like that.”

“Do they? Well in that case you can beat me a little more.”

“Uh, when you put it like that… no thanks,” he grumbled.

But it was hard to stay mad. Spreading her soft. plump bottom he found her soft, plump sex and stroked it from behind with his hand.

“Mmmmm, put it in. Hurry!” she demanded.

He wasn’t going to argue. Sliding the wet head of his cock along the folds of her cunt she gave a moan of appreciation and pushed back on him, encouraging him in as soon as possible. When he pushed inside, she was tight, and short, much like the rest of her. His extraordinary half-human/half-demon cock did not nearly fit. As he drove in as deep as she could, she spasmed, beating the mattress with her fists.

“Human cocks are too big!” she yelped. But a moment later as he began to ease in and out, she sighed and relaxed. “I know why human woman might like the mouth thing…” she said. “It makes it much easier going in when it’s wet!”

Ryan was enjoying the slow rhythm of sinking into her tight, vulnerable body. Sighing at each stroke. The girl on her hands and knees was giving him encouraging noises, but after only a minute they got quieter, until she was silent. And a minute after that she shyly turned to look over her shoulder.

“What’s wrong husband?”

That was weird. “Um, nothing.”

“Does it usually take this long? With trull men they’ve already finished and made a snack by this time…”

He was starting to understand why she didn’t seem to like sex. Looked like she hadn’t ever been laid right. “Try to enjoy it. There’s no hurry.”

“If you say so. It doesn’t seem very practical.”

But as he began driving in and out of her, he began to notice a subtle change. She gave out small groans – like she was annoyed at first – but after a few moments she began to sound like… like she was getting off.

“Are you well?” he asked.

“I – unh – am just not – unh – accustomed to – unh – a member of – unhhhh – such size.” She put her head down and Ryan had a glimpse of her face twisting in confusion. “Am I – unh – supposed to – unhh – feel so – unhhhh – so strange?”

“Let my try to make it easier for you,” he said, and wetting his fingers, he slid his hand around her tight waist and began to gently tease her clit.

“What? What are you… what is this…” she let out a startled cry. “Unhhhh that’s making me feel strange… you should stop…”

“Are you sure?” he asked and continued to stroke her spot while slowly pumping in and out of her.

“N-no…”

“No you don’t want it or no you’re not sure?” he asked, continuing.

In response she gave a series of gasps, mouth hanging open and moaned at his touch. When she began to gasp, almost mewling like a cat with each stroke, he slowed down and carefully drew out of her.

“Wha-what’s going… on!” she cried the last word as he pushed her sideways and flipped her on her back.

“Another tradition from my culture,” he said. “Making eye contact while we fuck. You don’t mind do you?”

“Yes!” she shouted. Then shyly bit her lip. “B-but if you insist.”

At first she lay with arms crossed over her chest, making a shelf out of her tits that her chin rested on, and her legs tight together.

“Spread your legs,” he told her.

And like some magical trick of origami, she spread her legs, exposing the swollen and wet cleft of her pussy, then effortlessly tucked her ankles behind her head so he was presented with uninhibited access to everything. She hadn’t been kidding about practicing stretching exercises.

“Like this?”

“Yes… yes that works.”

And while she looked at him suspiciously, he slid inside her. Deeper. And deeper. And deeper. Until contorted as she was she took his entire length somehow. The way her insides squeezed and held him began to melt the pleasure center of his brain and he quickly lost control, pounding her mercilessly. Her body shook enticingly with each blow. He watched her eyes cross, and a series of panting barks emerged from her throat as he touched a point of pleasure so deep in her it disconnected the language center of her brain.

He paused to unhook her legs and left them spread wide like a butterfly. Only after he lay close, kissing her and then playing with her bouncing tits did her eyes come back into focus.

“You’re staring at me while we do this?” she blushed.

“Of course, you’re… very pleasing to look at.”

“Must you?”

“You can close your eyes if you like…”

She covered her eyes with both hands, shyly hiding. But as he continued dialing in her swollen nub, taking deep, slow thrusts into her, he massaged the cannonballs of her tits, gently squeezing them until he was holding the peaks between thumb and fingers, playing with them back and forth. She let out an involuntary squeak, then a hard gasp of indrawn breath like she was going to scream… then let it out in a high-pitched cry of sheer wonder and delight.

“Should I stop?” he asked with a grin.

All she could do was shake her head fiercely from side to side, unable to make words. As he continued, pushing her further and further to a climax, her hands began to slip, until she was clearly watching him through the spread fingers of one hand, a look of amazement on her face.

“Rineskull…”

“Hmmm?”

“Something is happening!” she gasped with alarm.

“What’s that?” he asked, driving into her faster.

“Something is wrong!” she said, slightly panicked.

“Nothing’s wrong,” he assured her, stroking her sopping cunt even faster.

“No-no-no-no-nooooo, something is very wrong. You have to stop… stop before I… I feel like I’m going to…” she squealed in high-pitched embarrassment, eyes wide, pleading with him.

“That’s how you’re supposed to feel!”

“No! It’s too embarrassing!” she hid her face, still panting. “You’re going to make me pee myself!”

“That’s not pee,” he told her and doubled his efforts.

“N-nnoo, p-please… don’t m-make meeeeee—” she cried.

And then she was moaning and shaking and gushed around his cock like a water fountain. She came so hard her eyes rolled back, her limbs went limp, and her throat could only produce a series of low grunts like a lioness roaring…

As her tits rolled hypnotically with every thrust and she moaned encouragement, all shyness lost, Ryan knew she had coaxed him to the edge and he yelled. A roar of victory.

“I can tell you want to impregnate me,” she gasped. “Its alright. Fill my belly. I want it.”

No one had ever said those words to him before. Or anything like it. It tripped some sort of primitive part of his brain, and he was instantly pulsing inside her. Filling the shy maiden with helping after helping of man sauce.

When it was finally over, he felt hollowed out. Like he’d emptied every ounce of his strength inside her. He collapsed on top of the panting trull maiden, the bouncy tits breaking his fall so it felt like rocking back and forth on a waterbed. Only slowly did his conscious mind come back and he found himself crushing the smaller woman under him, his cock still leaking inside her.

With a massive effort he rolled onto his back beside her. The trullish girl lay there as they stared at the ceiling.

“What… what was that?” she asked in a quiet voice once she was able to talk.

“That’s the best part of making a baby, dollface,” he said, too come-drunk to disguise his words. “You get addicted to coming and bam, you’re fucking all the time. Mother nature’s way to make sure there’s little trulls running around…”

“What is this ‘coming’?”

“That sensation you just felt? Yeah… that.”

She was so quiet he turned to see what was wrong. Her expression showed her mind racing a thousand miles an hour.

“You’ve come before… right?” he asked.

“No. I don’t know any trull woman who has.”

“What? Noooo… that’s impossible!”

“Wait until I tell my sisters!” she cried in excitement. Then, turning to him: “Do it again. Now!”

“Ummm.”

“I want it again!” she almost yelled.

“How about later? I’m happy for you, but I have a serious emergency to take care of. We don’t have time.”

“But I want more coming!” she cried, sitting up on the bed and grabbing his cock.

“Hey! Boundaries! I have an urgent quest to fulfill, and I need your help. Are you my wife or not?”

She was clearly conflicted. “Of course I am, Rineskull.”

“Then as my wife I expect you to understand and help me, not just fuck while my friends die a horrible death.”

She grew very serious. Thought it over carefully. “We can do it again when the quest is done?”

“Absolutely…”

She jumped off the bed, racing around the room, searching for her clothes. “Then we must finish this quest as quickly as possible! Hurry!”

***

He was still looking for his clothes when Lenore banged on the door.

“Rineskull? I’ve brought the priestess…”

How had she got here so fast?

“Huh? One moment.”

“I will not be forced to stand in the hall and wait!” a voice said imperiously, and the door banged open, revealing a small figure in her head-to-toe raiment and veil.

“What immoral activity have I interrupted?” the figure in the open door said.

It was Sister Azafyn, the jinn priestess. Covered scalp to fingertips in her robes, habit and veil. He preferred her naked in the bath but this visit was supposed to be strictly business.

“Fucksakes,” he snarled. “We’re about to inform you of hidden evil in the village and our reward is slut-shaming?”

“I have only just arrived, and just in time, I see. Have you no shame, trull? Letting a man see you naked? You might be with child already! You’d be seeded for sure if h-he’d k-kissed you!”

“Then I would be happy. He is my husband.” Kiya said.

Ryan stared at the jinn a moment. Was she serious? How cloistered could a priestess be that she thought kissing a man while naked got you knocked up?

“You have summoned me here for a reason?” Azafyn asked. Turning her face away from Ryan as he looked for pants, the priestess averted her gaze. “You sex fiend! Are you trying to impregnate me as well? Clothe yourself!”

Ryan sighed and got dressed, motioning to Kiya to do the same. Only when they’d assured her they were decent did the priestess speak again. He couldn’t be sure but under the veil he got the feeling the virginal priestess was acting jealous… towards him.

“Sister, do you take your duties as inquisitor for the temple seriously?”

“Do not question my dedication! Of course, I do!”

“Then you would want to know if, for example, agents of the Nightmare King were stealing people with the help of murderers and kidnappers for evil rituals?”

“What? Speak plainly. Do you know of such evil?”

“I do.”

“Why should I believe you?”

Ryan pulled the hair that had been hiding one side of his face back and revealed the curse, faintly glowing. “I have need of the ingredients to form a magical link with one of my companions who is… too ill to travel, yet she will die of this curse if she does not depart with me. Did you bring the items I requested?”

“Of course, I did,” the jinn priestess said, shaking an embroidered satchel with magic runes. “Moonshadow silk, Phoenix ember ash, a thunderstorm crystal, draconic tallow and feymist ebonroot vine. You’ll need something from the person to attune it to her, hair usually—’

“Yeah, I know how it works,” Ryan nodded impatiently, reaching for the bag.

She yanked it out of his reach. “Not so fast! I am yet unconvinced.”

“Have you not seen the big glowing curse on my face?”

“Indeed, you are cursed, as are your companions… no good being would perform such a cruel act.”

“So? Help me out then!”

“I do not take orders from strange men… no matter how handsome… or how good they smell…”

“What?” he asked.

Her eyes blinked back to focus. “N-nothing! How did you come to be so afflicted?”

Ryan rallied his strength and forced himself to speak calmly. He gave her the condensed version of events that had already happened that night – leaving out any details about magical powers – and told her the game lore backstory he knew about the evil monks and the Blackthistles alliance with the Nightmare King.

“For proof I offer you this: tell the high priest he can find the Sigil of the Ram in the possession of the three leper monks.”

“What is this, Sigil?”

“Your high priest Thaddeus knows. All I can tell you is that it is important. It will be hidden in a false bottom of their shrine along with hidden items to prove they worship the Nightmare King.”

The Ram Sigil was a magic artifact at the heart of the ‘Save a Prayer’ quest… the artifact was one of the holy relics of the temple and had been stolen by the monks in order to use it in an unholy ritual. At the beginning of the quest, the high priest was in serious trouble for losing it, and would be, uh, highly motivated to get it back.

“I see.”

“So now you do believe me?”

The priestess seethed a moment. “You do not lie?”

“Absolutely not.”

“And what do you wish in return?”

Ah! Not so dumb, was she? “Aside from the ingredients for a proxy magic ritual? After you prove my words are not a lie, I need you to guard my servant, Tilly and her very young sister, Pimms. Protect them from agents of the Blackthistles. You probably also want to save the other kidnapping victims. These sinister monks and the Blackthistles even now have more victims trapped in an underground cell.”

“If such a place exists, and if your words are true, I will ensure they are protected by the temple.”

“I have your word?”

“You have the Word of Crom!”

“Good enough. To find them, bring your temple guards and the high priest to the Blackthistle brother’s warehouse. Not the main shop! The warehouse, got it? There’s a secret dungeon beneath. Here’s a map I drew to find it.”

He handed her the piece of parchment he’d sketched earlier.

The priestess took the parchment, studying it a moment. “If you have told the truth—”

“I have.”

“—then you will be rewarded. But if not, you must be held accountable.”

Here was the important part.

“You’ll see when you get there. But there’s one more important thing: you can’t rescue them until tomorrow. Before then, the lair will be guarded, but by tomorrow I will have drawn the Blackthistle brothers away and it’ll be easy for you to rescue everyone. I must go, now, in order to attend to that urgent quest.”

The brothers would immediately follow him to the Valley once they knew he was gone. To prepare the ambush.

“Yes… about that,” Azafyn said. “I cannot let you go. You must accompany me to the castle. There you will stay in… safekeeping… until your story is verified. To account for your deeds.”

Ryan narrowed his eyes at her. Typical. No good deed goes unpunished…

“In the hospitality of the knight-commander, the baroness, and her council? No thanks,” he said.

“You have no say! You must accompany me!”

“Right,” Ryan replied with a sigh. “Absolutely. I’ll just need a few hours to get cleaned up.”

“There is no time for that. You must ready now and accompany me immediately.”

“Why?” Kiya asked. ”Why in your care?”

“Because… because I am the inquisitor!” the priestess spluttered a little.

“Not because you seem to be attracted to Rineskull? Because you seem really enthralled by him,” the trull girl said matter-of-factly. Great. Perfect time for the famous trull tact to come out.

“What? Never! I… I have been appointed your investigator by the temple. On orders of the high priest himself!”

Well… actually on orders of Ryan disguised as the high priest. He knew that was going to come back to bite him in the ass… and here it was.

He didn’t like the sound of this. The temple of Crom Cruach was no joke, and worse, the baroness’ council were basically her secret police. In almost every game Ryan had every played in Eldwick the forces in the castle eventually tried to drag you into politics and palace intrigue. Ryan had avoided those stories as much as possible, but some people loved them. Even if he’d only played through them once or twice, he knew from the message boards all the secrets and easter eggs. Including that the baroness wasn’t what she seemed.

“In that case I’ll be right out,” he said reasonably. “You can wait for us downstairs.”

“I cannot,” the veiled priestess said. “As the witness to your prophecies I must observe you at all times.”

“My what?”

“I stand witness to the prophet of Crom. You have just claimed to know the future.”

Fuck! She remembered that part? Well… he’d gone from heretic to prophet awfully fast… He had a feeling this would be worse.

“Well in that case…”

Ryan grabbed the jinn by the arm and dragged her across the room with one hand over her mouth. “Kiya, get the closet door, fast!”

It was time to get the hell outa Dodge. As he struggled with the priestess the trull didn’t hesitate to follow his orders and scrambled to open the door to the solid, oaken clothes press standing in the corner.

“Unhand me! What are you doing?” Azafyn yelled, muffled by his hand.

Ryan grabbed the satchel off her shoulder with the ingredients he’d need, then shoved the short jinn inside and as she yelled and screamed in anger, he slammed the door shut and carefully tipped it over on its front so the weight of the heavy piece of furniture held the doors closed.

“Owwww!” the priestess yelled furiously from inside, voice muffled. “Let me free!”

In moments steps pounded up the stairs and Ellsbat and Lenore burst into the room, attracted by the noise of the falling chest.

“Where’s the priestess?” Lenore asked.

Ryan hooked a thumb at the armoire while pulling on his coat.

“Oh,” the knight said, like it explained everything.

“What are you doing?” Ellsbat cried. “She’s a priestess of Crom!”

“And that’s why I didn’t hurt her,” Ryan said. “Look, she was going to lock us up until our story was verified. We don’t have time for that. In five days, we have to get to the Weeping Valley and get as many icons as we can before the Blackthistles show up. I know a way to get rid of Chad for good if we do.”

“But… but…”

“Hurry up, we have to leave town, fast.”

“Husband, I am ready,” the trull girl spoke up, already dressed and with full saddlebags thrown over one shoulder.

“Husband?” Lenore said, alarmed.

“I had to make a deal,” Ryan said calmly, like it explained everything.

“Husband!” the succubus yelled.

“Would you calm down… it’s all part of the plan.”

“I… I will not have this puny little… runecaster… accompany us.” She said it like an insult. Magic-user prejudice.

“We need her. She’s coming. She’s the way we’re going to beat that rat bastard Griefer.”

“I… but…” Ellsbat seemed at a loss. The closet banged again as the priestess yelled to be released. And she caved. “Fine... let us flee. But I want a very good explanation for this.”

As they descended the stairs, heading for the exit, Kiya spoke calmly to Ellsbat.

“It’s a very simple explanation…” the trull said.

“It had better be.”

“Yes, I am addicted to coming and must be at Rineskull’s side at all times for more impregnation.”

Ellsbat growled and punched Ryan in the back of the head.

Fucksakes!

But she didn’t start another shouting match. Even Ellsbat knew that their current situation mattered more than her jealousy.

***
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Chapter 14   : The Madman

“I hope Tilly and Pimms will be all right on their own,” Ellsbat said, face flushed, and she craned her neck to look back in the direction of Verbinnec.

“They’ll be safer there than we will be out here,” he answered.

Probably… He was almost positive that none of the other town-based events would trigger until he returned from his first trip to the Weeping Valley. By end of day the Blackthistles would leave their base to ambush Ryan as the Weeping Valley and the temple of Crom would raid the slave pens. Tilly and the imp would be fine. Hopefully Azafyn would keep her word and look out for the bear-girl despite the way he’d left her.

Tilly had put on a brave face as she waved them away from the steps of the Shy Sphinx, but her puffy red eyes said she’d been crying. Whatever Ellsbat had said to her seemed to have convinced her to sit this quest out.

As Ryan and his companions had left the settled farmlands around Verbinnec, the landscape began to transform around them. The once lush fields gave way to a rugged terrain of gently rolling hills that stretched as far as the eye could see. The hills were adorned with a dense growth of towering trees, forming natural crowns that cast long shadows across the land.

It was somewhat dangerous staying on the east road; if the temple of Crom decided to send riders after them it would be easy for a mounted party to catch up. But going overland would be drastically slower, so they stayed on the road until Lenore directed them off onto one of the many cart tracks heading north. It was there they’d found the camp of the former brigands, now in Ryan’s employment, along with a beat-up wagon drawn by a single horse. He didn’t want to know where they’d got it. From there he redirected the whole group into the northern hills where Ellsbat had begun to fret about the bear-girl.

“B-but aren’t you worried?” Ellsbat persisted. “Anything could happen to poor Tilly. She’s so sweet… and soft… and tempting…”

Ryan raised an eyebrow. Ellsbat’s tone was a bit wistful… almost like she had a crush on her. Judging by the way she and the skinwalker had reacted to being drugged by the Blackthistle brothers, there was clearly more than a little bi-curiosity going on. Well… that opened up certain possibilities, didn’t it? He shook himself back to the road ahead; deal with that later.

“Yeah, and she’s also a shapeshifting bear. I pity the bastard tries to take advantage of her.”

“Tilly is a resourceful girl, and the imp will be sure to keep a close eye on her until we return,” Lenore said from ahead on the trail.

Like the knight, Ellsbat was dressed in sturdy boots and waterproof cloak. Lenore was wearing her armor and the faded tabard from her distant home, but Ellsbat had a short dress over hose and a linen underdress. Ryan knew she also had the magically reinforced silk shirt under it. They’d had time to grab their newly-bought gear before making their escape from Verbinnec. Word of the priestess being held against her will hadn’t reached the guards at the gate when they left early in the morning.

“Who is this Tilly?” Kiya asked Lenore from where she sat on the buckboard of the wagon being driven by one of the former brigands. If the trull had any hard feelings against her former captors she didn’t show it. Given the pragmatic trullish mindset, it probably just didn’t occur to her.

“The tall one, who was in the company of an imp,” Lenore said.

“I thought that was you,” Kiya said to Ellsbat.

“Me? Tilly and I look nothing alike!”

“Humans all look the same to me,” the trull girl shrugged.

There was a grumble and laughter from the group of rough men following them on the trail. The former bandits, making a rude joke amongst themselves. Lenore had led ten of the men against the serpentmen and only eight had made it out alive, but those eight were the toughest ones. He’d promised them new lives as his personal men-at-arms and they had pledged to him one by one. The ten gold shillings Ryan had handed them as a signing bonus had bought their loyalty more seriously than anything else; it was more money than the ragged bunch had seen in their entire lifetimes.

“What are we doing out here, boss?” one of the former bandits asked. “This is bullshit.”

His name was Varu, and he was the best equipped of the men, wearing a ragged brigandine of riveted metal plates and had a well-used arming sword that looked like he had kept in working order despite his wilderness lifestyle. Ryan expected he was a drummed-out soldier or city guardsman from some place further south.

“You’re out of line, Varu!” Lenore barked at him. “Rineskull knows his stuff.”

He didn’t particularly care about the man’s casual attitude except Varu seemed to want to challenge Lenore for leadership of the group.

“Enjoy the quiet while you can, Varu,” Ryan told the men. “You’ll see where we’re going soon enough, and when we do try not to soil your armor. Until then just keep your eyes and ears open.”

Some of the men laughed good-naturedly. They were mostly thick-skulled meatshields, but the smarter, tougher ones would survive, and they’d make good personal guards. The men didn’t seem concerned by Ryan’s company; if anything, having a mystic swordsman, sorceress and magical trull girl carrying ancient secrets and forgotten tales seemed to make them feel more confident. Say what you will about the criminals, they had survived in the magical wildlands and knew it’s weirdness better than most.

Half-hidden among the branches of a tree topping a nearby hill, a murder of crows raised into a chorus, their distant cawing filling the air with an eerie melody. The wind carried it through the trees. In game lore these hills held a legend, whispered in hushed tones by the players who survived.

According to the legend, the hills were imbued with the spirits of long-lost warriors, guardians of a hidden treasure buried deep within the earth. Anyone who dared to venture into the hills might uncover the secrets of the past or face the wrath of vengeful phantoms. Some of the hills were bald, ringed by age-cracked upright stones, and the biggest one had a single monolith, carved in runes reduced to shallow impressions by time in a language nobody could read. It was the ‘Shadows of the Ancient Order’ quest, and Ryan made sure to steer them clear of it.

It wasn’t long after that they left the gentle valleys behind and entered the dense woods. The trees were smaller at the edges, but soon grew to giants with trunks up to six feet across. The cart trail vanished altogether at times, the remains of stone cobbles broken apart by tree roots. It was an ancient road. Older than the Kingsroad. More of a track now, overgrown and crumbling at the edges as it was reclaimed by the forest.

Ryan waved Varu and three of the men forward in a screen and left the rest on the flanks with bows to cover them. They were getting close; this was Green Man territory.

The Green Man was known to wander the entire lands of the barony between Verbinnec and the Weeping Valley and occasionally track down anyone who entered his territory, but in the game he would always spawn at his lair to defend it if you located the ruin. Ryan happened to know exactly where to find the lair. The forest guardian was the same mutated madman of the woods. Ryan had always just assumed the game spawned him at the lair no matter how far away he was but wasn’t sure how that would work in the real world. He might be possessed of some powerful fast-travel magic.

Either way, the Green Man had the first icon he was after.

Beneath the trees the forest closed in. Not exactly dark, but oppressively close. The ground bare of bushes and smaller trees as the giants shaded them out. Less like a tunnel around the trail more like they were in a cathedral that had grown in place. Up ahead Ryan spotted the warm glow of sunlight through the ranks of tree trunks and soon they walked out from under the screen of trees into the open space outlined by the shoulder-high ruins of old stone walls. At the center of the clearing was the mostly intact remains of an arched entrance flanked by vine-wrapped pillars.

They left the cart and walked inside on foot. Staring up and around in wonder. Lenore and the men had swords drawn but neither Kiya nor Ellsbat carried any obvious weapons.

The structure was a temple, maybe as old as the burial mounds they’d passed. No roof, and walls that had long ago collapsed and been buried by moss and vines, leaving a stone courtyard where the paved interior had been. In the middle of the space was a firepit and crude shelves and furniture were arranged nearby, showing signs someone had been living there. Animal carcasses were hung up from a series of wooden tripods, made from whole logs a foot thick. The corpses creaked slightly in the breeze but there wasn’t a single insect, not a solitary fly, buzzing around the meat.

Near the fire was a basin of rainwater formed from a rough indent in the stones.

“Is this where you need the eldkey?” Kiya asked from Ryan’s side.

“No… this is something else.”

“What then? What is this place?” Varu asked, scowling. His words felt too loud in the unnatural quiet.

“Spread out, look for an obsidian blade,” Ryan told them. “Stay alert.”

Kiya squatted down by the fire and stared around at the space. “Something ancient here,” she said. “Something that touches the wild and dark places of the wood.”

“Ye gods preserve…” Varu muttered. “Your new wife is creeping me out, Rineskull.”

“Less talk, more doing your job!” Ellsbat snapped.

Ryan lifted up the eyepatch that covered his magical eye and stared through the crystal. He scanned everything; the gem’s penetrating gaze was only blocked by stone or lead, and after a concentrated look he could tell the aura of the icon’s mana wasn’t there.

“It’s not here,” Ryan frowned. “He must have it with him.”

“Have what? With who?” Varu snapped, disturbed by the strangeness of the place.

“The madman of the forest.”

“By the Seven Silver Bells,” one of the men moaned. “This is his domain?”

Some part of Ryan sensed the change in the forest. Like he could feel the malevolent force out there even without seeing or hearing it. It seemed that as his mana increased, his ability to sense strong magical force was also increasing. Lowering his eyepatch into place, Ryan turned in a slow circle.

“He’s here,” he said.

The words went through his henchmen with a ripple. Suddenly silencing everyone.

“Where?” Ellsbat asked, eyes scanning.

“Stay calm. Form a circle.”

The made a loose clump near the fire, facing outwards. When the low, angry sound of a wolf growling came from nearby the former bandits muttered amongst themselves.

“What is that?” Varu snapped.

“Wolf,” Ryan replied.

“That don’t sound like no wolf I’ve ever heard,” the man replied shakily.

“Stand your ground, curs,” Lenore ordered them. “Rineskull is on our side this time.”

It was a not-so-subtle reminder of how easily Ryan and Ellsbat had taken out their entire bandit camp. The men’s spine strengthened, either because they believed Ryan was unbeatable, or they were too scared of him to desert.

When they heard the ratcheting snarl of the beast again it was closer, just out of sight behind the ruined wall. They all raised their weapons in a defensive crouch. The source of the noise moved, along with heavy thump of its footsteps. First on one side, they the next. In front of them one moment, behind them the next.

“Come on, come on…” Varu whispered. “Just come at me!”

But the beast wasn’t the danger was Ryan was worried about.

His magical eye scanned back and forth. Trying to sense the magical aura of the Green Man. A moment before it came, he caught a sense of writhing tentacles, or snakes, and spun to face it.

The forest seemed to come alive and climb over the wall. Like a compost heap of moss and leaves, sticks and brambles. When the huge creature leapt from the broken wall and landed in front of him, Ryan had a moment where his mouth went dry. He wanted to cry out a warning, but nothing would come.

Geezus… what I wouldn’t give for a weed-wacker right now…

In the game the Green Man was grotesque – a twisted mutant with vines for hair and grass for a beard – but he was a man. But in real life the eight-foot monstrosity made his brain freeze up.

…or maybe a chainsaw…

The original body of the man was still there, the head doll-tiny in the overgrown pile of misshapen flesh. His body had absorbed what looked like the furred form of a stag, and maybe a boar. One arm ended in claws and one foot a cloven hoof. His head was a crown formed of horns from different beasts. It was no headdress… they were growing from the tumorous skull. But the madman also seemed to have absorbed the green of the forest into his body, so one arm and one leg looked like the gnarled bent limbs of an oak tree, and Ryan couldn’t tell if the vines that formed a living cloak grew on him or sprouted from his back.

In one hand was a wooden staff capped with a sickle-shaped blade of black volcanic glass – the icon.

As Ryan stared in horror, the monster acted. The tree-arm sent five thick vines shooting out like harpoons. Lenore deflected one, two of the others struck and knocked men down, but the last two impaled a pair of the former-bandits and with a single yank they were thrown through the air to land at the Green Man’s feet. The sickle-staff came down and one of the men was hacked in half just below the hips in a shower of blood while the other scrambled away.

There was a moment of stunned silence then Ryan’s companions broke in a screaming mob. Some attacking, some standing and howling, and others running away.

“Fuck me!” Ryan stumbled back a half step.

And just as quickly his anger formed into mana. He poured magical power on the focus in his mind, exploding like water on hot rocks and turning to steam.

His harmonic with the demonfyre was three times more powerful now than it had been when he arrived in Eldwick. A black lasso of fired streamed from his hand like a flamethrower. It was almost impossible to miss the target of the huge misshapen Green Man something at that range. The curling demonfyre seemed to eat away at the fleshy monstrosity of the monster like ice under boiling water. The forest lord howled, throwing up one arm to shield his face, and leaped away. And at the same time a gangling, upright-walking beast leaped over the wall from the opposite direction, landing among Ryan’s party from behind.

It was a blur of teeth and claws, slashing and biting savagely. Ryan’s arm was raked by the claws, and he felt blood soaking his sleeve as he reeled away. Lenore jumped between it and him, but one swipe from the long-fingered hand sent her sprawling to the dirt.

Ryan finally got a good look at it. It was a Banewolf.

They were man-smart beasts, able to assume either a four-legged form or walk upright on two legs. Like a werewolf without the weaknesses to silver or contagious bite.

The magic words were already falling off Ellsbat’s lips and she thrust out both arms. It was a variation on the same anti-gravity spell she’d used against the Blackthistle brothers but angled horizontally instead of vertically. It threw the wolfman straight back like it had been hit by a truck and slammed into the ancient stub of a wall, hard enough to make a crack and drop a shower of debris.

The Green Man had already recovered. Horribly burned by a point-blank dose of demonfyre, it took the distraction caused by the banewolf to pluck three acorns that were growing from his flesh, breathe fire onto them, and then throw the burning missiles into the group.

Ryan didn’t even stop to think. He put himself in the path of the missiles and all three struck him, exploding in flames. As the fire blanketed him, he immediately reached into the Mind’s Eye and found the blue ember – the power of Enervating Transmutation.

Until now he’d never faced the kind of magic that formed raw, elemental power. Like the demonfyre, mana could be used to craft destructive forces of all shapes and kinds. Fire – for obvious reasons – was a popular choice. The blue spark – his third Mind’s Eye power – was like a black hole for mana. It could devour mana-charged energies. Another ridiculously overpowered part of the game that Ryan had always expected the designers to nerf with each release.

But today he didn’t care if it was overpowered. Today was a cheat day.

The three tiny fireballs detonating from the fiery seeds shrank just as quickly as they burst on impact. The energy consumed by the blue spark. Ryan stood unhurt, smoking slightly.

Now it was time for the Green Man to stare dumbfounded. Ryan took the opening, charged the monster and drove the sword of Xerxia into its horrible, fleshy body. But instead of sinking into flesh, the sword stopped in midair, held fast in an invisible force.

A misty shape in formed around the sword. A ghostly, translucent spirit of white mist. The ghost creature was a bear, tall as a grizzly, whose shimmering body could be seen through like dirty glass. Ryan grinned.

“About time…”

He stepped into the Ghost World and was face to face with the spirit animal. Only now the sword the bear had stopped was as real and solid as it was. The bear let out a death scream of agony, impaled on the blade and Ryan dragged the supernaturally sharp blade sideways through the flesh, tearing it into two halves that vanished like smoke. Then he was spinning and stepped back into the normal dimension to complete the stroke of the sword into the Green Man

“Wrong guy to fuck with, Smokey.”

The magically augmented emerald blade cut through horn, wood and flesh like butter. And through the blade he channeled the demonfyre. Injecting it into the Green man’s insides like a turkey baster filled with napalm.

The Green Man gave a single scream before he was consumed from the inside with black flames. A sickening smoke that reeked like burned hair and swamp gas spewed upwards and the hulking mass of the forest lord’s unnatural body collapsed to the ground. Wooden limbs and bark skin burning like logs in a campfire until there was nothing left but glowing embers and charcoal. Ryan drew the sword out and ashes fell from the blade.

As the forest master died, the large amount of mana he had consumed over years – or possibly even decades – was released, forming a faintly-visible halo like ball lightning. It immediately was absorbed by Ryan and his companions, the energy grounded into their living bodies, consuming the mana of the slain enemy. It was powerful enough that even Ryan felt invigorated by it. For the former brigands – normal men who’d lived their entire lives with a single allotment of life force – it hit like a line of coke.

There was a yelping howl of pain and Ryan turned to see the banewolf being brought down. Ellsbat’s brow was covered in sweat as she used her anti-gravity spell, this time to pin the gangling beast to the ground. Lenore was the first to the fight, impaling the creature with her sword so is gave a pitiful yelp. A few moments later it was all over as the men regained their courage, hacking and stabbing in a frenzy that only men who’d been terrified for their lives could possess, until it lay dead. Even then they kept driving their blades into the unmoving thing, each blow making the dead banewolf seem to shrug and nod its head.

A similar aura of mana formed overhead, smaller than the Green Man’s, as the mana trapped in the magical flesh of the creature escaped on its death. The blue-white aura was only there a moment before it vanished, drawn into the living bodies of the group who had killed it, dividing equally.

Ellsbat gave a cry as she ended the spell, gasping for breath. It took a full minute before the men burned through their adrenalin-strength and the little group staggered away from the horrible corpses.

“Mepple is dead,” Lenore said, checking the legless man in the dirt who’d been cut in half by the obsidian scythe. “Bled out.”

“More shares for the rest of us,” Varu said, hacking and spitting onto the ground. “Ye gods that was a good fight! Where’s the treasure?”

“What part was good?” Kiya asked, crawling out from where she’d hidden under the green man’s table made of logs.

“The part where we kicked it’s horrible, tree-fucking, fey ass!”

“Tree fucker?” Lenore asked.

“Aye, how else do you explain it? My gran always said that’s how the fey creatures get you! One day you’re hugging a tree, then next you’re chugging goblin cock. They put all that fairy magic up your butt and turn you into a tree! This bastard was probably getting cornholed by fairies… probably turned his backside as wide as a knothole in a pine tree…”

“Your stupidity about fey magic is truly exceptional,” Kiya looked at him with pity.

“Are you calling my gran a liar, you coward? I didn’t see you killing monsters!”

“Nor did you,” Kiya shrugged, untouched by the insult. “Rineskull did. And Ellsbat and Lenore. And I’m not calling your gran a liar… I’m saying she’s as stupid as you are.”

The man-at-arms took a half-step towards her before he thought better of it and turned around to stomp towards the Green Man’s hovel at the side of the clearing, kicking the smoldering corpse as he went.

***

There were nearly two-hundred coins, mixed silver and gold, hidden among the Green Man’s things. Along with a collection of slightly rusty weapons and armor he’d taken from men he’d defeated in the past. That kept Varu and his men more than happy. That and the clay cask of mead they discovered.

But the real treasure was a selection of magic artifacts the Green Man had kept. Among them was another protective talisman which Ryan drained into a crystal of mana; he’d use it to bolster Ellsbat’s magic shirt. Along with it was a dagger, woven with minor magics to keep it sharp and rust-free. He drained it too with the intention to imbue the power into Lenore’s glowing sword to make it even more powerful. There was a small pouch of sprite dust – the same substance the Blackthistle brothers had used to become invisible – which he pocketed as a gift for Tilly. But the real prize was the staff.

In the game most of the area bosses in the Weeping Valley region had unique magic, that they called icons. Icons were imbued with specialty magic unlike standard magic items, and if you possessed them, you could access the focus for the type of magic it possessed. It made the boss monsters particularly dangerous since they were supercharged versions of normal monsters with unique magical ability. It was five of these icons that his blackmailer wanted him to fetch.

Ryan grimaced at the reminder, turning the staff over in his hands. It was a devious plan, and a cruel one; Ryan would be forced to face the dangers that the Griefer couldn’t because he was a first tier newb, and then hand over enough magic power to make the bastard a threat powerful enough to rival him.

It was also fucking stupid because the coward had no idea that Ryan had the ability to drain enchantments and repurpose them.

By using the disenchantment gift Ryan could transfer the scythe’s power into a form that could be used by anyone, and if that person could channel mana with the skill and time to cast the magic it gave them access to an entire school of magic normally unavailable. During the fight the Green Man had used the scythe to fight him with the spirit bear. Now that Ryan had the obsidian scythe staff, he had access to the Green Man’s magic: spirit summoning.

As the men ransacked the camp and buried their dead companion, Ryan studied the staff. A knurled, polished maple staff six-feet tall with a hooked obsidian blade like a crosspiece at the top. Using an icon wasn’t like learning a new written spell, it was a special kind of artifact that, once attuned to the mana of an individual could imbue that single user with the mystic ability to channel the magic it held. In the game you were meant to customize your character through the magic artifacts you carried. That meant lugging the staff around. Ryan’s ability as a warlock would allow him to use it himself, but he had to think in more practical terms.

The profession of Warlock he’d chosen with Dagonestra didn’t really have spells, only magic abilities. It gave immense advantages at starting tiers with reasonable abilities at higher tiers. One of those abilities was to master magic from any other profession, so in theory he could easily use the artifact to learn spirit summoning. The problem was he’d never be any good at it. He could learn one spirit summoning basic ability and that’s all. But for someone with a real magic-using profession like a sorcerer or a magic-user or even whatever tree-hugging shaman the Green Man had been, they could gain access to an entire family of spells derived from the artifact.

In other words, if he gave the power to one of the henchmen in his party, he’d get way more use out of it than using it himself.

But which one?

“Rineskull!” Ellsbat rushed to his side, excited. “I’ve discovered a far-seer!”

The redhead excitedly showed hum what she’d found. The device was an ornate spyglass made from leather, horn and two polished glass lenses. It was a lot fancier than a standard telescope and magically empowered to provide more magnification.

“That’s adorable,” he said, turning his attention to wrapping a rag around the obsidian top of the staff to disguise it.

Her excitement had attracted Kiya and Lenore, who both looked over the device. Even a couple of the brigands started looking over.

“You don’t want it?” Ellsbat asked.

“Nah, you keep it.”

“Truly?” she said delighted. She kissed him full on the lips and for a moment Ryan lost track of what he’d been doing as the buxom redhead was pressed against him with all the right soft spots.

“Yeah, I don’t need it.”

“How not?” Lenore asked, skeptical.

“He does not need it because he already knows where everything is,” Ellsbat came to his defense. He winced a bit at the proud way she declared it.

Then looking down Ellsbat saw her outfit had suddenly changed. Settled on her head was a large naval officer’s hat from the 1700s. She was wearing a bodice that exposed her cleavage and a skimpy white blouse with a short skirt, but otherwise the outfit was almost practical; tall over-the knee boots, belts and belt pouches, and a bottle in one hand.

Goddam… a sexy pirate.

She didn’t even seem upset by it. “Why Rineskull,” she preened a bit, pushing her cleavage up with both hands. “I thought you were a married man now?”

But there was only a sexy challenge in her voice.

Varu and one of his buddies had been shaking their heads at the delusional claim but did a double-take on Ellsbat’s quick costume change. But Lenore ignored the outfit – probably used to the changes by now – and took her claim as some sort of new front in the battle between the two girls.

“No one can know where everything is…” Lenore scoffed openly.

“Don’t say that,” Ellsbat said sternly. “You may not believe him, but I do.”

“Why? Because he knew where Tilly was being held? There are a hundred ways he could have found her.”

“He also knew where to find this monster. And you.” Ellsbat said defiantly.

“Hmmph,” she snorted, unconvinced.

“Ask him!” Ellsbat insisted, hands on hips.

“He can say whatever he wishes, it does not make it so. I grant you, Rineskull is a clever tactician, well-learned, and maybe in possession of some magic which allows him to divine the answers to some unknowable things…”

Both girls turned to Ryan, looking for him to pick their side. “You still claim to know where everything is?”

“Better than that, I know where everything will be,” he smiled at her.

“Ha! You see?” Ellsbat grinned, putting her arm around Ryan’s. “I know more about Rineskull than you!”

“You take her side?” Lenore ignored the redhead, staring at Ryan.

Fucksakes. “I’m not taking anyone’s side… that’s just the way it is.”

The blonde glared at him, like a jealous teenager. “I’ve put myself in service of a deluded idiot.”

Looks like he was going to have to do something about this… how had he got himself into this situation?

“Listen, Lenore, I get it; if I were you, I would doubt it too. But I’m going to prove it to you.”

The knight looked at him, still hurt that he was choosing Ellsbat over her. “How?”

“You’ll see. And when I do, you’re going to pledge your allegiance to me, permanently.”

The knight snorted. “Never happen.”

“If you say so,” Ryan shrugged. “But if you sincerely think I’m a liar, then you have nothing to worry about. If I cannot prove it, then I will denounce Ellsbat and her claims.”

That caught both girl’s attention.

“But if I prove it… then you must submit to whatever I say.”

“Impossible. I wouldn’t make such a pledge of service to any man, let alone a madman,” the blonde warrior said. But hope had sprung in her expression. And desire for him. “But you are correct. I have nothing to worry about; you will never prove it to me.”

Ellsbat looked a bit nervous, but Ryan winked at her. He wasn’t exactly sure how he was going to do it, but he was looking forward to the challenge.

***
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Chapter 15   : Princess Pauline

The Green Man’s body kept sprouting vines and flowers, which grew alarmingly fast, so Ryan ordered his men to gather enough wood for a bonfire. Using long poles so they wouldn’t need to touch the strange corpse, they levered it onto the wood pile. Unfortunately, nothing they did to light the wood would seem to take, and Ryan’s magical demonfyre only burned living things, so he turned to Ellsbat and Kiya.

“I’m not much good with fire,” the trull girl said matter-of-factly. “That’s Zola’s specialty.”

“What exactly are you good at?” the redhead magic-user said.

“Air… and the eld…” the trull said, unable to be taunted.

Something about the way the trull darted a nervous glance towards Ryan made him suspicious. She was hiding something. He’d have to remember to chase that down when he could focus on something else besides keeping them alive.

“Here’s your chance to prove those magic powers of yours are so much better, Red,” Lenore said from where she and Varu were digging a hole for the banewolf corpse.

The succubus girl pressed her lips together firmly in anger. “I shall use the third spell,” she announced, referring to the last of the three spells Ryan had found for her in the Emerald Palace. So far she’d been getting good at anti-gravity, and not bad with the stunning effects of the slumber magic.

Even so she stood for a full hour by the pile of kindling, eyes screwed shut, mumbling under her breath as she recited the words over and over again, practising. The problem was that the madman’s lair had an anti-fire magic placed on it. To make it harder to kill him. Hadn’t helped against his demonfyre though.

“Husband… perhaps we should move camp before it gets dark. I feel ill intent from the green thing’s remains, and we should not be near if we cannot burn them.” Kiya spoke softly but he saw the magic-user’s back stiffen at the implied criticism.

Ryan reluctantly agreed. Moving closer to tell Ellsbat she spoke before he could open his mouth.

“I’m prepared to try,” she said. “The barrier against fire magic is strong, but I can break it.”

“You don’t have to do this, you know. Fire magic is dangerous. Get it wrong and you could burn yourself as easy as your target.”

“Do not lecture me on magic,” she said coldly. Then, “Still… you should stand back in case my fire is too powerful.”

“Right…”

Ryan stepped back and readied the blue spark; if it got out of hand, he’d consume the magical energy.

Bracing herself, Ellsbat raised her arms and began chanting out loud. Nothing happened at first, and she began to speak faster, and louder, hands stretched at the pile of wood for the bonfire. The Firewerk spell she was attempting was useful at low levels for creating magic flames. It became dangerous with more skilled use so the caster could throw or direct it as a weapon, and for those that mastered it, Firewerk had the potential to be downright catastrophic to everything in sight.

As Ellsbat chanted the wood began to smolder, small wisps of smoke rising. As she continued, her voice becoming strained, the glow of embers appeared. She was drenched in sweat, skin flushed red, when flames erupted around the base of the wood. As the bonfire took light, she staggered back, and Ryan caught her. She felt like she’d been in a sauna. Flesh feverish to the touch.

He half-carried her to the far side of the clearing where they’d been setting up camp. Cookfires burning and tarps strung up for the night. He set her down on a log bench, making sure she didn’t pass out.

“Well done, Ellsbat-riva,” Kiya said, her pleasant wide smile beaming. She handed the redhead a horn cup of watered wine.

“Sit back,” Lenore said from the other side and from her hands a fine mist of chilled water drifted down onto Ellsbat’s scalded body. “Before you hurt yourself.”

The magic-user seemed surprised that the other two girls were being nice to her. Didn’t know how to react. “You have my thanks,” she mumbled. “It was… difficult.”

The bonfire burned merrily across the open-air courtyard for hours, until nothing remained of the green man but ashes and glowing embers. As night fell, the expedition went about camp duties, Lenore running things with a military precision. The former brigands seemed familiar with her discipline, but that didn’t stop them grumbling. They’d be especially uppity for a while after absorbing so much mana. Each one of them had probably increased their flow by as much as 10% in one battle. A few more encounters like this and they’d all elevate to tier 2. After making sure to set up a roster to keep watch, Ryan rolled into his blanket bedroll with Ellsbat claiming a spot on one side and Kiya the other.

He was asleep before he could even begin to think about what his move would be the next day.

***

As he slept, he found himself standing in a vivid dream. More real than anything else he’d ever felt. More to the point he knew he was dreaming and found himself fully aware, looking around. He’d never experienced anything like this before. Maybe lucid dreaming in the real-life magical world of Eldwick was like this?

He was in a foggy city. In the middle of a cobbled street, lit by gas lanterns, with elegant Victorian carriages clopping past. Standing out among the darkened windows and doorways was a tall redbrick building lit up with lanterns and light. With the certainty of dream-logic he knew he had to walk up the steps of the fancy mansion and past the polished doors to enter the main room of the building. Inside it was lit with polished brass lanterns with glass shields , everything was covered in gold leaf and oddly the only furniture was an old-fashioned couch across the room from a wall filled with different, extravagant flower arrangements.

Was he really dreaming? It all felt more real than any dream he’d had before. He could smell the flowers’ overpowering rich scent, feel the warmth of the lantern holding his hand next to the glass chimney.

“There you are,” a voice declared from behind him.

He turned to face the voice and stopped; mouth open. There’s something you don’t see every day…

The woman was a petite blonde with hair done up in elaborate braids on her head adorned with pearls and gold. She wore an embroidered silk dress completely out of place with the fantasy world of Eldwick. Or half of one, anyway… she was completely naked from the waist up and her small breasts were perky and perfect. Everything about her said she was the picture of demure, polite nobility… except for the bare tits and long rapier held casually in one hand.

Ryan stared at the topless lady with her fancy red-blonde hair done up in a tiara.

“Uh, do I know you?”

“Mmmm, you sure do… inside and out! It’s me, Dagonestra.”

“Why do you look like… a Victorian stripper?”

“Because right now I’m Princess Pauline of Liechtenstein. Just for you, I might add.”

“Who?” Ryan asked. Why was she cosplaying as some historic figure he’d never heard of? Better yet why was he asking questions when there was a hot, half-naked princess smiling at him?

“She was a badass from your world! In the 1890s she got in a topless swordfight with a countess after a disagreement over flower arrangements. Fucking flowers! It’s… how does your world say it… So metal!”

“I don’t get it,” Ryan shrugged.

“Well… brace yourself hot pants: she was the old you.”

“The old… you mean I’m not your first?”

“Dawww, isn’t that adorable. You thought I lost my cherry on you? That ship sailed a long… long time ago. Naw, you’re not my first try at this. She had the same mission and Paula did her best bless her heart, but ultimately couldn’t make much difference. Eldwick is a messed-up place…”

“Wait, I thought you said you picked me because of a small window in the time of the underverse where someone from my world could go to Eldwick just at the right moment to get there before the events that were so important could happen?”

“Well… yes…”

“So… you already tried this,” he did the mental math. “More than a hundred years ago? What, are you just tossing people like me into a meat-grinder, hoping to get some positive result while we get beaten and savaged and killed?”

The petite princess looked hurt. “No! I care quite a bit about my heralds… And listen, I’ve refined my methods quite a bit since Paula.”

“How? Cause from where I stand it’s been pretty fucking tough,” Ryan snapped.

“Oh grow up! No one said it was going to be easy!”

“No one said it would be hell, either. You tossed me to the wolves!”

“I did not! I made you perfectly suited to this mission!” the woman said, hands on hips.

It would be way easier to have the conversation if she had more clothes on…

“No, I made me perfect for this mission,” he replied, pointing at his chest. “I was the one who knew how to get totally OP with this class build. If it was up to you, I’d be some paladin with a holy sword, getting my ass stomped!”

“Oh, I get it,” Dagonestra rolled her eyes. “You think you’re so smart! You wouldn’t have a clue about what cheat skills to put together if I hadn’t made you play that game!” she shouted, enraged.

Ryan froze, a chill soaking his body. “What? What did you just say?” he whispered.

Dagonestra’s eyes went wide with the realisation of what she’d just admitted. She massaged her temples with one hand, taking an embarrassed indrawn breath. “Uh… yeah. Did I not mention I made the video game? I thought for sure I’d said that...”

“You what?”

“Oh, who cares?” the beautiful little Victorian stand-in for the demoness said casually. “I made the Eldwick video game you played as a kid. So what? I made sure to put all the lore in it to get… potential candidates… ready for the real thing.”

“You… the game was… it’s a recruiting tool?” he managed to blurt out.

“Yeah… yeah, it barely worked anyway. How was I supposed to know the software company I picked was such a lemon. I could’ve picked those Snowstorm guys or Project Red Tape and made a triple-A title. Just my luck it barely sold a thousand copies at launch and took a bath on the rest of them. Most of the fifty-thousand first runs went into a landfill, did you know that? All that work, dumped in the garbage. You want to talk betrayal? Think about how I felt!”

“Do you…” he said dangerously quiet. “Have any idea how that makes me feel? You… you groomed me!”

His entire life had been a lie.

The princess stepped closer, anger fading to concern. She put her hands on either side of his cheeks and looked up into his eyes. “Oh, dear sweet naïve Ryan… you groomed yourself. And you did it wonderfully! I couldn’t believe you did so well at the game! Learned everything in it. Obsessed over it, really. You were my champion!”

“Now you’re just insulting me…” he said.

“Not even for a moment!” Dagonestra said sincerely. “I had lost all hope… and then you came along. Year after year. The game taught you how to win. How to be a hero! And when you were ready, I came for you, to give you the thing you’d been meant for your entire life: the chance to do it for real.”

Ryan took a deep breath and rallied his calm. Fuck… of course it had been a scam. He’d been played… by someone more powerful and smarter. He chuckled a little. Did it matter? What she said was basically true: the game had taught him how to win, and she had ‘rewarded’ him, in her own way, with a chance to see the real Eldwick. And even save it.

But that brought the next question.

“Okay… fine. Let’s just say I’m your boy. But I have a question for you… who the fuck is this other asshole who keeps trying to mess with me and coming back from the dead every time I kill his ass?”

“Oohhhh…” she said, making a face. “That.”

“Fucking yeah, ‘that’. Didn’t feel like telling me about him when I started?”

“Well… like I said, no one told you it’d be easy.”

“You did!”

“Sortof. Besides, is this guy really that big a threat?”

“Who is he?”

Dagonestra sighed and walked to a hidden cupboard to pour herself a brandy in a tiny crystal glass.

“His name is Dylan Whitmore. He’s from a slightly different version of your world. In his world, there was no Eldwick game like you know, but he was a very successful and popular gamer personality.”

“So why did you recruit me if you have him?”

“Me? Recruit him? Don’t you get it… he’s not mine. He was sent by that asshole Tsothtak!”

“Wait wait wait… you didn’t know about him?”

“Of course not! I’m not the only one with an interest in Eldwick. As soon as the god of chaos found out what I was doing he fucking copied me! Now he’s got this this… cheap knock-off of you, running around, messing up the works!”

Ryan took a moment to try and process all this new information. Not only was this Griefer some rival from another god – put a pin in that for later – but there were there other worlds like his. His mind chased it around in circles but kept coming back to the basics: he needed this guy gone.

“How do I kill him?”

“You can’t… every time you kill him Tsothtak raises him and sends him back…”

That made a whole lot of things start to make a whole lot more sense. “Shit.”

“You said it,” Dagonestra nodded and downed her entire glass.

“So how do I stop him?”

“You’re the best player the game has ever had… I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

“Well… I kindof have a rough plan…”

“There, see? I knew I could count on you.”

“But I have no idea if it will work!”

“Whatever, I have faith in you!”

Ryan tried to wrap his head around all the new data. This changed things, but not by much. It meant Dagonestra wasn’t second-guessing him. That she really did want him to succeed. Which begged the question, what was the reason for this dream-visit by the demoness?

“What can I do for you, Nessy?”

“Mmmm, well, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” she said, approaching him and running her hand across his chest. It was then re realized that he too was topless, wearing nothing but a fancy pair of Victorian trousers with suspenders.

“I mean, what do you want?”

“I wanted to check in on you and, perhaps, give you some advice....”

“Advice on what?”

The demoness narrowed her eyes at him critically. “Let me ask you… were you always this reckless?”

“Fucksakes, this again. Not you too…”

“I take it I’m not the first to notice.”

“No, just not sure why I’m surrounded by such nervous grandmas… You want me to fix this world? Fine, but that’s not gonna happen without some risk.”

“You’re not invulnerable, you know. Nor omniscient. Not even as omniscient as I am.”

“Listen, I get it, but I’ve got the inside line on everything that’s ever happening in Eldwick… that’s what we call a killer business advantage. I’m gonna take risks, especially since some psychopath keeps trying to kill me! What else do you expect?”

“I noticed you’re quite cozy with your maidens.”

“My… what?”

“Maidens. Companions. Girlfriends.”

“I’m making allies. Rome wasn’t built in a day, you know.”

“Allies? I want babies! Start doing what I brought you here to do!” she frowned. “All this time and only one on the scoreboard so far? Are you even trying?”

“We never agreed to that!”

“We most certainly did,” she waved his protest away.

Then something else occurred to him. “You’re not… using magic to mind control me, are you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, like, pushing my demon buttons to get your way. Forcing me to be such a player. Like, mind-controlling me into having risky sex and knocking up Tilly.”

“Come again?” she asked in confusion. “I’ve never forced you to come inside anyone. If you did that, then it was all you, stud!” she smiled and slapped him on the shoulder.

Oh… that means he was a walking insemination machine because he wanted to be…

“Hmmph. Well, I can hardly complain with someone else enjoying the same tastes I do.”

She smiled, standing on her toes to kiss him. She tasted like candied ginger and peach schnapps. Despite himself he felt a sudden surge of excitement when her little tits pressed to his bare chest.

“But I have to admit… it can get… lonely… seeing you with them while I can’t be,” the disguised demoness said in a husky voice.

What the hell was this now? He stared at her as she bit her lower lip and pressed herself to him. Was she serious? Or was this another act?

“Is, uh, now really the time?” he asked.

“There’s always time for positive reinforcement,” she purred.

Unable to resist, he ran his hands over her bare shoulders. Soft. And warm. He cupped her breasts and she shivered moaning slightly at the touch.

“Is this real?” he asked.

“Do you really need me to answer that?” Dagonestra said breathily.

Her form seemed to blur and shimmer and for a moment he thought he was seeing double. Then instead of one woman there were two. The second was taller, dark haired and brown eyed and like the first she was wearing a tiara, a silk skirt with petticoats and was completely topless and holding a dueling sword. This was Pauline’s dueling nemesis, presumably. The countess. Unlike the princess she was curvaceous with heavy tits that swayed when she joined the other noble lady to press against him and start applying kisses to his neck.

The princess went to the sideboard to pour another pair of drinks. While her back was turned the brunette countess gave his cock and balls a squeeze through the trousers, licking her lips and then acting like nothing had happened when the princess turned back to hand them glasses. Ryan tried not to act shocked. Nothing with Dagonestra was ever strictly speaking ‘normal’.

“You snatch me from my own world, drag me through two more in the underworld before bringing me to Eldwick… I think it’s a reasonable question to ask if this is real,” Ryan said, accepting the drink. The countess took hers, swallowed it, then kissed the princess, passing the liquid back into her mouth barely a drop escaping. Gawdam!

“Do you really want me to give you a lesson in astral projection?” the blonde princess said as she broke away with a gasp.

“Or do you want me to show you what two of me can do to you?” the dark-haired countess finished her sentence.

It wasn’t a hard choice.

Swords clattering to the floor, the three of them moved to the silk-embroidered couch and after trading kisses with the two of them he fought his way through several layers of petticoats and took turns devouring their bodies with his mouth and hands. The ladies worked in tandem; one mind with four hands and two mouths that were intent on pleasing him. Whatever way he turned there was always one of them stroking or swallowing his cock with eager lips.

“What do you think of my cute friend?” the princess asked.

Ryan was confused. “Isn’t she… you?”

“In a way, yes. But what do you think?”

“She’s um, stunning.”

“You like her tits better than mine?” the demoness inside the princess’ body pouted.

This… was so fucking weird. “No... no… they’re… just fine.”

“You deserve better than just fine,” the countess said, caressing the blonde’s smaller, perky boobs. Both girls moaned at the touch in stereo.

Weirder than weird…

“I feel like I haven’t had an orgasm in a hundred years…” the dark-haired countess said.

“Would you like to watch me take care of that?” the princess asked Ryan sultrily.

His mouth was dry, but he nodded.

The princess pushed the countess back on the couch and knelt facing her, pulling her skirts up to expose stockings, garters and a bare bit of tight trim. As the princess kissed her the countess moaned, laying back while the blonde half of the duo slid her fingers over the brown-haired cunt. In moments she’d teased and stroked her to accepting four fingers of her small hand up inside. Both girls moaned and gasped. As she was vigorously fisting the other woman, she turned to give Ryan and inviting eye and blew him a kiss.

“Are you my little slut?” the princess asked the countess.

“Y-yes, I’m your little slut…” the countess moaned at every thrust inside her.

Ryan stared, mouth open. Was she… was she cucking herself? The princess hiked up her skirts and scissored the countess, both women moaning in unison as they ground against each other. Then the blonde looked back over her shoulder at Ryan.

“So are you going to join us or do I have to take care of the countess all by myself?”

Ryan grabbed the princess by the neck and kissed her. Dagonestra squealed and then giggled as he pushed her off the other woman and drew the countess towards him. He kissed her while he undid his trousers and when his cock sprang free both women gave a groan of desire. Ryan urged the countess forward and tossed her tiara aside. As her unbound dark hair fell around her shoulders, Ryan took a handful of it and guided her to his cock.

“Yes,” the princess moaned, touching herself. “Make us swallow your cock.”

Before he knew it, he had two royal sluts taking turns on his dick, taking him deep, doing the dirtiest things he’d ever seen in a movie.

When he finally couldn’t take it anymore, he bent them both over the couch and fucked them from behind, one then the other then switching back and forth. They never seemed to compete because whatever he did to one, the other felt. He was busy railing the countess when the blonde slid off the couch and got eye-level with the action.

“I want to see you fucking me,” the princess moaned.

“You mean… fucking… her?” Ryan asked between hard pounding.

“Same diff.”

While the countess sat on his lap, bouncing up and down with her big swaying tits, the princess had her nimble tongue lashing over his balls.

“Give me that cock,” the princess moaned. Then started licking her own – the countess’ – cunt at the same time.

When the countess moaned louder and louder then arched her back, coming wetly on his cock, the princess cried out and shuddered at the same time, in perfect stereo, as they collapsed together.

“What do I taste like?” the countess asked, and the princess responded by swallowing the juices off his cock. “Mmmm that’s so delicious,” the countess said, licking her lips.

Then they switched places and repeated the whole thing over again, just so Ryan could have the princess too. After they came that time, both women started making out, and Ryan watched them – her – 69 herself. Too fascinated to make a move.

“Oh, you know how I like it, you dirty girl,” the princess moaned.

“If you’re done playing with yourself…” Ryan growled.

Taking the petite princess and laying her back with knees in the air, Ryan entered her tight little blonde cunny and couldn’t hold back. Beside her on the couch the countess shook and gasped at every thrust in the other woman like she was the one taking the pounding.

“Yes… make her come… make her come!” the brunette cried out as the blonde gushed around his cock. She shuddered and fell off the couch, writhing on the floor.

Curious, Ryan continued pounding the princess and watched the countess taking the orgasm, screaming in a rising crescendo.

“Enough… stop… I can’t…” the countess said, trying to crawl away and escape.

Ryan stroked the princess’ cunt while he bent her legs back and pounded her. Watched the brunette shake and come on the floor, collapsing in a trembling mess.

“Ha…” the princess said. “Can’t take it huh?”

Ryan pulled out and stood up. He stepped to the countess where she lay on the floor, grabbed her ankle, and pulled her back to the couch, draping her over the arm, ass in the air and toes barely touching the floor.

“W-what are you doing?” the princess said, alarmed. “Hey! No… not funny! Stop!”

Ryan pounded the countess from behind, her generous backside jiggling with each rising cry from the princess, until the blonde was trembling, and her eyes were rolling in her head. Finally, Ryan felt a massive surge building in his balls and drove the countess hard, making her and the princess writhe and arch her back in ecstasy until he poured hot sticky waves inside her. Both women creamed themselves at the same time, screaming his name.

Tangled with the two of them, Ryan and the ladies lay spent on the couch, admiring the wall of flower arrangements. Ryan blinked in confusion, seeing some of the white creamy filling trickle out of the princess instead of the countess. Weird… When the noblewomen had both caught their breath, Dagonestra spoke.

“Do you mind if—” the princess began.

“—I give you some advice?” the countess finished.

“Not at all,” Ryan replied, sated and sleepy.

“Pay a visit to the tiny dogmen—”

“—if you want to impress Lenore.”

The kobolds? Why would she suggest that? They were useless. A nuisance. He’d wiped them out more times than he could count in the game. He could practically walk through the kobold dungeon with both eyes closed and one hand behind his back…

Oh!

“And your mana has increased enough I have granted you more powers,” the demoness said. “I have gifted you the crawling swarm, the aura of entropy, and the mana feast… I know you know what to do with them.”

That was a definite upgrade. He might have actually reached Tier 6 without knowing it. The last thoughts in his head as he slipped into sleep again, pillowed on soft thighs and warmed with a blanket of tits pressed to his chest, was recalling every detail he could about the kobolds and how his new powers could be used.

***
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Chapter 16   : Rumors, Rumors

That morning he’d woke feeling more tired than when he’d gone to bed. Washing himself in a heated pot of water, he’d had to tap into the green spark to heal and refresh himself after the nocturnal dream-date with Dagonestra and her split-personality slutty noblewomen. Dagonestra’s revelations were still bouncing around in his head.

The desire he felt wasn’t for more women, but to kill that Griefer. His enemy had a name, now: Dylan Whitmore. Although he couldn’t think of him as anything other than Chad anymore.

Kiya made a series of increasingly obvious attempts to get him to fuck her in the bushes while the camp was waking up, making everyone but Ellsbat chuckle, until Ryan had to promise her an installment on his payment plan for that night. There was no time for screwing around until they had more icons for the showdown he knew was coming.

They broke camp and were on their way, not pausing to rest until the crossroads. They reached it before midmorning of the second day and paused briefly for a rest near the grisly sight of the bodies hanging on gibbets. Had it only been a few days since they’d travelled the opposite way and he’d paused, considering the road up to the Weeping Valley?

Feels like a lifetime ago, har har, his ghoulish voice in his head replied.

They tried to eat and drink but nobody had much appetite near the rotting fruit of the hangman’s tree. Ryan drank a little water and gnawed the edge of hard jerky while he eyed the north branch of the road that led to the Weeping Valley. Finally, he got up and walked across the old king’s road to stand in the intersection and look north. For the first time since coming to Eldwick he felt exposed. Like crossing against the lights, there was a sense of danger, as if a car could suddenly appear and run him down.

“Husband?” Kiya asked. She’d approached without him noticing.

“I asked you not to call me that in public,” he said.

“My apologies. Rineskull-hurn, I have found something you should see.”

“What is it?”

“Better if I showed you,” the cute trull said without expression.

Taking a quick glance to make sure Lenore had the wagon well-guarded, Ryan followed the shortstack girl into the trees. After a dozen yards she stopped behind a thicket of bushes in a small dell.

“Where is this thing you want me to see?” he asked.

“Right here,” she replied, and undid the ties that held her dress closed so the top half dropped open, exposing her heavy, melon-sized breasts. “Drop your trousers, husband, I cannot wait until tonight.”

Temptress! He’d followed her into the woods because the no-nonsense trullish girl didn’t seem capable of this kind of subterfuge. Now he was staring at the big plum nipples getting hard in the forest air as she eyed him hungrily. He suddenly remembered he’d promised a serving of man-cream for her dessert tonight. Oh man. Without even thinking, his magic eye focussed, looking right through her dress and seeing the wetness already flooding her pussy.

I know I shouldn’t complain, but I can’t even get away from women in my dreams and now this! It was a serious case of ‘careful what you wish for’.

“Kiya,” he said. “The quest…”

She lifted one big nipple to her mouth and licked it, then the other. “Play with them,” she said, stepping close and putting his hands on her tits.

“We really can’t stop for this. We have only so much time, and I have to prepare more magic infusions…”

“Then why are you… unghhh… squeezing me so hard?” she moaned.

He looked down and saw his hands already kneading and squeezing her big tits, flickering over the hard nipples. Traitors! The trull girl had in turn unbuttoned his trouser front and whipped out his cock, already half-hard. Before he knew it, she was on her knees, tongue sliding up and down his shaft, sucking the tip and making it wet enough it dripped over her fingers when she stroked him.

This was just going to keep happening if he didn’t do something about it. And he was going to keep giving in. Unless he pumped the breaks now.

She started taking his cock to the back of her throat.

…or not…

No, keep on task! There had to be a way to get her to cut back… His thoughts suddenly turned to his nocturnal meeting with Dagonestra touching herself in two bodies. Ha! That’s it!

With supreme effort he pulled away and looked into her bewildered – adorable, drool-covered – face. Pulling her to her feet he backed her against a tree, and she gave a moan of readiness, standing on one foot, she lifted her other leg straight up like a ballerina. Fuck! Trulls were waaaay more flexible than humans.

He began by pulling her skirts aside and found her wet valley. As he stroked and teased it Kiya’s eyes closed in bliss, grinning as she moaned for more.

“Give me your hand,” he growled at her.

Taking her fingers in his he used her own fingers to trace and spread her folds. Eyes still closed, Kiya shivered and ooohed and aaahed at every new thing he taught her.

“Now you,” he told her.

She was a quick learner, and within only a few short minutes she was screaming out loud as she fingered herself to ecstasy around his cock. He clapped a hand over her mouth to muffle the yells as she shuddered and howled, knees shaking. A moment later she collapsed, laying on her side in the pine needles.

“I… I can… make it happen myself?” she asked.

“You sure can,” he smiled at her.

By the time they got back to the wagon the dopey, come-blasted look on her face had been replaced by one of eager cunning. That should buy him some time.

They headed out towards the Weeping Valley soon after. The Old North Road was in even poorer condition than the King’s Road. Bricks were missing here or there, and the forest mulch of dead leaves and dirt had slowly crept in over the years until the original road – once wide as two carts – was now not much more than a footpath. They managed to guide the wagon well enough, and Ryan was all the more surprised when he saw deep ruts in some of the dirt and broken branches on some of the saplings that overhung the road that said another wagon had already been through. Not much further along they stepped into a sudden clearing where a creek ran alongside the path and a someone had cleared a campsite, although it was overgrown and unused.

And sitting to the side of the clearing was a colorful wagon, like a little hut on wheels covered in garish patterns of bright paint. Four mules were hobbled next to it and two figures stood beside a small fire, pots in one hand, axes in the other. The first was an older man in a worn, wide-brimmed hat, the second was a girl in her mid-twenties, head wrapped in bright scarves and wearing a mismatched collection of bright skirts, blouses and stockings.

Ryan breathed a sigh of relief. It was the wandering merchants.

“Relax, lower your weapons,” he told his party. “They’re just tinkers.”

They were named Fulgar and his daughter Miel. In the game they’d fulfilled the role of travelling merchant where the player could restock potions and supplies without the need to return to Verbinnec. Or sell all the cheap gear you’d collected that was filling up your inventory.

For a few coins the tinker’s daughter cooked them up a hot meal under Lenore’s watchful eye and the even more watchful leers of the brigands. The girl just smiled at them, unconcerned, and Ryan wouldn’t blame her. Anyone putting his dirty mitts on her would regret it.

“Why do we trust them?” Ellsbat whispered to him as they ate friend potatoes and eel pudding.

“They’re daemons,” he said. “Like us.”

The magic-user nodded, understanding.

“Eh?” Lenore asked, listening in.

“Half-demons,” Ellsbat explained.

“Powerful ones, too. Under that hat and those scarves are some nice little horns,” Ryan said. “Nobody wants them settling in their town but nobody wants to mess with them either, so they live on the road. Friendly enough if you’re honest.”

Varu and the other men were trading crude jokes about the tinker girl in a loud enough voice. Ryan was worried they were going to offend his host, so he spoke up, interrupting them.

“Any man tries getting under her skirts gets my foot up his ass,” he told them. “Now shut up and learn some manners.”

Varu and the others unconsciously closed their legs. Later, when the men were filling canteens from the creek, the old tinker approached Ryan to share a drink of too-sweet wine.

“Thank you, but you didn’t have to protect my daughter,” Fulgar said.

“I was protecting my men, not your daughter,” Ryan laughed. “Besides, I won’t abide by anyone mistreating another of my kind. What are you doing all the way up here? Surely you’re not trading in the Valley?”

“No profit there, unless you are part of the zvarts’ scringe-stone trade,” the old man said. “But this campsite isn’t so far from the main road while being far enough away bandits don’t bother us here. Until recently.” He eyed Varu and his men.

“Oh, we’re not bandits,” Ryan said. “I’m a trader in antiquities. Those men used to have a rough past but they work for me now.”

“A trader…” the older man smiled.

“…and an explorer,” Ryan smiled back. “What can you tell me about the valley?”

“Only rumors,” the man shrugged.

Bingo! “I love rumors. Go on.”

The man paused a while to produce a pipe, tamp it full of herbs and then his eyes glowed briefly until fire and smoke came from the bowl. He puffed a few times, deep in thought. “Well, they say there’s a powerful sorceress who wanders the valley and will destroy all invaders,” the tinker finally announced.

Paydirt! That was the necromancer. It was the best news he’d had all day. “Go on.”

“I don’t know if I believe that myself, but it’s making the tribes nervous. The beastmen of the valley have added traps to their homes to keep her out. Enter any of their lairs unwary and you’ll die a horrible death.”

Which was usually a rumor you heard after the first visit to the valley. It meant the random traps would always be active now. Good to know. “I’ll watch out for that. Anything else?”

“You seem like a reasonable fellow, and your companions are sweet. I’d advise you to turn back now.”

“Why’s that?”

“Your men who are definitely not bandits: something about the curse that hangs over the valley makes men go mad. Beware treachery from among your own – men turn on each other.”

Hmmmm. That could mean a couple things. If you had the bad judgment to hire the leper monks as henchmen travelling with you, it meant them. If you freed the chief of the hill tribe from captivity among the cave goblins it meant you had to beware him going berserker and attacking friend and foe alike.

And if you’d pissed off the Blackthistles it meant they were going to ambush you on the way home from the dungeon. Ryan felt a chill satisfaction knowing which of the three warnings it meant.

“Cheers,” Ryan toasted the knowledge with a drink and waved at Varu to get his attention. “Unload half the weapons and armor. We’re giving them to Fulgar,” he told the mercenary.

“What?” the man scowled. That was a fair amount of lost profit for a man like him.

“Just do it! We’ll have so much treasure soon we won’t have room for it in the wagon anyway.”

“I thank you,” Fulgar tipped his hat.

“Our kind have to stick together,” Ryan whispered to the man before getting up.

He’d been unsure what things he might encounter randomly in the valley – some events didn’t happen your first time there. But the rumors you picked up before going in would always determine what random encounters you got. Now he knew what to expect. Hearing about the necromancer was the best news he’d had since getting the blade of Xerxia.

He had to meet her if he was going to beat Chad.

***

They left the gypsy wagon behind after the rest stop and continued on the north road. The woods they had been passing through had been getting more crowded, twisted, and ominous than before. The thick, warped trees felt unnaturally bent. The exposed roots looked like the trees were trying to drag themselves away and escape the dark place. As the crumbling road grew narrower where the trees had reclaimed it, the bushes and branches overhung the path, like a tunnel. Briars and thornbushes snagged clothing. Like an old woman tugging at clothes in an attempt to warn you.

But they forced their way on, and the devilish underbrush ended suddenly where the road widened. They stepped out from under the trees and looked down the crumbling road where it dipped into a miserable ravine.

He’d seen this view in the game a hundred times. But to be standing in it, in the flesh, was entirely different. Ryan’s skin was covered in goosebumps and the hair on the back of his neck stood up.

Maybe a hundred yards away, obscuring the view of the rest of the valley, was a wall of yellow fog. A cloud that filled the valley from side to side and up to the top of the cliffs. It was the Yellow Veil.

“It’s horrible, I love it, what is it?” Kiya stared smiling at the sight.

“It’s where they hid the loading screen when you changed map levels,” he said without thinking, staring at the swirling yellow mist.

“What?”

“Huh? I mean… it’s the cursed barrier that borders the Weeping Valley. Past that we’re in constant danger.”

“You use many strange words,” Kiya said.

“Get used to it,” he mumbled.

“I shall,” she smiled and took his hand, wriggling her hips.

There was sweat beading on her forehead. And she looked flushed. Was she… was she somehow making herself feel good hands-free? Trull physiology was considerably different than a humans… he suspected she could do it.

But he had more pressing matters. Looking back to the veil he felt a tingle of unease. Just like the one inside the Chaos temple. The load screen was something game programmers used to hide the program lagging when a game loaded highly detailed regions of the world, usually when you entered dungeons or moved from level to level. They hid them in elevators or with cut scenes. If the poisonous yellow fogbank wasn’t so creepy he would have laughed to see it faithfully recreated in the real-world version of Eldwick.

Now there’s a question… was art imitating life, or life imitating art? If the game was Dagonestra’s recreation of Eldwick, why did it need a loading screen? He shook his head. Fuck it. The guy who got stuck in his head arguing philosophy when there were monsters to kill was a dead man.

He eyed the sun. It was midafternoon. In a few more hours it would be dark, and he’d rather chew on rusty razor blades than stumble around in the Valley in the dark.

“We make camp on this side of the border,” he announced.

***

They wouldn’t be able to take the wagon any further, so they left a few bits of armor and some weapons in it, hid it sloppily under some cut boughs by the side of the road, and buried the rest of the treasure deeper up the steep slope among the trees to be retrieved later.

They made a cold camp close enough to the buried treasure and wagon they could keep an eye on both. The only fire a small Dakota-fire in a hole. Varu advised against it, saying it would attract monsters, but Ryan knew they were too close to the Valley to avoid an attack. Sometime tonight a raiding party of zvarts from Zvartown would come after them no matter what they did.

He told them all to get some rest and that he’d take first watch. Once they were fed and curled in their bedrolls, Ryan took up a post on a rock on the slope of the ravine that overlooked the camp. He had no intention of sleeping and used some energy from the green spark of the Mind’s Eye to remove his fatigue and cure his hunger. Then in the dark he used the magic vision of his gem eye to see in the dark and went about stripping the magic from the powerful scythe icon.

It was a delicate operation. If he hadn’t already had plenty of experience with other magical items he might have lost control of the mana and let it spring apart like rubber-bands under pressure, losing it forever. As it was, he spent at least an hour of concentration carefully peeling back layer after layer of mana from the focus of the summoning rune imbedded in the scythe. Finally, he was able to render the mana by focussing it into a crystal matrix inside a small, triangular piece of sharp obsidian broken off from the blade. The staff itself crumbled to dust afterwards but the warmly glowing volcanic glass in his palm held the essence of the summoning rune. He carefully stowed it away and waited for the zvarts.

They came after moonrise. Just like he knew they would.

The magic eye spotted them right away. Warm shapes in the cool dark of the forest in something a bit like infra-red vision.

He needed to save as much of his Mind’s Eye energy as he could for tomorrow and instead of simply walking up to them with the Ghost Step and cutting them down, he decided to use renewable resources: demonfyre and his sword would have to do. Hell, with the belt of giant strength he could probably beat them all to death with a stone if he had to.

Still, getting rid of them was going to be tiresome.

His hand found the hilt of Chad’s pepperbox pistol holstered at his side and he had a sudden inspiration.

Naw… he really shouldn’t. Right? He only had a finite number of bullets… But on the other hand at some point, he had to test-fire the gun to get used to it. Why not now? Fuck it… why not have a little fun.

He checked all six chambers of the pistol were loaded and went to meet the zvarts.

Some of them came low, working their way up the slope, and the others snuck across the ridge above, trapping him between them. Zvarts learned a base cunning if they lived long enough. Ryan crept towards them, keeping to the cover of the bushes. He could see them perfectly, outlined through the leaves with his magic eye. Approaching silently, he aimed the pistol from ten feet away, unseen by the zvarts, and shot the first one in the head.

The trigger pull was heavy… it was a single action gun and the click of pulling the hammer back made the three zvarts tense as they heard the noise, even if they could have no idea what it meant. The report of the gun at night was like thunder. A blade of blackpowder fire that scorched the underbrush and lit up the night like a flashbulb, showing the shocked faces of the three raiders. It kicked like a bastard.

As the zvart went down in a splash of blood Ryan reached through the bushes and yanked the sword from the hand of the second raider. Raising the gun, he cocked it and had the barrel almost pressed between the second zvart’s eyes when he fired. Before the third could even react, Ryan shot him in the chest and as he tumbled over, a fourth jumped up, raising a crossbow downslope ten yards away. Ryan shot him from a distance, the beastman hidden by the fogbank of blackpowder smoke, and the cry of pain said he managed to hit something.

But now the rest of the zvarts knew where he was and with a musical twang, a half-dozen crossbows sang, bolts cutting through the bushes at him.

Ryan was instantly surrounded by the latest of Dagonestra’s blessings. He didn’t even have to think for it to materialise. An inky cloud formed around him, and it deflected the bolts that struck it, making every one of them miss. Better than a bulletproof vest.

He had to jump down the slope to reach the other raiders before they could reload. He hit the dirt and leaves, skidded and tumbled. Came to his feet and the nearest zvart came at him around a tree. Ryan shot him in the knee and the zvart went down as the leg collapsed under him. He fired one more time in the head and the raider’s brains blew out the back of his skull into the forest floor.

Shit, that last one took two shots. He was empty.

He’d promised himself only the six rounds… but this was too much fun. He put his back to a tree, keeping out of sight, and broke open the gun. The night air was thick with the sulphur smell of black powder. The zvarts were angry, screaming and shouting curses as they looked for him. Too bad. They should have been scared and run instead. Carefully extracting the six empty cartridges he put in two more plates with three rounds each and clicked the mechanism of the gun back together, cocking the hammer.

Just in time.

A zvart came around the tree, not expecting him to be there. Ryan didn’t have time to aim as the raider stabbed with a sword. He grabbed the zvart’s wrist and for a moment the two of them wrestled over the weapon. The giant strength of his magical belt won. Using the raider’s hand as a pivot, he twisted and threw the zvart against the tree trunk with bruising force. Then threw him up, overhead and slammed him down on the ground to the sound of the arm joint cracking and breaking.

No sooner than he left the dying zvart did another charge him, mace raised high overhead. Ryan shot him center of mass and the raider twisted with a cry, vanishing into the bushes as he dropped, screaming. There were more zvarts descending from the upper ridge. He could hear them snarling directions to each other.

Ryan lay in wait, pistol braced in both hands, waiting for them to get into close range. He charged the first one, shooting it but not lethally, before jumping so both knees planted in the zvart’s chest and drove the air from the raider’s lungs with a crunch of bone as he landed on his chest. The second came at him swinging and Ryan shot him in the face from point blank range.

A third zvart fired a crossbow and the bolt struck the black cloud , deflecting just enough to miss him. He fired back and missed as the beastman ducked behind a tree. Shit!

Waste of ammo…

The zvart came at him from the night and Ryan pistol-whipped him in the face with the heavy collection of six barrels. He cried out in pain as his face was broken. Stunned, nose crushed, the raider was easy pickings to grab by the chest and use his massive strength to hurl him headfirst into the tree. There was a CRACK of his neck breaking and the raider dropped, laying still.

Three shots left. Make them count.

Three zvarts charged downslope at him through the trees, no clear shots. The first had a spear and Ryan had to pivot like a bullfighter to avoid the blow, grabbing the zvart and pushing so he went downhill in a rolling ball. The second one got lucky, and stabbed him.

Ryan barely felt it. He’d absorbed so much life force to reach tier six that the wound did nothing. He slammed the zvart’s wrist, knocking the blade out, and shot him at point blank in the neck. The zvart staggered away, jetting blood. But the third one had an ounce of smarts. He aimed his blow at the gun, knocking it out of Ryan’s grip to fly into the underbrush.

“Fucker!” Ryan snarled.

Ryan physically picked him up, swung him over his shoulder and onto a nearby boulder, snapping the zvart’s spine. He left the raider there, slowing dying.

The last raider he didn’t see coming. He was big. Bigger than the others. Probably the leader of the raiding party. And he’d used his own men as a distraction to get close, hacking an axe-blade into Ryan’s back. He felt the blow – knocked a step by the impact – and then the pain. That one he felt a little. Still not much of a dent into his mana, though. Ryan struck the haft of the axe a sideways blow and it spun into the night.

The boss drew a dagger and Ryan grabbed the fist, crushing the bones painfully as he squeezed. The zvart’s face contorted in pain and shock as Ryan overpowered the bigger creature. It strained, trying to stop Ryan as he turned the dagger blade and forced the zvart to stab itself in the neck. The creature gurgled on its own blood as Ryan twisted and drove it deeper until something vital severed and the raider dropped dead.

The forest was quiet again. No more zvarts. The one he’d knocked down with the spear earlier was running for his life. Ryan let him go.

***


Chapter 17   : Rituals and Apologies

He’d found the gun and holstered it by the time Lenore led the others from the camp arrived with torches and found him surrounded by bodies, covered in blood.

“All good, no problem here,” he shouted until they relaxed.

“Rineskull… you killed four… no five zvarts. Without drawing your blade…” Varu said.

“Yeah… more actually. There’s a bunch more of them back there.”

“What was that noise? It sounded like thunder, and I saw fire!” Kiya exclaimed.

“Magic,” he said.

“What kind of magic does this?” Ellsbat looked at the body of a raider with his head blown open by one of the big 50 caliber bullets.

“Secret magic,” he shrugged.

“You’re hurt!” Ellsbat exclaimed.

“It’s not my blood,” he said. “Oh wait, no. Some of it is.”

He reached into the Mind’s Eye and the green spark healed the two wounds he’d taken.

Ryan managed to convince them all to go back to sleep and apologised for waking them up. The newly hired brigands seemed stunned by the show of power but they followed orders. Lenore and Ellsbat took a bit more convincing but in the end, they saw that he was unharmed and unworried by the attack. The last thing he did was check on Kiya.

The trull was standing by the wagon-horse, calmly talking to it and calming it down.

“She didn’t like the noise, but the smoke and the blood bother her even more,” the trull said, stroking the neck and mane.

“Oh… tell her I’m sorry.”

“Rineskull-hurd… she’s a horse. She doesn’t speak our language.”

“Ah, right, what was I thinking.”

“That was brave of you.”

“Not really, they had very little chance of hurting me.”

“And stupid. And selfish.”

“Probably, yeah,” he sighed. “You angry?”

“Yes. Did you know the zvarts were there?”

“Well, I knew the zvarts would come. I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

“Hmmmm.”

“Can I ask… how is the eldkey coming along?”

She didn’t answer for a while. “I… cannot finish it.”

That was bad. Ryan was suddenly alert,

“Why not?”

“I am… distracted.”

“Oh?”

“I have been doing… it… for myself all night. It is very pleasurable, but somehow not satisfying. I am beginning to get a bit sore, but still I do it. I can’t stop.”

Oh crap… he’d made her into a bit of an addict. Well, one of the things he’d learned about Eldwick since living in the real thing was how mana felt when you got more power. More of a rush than a fast car on an open highway, more than a hit of coke, and at least as good as someone going down on you.

“I have something for you,” he said. “Sit down with me.”

The night air felt thick as Ryan and Kiya sat by the low, crackling campfire away from the main camp. The trees closed in around them, and he could see why she’d picked this spot to work on her magic. It felt isolated, even a few steps from the others.

The fire cast dancing shadows on the surrounding trees and glinted on the obsidian arrowhead as Ryan held it, pulsing with the captured essence of magic.

“Do you know what this is?” he asked.

She cocked her head, studying it. “The mana feels like… like the staff from the Green Man.”

“It is. I dissolved it into this stone, and now I can give it to you.”

“You… you want to let me have a magic item this powerful?”

“No, I want to put the magic inside you. I can do that.”

Her eyes widened. “But… that would mean I’d be able to have the focus for spirit summoning.”

“Yes.”

“It would be inside me, all the time.”

“That’s the general idea.”

She stared at him mouth open, then finally just nodded. “I am ready for you. What must I do?”

Ryan leaned forward and gently pressed the obsidian arrowhead against her chest, right above her heart. Her skin was soft and warm to the touch, and the sharp edges of the obsidian creased her flesh.

As the hardened magic crystal met her skin, a surge of mystical energy coursed into her. A vibrant glow pouring from the point of contact, enveloping her in a bath of green light. The magical essence began to merge with her essence, melting into her body, sinking into her chest. It was absorbed without a mark to show where it had been.

She stiffened and shook. A surge of mystical energy coursed through her, suffusing her being with a radiant glow that poured from eyes and mouth.

Ryan's eyes widened as he witnessed the magical lightshow unfolding before him. He couldn't help but let out a low whistle. “Well, I'll be damned,” he muttered under his breath.

A sense of wonder washed over the trull maiden’s face as the newfound power surged within her. Seeing through the magic gem Ryan could watch the mana, raw and potent, flowing through her veins like rivers of glowing light. With a joyous smile, she raised her hands, now showing black obsidian claws, and whispered an incantation.

In response to her command, spirits materialized around them, wisps of ephemeral energy taking form. The air crackled with an otherworldly presence as they danced and swirled in a mesmerizing display.

With a mischievous grin, the Trull maiden channeled her newfound abilities. Her voice resonated with the ancient language of magic, summoning spirits from the ethereal realm. Ryan's eyes darted around as translucent beings materialized around them, their ghostly presence like a waiting audience.

The trull maiden beamed with joy, the magical energy radiating from her. “Rineskull, look! The spirits dance to my command! This is something extraordinary.”

A smirk tugged at the corner of Ryan's lips as he watched her raised hands, now equipped with obsidian claws. “Just be careful not to scratch anyone who doesn’t deserve it, alright?” he remarked playfully.

The Trull maiden, her face full of wonder, gasped in awe at the power surging within her. “Ryan, do you feel it? The raw energy flowing through me, like nothing I've ever experienced before!”

As the spirits twirled and shimmered, Ryan's eyes shimmered with pride. He marveled at the transformation that had taken place within his strange new bride, watching the awakening of her latent potential.

“Now,” he said. “I want you to make us that eldkey.”

A look of uncertainty flashed across her face, then she looked back to the spirits she’d summoned and a determined look replaced it.

She dismissed the spirits, all of them evaporating like steam, and she cupped her hands in front of her.

"You've got this, Kiya," Ryan said. "I've seen what you're capable of. Channel that inner strength and let the mana flow through you."

Kiya nodded. She closed her eyes, focusing her energy, and began the ritual. Words in the ancient language of magic rolled off her tongue, like the echo in a long tunnel, as she moved her hands tracing intricate patterns in the air. The air went still, like it was waiting for more instructions.

As Ryan watched, colors swirled around Kiya, ribbons of light dancing with every movement. Now the air hummed as the words she’d spoken earlier came back like echoes, and the world around them seemed to blur, leaving only Kiya and the raw magic she formed. Jolts of magic sparked from her fingertips as she formed the essence of the eldkey. The mystical connection arcing like a suddenly closed circuit.

Finally, the ritual reached its climax. Kiya opened her eyes, glowing like floodlights, and materializing in her hands was the eldkey. It sparked and flared like fat dripping in a fire — a crystal pulsating with radiant light. Dripping magical energy like phosphorescent tears.

With the eldkey finally formed, its glow casting an otherworldly light in the forest, Kiya held the crystal in her hands with a look of wonder. Slowly the internal glow of her mana began to die down, but the crystal was still bright as headlamps. He breathed a long sigh of relief. With this they had a fighting chance.

Ryan leaned closer to Kiya, their eyes locked, and he whispered, “I knew you could do it… You are incredible.”

Kiya's smile radiated relief. She held the eldkey up, its brilliance lighting up the clearing around them.

“I know this is why you married me,” she said, staring at it.

Ryan was about to speak but she waved him to silence. Her voice filled with newfound confidence.

“That is fine. It was a fine arrangement, beneficial to us both,” she nodded. “But now… I feel something else. This eldkey is a symbol of your confidence in me. Forged from my will and your unwavering support. I think perhaps… perhaps there is more to how I feel about you than simply a business partner…” she said, eyeing him with a strange look.

They sat there, enveloped in the mystical aura of the eldkey.

“I shall sleep now,” she told him suddenly, as if embarrassed by her own admission. She suddenly gathered her bedroll, and drew the covers up around herself, turning her back to him. The eldkey crystal held tightly to her chest. It dimmed to a pulsing nite-lite glow.

He wasn’t going to question it. Wasn’t sure he wanted to. Kiya was… strange… but something fascinated him. Ryan smiled and kissed her on the crown of her head. “Goodnight, wife,” he whispered.

***

With the eldkey made, he still had a few details left to finalise. He took a stroll to the edge of the fog, visible clearly in his magical eye, and putting his back to it, he scanned for the old mine shaft.

In the game there were maybe a dozen of them in the valley walls, especially up here near the dog mine. Old delves where men and beastmen had delved for the jethryc deposits. It only took him a few minutes to locate the one he wanted; a square-sided hole less than ten feet across that went straight down. It was empty, but occasionally there was a lost child quest that spawned there. It dropped down maybe fifty feet to a circular series of mine tunnels. Gazing into the pit carefully Ryan saw the sides were smooth, and near impossible to climb.

Yep, it would do nicely.

It was still a few hours until dawn. Ryan returned to his lookout perch above the camp to finish keeping watch. He stood on the rocky outcrop, his magical gaze fixed on the yellow wall of fog that stretched across the rocky pass, blocking their path to the Weeping Valley. He thought about the next move, running different strategies. How many times had he done this before? Almost to the point it got boring.

In a game, he reminded himself. Not like this…

He shrugged the thought aside. Nobody knew Eldwick like he did… nobody. It would be a piece of cake.

A rustling sound broke through the stillness, and Ryan turned to see Ellsbat approaching. Should have known… he could immediately sense that something was off. Like a wall of tension around her as she neared. She was trying to keep her face neutral but he could see she was hurt. A tightness in her jaw, and fire in her eyes. Something had rattled her, something other than the nearness of the valley entrance.

"What's wrong?" Ryan asked.

Ellsbat's voice was sharp, cutting through the night air. "Why did you give her the power, Ryan? Why did you choose Kiya over me?”

Ryan's brow furrowed, caught off guard by the directness of her accusation. Had she been watching? Following him? He felt a spur of anger in his side. It took a bit of effort to squash it down. Getting angry wouldn’t help. Unsure what to tell her he decided to avoid the argument about it and simply told her the truth.

"It wasn't about choosing one over the other, Ellsbat. Kiya needed that power to help us, to protect us all."

A bitter laugh escaped Ellsbat's lips. “And what about us? What about the bond we've shared, the battles we've fought together?”

Ryan's head ached at the pain in her voice, trying to understand why she was so angry. He struggled to find the right words.

“Ellsbat, you have to understand,” he began. “I had to. Kiya needed the power of the obsidian scythe, not just for herself but for all of us. The shitstorm we’re facing in the valley is no joke, and we need every weapon at our disposal to fight it.”

Ellsbat's expression remained hardened, her voice sharp. "But why her?” Her lip actually quivered. “Am I… am I not good enough?”

Her eyes bored into his, hurt simmering inside. Dagonestra give me strength, he sighed internally. Ryan took a step closer, his eyes pleading for her understanding. “Ellsbat, it wasn't a matter of choosing one over the other. Kiya has a unique connection to eld magic, and we need that."

Frustration flickered across Ellsbat's face. "So, what? Am I just supposed to stand on the sidelines while you empower her? While you give her the chance to shine?"

Something snapped. Was she this selfish? “Fucksakes, Ellsbat! I’m trying to keep Tilly alive! I’m trying to keep all of you alive! That Griefer will keep coming after me again and again. Only now he hasn’t been able to stop me so he’s coming after you instead. And the only way to save you is if I can get the manticore’s icon!”

She paused, taken back by his anger. “What manticore?”

He tried to reign in his anger and stared up at the stars. “The manticore in the valley... I need it. And the only way to find the manticore is with the quest from the necromancer. And the only way to meet the necromancer is open a mythos location with an eldkey. And to get an eldkey I need Kiya! Do you get it? That’s the plan, that’s the only way I can think of to keep you alive!”

Suddenly he ran out of words and ran out of anger. Was just tired. The redhead’s eyes were wide with shock. Her expression blank.

“Why did you not share this?”

Why hadn’t he? He had no answer. “I guess… maybe… I dunno. Maybe I thought I had to stay mysterious…”

“Mysterious?” Ellsbat said sternly. “By keeping your vital plans from your closest allies?”

“You all think I’m omniscient… and invulnerable. I wasn’t sure… you’d keep believing in me if I didn’t know everything,” he said slowly.

“But you do know everything,” she said. “You know exactly the steps needed to save everyone. Trust me, even if you share that with us, there is still a wealth of mystery that abounds around you.” She paused for a moment. “Perhaps impossible to understand, even…”

Silence hung in the air, with the weight of the unease between them. Ryan reached out, his hand brushing against Ellsbat's cheek, but she turned away.

"We've been through a lot, Ellsbat," he said, his voice softer now. "And we've always managed things together. This is no different.”

“You’re not abandoning me?”

Ryan's expression softened. “Abandoning… No, Ellsbat. Never. If anything I was worried you’d abandon me. Your skills, your knowledge, I… I need them. I need you. And the power I gave Kiya doesn't diminish that in the slightest.”

Ryan reached out, his hand gently taking Ellsbat's arm. This time she didn’t move away. “I didn't want to hurt you, I need you by my side, now more than ever.”

Ellsbat's eyes were wet with tears, revealing the vulnerability hidden under the anger. “I… I'm scared. Scared of losing you, of being left behind. I don't want to be overshadowed or forgotten.”

“Ellsbat… you know how powerful you are, right? Without you, I can’t do this…”

“W-what?” she seemed shocked.

“Of everyone here, your powers are the only ones that come close to mine. I depend on you. And your magic is going to be much stronger than mine soon. Might be already. You’re my secret weapon. I gave the power to Kiya because she’s so weak compared to you.”

She stared at him in shock. Her mouth opening and closing. “Truthfully? This is how you see me?”

She stepped closer, her body leaning against his. Ryan drew Ellsbat in, holding her tightly against him. “You will never be overshadowed or forgotten, Ellsbat. Your magic, your wisdom, they are vital to our success. But even if you lost all that power tomorrow, I still would never abandon you. What kind of man would I be?”

As he held her, the anger and resentment dissipated. The star-studded sky above cast a soft glow on the camp. The crackling of the campfire shedding sparks into the cool night air. Ryan’s gaze went to the wall of fog in the distance, its yellow tendrils twisting like something alive. A curtain between them and the unknown. The soft light glowed on Ellsbat's features, highlighting the gleam in her eyes, the way her lips curved into a gentle smile of satisfaction.

Now that he’d got that out of the way he had to address the matter of her stalking him.

“Were you following me earlier?”

“I… I had to,” she said, pouting. “I have to measure the mana particles in the ethereal aggregate every day to make sure your astral projection to this world isn’t growing tenuous.”

“Hmmm,” he said. A likely story. “Are you wearing your undershirt?”

Her curious expression turned to panting expectation as he unbelted her robe and brushed it off her shoulders to land on the ground. She stood wearing nothing but the enchanted sheer chemise that barely went to her thighs. She made a token attempt to hide herself then blushed and dropped her arms from her generous chest, revealing hard mountains standing against the fabric in the night air.

When he revealed the crystallised mana he’d produced from the Green Man’s magic items, she seemed confused. “I’m going to dissolve more mana into the fabric again, to improve the protection.”

“Is that all?” she asked, looking disappointed.

“Now that you mention it, no, I’ve also got to re-infuse some crystalized mana into Lenore’s sword,” he said, and turned away.

Sitting down to go back to his work, he glanced at Ellsbat.

“Oh…” she stood awkwardly in her nightshirt a moment. “Well… good! I’ll study your work. I shall need to improve the process when I surpass your skill.”

“Uh-huh.”

And like that the tension passed like it had never been there. Ryan sat down at the fire, working on the fabric of the magical matrix that would be able to join with Lenore’s sword. As he worked to harmonise the magical frequencies, Ellsbat refused to leave, and he slowly began to be distracted by her more and more oblivious attempts to study his work. At first, she leaned forward, elbows on knees opposite him, giving him an excellent view down her cleavage. To the point he almost dissolved the crystal onto the ground by mistake.

“Uh, some of the residue might scatter that way, better move,” he mumbled.

“Oh, thank you, I shall.”

The next thing he knew she was looking over his shoulder and the soft milky drums were squeezing against his back. Fucksakes… channeling his mana was getting increasingly more difficult when the chakra in his loins was going haywire. This time the mana crystal popped out of his sweaty grasp at the last moment and went skittering across the rocks.

“I’ll get it!” Ellsbat said cheerfully and crawled on her hands and knees to pick it up.

Aaaaand of course she isn’t wearing anything underneath, he moaned internally as the chemise rode up exposing the perfect round behind and glimpse of her ginger-trimmed muff.

“I should not be enjoying this as much as I am,” he muttered.

“What?” she asked. “Nevermind, I’ve found it now.”

As she turned to return it to him, he leaned in and met her halfway. Taking her by the shoulders he kissed her hard and after a startled moment she melted into it. He ran one hand up her pale thigh and under the chemise, making her jump, then tremble and he found the curve of her backside and squeezed. With a squeak, her tail was there, curling around his wrist affectionately. Pulling her closer, he slid one thigh between hers and she moaned as the warm soft mound pressed to his muscled leg.

“B-but Rineskull… the magic…” she protested weakly, moaning as he kissed her neck.

In reply he knocked the crystal out her hand back onto the ground. As her body began to respond she grew more aggressive. Her hands began to roam his body and eventually came to rest on the hard bulge in his trousers.

“Oh yes,” she moaned, shivering. Her ears and horns appeared.

One good thing about dating a succubus… you could always tell when she was horny.

In moments things had progressed. He picked her up in his arms – the giant’s strength from the magic belt coming in handy once again, and carried her to his bedroll under the trees nearby. As he lowered her onto the soft blankets, he pulled the shift off over her head so she was naked against him. Eyes huge. Pleading for more. The view of her entirely naked body made him pause a moment, drinking in the soft, flawless white flesh with curves that refused to stop. Then he bent to take the small pink nipples in his mouth one at a time, wanting to smother himself in the huge white mounds. Her hands had his belt undone and trousers down and as she found his cock he knew he couldn’t hold back one moment longer.

Gripping her by the hair on the nape of her neck he lifted her face to look into his eyes as he slid his cock against her opening. She gave a moan of pure need and spread her legs.

“Yes… give it to me… don’t be merciful,” she whispered, trembling.

Her taloned hands gripped his shoulders hard enough to draw blood as he slowly entered the incredibly tight wetness of her. He didn’t complain about the pain she caused. She cried out and clung to him as he slowly eased in and out and within moments she was kissing him, urging him faster. Shit… what a woman. He carefully fucked her that way , driving moans into her, making her arch her back, begging him to finish her. As he massaged her tits, circling her swollen clit with his fingers she did finish, crying out in time to each thrust until she collapsed back onto the bedroll, chest heaving, red hair arranged around her shoulders like spilled fire.

Without a word she rolled onto her stomach, exposing vestigial wings that flapped expectantly. Lifting her perfect, heart-shaped ass towards him, she looked back at him, almost panting. An invitation implicit as she lifted her tail straight up.

It was all the encouragement he needed. Stroking her tender cunt with one hand he pulled her back onto him, sliding his cock back inside her so the succubus cried out and groaned. Ryan gripped her shapely hips and thrust into her faster and faster, unable to hold back. Feeling her body shake with each blow, her voice cried out in desire as he touched deeper and deeper within her. At first, she thrust back against him, urging him to take her harder, then she was gushing around his cock and giving a muffled scream, his blankets bitten between her fangs and she collapsed face-first, soft, huge tits cushioning her.

“I’m going to – ungh – fill this tight – ungh – body!” he growled, gripping her by the hair.

“Yes…” she managed between moans. “Make me… yours…”

With a last unstoppable pounding he poured himself inside her, unleashing a white wave into her tenderest place. She gave a trembling cry of satisfaction as he finished and felt her shaking with pleasure at the same time. Her legs and wings trembling, toes curling.

As the last of the tension poured out of him, and into her ginger cunt, he finally felt the release he’d needed all day. With a sigh of being pleasurably spent, he collapsed forward, laying in her back. Her soft body his mattress.

“I was beginning to wonder,” she breathed as she tried to catch her breath from beneath him. “If you were ever going to take the hint.”

What a minx…

“We should prepare for the day… dawn approaches quickly.”

“I need you to answer something for me first,” he said.

“Ask and I will tell.”

“What’s up with all the shapechanging you’re doing?”

“W-what do you mean?”

“You know exactly what I mean. You change into weird things you can’t possibly know.”

She grew a little shy and buried her face. “It’s your fault,” she admitted.

“How do you figure?” he replied, skeptical.

“Well… as a… succubus… grows more powerful… so too do her, um, powers.”

“I figured it had something to do with that. Still don’t see how that’s my fault.”

“One of her powers is… an ability to, uhhhh… sense what her victim finds most attractive, and then t-take that f-form temporarily.”

“Oh! Is that all?”

He thought about the various forms she’d taken. It was true, each one seemed to be triggered by his imagination. The first time it had happened he’d been thinking about a hot nurse and a sexy librarian… and that’s what she’d become. He pictured a warrior and she became Amazing Amazon, even just imagined something abstract like ‘fucking like rabbits’ and she became the Easter Bunny.

“So it happens without your volition?” he asked.

“N-no…” she whispered quietly. “I mean, not normally. I’m… just not good at controlling it.”

Ryan grinned to himself. She might be a succubus, but she was still Ellsbat. Of course she was too repressed to fully control her seduction magic. He wouldn’t have her any other way.

He rolled on top of her, and she blinked up at him in surprise. “What shape are you in right now?” he asked.

She inspected herself a moment. “Mine?”

“That’s right, baby. Because you’re the most attractive thing in the world to me right now.”

She blushed, biting her lip and a tear collected in the corner of each eye.

Pillowed on her soft body he would have laughed if he had the energy. Instead, he kissed his way down her neck, intending to teach her a lesson. Before he could go further though, a voice spoke from the grey shadows beneath the trees.

“The false dawn is here, we should move,” Lenore said.

Ryan saw the sky had indeed turned a deep purple, and it would be light enough to see by in only a few minutes. He’d spent the entire night awake.

“Get the men ready,” Ryan said, refusing to be embarrassed by how she’d found them. Ellsbat certainly wasn’t… more like she was pleased the knight had witnessed it. “I’ll be down shortly.”

The slender, armored blonde nodded curtly, gave one look at the two of them together that might have been… envy? Then turned and headed back to the camp.

“I hope you saved some strength,” he told the redhead, slapping her ass so her tail twitched. “It’s going to be a long day.”

***


Chapter 18   : One Man’s Army

“Is it dangerous?” Kiya asked.

“Fuck yeah it’s dangerous,” Ryan answered.

They were staring up at the yellow wall of fog. It held to one spot in an unnatural way, swirling and billowing, but never advancing. The old road they’d followed led straight into it. The sky was bright with dawn of their third day, but it hadn’t risen high enough to shine into the valley, leaving it in shadow.

“Why the fuck we going in there then?” Varu exclaimed.

“Keep your skirt on,” Ryan told him. “The fog itself won’t hurt you. It’s what’s on the other side.”

“That supposed to make us feel better?” one of the other former brigands asked.

“This girl isn’t afraid to go in,” Ryan nodded at Kiya. “Are you?”

That made them grumble but the mercenaries were all macho tough-guys and the childish taunt worked exactly as intended. They stopped complaining and butched up, refusing to let a tiny trull girl under five feet tall have more balls than they did.

“Stick together, don’t get lost,” was his last instruction before leading the way.

He stepped forward into the mist. It had a faint smell of sulphur, and felt slightly clammy, but otherwise didn’t affect them at all. It reduced vision – even to the magic eye – to only about twenty feet in either direction. The others saw even less by the sudden panic among the former brigands.

“Oi, where is everyone?”

“That you, Beaky? Keep up, ya twat.”

“Can’t see my own dick its so thick…”

“How’s that different from any other time? Yer dick’s so small no one can find it.”

“Shut your plug holes!” Lenore barked at them.

“Oi help me! I’m lost!” Beaky called out again. “I can’t see a thing!”

“Now we’ve lost im for real.”

“Stop panicking like a little girl!” Varu raised his voice. “Follow my voice, Beaky.”

“If that doesn’t work, follow his smell,” Lenore added.

There was some nervous laughter from the men then a sharp angry cry. Ellsbat’s voice.

“Watch your hands!” she yelled, loud enough to echo.

The fog belt was wider in the real world than it was in the game; instead of a few steps Ryan counted nearly a hundred – maybe fifty yards thick. The only noise was the wagon-horse – now pressed into service as a pack-horse – as its hooves clopped on the stone. Finally, they came out the other side.

Ryan waited on the far side and counted as everyone exited. When Ellsbat stomped out of the fog she was red-faced and furious.

“Which one of you!” she demanded, confronting the mercenaries. “Which one of you spit-roasted choleric miscreants grabbed my ass in there!”

The men recoiled, but each of them gave a ‘not me’ gesture. Liars and cheats. They pretended innocence as often as they spit.

“Oh, so it was no one who tried to put their whole greasy digits up the divide of my backside?” Ellsbat was getting angrier.

“Prolly an honest mistake, lass… couldn’t see my hand barely in front of my face, whoever it was couldn’t neither,” Varu shrugged, dismissing it. “Besides, if it wasn’t why not just take the compliment.”

But as the men sniggered and tried to hold in their laughter, several of them seemed to be giving one of the villains subtle jabs and pats on the back. Lenore said they called him Lugs… apparently because he was too dumb to do anything but fetch and carry work. The blonde knight let out a small growl and was about to crack his head open when Ryan put a hand on her arm, holding her back.

Ellsbat noticed the congratulations too and slowly advanced through the men towards the offender. There was some ‘Oi she got you’ and ‘Look out now, she’s fierce, Luggy’ from the others as they grinned and backed away. Lugs looked cocky and smiled at her. It was not the direction Ryan would have gone while the magic-user looked that pissed.

“Just a show of respect, lass. What’s a matter? You want some more?”

As Ellsbat approached, she let her human disguise fall away, bit by bit. Revealing fangs, then clawed fingers first, which made Lugs and the other sellswords choke on their laughter. Then her eyes went glowing red as coals and horns grew from her temples before her pointed tail slithered from beneath the skirt of her dress and writhed with a mind of its own.

Lugs was terrified, eyes big as eggs. He made a few incoherent words before Ellsbat’s hand gripped him by the throat, claws dimpling his skin.

“If I wanted more from you,” Ellsbat hissed, her mouth inches from his face. “I’d strap a saddle on your back, and milk your backside with a broom handle. Make you spurt your sallow man-juice that way until you were too dry to jizz anything but blood… And you’d still be begging for more, unable to stop yourself from being a mewling ass-whore. Until there was nothing left but your empty, brainless, sticky husk of a soul. And I’d leave you to die that way…”

Ryan had to remind himself to stop letting his jaw hang open. Ellsbat had just gone full-on night-terror demon… out of nowhere. He didn’t know she had it in her.

Lugs was sweating and trembling, little whimpering sobs coming out of his throat.

“What? Nothing more to say? Where’s that big strong man? Where’d he go? All I hear now is a little girl, begging for her maidenhood to be taken!” Ellsbat bared her fangs at his neck.

Lugs looked like he was about to shit or go blind. But it was when her prehensile tail curled upwards and swatted his balls that the man cried out, wet himself, and collapsed to the ground.

“Anyone else interested?” Ellsbat scanned the group.

All the men bowed their head and muttered ‘No mistress!’

“Then I suggest we return to the task at hand and quit giggling like mayfair virgins!” she snapped and turned to walk back to Ryan.

Along the way she regained her composure and her human form.

“Truly Ellsbat,” Lenore shook her head. “Why not just cut his dick off with a knife? Look at him! Man’s ruined. We’ll be lucky he’s got enough balls left to walk and talk.”

“He deserved it,” the redhead frowned.

“He’s sucking his thumb! We meet any real monsters in here he’ll piss down his leg and show his belly.”

“Good riddance then,” Ryan said.

“It’s a waste of a good meatshield.”

“Maybe so,” Ryan said, “But the rest won’t disrespect her again.”

Turning to Ellsbat he asked her quietly, “You okay?”

“Why do you ask?” she said sulkily.

“Well… just that was a little uncharacteristic.”

“Not all succubi are lust-crazed dominatrices. That’s considered offensive, you know!”

“No offence intended…” he held up his hands. “Let’s just move on.”

On the far side of the fog, they got their first real view of the valley. Beyond the fog the ravine walls bracketed them on either side to a height of at least a hundred feet. The naked cliffs exposed dark rock in crumbling layers that slanted sharply upwards. There were barely a few tufts of grass and bushes. Scraggly trees grew in the ravine floor or sometimes clung to cracks or tiny ledges in the walls above, like they had tried to escape whatever was below.

The canyon felt oppressive, like something was watching and waiting to pounce on them. A murder of crows took flight as Ryan took his first steps forward into the ravine, croaking so that the echo seemed to multiply like an entire choir of birds. Scattered in the litter of boulders that had fallen from the steep sides of the ravine cliffs and dead trees whose roots had given up under their own weight, Ryan could spot the occasional white of a bleached bone.

It was so much like the cut-scene of the game that he had to give Dagonestra credit for catching the essence of the forlorn wasteland.

Waving them forward he headed down the ravine. After less than a hundred yards the narrow cut in the rocks widened and opened up, sloping away down below them, revealing the whole sweeping vista of the valley. From the vantage point at the top of the hilly pass, you couldn’t help but stare into the depths of the forlorn valley. It sprawled beneath a leaden sky, a desolate wilderness in a shroud of early-morning mist. It was mostly wooded, the trees starting on the slope of the ravine, and the bent conifers clung to the terrain with gnarled branches.

Looking further into the distance, on the lumpy forested carpet of the valley floor, rocky outcroppings jutted out of the misty trees like jagged teeth. Islands of ruins. All that remained of the civilization that had once thrived in the valley. Ryan could spot at least a dozen dotting the carpet of trees like scars on a back of a wounded beast.

In the game, the narration had always said the same thing when the cut-scene rolled, until he had it memorised.

“The Weeping Valley… where ominous secrets were whispered amidst the decaying stones…” he recited out loud.

Nobody asked what he meant. It was obvious.

In the distance, like a flickering mirage in the haze, Zvartown stuck out from the carpet of dark trees. Its bleached stone structures in stark contrast to the decaying rot of the woods. It was a human town, once. Before humans had fled and left it to the monsters of the valley. Every crumbling building now home to two tribes of zvarts or, worse, inhabited by things even they didn’t mess with. He was glad they wouldn’t be going there this trip.

There was a subtle shift in the atmosphere on this side of the fog, a sense of unease that clung to every stone and blade of grass. The wind was flat, and when it did whisper, it felt like the cold breath of someone over your shoulder. Like the valley mourned its own continued existence. Like it wished it could just be tilled under the ground and left in peace.

“I feel an aura of dread permeates this valley,” Ellsbat said.

“Oh do you?” Varu said “Figured that out by yourself? If there isn’t a raven cawing about unspeakable horrors that flies by, I’d be dead surprised.”

“Shut it, Varu,” Lenore said casually. But her heart wasn’t in it. She didn’t look happy either.

“I and my sisters did some research on the Weeping Valley before coming to Verbinnec,” Kiya said unconcerned. “It’s a unique place.”

“Do tell,” Lenore said.

“Oh yes. One book said ‘To gaze upon it was to confront the harrowing depths of the human soul, and to risk descending into a maelstrom of madness from which few would emerge unscathed’.”

Even Ellsbat shivered, as a chill crawled up her spine. Ryan had to put a stop to this…

“Yeah, yeah. Hey, anybody smell that?” Ryan asked.

For a moment the group of his companions sniffed the air.

“Apples?”

“Swamp gas?”

“Decaying reek of lingering malevolence?”

“No, you dummies: money. This is the goddam land of opportunity. Sure, it’ll be dangerous… the treasure isn’t just sitting in a picnic basket waiting for you to pick it up, but I promise you’ll be richer than the baroness by the time we finish with this place.”

“There’s so much of it… where do you start with something so big?” Lenore said.

Ellsbat gave a small giggle.

“Something funny, spellpusher?”

“The way you said that, made me think of what Pimms would answer: ‘start at the bottom and climb on top of it’.”

Ryan chuckled while Lenore scowled and blushed, unable to meet his eyes.

“Let’s go do what we need to do, and we’ll see her and Tilly soon,” Ryan said.

***

Ryan led them down into the woods, following the road. Beneath the trees the trail grew narrow and clogged again. But reaching the valley floor the Old North Road continued straight up the middle. There were a number of smaller side roads, paved with stones that hadn’t survived nearly as well, that were not much more than rutted paths.

Under the trees the sunlight seemed weak in the valley, as if the sun hadn’t even come up yet, but soon the sunrise had crested the ridge and it seemed less grim and inhospitable than it had under the fog. Small spots of sun filtered down, and it gradually grew greener and warm.

But the longer they walked, the more anxious he felt his companions get; he could sense it too. The emptiness of the place.

How could the entire valley be this empty? It didn’t seem right. As if the inhabitants were out there hiding. And watching.

Luckily for them his first stop wasn’t even a mile past the fog. It was the first crossroads where he called them to a halt. For a moment he considered just passing it by. The dog mine was a joke. So basic it hardly seemed worth it. But… Dagonestra had told him to go, so he was going to trust her on this one.

At the decrepit crossroads, where a track converged with the road, a weathered signpost stood. Not a real one, but a gibbet. Dangling from its rusted chains, a gruesome display greeted them: a row of severed hands, withered and desiccated, each bearing a cryptic rune cut in the palm. Someone had propped a wooden plank against it, carved with moss-filled words in the split wood.

“Why do we stop?” Ellsbat asked.

“This is our first job,” he pointed up the diverting path.

“Here?” Varu said. “What’s the sign say? ‘trespassers will have their hands cut off’?”

Kiya was studying the runes and the writing. “It’s written in goblin,” she said.

“It doesn’t say shit. It’s just trying to scare us,” Ryan waved it away.

"Actually, it says: ‘Choose your way wisely, for each leads to its own dreadful fate’,” the trull corrected.

“Great,” Varu exclaimed.

“Whatever. It’s a bluff,” Ryan waved the portent aside.

“So where does it lead?” Lenore asked.

“I’m glad you asked. It leads to the Dog Mine.”

Following the narrow stone paths would lead them to the Shrine of the Fallen Lady. Built by the human inhabitants long ago as a welcoming place for visitors to pray and rest. But none of the players ever called it anything but ‘the dog mine’.

“What’s in the dog mine?”

“I would think it would be obvious,” Ryan smiled.

“You mine dogs there?” Varu asked and got a cuff from Lenore. “I mean what treasure?”

“Well… it’s a low-tier area, meant for newbs, so the treasure is basic, but what’s more important is the shadowlark.”

“What’s a shadowlark?” Lenore demanded.

“What’s a newb?” Kiya asked.

“It’s a rare form of bottom-dwelling life. A miserable creature too weak to even worry about,” Ellsbat told the trull confidently.

“I ask again, what is a shadowlark?” Lenore raised her voice impatiently.

“It’s the magical icon we need to retrieve. Now stop bitching, this will be easy.”

Ryan led the way, confident there wouldn’t be any trouble until they got to the shrine itself. He didn’t even draw his sword but paused to warn the others.

“From here on out, we’re in monster territory. Stay quiet. Stay alert.”

“Do we need to send a scout forward?” Lenore asked.

“Not it!” all the mercenaries said at the same time.

“Nah, no need. I know exactly what’s there.”

“But—”

“I said it’s fine. Stick together,” Ryan insisted.

The knight ground her teeth together. Still not convinced he knew what he was doing. Well, if nothing else he was going to have fun messing with her.

The path led slightly uphill, then along a shallow ridge. There was nothing comforting in these woods. The gnarled limbs of the trees in the valley gave the impression that some constant storm had stunted their growth and made them grow crooked. Lenore eyed the woods with distrust. Never sure if there was something half-seen and forbidden just out of sight.

As the end of the trail came into view Ryan halted the others and finally drew the sword of Xerxia, motioning for the others to stand back and let him go first. Stepping through the last of the bushes into the clearing at the end of the path revealed a bright, sunlight hilltop with a structure on the top. Beside the hill was an even larger hill of loose shale and rock that had been dumped by the busy kobolds as they excavated the tunnels beneath the shrine.

The Lady’s Shrine was an open-sided roof, the overlapping slate tiles held up by ancient timbers as thick around as a barrel. Across the back of the shrine was its single wall and draped on her side was a gigantic stone statue of a woman, head resting on the palm of one propped-up elbow. It was like one of those reclining Boddhisatva statues from India except the features were sharp and monstrous.

The whole hilltop was unnaturally still, and the only sound was a distant chirping of birds.

“What are we—”Lenore hissed it him.

“Shhh, this is the kobold dog mine. They have a whole warren under the shrine.” Ryan said. He turned to face the knight and motioned her forward. “What if I told you that I was going to kill every monster in this place?” he said quietly. “By myself. Without taking a scratch. And… I will know the location of every hidden piece of treasure.”

“I’d say you were a deluded madman who is going to get himself killed,” she hissed.

“So you admit this is an impossible task?”

“Obviously!”

“Good, then when I do it you will have to admit that I’m a special prophet sent to fix the wrongs of this world. Swear it.”

“I won’t have to. You’ll be dead.”

“Sounds like you’re afraid to swear it.”

“Me? A knight of Sphinxium? Afraid? Never. I would die before I let fear rule me.”

He stared her down.

“Very well… if you succeed – which you won’t – I will admit you are a prophet and serve you without question in anything you ask.”

“Good enough, let’s go.”

There was a path leading to the shrine. As they started up the rough steps carved into the stone of the hill, Ryan heard the knight and the ex-brigands draw their weapons behind him.

“You won’t need those,” he said. “Might as well put them away.”

At the top of the steps, he paused and looked for the pit trap. Because he knew it was there, he could see the piece of old canvas painted to look like stone and covered with a scattering of dirt. Using the tip of the emerald sword he slit the fabric revealing the ten-foot drop to sharp stones at the bottom and motioned the others to stay back. Then stepping under the shade of the roofed building he squinted up into the gloom above where the wooden rafters supported the roof.

How the hell was he going to get them down?

“I will now kill six guards,” he said quietly.

Reaching down into the vortex of mana that fueled his magic, he drew some up and harmonised to the focus one of the untried new powers Dagonestra had recently granted him. With a muttered curse in a language Eldwick had never heard he pointed at the ceiling and unleashed the power.

“Fucking spiders,” he said.

Erupting like an upside-down anthill, a swarm of albino spiders – each as big as his hand – boiled into being on the underside of the roof. The horrible white things spread out until the swarm was like a living carpet over the entire ceiling. It was a particularly nasty warlock power, useful for getting into hard-to-reach spots and making enemies reveal themselves.

A moment after the spiders spread out, they found the kobolds hiding in the shadows and with a series of barks, yips and pained howls the hidden sentries appeared from where they were crouched in the roof beams. Slapping, swiping and even biting at the swarm of arachnids crawling over them. First one, then two then five of them tumbled to the ground, howling and twitching. With a series of sickening crunches they writhed and lay still, covered in spider bites.

“I thought you said six?” Lenore asked.

Ryan waited.

The sixth kobold threw itself at him, tiny spear in one hand, barking as it jumped to its death, intent on taking Ryan with it. He lifted the emerald sword and let the dogman fall on it, driving the blade through its body to the hilt, instantly dead, before tossing it aside onto the canvas covering of the pit, which collapsed and dropped the creature inside.

He turned to Lenore and the knight frowned. “Lucky guess. Anyone could have spotted that pit and those pitiful creatures.”

Ryan sighed, walked to the base of the statue and found the moveable stone slab. Shoving with all his might he opened the secret door revealing stairs down beneath the reclining lady.

“You’ve found the entrance to the kobold lair!” Ellsbat exclaimed, as she rushed to join them.

“Not quite,” he replied. “I have to get the ruby necklace. Wait here.”

With a gesture to the door he snapped his fingers at the spider swarm; the mass of crawling white death climbed down the pillars in a wave and funnelled down into the opening. From below he could hear a chittering mass of noise. It grew worse, and horrible; a teeth-grating symphony of horrid squeaking came out of the hole. When it was all over, he lit the emerald blade with demonfyre and descended the steps.

As darkness closed around him the musty scent clogged his nose. The demonfyre was a pale blue-violet in the dark, like a UV light, and it showed the hundreds of dead spider corpses glowing blue-white. Among them were dozens of disgusting, dead naked mole rats, the smallest at least a foot long. At the bottom he found himself in a square chamber and amongst the stinking filth of the mole lair was a stone coffer. Using nothing but the strength from the magic belt he pried it open and greeted the desiccated skeleton inside.

“Thanks lady,” he nodded and lifted a thick gold necklace with five small rubies from around her neck. The head snapped off and rolled free. Oops.

Returning to the fresh air of the surface he spat to clear his mouth. Ugh… corpse rats.

“Here you go,” he handed the necklace to Ellsbat. “Worth at least five hundred gold coins in Verbinnec.”

The magic-user examined the jewels happily and held it up to her neck, asking Kiya how it looked.

“You couldn’t possible know that was there,” Varu said, mouth open. “Not even the kobolds knew that door was there, how did you?”

“Did you loot the bodies?” Ryan asked, ignoring the question with a grin. “I’m gonna guess… twenty five silver pieces.” Ryan went to inspect the dead kobolds.

“Twenty-four,” Varu said.

“One of your men has light fingers and kept one for himself,” Ryan assured him.

There was a brief argument before one of the mercenaries revealed the extra coin and was cuffed around the ears by Varu. Ryan gave Lenore a ‘told you so’ grin but she wasn’t impressed. Instead of pushing it, he got a closer look at a real-life kobold.

In the game, kobolds were upright walking dogmen. Small, cowardly, and clever if there were enough of them to gather courage in numbers. The average kobold was maybe three feet tall, and they looked a lot like mangey coyotes with hands that had thumbs. If coyotes wore rough tunics belted at the waist and had been armed with toy-sized spears. This bunch were better equipped than most because they also had heavy leather vests for protection and small knives, even a couple rough wooden shields. Who was making these miniature weapons? Sure as hell wasn’t the kobolds. Maybe they bought them in Zvartown? The game had never bothered to clarify the ins and outs on monster trade and economics.

The six guards were always there, so he'd known to expect them. But… he’d only checked for the pit trap after the gypsy had told him the rumor about traps. If the rumor never came up, there wouldn’t be this sort of stuff. He could expect almost every monster lair to have something like it now. He had the mercenaries gather the spears and knives and toss the bodies into the pit, then led the group out back to the hill of loose rocks.

Around back, hidden from plain view, was the dog mine. It was a rough hole cut into the rocky hillside with well-worn ruts where the mining carts delivered mined earth to the surface. It was barely tall enough to stand up and got dark almost immediately past the entrance.

“This is where it gets actually dangerous,” he told them. “No fucking around. I tell you to do something, you do it right away. Without question! Got that?”

He waited for the others to light two lanterns along with the glow from Lenore’s magic sword – redundancy never hurt – and again led the way down into the earth.

The walls showing the scars of pickaxes and Ryan wondered how much effort, how many years of kobold digging it had taken. The mine was silent, broken only by the distant drip of water echoing through the darkness. The air was stale and moist, reeking of damp rock, but breathable. The flickering light of the torches cast eerie shadows along the rough-hewn walls of the ancient tunnel. The wooden planks laid down on the floor creaked underfoot.

As they shuffled deeper into the heart of the mine, the air grew colder, and his breath fogged in front of him. The main tunnel twisted and turned, like they were descending through the veins of some giant buried deep beneath the earth. A few side tunnels branched off, but he knew they were all dead ends so he led them straight ahead. When they finally arrived at the main Y-branch he stopped and motioned the others to stay put.

“Six more guards ahead, one will try to run for help. I got this. Wait to the count of one-hundred and follow,” he whispered before going into the left-hand fork.

He stepped into the Ghost World, insubstantial and invisible, and with the magic gem for an eye it was easy to see in the dark. Around the corner was a small, dim chamber with six kobolds – they were armed similar to the ones outside, and alert, poised and ready for whatever came around the corner. They’d obviously seen the lights his group brought with them. Dogmen saw well in the dark but still needed some light. They used small bowls of phosphorescent liquid that made a sickly orange glow but were dim enough that humans would be nearly blind.

One of the kobolds was gripping a rope that was strung up to the ceiling. Another was hanging back, ready to bolt for reinforcements, and the four others waited anxiously with spears poised. All Ryan had to do was put himself behind the runner – between it and the help it would go get. Still in the Ghost World he put his insubstantial sword in that kobold’s chest. It stood, completely oblivious to the fact that in the ethereal realm a sword blade occupied the same space it did.

Lenore must’ve finished counting to a hundred because the light was getting brighter as they approached. When the rest of Ryan’s companions came up the tunnel, bringing light and the rattle of armor and weapons, the kobold holding the rope gave it a yank. There was a cry, a clatter, and yelling, cursing bedlam from Ryan’s companions.

That was his signal.

He rematerialized in the normal dimension along with his sword, the blade immediately impaling the runner, and then sent a blast of hellfire from his fingers. The pale purple glow of the flames bounced from kobold to kobold, incinerating the four spear-wielding creatures where they stood. The last one, still standing there with rope in hand, gawped at him as he appeared from nowhere, wet itself and dropped to the ground, exposing its belly.

Ryan shook the dead kobold off his blade, stabbed the surrendering one in the neck, and went to free his friends.

Kobolds might be cowardly, but they were also cravens who would rather kill helpless victims than fight fair. Which was why he’d treated the one back there with the same courtesy. The rope it had yanked was attached to a pully, connecting to the trap further up the corridor. Following it, Ryan found the rest of his group trapped under a tarred net which had been helpfully sewn with fish-hooks.

“Rineskull!” Ellsbat said. “Get me out of here!”

“Hold your horses,” he said calmly and began cutting the net with the Xerxia blade.

“We left the horse outside, you idiot,” Varu winced, a fish-hook in his cheek.

Ryan freed him last.

After he sliced them out of the net and they painfully removed the tiny barbs, Ryan led them to the guard post with the other bodies. He made sure Lenore saw everything was exactly as he’d predicted.

“It’s parlor tricks. You’ve some way of seeing round corners with magic,” the knight snarled, trying to buff tar off her helmet. “Besides, if you knew so much, why not mention the net?”

“Because I thought it would be funny,” he grinned at her.

She glared.

“Okay, listen up,” Ryan announced to the group. “If we keep going down the other tunnel, we’ll reach the main mine face and the bulk of the kobold pack will be there, bitch and pup included, working the mine. But… if we continue up this way,” he pointed down the other passageway. “We get to the vault where they keep what they worked from the mine. The path is blocked by a door, and it’s guarded, but no problem. Beyond that is the mine boss and the treasury.”

“I say we find their quarters and lay in wait, then slaughter every last one when they return exhausted,” Lenore scowled. “They have sullied my honor with such trickeries… and must pay.”

Whoa! This girl was bloodthirsty.

“Quarters? There’s no quarters here. Would you live in a mineshaft? They only work here, they live in a camp about a mile away. But you don’t want to go there, this is where all the treasure is.”

“Honor is worth more than treasure.”

“Said somebody who never had treasure,” Varu mumbled. Lenore cuffed him.

***

Ryan repeated the same process at the guard room, only this time after he passed through the heavy barred door that blocked the tunnel, he partially materialised from the Ghost World, appearing as a spectral figure in their midst. The guards, predictably, freaked out, too scared and uncertain to yell for help., falling over themselves to get away or hacking and stabbing at him. With only one foot in the ghost world, he could burn them with demonfyre while their weapons passed through him harmlessly. His magical demon flames had improved considerably. It now was strong enough to rapid-fire three times where he’d only been able to make one before. Once the vault guards were disposed of, reduced to no more than smoking stains on the floor of the tunnel, he returned to the normal dimension and unbolted the heavy door that blocked the hallway.

Waiting on the other side were the rest of his companions. They looked in awe at what he’d done.

“Ya turned em into grease-spots on the floor,” Varu eyed the charred remains with a frown.

“You should have seen them; these ones were elites: a head taller than the rest.”

The scorched chainmail shirts with small, curved swords and shields told the rest of the story. As the ex-brigands looted the remains, Varu tried to open the thick, padlocked oak door to the vault.

“Don’t bother, the mine boss has the key around her neck. It’s easier to just go get it from her.”

He had been here so many times he had the layout memorised. But still… there was something new and exciting about seeing it for real this time. Ryan led the way with a smile. Up another mined tunnel the ground sloped downwards to reveal bright orange glow of many phosphorescent lights from up ahead. He again motioned the rest of his companions to stay back and block the exit while he vanished and ghosted into the chamber.

The count room was something like the boss-kobold’s palace where she could enjoy counting her money, eating roasted naked-mole-rat kebabs and snipping the nuggets off any of her male subordinates who didn’t properly flatter her. Half of it was a workroom for her underdogs and the rest devoted to the mine boss. She sat in a scuffed high-backed chair at a big table scattered with piles of coins, bowls of half-eaten mole and a big silver goblet of wine, being fanned by a strapping pair of male kobolds who looked thick and burly as rottweilers.

Kobolds were matriarchal, and the mine boss was the dominant female of the dogmen – a big bulldog looking bitch over five feet tall and the size of four kobold linebackers put together. She wore a stained red dress over her rotund figure and was using an abacus to count her money with a heavy metal-studded club close to hand on the table. Standing on a stone pedestal beside her was a small, broken statue with the head missing.

Ryan eyed the statue. That was the icon. Should he just nab it first, then deal with these as they chased him out of the room?

Nah… everybody wanted to go to the party, nobody wanted to stay and clean up the mess afterwards. Best to stick to the plan and keep his people from being hurt.

The boss had five of her pretty-boy beta-male dogmen working around a big workbench, and a sixth one who looked a little sick and dead-eyed with a bandage wrapped around the spot his balls should be. Ouch! They were using tools to clean up the ore being mined with a continual tink-tink-tink of tiny hammers and awls. He’d start with them.

A single blast of demonfyre while he re-appeared in his half-materialized state set five of them on fire with pale violet flames. He didn’t have the heart to finish of the neutered one and left him cowering under the table.

Hell broke loose as the flaming dogmen screamed. Some tumbled away from the table with flesh burning, some dropped to the floor, others ran in circles. The mine boss looked up, mouth hanging open, sharp eyes spotting Ryan immediately and letting out an angry BARK! at him. This was where it got interesting.

The two bodyguards dropped their fans and drew curved swords, stepping towards Ryan in a crouch, growling and baring their teeth. Using them as a distraction, the bitch-boss backed up to grab the broken statue, and with it in both hands she held it in the air. A cloud of glowing white light bloomed – like a dome made out of fourth-of-July sparklers – until it spread out to conceal her and her bodyguards completely. It would have been too bright for Ryan to look at, but using the gem’s magical sight, he peered through it until he could see the three kobolds like he was looking at targets back-lit against headlights.

The boss’ magical statue was the special arcane secret the dog mine rewarded players with – the shadowlark idol. Ryan didn’t bother going in to fight them hand-to-hand, she’d have to come out eventually if she wanted to escape.

The cloud of white phosphorous parted and from inside the mist a strand of light – nearly hair-fine – lashed out like a whip. He’d been expecting it, but still wasn’t ready for how fast it was. As the fire whip sliced across the room it burned neatly through the back of the boss’ chair, cutting it in half with a hiss of smoke, before arcing right for him.

As it leaped at him, swimming like a snake, Ryan blocked it with his sword.

The string of burning light wrapped around the blade three times before the tail-end struck him. It burned melted a line right through his clothes. While he was half-materialized he was vulnerable to magic and the magical strand of white-hot light passed through his clothes like butter, leaving a scorching touch across his arm and chest...

…which failed to harm him in any way as he absorbed the magical energy using his Enervating Transformation power. It sill hurt.

He gritted his teeth against the pain of it and yanked sideways with the blade of his sword. The emerald material was unaffected by the whip strand and sharp enough it cut the line. Like the filaments of a light bulb, the strands slowly went dark as they fell, turning to ash. The remaining piece of the whip came at him again and Ryan sliced it in half with the emerald sword. It fell in two halves, vanishing before it drifted to the ground.

Her attack had been a distraction.

While he was busy trying not to get cut in half, the mine boss made a run for it with a small chest under one arm and the statue in the other, her two bodyguards running interference in front of her.

“Shit!”

He charged after them and reached her just as she got to the exit. As her bodyguards hit the door and banged it open, they rebounded back from the sight of Lenore and Varu blocking the archway with swords raised.

But the kobold boss didn’t even slow down.

Light bloomed in a dome around the boss. Only this time instead of appearing like a shower of sparklers, it was a translucent shield that hit the knight and the mercenary, knocking them back like a wrecking ball. Behind them, Kiya and Ellsbat stood there. Faces shocked.

Ellsbat put up both hands like she was a mime pressing an invisible box. She was quick, and getting quicker with lensing spells. His eye saw the wall of force she made. And where her anti-gravity spell hit the shield of light from the kobold it shimmered and flared, kicking off green sparks like a grinding wheel.

Mana bloom; the visual effect of two spells fighting each other.

Ellsbat winced and turned her face away, but her magic stopped the boss’s shield.

The two dog bodyguards jumped through the light show, swords drawn. Ryan was steps away, but he was too late to stop whatever happened next. As the snarling dogmen bore down on the two women, a pair of ghostly, white serpents appeared, swimming through the air and intercepting the creatures. Wrapping around them, biting with jaws full of wicked teeth. There were summoned creatures from the spirit realm.

Goddam. Kiya was already using spirit summoning.

The bodyguards wailed and whined as the snakes savaged them, unable to do much besides stagger around and slash ineffectually at the summoned serpents.

It bought Ryan the time he needed. Got him within arms-reach of the boss bitch. She’d dropped her small treasure chest and was building a narrow blade of light in her hand. Exiting the ghost-world Ryan made a desperate swing for the boss.

Emerald blade dancing with black flames, he lopped the head right from her shoulders. With the magically enhanced sharpness of the emerald blade, and the strength of the giant belt behind it, the sword barely slowed. It continued his swing until it lodged in the wooden doorframe.

The moment the boss dog died the shield of light vanished with her. Blood sprayed from severed neck holes onto everyone. The headless body stumbled and went down in one direction, the surprised- looking canine head bouncing another.

Ellsbat shrieked, flinching from the blood rain, but Kiya stood calmly, making sure the bodyguards were good and dead before she dismissed the ghost-serpents. Suddenly it was still and quiet. Everyone had barely had time to react and it was over. He’d read about cops who got in gunfights; time seemed to slow while the bullets were firing, felt like an eternity, and then when it was over they realised it had only been a few seconds.

Lenore climbed to her feet. Staring at Ryan as she flinched, wiping blood from her face. The room was suddenly quiet. Except for a single castrated dogman whimpering under the table.

The smell of burned hair and ozone was strong.

“Is this also your plan?” Lenore asked shakily. Then she saw the burned slash across his clothes. “Rineskull,” she exclaimed, worry replacing anger. “You’re badly hurt!”

“Yeah… bitch tried to slice me up.”

Ryan bent to the headless body and removed a heavy gold chain set with a ruby from around her waist. He winced a little at the pain and handed the chain to Lenore. Hanging off it was the key to the vault.

“I’m fine. Let’s loot the place and get out of here.” He glanced back in the count room.

Don’t you dare say it… he told himself.

“Before somebody let’s the rest of the dogs out,” he said it anyway.

***


Chapter 19   : The Eld

After carrying enough loot out of the dog mine to make the packhorse snort and complain, then toting the same amount again which they divided up amongst themselves to hump out in sacks and baskets, there was still enough daylight to backtrack and find safety for the night.

Descending to the valley road, they followed path in the opposite direction of the yellow fog and climbed the east slope of the valley at the next fork. While the others seemed to lower their guard, imagining the ways they could spend their money instead of keeping to the task at hand, Ryan worried about the eld.

He was taking them to find the dawnbringer campsite. It was the ruin of a small square building with no roof and a dry interior with only a single trail winding up the steep slope to reach it. The camp itself was hidden behind a stand of fir trees. As the tired expedition reached the top and saw the shelter they staggered to a halt, dropping packs and slumping to the ground, relieved. In the game the campsite was supposed to be where you regrouped between forays into the dungeon lairs after reaching higher tiers. It cut down on the monotony of random monster attacks that got boring after many returns to the valley location. Ryan knew from experience It was exciting the first few times some rando beast attacked you in your sleep, but it got old real fast when you were in the middle of more complex quests.

The game designer solution had been to make places like the dawnbringer camp into ‘mythos’ that were connected to a mystical network called the ‘eld’. After taking on a number of dungeon locations in the valley, your character got access to eld magic as a bonus gift and could make eldkeys; a marker that could activate the eld magic at a mythos location. Sometimes it was just a safe campsite where no random monster encounters happened, other times they had healing fountains or shrines that increased your abilities or even teleporters. But to take advantage of that, you needed an eldkey which Ryan couldn’t acquire.

And he very, very much wanted access to this particular mythos. Hence the marriage to Kiya.

Entering the shell of the building, he saw it was built right up against the rocky cliff, with the natural rock forming the back wall. Ryan grinned at the magic circle carved into the rock, the runes around it worn by time. It was the eldlock for this mythos location.

While the mercenaries built a campfire of fallen wood from the forest, Ellsbat arranged a comfortable seat and began reading, and Lenore cared for their packhorse and supplies, Ryan and Kiya stood by the pattern in the rock face. From inside a leather satchel, the trull girl produced the crystal she’d created, dripping magical light.

Ryan put a re-assuring hand on Kiya’s arm, his eyes fixed on the crystal eldkey pulsating with arcane energy. He knew the weight that rested on her getting this right… but telling her that wasn’t going to help.

“Kiya,” he said, encouragingly. “This is your moment. You got this.”

With a nod of determination, Kiya stepped forward, her hand trembling slightly as she raised the eldkey. As she brought it closer to the eldlock, a radiant glow spread out from the pattern to envelop the inside of the building. Colors swirled and danced, seeming to flex and bend the walls as it changed the fabric of reality. Ryan watched as the crystal nestled into the intricate carvings of the eldlock, merging seamlessly.

In that moment the eldlock settled down into a slowly pulsing light, the glow seeming to outline the building. He let out a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding and relief flooded through him. One more blocker removed. They were this much closer to getting rid of Chad for good and rescuing Tilly and Pimms.

Ryan marveled at the sight. As the radiance subsided, he approached Kiya, a proud smile on his face. “You did it,” he said loudly.

“I was unsure I could, but you said I could, and you can see the future, so I just kept trying.” And with that she threw her arms around him.

Ryan felt a moment of guilt. When it came to the people of Eldwick he had no real insight to their fates. He knew programmed encounters from the game, and that was it. It felt like cheating to let Kiya believe he could tell what she was going to do. But… if it encouraged her to push herself and achieve more… what was the harm?

Harm? That sounds an awful lot like the way Dagonestra lied to you about making the game as her personal recruiting tool.

He decided to take the win for the time being and settled into the camp as the others did the hard work. Nobody asked Ryan to help; it wasn’t so bad being the leader of a whole adventuring party. With food on the go, and no guard needed, the ex-brigands and his female companions cleared a spot in the middle of the stone floor and counted their loot on a blanket.

Coins, necklaces, gems, captured weapons and armor and baskets of raw ore and roughly smelted metal bars. The mercenaries were bickering over the shares, in a spirited but ignorant math debate. Ellsbat, however, examined the metal from the dog mine.

“What’s all this strange ore?” the busty redhead asked as the others counted the coins.

There was a whole chest of the stuff. An opalescent mineral that looked violet in certain light. Like purple quartz that shone with a rainbow sheen. There were raw pieces of it, some refined bars of it and even a leather sack of dust.

“It’s scringe-stone,” Ryan said. “Useful in all sorts of alchemical mixtures, but it also makes a powerful and slightly magical drug; that’s what the Blackthistle brothers were dealing back in town.”

“Scringe-stone?”

“That’s what the locals call it. It’s actually jethryc, fossilized blood of titans from thousands of years ago.”

“Jethryc! The Blood Tears of Kronus!” Ellsbat exclaimed. “I’ve read about it, but none has been found in a hundred years. How did it come to be here?”

Ryan shrugged, dredging up game lore. “Supposedly a war here, tens of thousands of years ago. Stuff is buried all over the valley. The monsters that live here mine it and sell what they don’t use themselves.”

“What could they use it for?” Lenore asked.

“Magic,” Kiya answered. “A powerful source of mana.”

“That’s why the icons exist, for one thing,” Ryan pointed to the small headless statue called the ‘shadowlark’ they’d confiscated. It was the source of the kobold boss’ light magic. “The mana is so plentiful they are almost common to make here.”

“Done,” Varu announced as the mercenaries finally finished counting coins.

Lenore turned to Ryan with a vicious grin on her face. “You can’t possibly know how many copper pennies we got from the—" Lenore said.

“Two hundred and three,” Ryan said, interrupting her.

Lenore’s head snapped to see the look of disbelief on Varu’s face.

“He’s right again,” Varu said, setting the small sack of coppers into the little chest they’d taken from the dog mine.

“Silver then!” Lenore insisted.

“Four-hundred-sixty-one, mixed silver pennies and shillings,” Ryan replied, yawning. That was twenty pounds of silver, near enough. “Listen we can do this all night. There’s fifty gold coins sewn into the boss’ dress.”

After cutting the dress apart and searching every inch of it for the weight and feel of coins, Varu presented the pile of gold and nodded. That was about the annual income of a moderately well-off family in Eldwick. One gold coin being the exchange rate for a pound of silver. Maybe $20,000 back in his original world, but that number was deceptive. Commonly available local goods were ridiculously cheap; you could buy a loaf of bread or pint of beer for the equivalent of four or five US cents. And so was unskilled labor – a serving maid who got room and board might make only five or ten pounds of silver a year, or the equivalent of $2000 to $4000.

Manufactured goods, on the other hand, required skilled labor and got expensive, fast. A plain dress might cost a pound of silver; you had to raise the sheep for a year, then somebody had to sheer it, someone else turn the wool into thread, someone else turn the thread into cloth, someone else to dye the cloth before anyone could even sew the dress. And anything imported from more than a hundred miles away could get pricey very quickly if your fastest mode of transportation was a guy with a mule. A pack full of spices from half the world away cost at least as much as the six months wages took to feed and keep the teamster and his mule. And that was assuming an infinite number of guys on mules making the trip every year. If only one guy did, then the rarity of that pack of spices might make it worth ten times as much… or a hundred times. With that sort of overhead and supply not meeting demand, it was easy to see how spices could be worth more than their weight in gold.

The former bandits were all looking at him like he was a wizard just because he could count higher than ten without taking his boots off to use his toes. But Lenore was the one who looked truly stunned. The blonde knight was kneeling on the opposite side of the campfire, hands balled into fists on her knees with her face hidden, chin to her chest. She seemed to be shaking.

Shit. He’d thought the bet might be the way to convince her, but he seemed to have only made her furious.

But when the girl looked up there were tears in her eyes. “I have dishonored myself,” she said. “I was wrong when I refused to believe you.”

“Uhh, don’t be so hard on yourself,” Ryan said, taken aback.

“No! You are being too kind; I must be hard on myself if you refuse to be hard on me!” the blonde said passionately.

Gulp… why did she have to say it that way?

“What matters most is you now know what manner of man Rineskull is,” Ellsbat said kindly. “He saves his hardness for his enemies, but is kind and soft to those close to him; he is a man of contradictions.”

“Ummm,” Ryan tried to interject.

“I have treated him like an enemy might,” Lenore hung her head. “Hardness is all I deserve.”

“He was tough on those kobolds,” Varu summoned the courage to speak up. “Pounded them hard.”

“I don’t really think—" Ryan tried to interrupt.

The knight sprang to her feet, drawing her sword. The enchanted weapon glowed brightly underlighting her fierce look of determination and the wetness on her cheeks. She advanced on Ryan and he slowly got to his feet. Fuck! Nothing like this ever happened in the game! Like he’d just experienced with Kiya, he knew what the monsters would do, and even the villains back in Hellhound Keep. But the non-player character henchmen? He’d never really thought that through.

As Lenore approached him, he readied to step into the ghost world if she attacked him, but instead of swinging the sword she reversed it and dropped to her knees in front of him, driving the point into the ground and bowing her head so her forehead touched the swordhilt.

“I beg you, Rineskull, punish me. With your hand or whatever tool you wish, for I will not object!”

Okay, now they were just punking him, right?

“But forgive me. Please, let me…” her voice broke. She looked up at him with adoration in her eyes. “Let me pledge myself to you!”

Ryan was so surprised he stared at her a moment.

“I know I have been insolent and blind, but please let me prove myself in your service! I would… I would do anything to serve a lord such as you! I questioned your ability, but no longer. I would be… yours… if you will have me.”

Ryan was at a loss. What did you say to a confession like this? Finally, he just admitted was he was thinking. “Any man would be a fool to turn you down...”

She looked at him, tears in her eyes. Oh man… was she was falling for him or looking for a job? No… definitely not just a job. Something else. She was feeling it so hard he couldn’t help but feel moved to respond to her confession.

He was momentarily at a loss. He swung a glance across the group surrounding the campfire to read the room. The mercenaries looked like they were only a moment away from getting swept up in the spirit of the moment and joining her. Kiya blinked calmly, taking it all in, probably assuming such strange displays were normal human rituals. And lastly Ellsbat; he halfway expected her to be pissed, but instead there was a smug look of satisfaction on her face, and she gave him a brief nod.

He snapped out of it and placed his hand on top of Lenore’s where she gripped the hilt of the sword.

“Repeat after me,” he said. “I pledge allegiance to the service of Rineskull.”

She repeated the words.

“…and to the demon lord for which he stands.”

She paused a moment but said the words loudly.

“One band of adventurers, under Dagonestra, loyal to each other, with mana and treasure for all”

She said the words. “I so do pledge,” she added at the end, and kissed the back of his hand.

By the look she gave him it wasn’t the only thing she wanted to kiss. But before Ryan could even begin to decipher that, his eyes were drawn to the solitary cloaked figure which had suddenly appeared silhouetted in the doorway to the ruined building.

The figure stepped into the firelight, revealing she was small, female and wearing a wide-brimmed hat that you might see on a particularly kindly white wizard or evil-hearted witch.

“I am interrupting something?” the woman asked.

Ellsbat and Kiya both sprang into action, ready for a fight, and moved to stand between Ryan and the newcomer. Lenore scrambled to her feet, glowing sword in hand. The mercenaries slowly responded, backing up and grabbing weapons; if the big guns were worried about a tiny woman, they knew they should be too.

The newcomer made no move except to raise her empty hands and step into the light, drawing up the brim of her hat.

The woman revealed to the firelight had a deathly pallor. Not pale, but grey. Her hair white and her eyes the color of milk. She wore a tattered dress that had once been a deep red velvet with gold thread and embroidery suitable to a high noble, but now it had faded, was filled with moth-eaten holes and tattered and stained where the hem touched the ground. If it looked like the dress someone had been buried in, that’s probably because it was.

She was the necromancer.

Even only encountering her a few times in the game, she was clearly familiar to Ryan. Despite her unsettling appearance the figure wasn’t gross with decay; her face was serene. Her slight form was slim and pretty despite being dead. She was no common zombie, shambling in rotting flesh, but had used magic to cheat death and stay preserved as she was. He’d been hoping to see her ever since the eldkey was in place.

And here she was. The next hurdle to winning this thing.

Some people called her The Queen of Death, and she travelled the Weeping Valley as she pleased. She wasn’t exactly hostile, but if you attacked her, she would fuck up your whole session. For years players had argued about whether she was an easter egg put in by the game devs, or only randomly spawned, but eventually people figured out that it took a specific series of events in the game to make her appear. One known method was putting an eldkey in one of a few mythos regions – including this one.

Ryan could see the mana pouring off her, so bright in the sight from the magic eye it was hard to look at. He knew why nothing bothered her; she was 9th tier, at least, maybe even higher. She looked good for a dead girl, but there was something dulled and lifeless to her expression and tone of voice. The overall impression was sadness.

“Will you invite me to sit by your fire?” she asked.

“I don’t think—” Ellsbat began but Ryan waved her quiet.

“We’d be honored if you would warm yourself by our fire,” he said instead.

There was a tense silence as the mercenaries scattered to form an empty space and the girl sat down. She stared into the flames, extending her hands to catch some of the heat. Part of one finger was missing. In the Eldwick lore, there was a peculiar legend surrounding the missing finger of necromancers. It is said that in ancient times, when necromancy was still a fledgling art, a group of ambitious and eccentric necromancers sought to imbue their spells with extra potency by sacrificing a part of themselves. These necromancers believed that by willingly sacrificing a body part – eyes, ears, fingers or even more valuable chunks – that they could channel the essence of their own life force into their magic, enhancing their control over the forces of death and undeath. Over time, this tradition became a quirk associated with necromancers, and those who had willingly sacrificed a finger were seen as true devotees of their craft.

“Let me introduce myself,” he told her. “My name is Ryan Sc-- my name is Rineskull.”

He waited so long for an answer he wasn’t sure if she’d heard him, but the girl finally replied: “Neeva.”

That was new. As far as he knew she’d never given a name before. It was somehow familiar, though. Buried deep in all his game knowledge. A minor NPC maybe? A bit of message-board backstory? It was too faded. Even he couldn’t remember every single bit of Eldwick lore.

“Are you hungry?” Lenore asked. “Can we offer you something to eat?”

“From you? Perhaps…” then her eyes drifted to Ryan. “From him, absolutely.”

The girls shared an uneasy glance and leaned slightly protectively towards Ryan.

“But not tonight,” the undead woman said. “You have given me hospitality and in return I favor you with a gift. Listen carefully: should you pursue the reward of the stinging lion seek the bleeding caverns and purify the high table there. But only if you be brave of heart.”

And with that the girl stood up and began to leave the camp. She got as far as the edge of firelight before she turned and spoke.

“Until we meet again, Rineskull.”

She walked out into the dark and vanished in the night. The camp was completely silent except for the crackling of pine resin in the campfire. Everyone just watched her go. Lenore and the mercenaries looked relieved, but Kiya and Ellsbat only looked more worried.

“I don’t like her,” Ellsbat said. “Who is she?”

“That’s the necromancer. And you don’t have to like her. The important thing is that fucking fuck Chad is fucked now!” he grinned broadly. It was all coming together.

“You mean, that was what you were waiting for?” Ellsbat pointed.

“Fuck yeah.”

“She is dangerous,” Kiya said.

“No shit. Whatever you do, next time don’t act aggressively to her,” Ryan told the girls.

“Next time?” Ellsbat grumbled.

“If you don’t offer her hospitality, she attacks you and trust me, she would probably kill us all. But if you do, she returns from time to time, and gives you rewards. Mostly cryptic advice.”

“What was that she said about singing lions?” Varu asked.

Ryan clapped his hands. “Stinging Lion. It’s a creature in the valley. Kindof the iconic battle for the whole valley. And it’s exactly what we needed to finish off the Griefer. You’ll see.”

“She didn’t say where to find it,” Lenore observed. “Unless you know where the bleeding caverns are.”

“Oh, that part’s easy. She meant it lives in the abandoned temple in the center of the valley, not far from the Seven Sisters. Another name for the sarsen stones is bleeding caverns. The high table is a plateau with an old temple on it.”

“And what else can you tell us?” Lenore asked.

“Oh, it’s a typical gift from the necromancer: the Stinging Lion is well above the encounter level for a beginner group so if you follow her advice, you probably get everyone killed against a mini-boss, but if you ever did somehow defeat it, the reward drop has been jacked up by 300%.”

“Oh, is that all? Speak plainly!”

“Your strange words are lost on us, husband,” Kiya said.

“It means that the monster’s treasure will include the Wheel of Transmutation. And that’s exactly what we need to take care of Chad. We are going lion hunting tomorrow – I want that loot drop!”

***

The dawnbringer mythos was well named. The first rays of the morning sun bathed it in a soft, golden glow as Ryan and his companions broke camp. Tarps were dismantled, their fabric fluttering in the gentle breeze, and supplies were packed onto the sturdy back of their only horse. He gingerly touched the curse branded on his cheek; it was painful today, now that they were getting closer to the deadline. One more day. They had to get back to the Blackthistles by sunset tomorrow or the spell would activate. He patted the little voodoo doll in his satchel that he’d built with some of Tilly’s hair. He was confident the magic would keep the hex from killing her, even if the skinwalker girl wasn’t physically with them at the time.

For a long moment he watched Ellsbat, long red hair streaming around her shoulders in the refreshing breeze, and Kiya’s collection of curves as she selected a heavy mace from the pile of captured weapons. Admiring Lenore’s slender form, sliding into her armor with practised ease. Content in the moment to just to observe them.

His thoughts had been preoccupied all night, remembering the best routes across the valley. They’d have to cover half of the Weeping Valley in a day and be in good fighting shape by the end of it. Every route would be a gauntlet of weird creatures, fights and monster lairs. He’d assumed it was by design in the game – always something new to do. But the real thing was just a deathtrap. Every ruin had a monster in it, and they couldn’t get caught up or delayed fighting every goblin market, wailing spirit and bog beast looking for a hot date in the whole fucking valley.

In the end he decided on the old road through the forest. It was going to see more traffic with creatures living there, but it was a straight shot out of the forest and he’d have to risk it to save time. As they followed the broken path, the group scanned the surroundings for any signs of lurking monsters or hidden perils. The mercenaries jumped with every snap of a twig and rustle of leaves from the shadows of the trees. Most of them wouldn’t know a hidden pit rap from a sylph with the clap but it never hurt to be alert. His new gem eye would spot most things before they could get close, but not everything.

They didn’t go a quarter mile without spotting a ruin poking through the dense foliage; each crumbling structure might as well have been a sign that there was some horrible thing inside waiting to gouge out your eyes and skullfuck you before it wore your face to dinner. Any other day Ryan would have stopped at each one, rediscovered the haunts he’d known from the game in the real-life version of Eldwick.

He’d give anything to see the upside-down mirror pool, the wink wolf, the vampire treeman… not to mention a few of the sexier encounters that were frustratingly PG rated in the game. He wouldn’t mind getting a good look at the blind tiger-girl, the shapeshifting seductress slime, the maternal spider-queen, and especially the witch of the dragon grave… that chick had daddy-issues written all over her scantily clad body.

But not today.

By midmorning they’d already left the dense forest and stood at the edge of the lowlands. The bottom of the valley was a mix of fields, some swampy areas, and dotted with small clumps of trees. A small river called the Brackenwater ran down the middle, vanishing underground before it entered the forest. The road stretched out before them, winding through hills and delves, leading them closer to his destination—the abandoned temple on the high table plateau.

In the distance either side of the valley rose up steeply and along those rocky slopes was where you’d find most of the lairs and strongholds of the monsters that used the valley as a hunting ground. That meant mostly each other, since they’d killed off most of the large game animals long ago. Swaths of vibrant wildflowers painted the valley floor, their delicate petals contrasting with the overgrown wilderness. They were blood lilies, and they grew wherever some creature had been killed.

Ryan felt like a tourist, rubbernecking at it all. One time he’d taken one of those guided museum tours on a business trip in Italy… and in two hours their guide had rushed them past a hundred wonders of classical art, any one of which could deserve a day’s worth of consideration. That’s what the trip through the valley felt like… ignoring the wonder, more focussed on the end.

Eye on the prize… he reminded himself. Some bastards had to die…

The Blackthistle brothers were not going to be ready for the hell he unleashed on them; but taking care of those two would be a pleasure. It was the Griefer that consumed his thoughts. He replayed the endgame over and over in his head, imagining how sweet it would be.

His memory of the valley’s dangers were being pushed to the back of his mind as walked through the real thing. Despite the reputation, the valley wasn’t all that deadly in broad daylight. Things went to ground during the day or lurked in spots likely to catch the unwary. He knew every ambush and encounter ahead of them; it was just a matter of picking the right path through them without losing too much time.

For an hour, the morning sunlight cast a warm glow over the flowers as Ryan led his companions over the central valley. He found his pace increasing, eager to cover the miles to the temple. His high spirits were infectious. The mercs were bragging about the ways they were going to spend all the money they’d made. He knew they should be focussed on the things around him, and he almost physically dragged his attention back to the terrain in front of him.

The first route change was going to be avoiding the old farmhouse. It was a low-level encounter, designed to lure in the player to a seemingly habitable cottage with an intact roof and wild overgrown garden. It was actually a den for feral gryphons. Worse, if you somehow avoided the cottage, the gryphons caught scent of you and came running.

Ryan briefly toyed with the idea of just killing them all; in Eldwick gryphons were small, dog-sized, and flightless. Like wolves or coyotes, they were mostly a nuisance unless they had you outnumbered. But since he already knew how to avoid the trap he didn’t bother. He led his companions well away from the farm house, and sure enough the gryphons screeched and came after them, their snarls echoing through the still morning air. But as they closed in on his group, Ryan led his companions down a narrow ravine, the natural formation shielding them from the beasts' pursuit. When the gryphon’s frustrated screeching faded into the distance Ryan led them onto the road again.

Next up was the goblin market. About half the distance to the abandoned temple was an encounter designed to send you either east or west; to Zvartown or the goblin fort. On the shore of a pond formed by the Brackenwater, a dozen red zvarts were tormenting elves caught in the bush before returning to Zvartown to sell them.

“Ugh, fairies,” Ellsbat shuddered, looking through the far-seer from where they were hidden in a nearby stand of trees.

“Drowning’s too good for them,” Kiya agreed.

Fairies existed in Eldwick, but unlike most games that romanticised them, they belonged to a class of creatures better described as goblins. They ranged from palm-sized slyphs, nymphs and brownies to mini-human pixys the size of Pimms, to the most common breed – the goblins. Some goblins were twisted monstrosities, but they came in several castes, and the highest nobles among them looked mostly human and would match what most fantasy games called ‘elves’. But no matter their looks, they were foul-mouthed, ill-bred tricksters who were cruel as cats to outsiders, and when they banded together under some sort of fey leadership they generally didn’t act as kindly allies of humans, or demons for that matter.

Studying the camp, Ryan saw there were cages of the big-eared fey. This encounter was a shitshow, literally. Fairies tended to throw poop at you. He could have led his group around the whole place, but it would mean a detour at least a mile to circle the swampy area beyond the camp. It was easier to go through, but only if they avoided getting involved.

There was supposed to be a fey noble in the encounter – an elfin princess to be exact –but he was having no luck spotting her. Until he saw some of the zvarts had used a tree trunk to make a crude crane and were dunking something in the pond like a witch-trial. It wasn’t until they lifted her drowned-rat form from under the pond that he spotted the fey princess tied to the log.

“Wait here,” Ryan told the others, and vanished into the Ghost World.

It was a simple matter to get close to the camp. The zvarts were more of the same brutes from the ambush two nights ago: ugly, thick-skulled and nasty. He walked right through them invisibly until he saw most were involved with the spluttering and screaming elf they had just pulled out of the water, laughing and throwing rocks at her. The bedraggled thing was shouting back at them, defiant to the last moment.

“You ugly, stinking piles of ogre afterbirth! I'll have you know I'm fuckin royalty, and you better release me this instant before I make worms explode out of your sorry arses! Dunk me again, I dare ya! I'll make sure every last one of you suffers a curse that'll make your mothers weep! Now get your filthy hands off me, you pathetic, wart-covered wankers!”

Ryan smiled despite himself. Not exactly a demure fairy princess… although he had to admire her spirit.

While they were busy waterboarding her highness, he left one foot in the ghost world and quietly cut or broke the locks on the cages that held the rest of the fey and goblins. As soon as the whole chittering, scratching, flying mess of them got loose, the zvarts forgot all about their game and swore as they watched their profits escaping like a flock of foul-mouthed parrots. The entire gang went running as they chased the fairies into the swamp, leaving the market abandoned.

Ryan rematerialized, waved to his companions hiding nearby and waited by the pond. After a moment he started to feel guilty watching the bubbles surface from the drowning elf and reluctantly leaned one foot on the crane’s counterweighted end. He raised her out of the water and spun the pole to deposit her on the shore where she lay gagging and retching, covered in mud and riverweeds, thoroughly disgusting and bedraggled. More like a frog than a princess.

“Oh, finally, someone decided to rescue me. Took you long enough, you dimwitted mortal! I hope you realize that I was merely testing your feeble abilities. I had the situation completely under control, you know!”

“Oh, should I put you back?” Ryan asked.

“I could have flown out of there with my own magic. But fine, since you insist on being my savior, don't expect any gratitude from me. I'm a fairy, for Oberon's sake! Just consider yourself lucky that I allowed you to bask in the glory of my presence for a fleeting moment. Now… take me back to my realm and be quick about it!”

“Pass,” Ryan said. Taking out his sword he lopped off the pole that she’d been lashed to, so she was still tied to the last five feet of it. “Goblinhome is that way,” he pointed. “If I were you I’d get running before the zvarts come back.”

The princess fumed and swore, kicking her legs on the ground to get free, but couldn’t. As his companions approached the scene, Ellsbat caught one look at the fey and her lip curled.

“Ewww, what did you do that for? Push it back in the lake to drown, Rineskull.”

“It’s fine, leave her be. We’ve got bigger problems.” He waved at the princess as they left the goblin market behind. “Good luck your highness… I’ll expect my reward if I ever see you again!”

He could still hear her shouting after them, fainter as they walked away.

“Typical! Go on then! Just leave me here, abandoned like some insignificant insect. I hope the fleas of a thousand mangy trolls infest your rancid loincloths! Don't think for a second that I needed your pathetic company anyway!”

Then fainter.

“I hope you trip over your own shoelaces and tumble headfirst into a dragon's maw! And… and it has cold sores! You think a fairy can’t handle something like this? Ha! You'll see, mortal! I'll show you all what a mistake you've made, underestimating me!”

Then even fainter.

“You son of a thousand diseased goats! When I return to my realm, I'll make sure everyone knows how I was abandoned by a bunch of useless fools. You mushroom-dicking, mushy-brained, cowardly slapwangs! I'll escape and have you gnawing on your own toes before you can say ‘pickle juice’!”

Her last words were a distant shout.

“Mark my words, you'll regret leaving me behind! You’ll get what you deserve!”

Ladies and gentlemen… elf royalty.

That was the hardest encounter for most of the day. Ryan managed most of the other evasions more easily. The ‘crushing jaws trap’, the ‘dying paladin’, the ‘cursed tree’, even the ‘witches brew’ were all easy to bypass if you knew they were there. But it was the last one that he knew would be tricky.

One of the big bads for the valley was the troll – Malak. Not a trull, like Kiya, but an honest to goodness twenty-foot giant troll. Tall as a house, made of pure fury and malice. He’d lost track of how many times the bastard had cooked and eaten him as a player (the cut scene for that death was pretty graphic). But one of the ways you could get drawn into Malak’s lair was the ‘bridge toll’, managed by his two teenage daughters, Skarla and Gromlin.

The bridge was the only way to avoid going through Zvartown to reach the center of the valley, and it was a nightmare scenario meant to gate-keep low-level players from the truly high-tier areas in the north end of the valley until they were ready. You could fight it out – and Ryan wasn’t sure they’d come through with no casualties – or attempt to reason with the trolls. Which was nearly impossible because for one, they were trolls, and for another they were teenage girls.

From a distance they spied on the two hunchbacked figures slouching under the bridge, gnawing old bones next to a smoky fire. Even the young trolls were ten feet tall, skin like a rhino, fists that could break a four-inch-thick plank in half. They didn’t seem smart enough to make their own clothes or lucky enough to have found a circus tent to wear, because they were buck naked.

“Well… we could feed them the horse,” Ryan suggested.

“Not Mabel!” Varu objected.

Lenore kicked the man. “But we do need the horse to carry our gear,” she conceded.

“Well what then? What do trolls want?” Ellsbat mused.

“We could disguise ourselves,” Varu suggested.

“As what? Zvarts? The trolls eat anything. You want to volunteer?” Ryan asked.

“Perhaps you could seduce them. With flattery and flowers?” Lenore said.

“Very funny,” he glared at her.

“I was serious,” she mumbled dejectedly.

“We could perhaps… drive them away?” Ellsbat said. “Is there anything that disgusts them? Scares them?”

“Trolls are notoriously dumb and suicidally brave,” Ryan shook his head.

“What about her, then,” Varu pointed at Kiya. “She’s one of them. Can’t she get us past?”

“Trolls are not the only notoriously stupid beings around here,” Kiya glared at Varu. “I’m a trull. We’re not even the same species!”

“How am I supposed to know!”

“But…” the trullish girl announced. “I do have an idea how to do it.”

It turned out nobody had a better plan. It took them a few minutes to get into position as near to the bridge as they could get without being seen. Hiding among the bushes, Kiya put her plan into effect. Closing her eyes, she put mana into the focus for the obsidian blade of summoning and with a quiet ‘pop’ a fat, white sheep materialised into existence at the foot of the bridge. Then another, then another. Until three plump, tasty-looking spirit-sheep had been summoned.

They baaah’ed theatrically, milling around the foot of the bridge. It took all of five seconds for the first troll head to pop up. Then the second. In a moment the troll girls scrambled up the bank from beneath the bridge. The trolls seemed at once bloated and flabby. As they lifted their noses to sniff, the exposed neck-wattle flapped back and forth. Their huge, braless boobs hung down like a pair of windsock filled with cottage cheese and the unspeakable mossy jungle between their legs had only a single blessing which was how it hid most of the dangling meat-curtains. Ryan winced at the sight as they spotted the sheep and stumbled after them; the ground shook with each footfall.

The sheep – true to their master’s wishes – ran for it. In moments Ryan and his companions were treated to the wobbling, hairy, flat-bottomed sight of two trolls stumbling around, running after nimble spirit sheep who stayed just out of reach and led them further and further from the bridge. When they’d gone far enough Ryan led the charge to rush over the bridge and get past them undetected until they were free and clear on the far side of the river.

“Now that’s magic!” Varu said, patting the Kiya on the back. “Let’s hear it boys, three cheers for the little lady!”

While the mercenaries were busy congratulating the shyly smiling trull, Ryan heard Ellsbat grumbling.

“Oh sure, its just a sheep…”

Surprisingly it was the tall swordmaiden who put her arm around her redhead rival and cheered her up.

“Pay no attention to Varu,” she said. “He’s an ill-bred simpleton. Probably impressed by that because his last girlfriend was a sheep…”

Ellsbat chuckled despite herself.

“And even she ran away,” Lenore added, both of them laughing. “Baaaaahh… I just like you as a friend… bahhh,” she imitated the farm animal.

***
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Chapter 20   : Broken Down

The old road wound through the heart of the Weeping Valley. At the crossroads north of the troll bridge they avoided both the eastern route to Zvarttown and the Fey Forest to the west, opting instead for the path straight north. The closer they got to the heart of the valley; the less cautious Ryan became. Sometimes racing ahead of the others and waiting for them to catch up.

Worry creased Kiya’s brows and The knight and magic-user kept putting their heads together and glancing nervously around them.

“Rineskull, are you sure you're not putting single-minded focus on our impending clash with the Blackthistle brothers.?” Kiya's voice was laced with concern. “The heart of the valley is known to be fraught with peril. Shouldn't we exercise caution?”

Ellsbat piled on, her tone a little strident, “Recklessness will only lead to our downfall. We need a strategy, a plan to for what’s ahead.”

Ryan gritted his teeth. Great… backseat questing. “A plan? I’m the plan. I take out the Blackthistles and you stay safe this time. I’m not putting you anywhere near them like I did last time.”

“We all share some responsibility for last time,” Ellsbat said. “But we can do better, together.”

But Ryan's gaze remained fixed on the horizon. “I get it, you’re worried we might walk into danger… but I got this. We can't afford to start second-guessing now. We only have until sunset tomorrow to get what we need and get out of the valley. If we’re not there, the curse will activate and we all die messy. We need to hurry.”

His words carried a final tone. He wanted to listen to the girls, but their hesitation was a mistake. You had to weigh the risks against the benefits for this sort of thing. The risk of them failing was they all died horribly. That was unacceptable. So the amount of risk he was willing to take to avoid that was pretty fucking high as far as he was concerned. They just didn’t get it; he had a straight shot to the temple from here. This was chess, not checkers… his mind was already two steps ahead.

“I know you think us too cautious, but we all want the same thing,” Ellsbat said carefully.

He gave her a sharp glance. Did she have some sort of succubus mind-reading power? Then he tried to force his shoulders to relax: she knows what you’re thinking because you’re being way to obvious about it…

“The Weeping Valley is as dangerous as a toaster in a bathtub, I know,” Ryan replied, his voice steady. “But if we let fear tell us what to do, we’re not going to win this.”

His confidence didn’t do much to ease the girls' worries, but Ryan's focus was ahead, not behind. There was no room for caution. As the sun began to slide into the afternoon, the tension in his neck grew stronger. He could tell the others were feeling it. Worse with every passing step. Until finally he could see the hilltop that was the final leg of their journey, the High Table.

As they neared the temple, the terrain flattened into an open expanse, empty of life bigger than a bush or a mouse and filled with an otherworldly stillness, and making the lonely hill stand out. To the west was the small lake at the middle of the valley with the seven sarsen stones that overlooked it, but Ryan’s focus was on the hill.

Ryan and his companions stopped to rest to the base of the hill crowned by the abandoned temple locals called the High Table. The ruins looked down on them perched on a desolate, flat hill overlooking the eerie landscape of sarsen stones that the valley was named after: the Seven Weeping Sisters.

It had taken them all day, the sun slanting down and touching the tops of the peaks that bordered each side of the valley and leaving the land below in shadow. The air felt heavier without the sun. Like the coming dark wanted to suffocate them. He gave everyone only a few minutes rest to drink some water before insisting they keep moving.

The steps leading up the hill were still usable, a few broken and missing in places, and together they climbed up, trying to keep Ryan’s pace as he bounded ahead with the strength of the giant’s belt. Rushing towards the silhouette of crumbling stones against the purple sky.

He felt the urge to run. To hurry and finish this before the opportunity vanished. Every minute he wasn’t up there was a minute the monster could slip through his fingers and with it the icon. He knew it was irrational, but he couldn’t help himself. He ran the last few steps, taking three at a time, and skidded to a halt on the top of the hill, looking across the barren courtyards and collapsed temple structures.

Now, if I were a monster trying not to get my ass stabbed to death by tomb-robbers where would I be?

The sunset at his back made shadows stretching away from the few standing pillars, and the surviving facade of the main temple building was bathed in the orange light of sunset. Some of the temple outbuildings still existed, but only as crumbling stone walls lacking a roof and bleached of color. Weathered walls, once proud and noble, were now cracked and tumbled, making empty stone mazes. A chilling wind whistled through the hollow halls of the temple ruin. For a moment he could imagine whispers of prayers and echoes of ancient chants.

The gardens around the courtyards were now only withered grass and weeds. A few wildflowers clinging to the forsaken place. The cracked and barren stone paving blocks looked stained with blood in places. Ivy crawled along the decrepit walls of the temple ruins, and the stained-glass windows were shattered and empty. A few colorful fragments caught the last light of sunset as shadow fell even on the hilltop.

His thoughts of what he’d do to the Blackthistles and Chad evaporated. He needed his head in the game here and now.

The manticore was bad… it attacked like a storm. Multi-attacks, ranged attacks and a bite that could one-shot something as powerful as those two trolls they’d left behind.

He almost didn’t notice the others as they gathered around him until their shadows stretched out beside his own. Ellsbat on one side, Kiya and Lenore on the other. The surviving mercenaries arranged behind them. Kiya kicked at something underfoot and as it skittered over the courtyard Ryan saw it was a human bone, bleached white.

“This looks bad,” Varu said. “This looks really, really bad.”

“Quit your mewling,” Lenore said and looked to Ryan. He met her gaze, grateful for her solid presence. “Rineskull hasn’t let us down yet. And besides… you leave now and we take your cut of the treasure.”

“Whores, wine, riches and gold…” Varu said to himself, like a prayer. “Whores, wine, riches and gold…”

As they moved closer to the main temple building, the oppressive silence settled on them. Nobody wanted to talk. The hairs on Ryan’s neck stood on end with each step forward.

The battlefield he had to work with gave them several advantages. The main temple building was mostly intact and built into the side of the valley wall at the end of the shattered courtyard; from inside it the manticore would be unaware of their approach. He moved forward like he’d seen in war movies… feet scuffing on the paved stones from cover to cover. Dodging behind low walls and decorative columns. Glancing behind him he saw the former brigands doing pretty much the same, based on their previous profession they had to know a little about the value of cover and concealment. It was Ellsbat and Kiya that stuck out, blundering around in the open until he gestured angrily at them, and they made a half-hearted attempt to crouch down as they walked.

Dagonestra… give me strength, he winced.

Ryan turned his attention back to the manticore’s lair, comparing it to the maps in his head from the game. The opening to the temple had once been a square entrance with brass doors, but it was now broken open and widened until it was a ragged maw leading into darkness of the interior. The first chamber inside the temple was an atrium and beyond that the main transept. That’s where the manticore made its lair. It wouldn’t come out until full dark which – he glanced at the sky – might be in thirty minutes, or less.

For a moment he wondered what exactly was it that monsters had against temples? They were like magnets for the fuckers. Every time some monster needed to set up shop it just wiped out a temple. Like buying a timeshare condo in Florida.

“Gather round,” he told the others, stepping into the shelter of a small roofless outbuilding that hid them from view of the temple entrance. “This thing is badass, but if we stick to my plan you can distract it long enough for me to kill it. Now pay attention…”

***

The sun had set almost completely. The ruined hilltop of the High Table masked in the last, grey light. Ryan waited for the others to get in position, made sure he got a wave and eye contact from each of them, and stepped into the center of the courtyard. For the first time – standing exposed and alone – he second-guessed himself. Suddenly the idea of drawing the monster’s attention and giving away the element of surprise seemed… reckless. If it didn’t work, if he’d messed up, he’d be out here by himself, grabbing his ankles.

Stick to the plan… he reminded himself. Everybody wants to go to the party, no one hangs around to clean up… right?

Welp… time to stick a firecracker up this fucker’s ass and get that fat bonus treasure.

Reaching inwards for the red ember inside the Mind’s Eye he stepped into the Ghost World and strolled right up the middle of the courtyard. He didn’t like the look of the claw marks on the flagstones or the stone columns; huge, parallel slashes like a giant scratching post. Stepping in front of the broken hole to the temple interior he put one foot in the real world, appearing as a ghostly version of himself, and harmonized a blast of black demonfyre. He poured it into the temple depths like a firehose, the faint purple light flickering in the dark as he hosed it back and forth.

There was an angry roar that echoed out into the dusk. Must’ve hit something…

Job done, he vanished completely again, stepping into the Ghost World fully.

It only took a few moments for a response. From inside the temple there was a rumbling, and a scraping, like dragging a carpet across a sandy floor. The loud sound of something snapping – like a cross between a door being slammed and a bone crunching – echoed out at him. Then from inside the temple a thing stepped into the last of the dusky light.

It walked like a man but was eight feet tall, even slumped over. It wore some sort of leathery cape to conceal its body but had a great, shaggy head of a man with long, tangled hair and beard. The eyes were huge, slitted like a serpent, and they roved across the courtyard, searching for whatever had disturbed it. Ryan forced himself not to move as the thing walked right past him, unknowing. Watched in disgust as the huge, hairy face split apart, the maw growing wider and wider, until the head split from ear to ear, unhinging to reveal a disgusting mouth full of inward-curving teeth, narrow as pencils, long as knives.

For a moment it seemed to stare at Ryan but then the gaze travelled on, and it kept walking. Dragging behind it along the stone flags was a long tail that struck sparks. It was like a lion’s tail, but it ended in a football-shape covered in spikes – like a hedgehog made of iron. He watched it stalking into the open courtyard, almost to the center.

And just about now…

From the low, broken, walls on either side of the courtyard Varu and the mercenaries popped up. They had brought a few bows between them but had picked up the zvart crossbows – like firearms, crossbows didn’t take much training – you point and shoot. A symphony of twanging strings was followed by missiles peppering the creature. One arrow seemed to strike true, but the others all fell uselessly after striking the leathery cape or skittered away among the stones.

The beast snarled, pausing, and that horrible mouth gave a ratcheting growl like a bobcat.

And while it was distracted Ryan rematerialized next to it, already swinging the emerald sword, wreathed in demonfyre. With the magically sharp blade and the strength of the giant’s belt the edge bit deep, injecting black flames into the wound. The blade drew a line of burning embers down the creature’s chest, and it let out a scream, staggering backwards.

Just as fast as he’d stepped into the normal dimension, Ryan slid back into the Ghost World where he was untouchable.

The wounded manticore leaped to get away, then with a sound like the sails of a ship snapping in a sudden wind, the leathery cloak split in two and rose up, revealing itself as a huge pair of wings. Batlike, veiny and wrinkled. Like a stretched scrotum. The body revealed beneath the wings was covered in a short, tawny fur, like a lion, and both feet ended in lion paws. The upper body was humanlike, with hands that were some horrible cross between a human’s and a bird’s claws.

It was a lesser manticore; the locals called it the stinging lion. And about the only good thing to say about how deadly it could be, was that at least it wasn’t a true manticore.

A true manticore was a lion the size of a small elephant, with wings and a man’s head. But the lesser cousins were nearly as deadly. It was a unique mutation in the Weeping Valley. The bent product of magic gone wrong. The result of scringe-stone radiation and magic twisting animals and men to monsters.

The beast leapt straight up, the wings catching the air and beating hard to lift it, blowing dust and debris all around the courtyard. With two powerful beats of the leathery wings, it rose fifty feet in the air and the long tail snapped like a whip. Suddenly a hail of dark rain impacted across the courtyard. Along the wall where Varu was hiding, the stone rang like it was hit by hammers. Rock dust and bits of granite flung up where spikes had embedded themselves in the stone. One of the former-brigands was too slow ducking for cover, and one spike found man-flesh; the mercenary was struck and went down hidden by their cover, bawling in pain.

It was Lugs; the ass grabber. Ryan had a hard time finding sympathy.

The spikes on the tail were a bit like the quills of a porcupine, only they could be slung with deadly accuracy and velocity. With more beating of the wings, the manticore soared up higher, circling the courtyard once until it spotted something below. Kiya.

Despite all his warnings, the trull darted from one rock to another for better cover.

Fucksakes! The plan was coming apart…

The circling turned into a swooping dive as the manticore came swinging down straight for the trull girl, that mouth full of needle fangs opening wide. But before it could reach her a missile was flung from nowhere – a chunk of broken stone as big as a watermelon – that hit it between the eyes and forced the manticore’s flight to tilt. It careened into one of the ancient temple pillars, smashing it to pieces as it fought to stay in the air, roaring and shaking as it flew off, climbing for altitude.

With his magic gem for an eye, Ryan saw the magic aura of the spell that had lifted the stone, with the afterimage of a trail that connected it to the source: Ellsbat.

The ground shook as the tons of rock from the toppled pillar hit the ground with a crash loud enough to hurt his ears. Ryan moved out of the Ghost World, re-appearing in the courtyard.

“It’s coming back around for another pass!” he yelled. “Take cover.”

He had no idea if anyone had even heard him.

“I can knock it down this time,” Ellsbat declared, and instead of staying hidden she climbed on the broken stub of a wall, fully exposed.

Straining with all her magical might, the magic-user poured mana into the anti-gravity spell and a six-foot section of freshly broken column wobbled into the air. Had to weigh a thousand pounds. She lifted it above her head for another throw. Flame-red hair waving in the wind like a flag.

“Aww fuck,” Ryan said.

The magic-user was too temping a target and as the manticore swooped back for another pass, arrowing down like a dive-bomber, it went right for her. Ryan was already charging to intercept, sprinting as fast as the giant’s strength would let him. He was almost there when Ellsbat released the spell and fired the rock upwards.

It tumbled lazily, end over end, like it was arcing up from a catapult. With shaking hands, sweat pouring off her with the strain, Ellsbat forced the rubble to make a course correction midflight. Curving so it flung straight for the beast. She let out a cry of satisfaction.

Too soon. Right before impact the manticore deftly swerved and the massive projectile went sailing harmlessly past. The redhead gave a cry of terror as the missile of meat and bone and teeth came directly for her.

Ryan threw himself between the two of them, knocking Ellsbat down off the wall with an oooof of air punched from her lungs. He stood in her place, facing the monster, shielding her. Summoning the demonfyre again, he sent a blast of it into the manticore’s chest.

The black fire burned like a flamethrower. The sickening monster writhed and backpedalled in the air, desperate to avoid the flames that blackened its skin and fur, until its wings caught the wind and it stalled midair. Then with an aerial backflip it tucked and dropped, landing on its knees in the middle of the courtyard with a scattering of stones and leaving a trail of smoke.

Smoldering and furious it raised its split-pupiled gaze to glare at Ryan.

Ahhhhh, shit… you got its attention…

Varu and his men fired another volley of arrows and bolts, but they pattered off the creature harmlessly and it ignored them. It gave that bobcat scream again as the tail lashed and swung like an angry cat, releasing a rain of iron darts arcing down towards him and Ellsbat.

Ryan held out his arms standing in front of Ellsbat, making himself as big a target as possible, and the black cloud of the aura of entropy formed around him. Like the crossbow bolts the zvarts had fired at him the other night, the shroud powered by his warlock’s mana deflected and scattered almost all the missiles. Only three of the iron nails made it past him to hit Ellsbat, and all of them thumped and skittered aside as they struck the protection of her enchanted undershirt.

And one made it through to hit Ryan.

He felt the impact, like being hit with a hammer, and he winced, losing his balance and tumbling off the wall. From the ground he looked down and saw six inches of sharp iron sticking out from under his lowest rib. Based on the size of the ones laying around, that meant about six inches of it was in his gut.

He looked up to see the manticore taking oddly graceful steps towards him.

It spoke.

“I’ll peel the flesh from your legs while you scream for mercy,” it growled, teeth dripping saliva. “And then your arms and your guts. And then your females.”

Unghhh, these fucking things talked? He preferred the nerve-grating bobcat yowl…

Ryan gritted his teeth, pulling the spike out of his side. It was bleeding, but the wound didn’t seem as bad as it should have. Barely a fraction of his extra life-force taken away from the massive pool of mana he possessed now. He got to his feet, using the wall for support.

“Good luck trying that,” Ryan said, igniting the flames along the emerald sword of Xerxia.

The bloodshot eyes were furious. It rose up, wings unfurled, ready to take flight again. But as it did a screaming figure launched itself from the top of the broken wall behind it, blonde hair and sword glowing yellow. Lenore screamed a battle-cry as she came down with the sword in both hands, landing on the manticore’s back. It turned, lashing out, and one clawed hand sent her sprawling.

“Fuck!” Ryan snarled. “Cover me!” he yelled and sprinted towards Lenore… and the manticore.

As the beast turned towards him, a trio of ghostly shapes sprouted out of the ground. Summoned spirits… Kiya’s work. They looked like trull warriors, armored head to toe, carrying two-handed spiked hammers. All three of them converged on the manticore, swinging and beating on it with no regard for their own safety. Shielded by the wall of spirits, Ryan dove past the beast.

One spirit warrior vanished in a cloud of smoke from a swipe of claws as Ryan reached the downed knight. He gripped Lenore by the waist, and lifted her, sprinting for the nearest cover: the collapsed pillar. She was a lean 170 pounds of solid muscle, wearing another 30 pounds or armor, and with the strength of the giant’s belt he lifted her like a child. Another spirit warrior vanished, leaving the sole survivor to fight on for a few moments longer as Ryan leapfrogged the broken pillar.

Ryan slid them both into the cover of the broken pillar just as the last summoned warrior died. A machine-gun rattle of banging hammers sounded all around Ryan as a hail of spikes hit the pillar and the paving stones around him while he shielded the downed knight with his body.

The beast gave an enraged snarl of pain and fury, making Ryan pop his head up to see why. It was clearly trying to fly again, only to find Lenore had sliced one wing clean in half, leaving it dragging on the ground. It hopped, managing a few feet in the air as one wing worked, the other flapping almost uselessly and dragging along the bloody ground.

Stupid, brave Lenore. She’d grounded it.

As it staggered, one wing twisting on the ground, the ex-bandits fired another round of arrows at it - aiming for the eyes this time. The manticore screamed, forced to shield one arm over its face.

Ryan leaned overtop of the knight. She was ripped and bloody, chainmail armor torn, but breathing. Pressing his palm to her chest, the flow of healing energy from the green spark was blocked by the armor – like a faraday cage.

“Enough,” she gasped, as he pulled away. “Not me! Heal yourself!”

“Too late,” Ryan smiled.

He needed skin-to-skin contact. Too panicked to think, Ryan leaned close and pressed his mouth to hers.

The green spark glowed. It cost double the energy to heal someone else than it did for himself. Lips pressed firmly, he felt the pulse of warm, healing energy transfer between them, like magical mouth-to-mouth. For a moment his senses were inside her body, feeling cracked ribs and ruptured organs. And the soothing relief of the green energy pulling the wounds back together again. Lenore’s eyes opened. She struggled, trying to push him away, but he pinned her down, mouth on hers, until the healing was done.

And right at the end, still inside her, he felt more than just her physical feelings, he touched her emotions. A wash of admiration, self-doubt, and unfamiliar desires… and love. Newfound, but hot and sharp. As the last of her wounds healed, Ryan pulled away.

“You need that energy to fight the beast,” the blonde protested. “Why did you do that?”

In that moment it seemed like the funniest question he’d ever heard. He chuckled and then kissed her, quick and sharp. “Think it through, you’ll figure it out,” he said.

Bow-strings were sounding. There was thundering crash of noise and a death-scream from the far side of the courtyard. Lenore and Ryan crouched behind their cover to get a view of what had happened.

Varu and his men were running for their lives, scattering in different directions. The manticore had knocked over the wall they’d been using as cover. The slowest or unluckiest among them was laid out flat by the beast. It stomped one clawed foot on the back of the screaming man and bent to close its jaws around his head.

The screams from Lugs stopped short, and blood fountained on the cracked stones.

That’s when another of the chunks of the broken pillar rose up – long as a man was tall – and wobbled as it hovered towards the manticore’s head. Ryan spotted the flash of red hair and saw Ellsbat had both hands overhead, face streaming sweat, mouth in a grimace as she concentrated on magically lifting something heavier than she ever had before.

The movement caught the manticore’s eye and the beast became aware of the danger, licking blood from its mouth, it leaped away.

Or at least it tried. Ghostly white snakes sprouted from the ground beneath its feet and wrapped around its legs. Keeping it rooted to the spot. Too late it saw what was happening and started to tear and rip at the ghost serpents to free itself. Its claws tore through the spirits as the stone flew closer and closer. One gone, then two, then three. Until only a single spirit kept it from escaping death.

It wasn’t going to buy them enough time…

And then massive stone block lurched forward and dropped, striking the mishappen manticore on the legs and back. Crushing one limb beneath it so it was pinned to the ground. It screamed. A sound so horrible Ryan wanted to forget he’d ever heard it. Like the cry of a baby mixed with the howl of a lion. It staggered, dropping to one knee, the massive blow driving it nearly prone. Goddam, Ellsbat had done it! It was pinned and vulnerable.

Well… he was already balls deep, might as well do something stupid and finish this.

Ryan took the distraction, leapt the pillar he was using for cover, and ran forward, raising his sword. As he was almost there the beast rallied. He was already swinging Xerxia for its neck. Too late to stop.

Maybe it had only been momentarily stunned, or maybe it had been luring him in. Either way the shaggy head rotated around like an owl, the huge mouth of serpent teeth opened and snapped down on his chest and shoulder. Fangs piercing flesh and grinding against bone as it bit him like a terrier on a rat. Pain screamed through Ryan’s body. The manticore’s foaming mouth crushing and snapping through his ribs.

Extra mana or not, his life force was pouring onto the stone courtyard with his blood. Ryan knew he had fucked up. And now he was going to die.

Distantly he heard Ellsbat and Lenore screaming, knew that they would be next once he was dead. With all his remaining strength he glared into the mad yellow eyes and drove the point of the flaming sword into the beast’s ear from side to side. It cut through like a red-hot poker. Like a light saber. Slicing through bone and muscle and out the other side so the flames burst inside the creature’s skull, exploding from eyes and ears and nose.

“Fuck you,” he whispered with his last breath.

Ryan fell into the black. The last of his mana spent on that death blow. He was dying… again…

He should get one of those frequent-buyer cards.

***


Chapter 21   : Born Again

When Ryan could sense anything again, it was something soft pillowed under his head and he had the salty taste of something wet on his lips. Blood? No… seawater.

“When I said I wanted to see you again, this wasn’t what I meant,” a woman said as she stroked his forehead.

Where the fuck was he now?

Ryan managed to pry open his eyes. Heavy as firedoors. He was no longer in Eldwick, or at least not the last part of it he’d seen. No desolate temple on a hilltop as night fell, but laying on his back on a sandy beach, hot sun shining overhead. He had to squint his eyes against the glare until the silhouette of a woman leaning over him gave him shade. A pretty, suntanned face smiled down at him with impossibly white teeth and impossibly blue eyes. The third impossible thing was the amount of cleavage stretching the top of her bathing suit. His head was pillowed on her bare thighs.

He squinted against the light, his gaze travelled sideways. He caught sand and a white-painted lifeguard station.

“I know what you’re asking yourself,” she said with a grin. “Yes, they’re real, and they are amazing.”

All his attention swung back to the girl. The big-busted blonde bombshell was wearing a bright red swimsuit and, dripping wet nearby, was a rescue float. Ryan realized he was dripping wet too.

Fuck me… he was on the set of Beachwatch – the show about exceptionally hot lifeguards at a California beach… and the babe leaning over him was the series lead.

“Pam Roberston?” he managed to find his voice.

“Guess again,” she laughed in a welcoming way.

“Nessy?” he asked, confused.

“Bingo,” the demoness grinned.

He glanced at the crashing waves of the surf. “Was I… drowning?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” the demon lord smiled. “I had to fish you out, just in time.”

“Shit… I died again, didn’t I?”

Like looking at something through a dirty window, Ryan slowly began to recall the events that had brought him here. The temple, the manticore, saving Ellsbat and Lenore…

Well so much for being a hero who was going to save the world. He’d barely even started and got taken out by the manticore. In the game if he got killed in a boss fight it was inconvenient. You reloaded from your last save. But in the real-world version of Eldwick when he got in over his head with a boss above his tier, he was just… dead.

“That wasn’t very clever of you,” Dagonestra said.

“It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“And what have we learned?” she asked.

“Kill manticores from a distance?”

“Stop being so reckless,” she corrected. “I tried to warn you the last time, but you wouldn’t listen. And now see where it’s got you… You’re arrogant, Ryan Scully, which can be attractive in a man, but not when your arrogance leads you to fail.”

“That’s not fair,” he replied.

“Fair?” she exclaimed. “You’re the one who needs to learn more about not playing fair!”

“I didn’t think I was playing fair.”

“Okay, then start playing dirty. I sent you to that world to create peace between demons and humans. And so far, all you’ve done is kill monsters!”

That wasn’t fair… he’d also banged a lot of girls…

“Only the bad ones,” he said.

“That’s your defence?”

“Listen, you want to make an omelette you gotta break a few eggs. What’s causing all the trouble in the Weeping Valley? Do you even know?”

“The Cult of the Nightmare King,” the demoness said.

“That’s right. A cult of humans being manipulated and in turn manipulating the beastmen and monsters. They’re the ones want to stir up trouble between humans and demons. So, if I’m going to get rid of them, I’ll need to be powerful. Way more powerful. If I have to kill some monsters to save the peace, that’s what I’ll do.”

“I see doubt in you, Ryan Scully,” she shook her head. “You will need to work on this in future trials.”

“Does this mean you’re going to send me back?” he asked, genuinely unsure.

“Yes… but there’s something you should know.” The demoness seemed evasive. Unable to meet his eyes.

“What?”

“In a minute,” she said softly and lowered her mouth to his. “I think you still need a bit of mouth-to-mouth.”

“I think I feel fine,” he said.

Dagonestra shrugged her shoulders out of the bathing suit and popped her big, tanned boobs out.

“Well… if you insist,” he finished lamely.

As the demoness pressed her plump lips to his, he felt the warmth of her body press to him, heating up his water-chilled flesh. Her hard nipples brushing against his chest. In moments they were rolling around together in the sand, making out with half-naked bodies twined together in the surf as is washed around them. Man… was this ever checking off some of his wishlist childhood fantasies…

She took a deep breath and pressed her forehead to his, stroking his face. “Ryan… you won’t like this, but you have to know… Since I caught you before you fell into the underworld-wide-web, I can send you back as you were.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“My poor, sweet champion… I can send you back as you were the first time… as you arrived. All the mana you’ve collected, all the abilities and skills to attained, they’ll all be gone. There’s a price to pay.”

Ryan felt a momentary pang of loss. It was like if you died in a game without ever saving it and you went back to being a tier 1 character… like he was starting from square one.

“But I need those powers…” he said urgently. “I need to beat the Blackthistles… and that asshole Chad anti-me. I was already outclassed before… it’ll be impossible without my powers.”

“Likely, yes,” she nodded sympathetically.

“They’ll kill Ellsbat and Lenore, even Kiya and Pimms…”

“I’m sorry.” Dagonestra seemed genuinely saddened.

“Sorry? That’s it? They helped me… they saved me…”

“And there will be others who will fill their places. They may die in the coming battle, but the war goes on. In your first life, would you stop a deal that would make your company millions, just because you might lose a few of your executives? You have to be strong now, even in the face of such losses. You have to be a champion.”

Geezus she was being a cold-blooded bitch… for a couple reasons. He thought about his original life… he wouldn’t have hesitated a single second to cut loose the people working with him if it meant he could get ahead. He’d been ruthless. A winner.

But he couldn’t imagine it now. Couldn’t entertain the notion of sacrificing the girls… They trusted him… believed in him. They made his life better from the moment he woke up until he fell asleep – and sometimes even after. He wouldn’t have made it this far, this fast, without them. He couldn’t go back to the ruthless corporate bastard he’d been. This new life had changed him, and it was a better Ryan who took over.

“You’re wrong. I can save them,” Ryan told her.

“Then prove it,” the beach-bikini Dagonestra said, and kissed him. “It’s time. Oh… and I’m sending you back without fixing your eye; you look good as a pirate.”

Then as her tongue forced its way past his lips and began to wrestle with his, he felt a curious warmth that had nothing to do with her body. He tried pulling back but the demon lord gripped him in an unbreakable embrace, her arms tight around him, her mouth crushed to his. Suddenly her snake-like body was wrapping its coils around him. It was only a few moments later that a bright light began to pour from her body into his, nearly blinding him. It filled his head with noise, his chest with ice and his blood with fire. She was pouring pure mana into him. Breathing life back into his body.

Ahhhh shit… here I go again…

***

He woke up, this time cold and in the dark. Body numb. He was laying on his back, something heavy weighing him down, smothering him. Fuck! How long had he been dead? Did they… did they bury him?

He thrashed upright, fighting for breath and clawing upwards out of the grave.

“I’m not dead!” he yelled, desperately clawing for daylight, only to find he was under a blanket.

From a few steps away Ellsbat screamed. Lenore tumbled backwards off her stool with a shout. The ex-brigand mercenaries nearby panicked, jumping like little girls. For a moment everyone swore, hollered, cried in terror and scattered, throwing down plates of food, reaching for weapons that weren’t there.

Everyone except Kiya who was kneeling beside him. She blinked uncertainly at him in the startled silence. As everyone stared at him in shock, the little trull girl was the only one who found her voice.

“That’s unsettling… I was just preparing for my life as a widow.”

Ryan couldn’t help but laugh at the deadpan reaction. Climbing to his feet, he staggered uncertainly… limbs still stiff and numb. He examined the wounds from the manticore’s bite – his jacket and shirt were ruined, ripped in half and covered in blood, but his body was perfect. As if the manticore had never touched him. Everyone watched in silence as he wobbled in a circle, pivoting to take in the room around him. Where the fuck was he now?

He seemed to be asking that a lot lately.

It was their campsite, that much was easy to tell. By the ancient murals faded and chipped on the walls, the dirt and old white bones swept aside to make room for their bedrolls, and the columns that held up the roof, scarred by manticore claws, they had to be inside the abandoned temple. He found the broken entrance to the temple and stood there, looking out into the night. Mabel the pack horse shook her head in annoyance where she was hobbled outside, chewing the grass that grew through the cracks in the pavement stones. There, not ten yards away, was the manticore’s body crushed under a pillar. The severed head – cooked from the inside out – was sitting on top of one of the collapsed pillars, empty eyesockets staring, fanged maw grinning back at him.

That spot right there… that’s where it killed me, one part of his brain told him calmly.

“Is he a… a… ghost? Or a… a… vampire?” Varu stuttered, backing away.

“He is not dead, or even undead…” Kiya said in awe. “He is… alive.”

“Alive?” Ellsbat whispered. “How? Did you do it?”

The trull girl shook her head. “I did not do anything.”

“Why aint he talking?” one of the men said.

“Rineskull…” Varu waved timidly. “If you’re in there… say something.”

“Did we get the treasure?” he asked.

“Treasure!” Ellsbat yelled in outrage. She stumbled as she stood up. “You scared me so hard I peed myself!”

“Oh… sorry.”

“Sorry? Sorry! We thought you were dead!” the redhead raged, advancing on him with fists clenched.

But before she could punch him a tall blonde blur threw her arms around his neck, practically tackling him to the ground so he had to stagger and catch his balance while the knight clung to him.

“Rineskull, you’re alive!” Lenore cried with delight. “I knew you couldn’t die!”

Very aware of the glares the magic-user was giving him, Ryan did his best to extricate himself from her octopus grasp and gleeful laughter. She planted a huge kiss on his lips and then, shocked by what she had just done, Lenore released him, embarrassed. Seeing Varu and the other men giving her an amused look, the undine went pink and ran out into the night.

“Lenore…” he called after her, but she was gone. He turned back to the succubus. “Look, Ellsbat, I didn’t mean to scare you I jus—”

The redhead punched him in the jaw. It was a solid hit and he staggered back a step.

“Ow! Owowowow!” she shook her hand but came back at him again. “W-why?” she pounded her fists on his chest. “Why did you do that? Why save m-me and get k-k-killed!”

And then the girl was sobbing and clinging to him. She’d tried to warn him… they all had. Dagonestra included. That he thought he could keep winning without ever having to pay any consequences… but here he was. Dying sucked… and his lost powers were going to make any future victories even harder… but here was a repercussion he hadn’t thought of: how it would affect people around him.

And with a small shock he realised he wasn’t a solo player anymore… he cared about the people close to him getting hurt. It was that instinct that drove him to all this, to save Tilly.

“I’m sorry,” he told her over and over again as he held her. “I’m sorry.”

“How are you alive?” Kiya asked. She looked strange. He realised she’d cut all her hair off, leaving herself a cute short haircut. There was soot and ashes on her face, and covering her limbs.

“Dagonestra caught me,” he said. “And sent me back. My work isn’t done.” He paused. “Why did you cut your hair?”

“It is traditional when a husband dies,” she said. “I am in mourning.”

“’Were’… ‘were’ in mourning, you mean. Not ‘am’.”

“No, I still am. The official period of mourning is one year. Once it is started, I must continue.”

“So… you have to cut your hair?”

“Among many other ritual sacrifices to honor your death, yes.”

“But… I’m not dead.”

“But you did die, and that’s all that counts in trull society.”

He was just going to have to give her this one, he was too spent to argue.

“Oh, Kiya please!” Ellsbat sobbed. “I can’t take any more!”

And to his surprise the trull girl hugged the redhead and comforted her. “I shall be there for you, in this time of need,” she told the taller woman.

After Ellsbat cried herself out and the men had gone back to the campfire, sharing a wineskin, and shaking their heads and talking in low tones about the sudden resurrection of their leader, Ellsbat curled up with him in the shadows of the temple on his blanket. From where she rested her head on his chest her voice was very small.

“I’m sorry, I should have believed in you,” she said. “I should have trusted the Herald of Dagon. You are more than a man... even though I wish you were just a man… my man.”

He stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head. “Beth… you can’t get rid of me so easily. And I thought we agreed, you don’t need a servant, you need a partner.”

“Would that it were so simple,” the girl clung to him. “I know I don’t know much about the world, that I have been sheltered inside books my whole life, but I am not stupid. You are more than just a man. You are larger than life, and I can’t hope to ever have more than a part of you.”

He started to object but she cut him off.

“It’s fine, I wouldn’t have it any other way. It would be a crime against creation to hold you back from everything you will be. If destiny offered it to me, make no mistake, I would have you for my own. But tell me I am the first, tell me I will be the last and I am content.”

He didn’t know what to say so he held her. It wasn’t long after that she looked up at him and smiled. “Lenore has been gone a long time. You should go find her.”

“Are you sure?”

“I saw the fear and loss in her eyes when you were…” her voice died, and she had to gather her composure. “…when the creature brought you down. She cares for you, in her way, as much as I do. If you are to collect so many hearts, it is also your responsibility to care for them. Go.”

Collecting a new shirt from his pack Ryan went out into the night. It was dark beyond the light of the campfire glowing from the mouth of the temple entrance. Tuning his magic eye to see in the dark, the night turned brighter. In the half-light he scanned the ruins up one side and then the other before spotting the knight sitting on one tree-trunk-sized section of broken column where it had come to rest beside another still standing.

He approached, making sure he made enough noise she heard him coming.

“Lenore?” he called softly.

“Oh… R-rineskull… I was, uh, keeping watch.”

“We’re safe,” he replied. “No creatures would come anywhere near the manticore’s lair.”

“Except you,” she said.

“Yeah, I guess,” he chuckled.

“You are fearless.”

“Not really.”

“And an idiot.”

“That’s very true. But I’m smart enough to know we need to talk.”

She paused. “About what?”

“Let’s start with that kiss.”

“I… don’t know of what you speak.”

“I think you do… I think you said you want to be mine and you meant more than my vassal.”

There was a rustle as she stood and then drew her glowing sword, shedding light like a lantern. It revealed her tall pale form wearing little more than her tall boots and a small chemise. Her chin was raised, and she looked ready to bolt like a scared colt… or run him through with the sword.

“I will not yield so easily,” she said sternly. “I am a knight of Sphinxium. You can’t expect to ride me like a common maid.”

“Is that so?”

He stepped closer to her, using one finger to push the blade of the sword aside. Until he stepped in her space, pressing close to her. For a moment he thought he was mistaken and she was going to kill him, then the flush that rose up her chest to her cheeks revealed what she really wanted.

She didn’t speak, just planted her sword in the ground so it stood upright and gripped him in a hard embrace. Her mouth met his lips. No chaste kisses, but an eager open mouth. As they wrestled back and forth for control, he finally threw her hard against the pillar and she let out a yelp of pain, her eyes narrowing in pleasure.

She liked it.

They groped each other roughly, and he tore the chemise open, revealing the slim, muscular form naked beneath it, her modest breasts hard at attention, her bare cunt tempting him. With rough hands he turned her around and bent her over the remains of the broken pillar, gripping her hands behind the small of her back to pin her there. Then spreading her legs, he knelt to slide his tongue into her from behind. Her struggling immediately stopped as she was overcome with the attention he lavished on her cunt. In moments she was dripping wet.

She smelled like fresh rain on grass in a springtime rainstorm.

The knight could only be distracted a few moments. She tried to break free and reach back to grip him by the hair, driving him deeper. It would have been fine if he didn’t need to breathe. He came up gasping for breath and slapped a hard hand against her backside, forcing her to let out a high-pitched yelp.

“Ah! Mmmmph…” she moaned, writhing her hard cheeks. She almost tore himself from his grip. “No! No I will not let you defeat me like this so easily!” she rallied.

He slapped her backside hard with his open hand. She jumped, yelping, but she stopped trying to escape. He spanked her again and a third time. As he punished her that way she struggled and groaned.

“Had enough?” he asked.

“I won’t give in…” she managed, defiantly.

He slid his hand between her legs and found her slippery as an eel. Sopping wet. Instead of punishing her backside he stroked her cunt.

“I won’t!” she managed. “I won’t… I won’t… I…” her voice trailed off. When she found it again, it was almost a whisper.

“Yes, strike me harder!” she moaned, and he felt her tremble and surrender.

He was rock hard. Unbuttoning his trousers he stroked his cock against her slippery folds and the girl froze again, trembling.

At the last moment he stopped himself. Forcing restraint.

“W-why are you stopping?” she moaned. “I… I am yours.”

Slowly but with unstoppable force he sank inside her wet sex. Felt the tightness give and the knight made a sharp yell, her body tensing. Ryan froze, still inside her. It occurred to him he’d just penetrated her for the first time.

“A-are you well? Should I stop?” he asked.

“I…” her voice caught. “I have taken worse wounds than this! It’s nothing for a knight!” She turned to look over her shoulder, mouth open as she panted. “Don’t think you have bested me yet.”

Little by little he resumed, and her stiff grunts soon turned to groaning desires. Before he knew it, she was the one thrusting against him.

“Do you want it harder?”

“Y-yes p-please,” she gasped.

He grew bolder and began thrusting into her deeper and faster. Until the slim undine was crying out, pushing back, back arched and shuddering uncontrollably. She muttered for more at first, then her brain melted and she could only whimper.

“Ohhhh your sword is so deep in my sheath!” she moaned. “W-what is this feeling? S-something is wrong, rising up inside me?” she began to wail.

He pounded her, spanking the taut muscular backside at the same time, each blow making her yell on ecstasy. Then without warning her cunt flooded around him. Not like any human girl he’d ever been with. She quivered and squirted so hard she was literally like a garden hose with your thumb held over the opening. Of course… she was an undine. Her water-demon heritage was manifesting. It went on and on, her body flexing and rocking under him until she seemed drained and went limp.

“What was that?” she asked as she lay gasping on her belly, thighs dripping into the puddle on the stone below.

“You were coming,” he growled, still hard as a ship’s mast inside her.

“H-how have you bested me in this… this combat?” she asked herself.

He withdrew, making her whine with disappointment then she drew herself up to face him.

“I am… I am defeated… I yield. You have… everything I can offer,” she gasped slumping with her back against the pillar.

He parted the torn front of her linen camisole to reveal her six-pack abs, broad, strong shoulders and the small breasts. She was like an Olympic fencer; every inch of her fit and hard. He’d gone through a phase of dating gym girls… enjoying the fitness bods, the asses you could bounce quarters off of, the nearly zero body fat. Lenore’s body put them all to shame. His mouth found her erect nipples while circling her cunt with his finger. She was swollen and slicker than any lube. She startled, shaking, as he stroked her swollen clit. Suddenly building towards another orgasm.

“I… I am arriving!” she almost shrieked in surprise.

“Coming,” he corrected as she clung to him and squirted around his fingers.

“I’m coming!” she repeated, yelling into his shoulder as she clung to him. “A-again.”

While she was still standing up, back to the standing column, he lifted one of her legs under the knee until she was balanced on one foot.

She looked at him coyly, eyes full of hope. “D-do you intend t-to punish me further even though I have s-submitted?”

He entered her again, sliding easily inside her despite the incredible tightness. She writhed like a snake, looking into his eyes as they fucked standing up face-to-face, one leg wrapped around his, arms locked behind his neck to hold on, thrusting hard against him to match every thrust of his own.

As he drove into her, she moaned her delight, then screamed it as he hammered her. Her cries rising as she exploded around him again, drenching them both, and he kept thrusting deeply, so close to finishing that he began to groan as he was about to explode.

“Yes, now give me your white sea-foam!” she begged.

When he poured himself inside her, the knight shuddered and closed her eyes, almost screaming in pleasure. He stayed that way, pinning her to the stone column as they both gasped and shuddered. For a long moment she was silent, hiding her face against his neck.

“I am yours,” she almost whimpered in his ear as she clung to him. “You are my lord… in all ways.”

When they returned to camp Ellsbat was pacing back and forth in front of the fire while the men sat or reclined, smirking.

“You’re safe!” the buxom redhead exclaimed, rushing forward. “We heard screams. Was there a battle?”

Oh shit. “We’re fine,” Ryan assured her.

“Was there some sort of animal?” Kiya asked.

“Some sort all right,” Varu snorted and the other men laughed.

“The next man who so much as grins gets his horn removed!” Lenore growled, hand on sword hilt.

The ex-bandits went pale and studiously went back to staring at the fire.

Ellsbat’s eyes went back and forth between them, taking in Lenore’s hastily repaired chemise and general tousled look. Dawning comprehension came over her eyes and she smiled at the knight. She took her and Ryan’s hands and led them towards the bedrolls.

“It’s time to sleep! If we are to defeat the Blackthistles, we will need all the rest we can muster.”

The magic-user pulled both of them down to the blankets and planted herself as close to Ryan as possible, glued to his side, with Lenore on the other. The knight lay awkwardly a moment before curling up against his other side with a sigh of contentment.

“Ellsbat…” he said quietly to her.

“I’m happy for you,” she announced cutting him off. “Truly.”

She curled up facing him, arms twined with his, and smiled at Lenore. Both girls settled in and pulled the blanket up around their shoulders.

Ryan sighed silently. Well… that could’ve been worse… he wasn’t sure what he’d expected would happen but had certainly expected something. Pinned between the two girls Ryan gave in and tried to get some rest.

“It is good you have Lenore and Ellsbat to keep you company, husband,” Kiya said, standing over them.

Ryan and the girls eyed her, stirring from the blanket. “Uhhh, Kiya…?”

“Trull custom forbids me to lay with a man for a year after your death; it is good they can handle such wifely duties while I am your widow.”

Without another word the trull walked away.

“That girl…” Ellsbat said.

“Yes, we’ll need to pay her sisters to lift the taboo,” Lenore agreed.

“Will it be legally binding?” the magic-user mused.

“It won’t matter if you pay them enough to pretend it is. And I won’t tell her the truth if you won’t.”

“Good idea,” Ellsbat nodded, and both lay back down to cuddle him.

Ryan noticed that neither had asked his permission, or even his opinion, on the matter of getting Kiya laid again. Maybe his lessons on the benefits of polyamory had been a little too good…

***

He couldn’t sleep. Back in his first life, working 80-hour weeks, he’d always said ‘I’ll sleep when I’m dead,’ like a boast. Now even when he did die, he couldn’t sleep. The camp was silent, the fire down to embers, and Ryan carefully disengaged himself from the girl on either side and crept quietly out of the temple to stand under the stars.

His mind was on the fight they’d have tomorrow. How was he possibly going to win?

He could feel it in his bones; he was weak as a kitten. He turned his sense for magic inwards and found only the same small, glowing pool of mana he’d had when waking up in the tall tower of the Emerald Palace. Nothing but a tier-one character with a normal amount of life force. Right now, the Blackthistles wouldn’t need more than a coup-de-grace with a rock to take him out.

He tried to summon the black shroud, the cloak of shadows that had so neatly deflected crossbow bolts and manticore spikes, but it was nowhere to be found. He remembered what it was like to harmonize mana with it, but the focus was missing. The ability purged. The same for the spider swarm and the ability to devour magic; he hadn’t even had a chance to use that last one.

All gone now.

He didn’t remember the last time he’d cried, but he cried then. Cried for the failure and the loss of his power and the loss of the girls if he couldn’t put up a fight against his enemies tomorrow. He heard the shuffle of feet behind him.

“Rineskull?” Ellsbat asked fearfully. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve… “ he fought to clear his throat and wipe away the tears. “I’ve lost all my powers.”

Her face contorted in confusion. “How…?”

“Dagonestra brought me back, but it had a cost.”

“All of them?”

“No, not all. I only have the same ones I had when I met you. All the mana, all the powers I’ve gathered since then… all gone. Wiped away.”

“But you’re alive… it’s impossible but you’re alive! What does it matter if some of your powers are gone? So long as you’re here with us.”

Us? Not ‘me’? Maybe the magic-user was evolving.

“You don’t get it,” he said. “How am I supposed to take on that Griefer now? Or the Blackthistles? I don’t stand a chance. I’m a fucking newb again!”

Ellsbat held him close and took his face in her hands. “Look at me,” she whispered. “You will never be a newb! Not in this life or any other! You… are… Rineskull.”

He looked at her, wanting to believe it because she believed in him. Still… it would be impossible to win now. “I’m weak as a kitten,” he said.

“Not up here you are not,” she told him, touching his forehead. “You know things no one else but the demon lord herself can know. You started with no powers once before, you can regain them again. Like you did last time.”

Then he knew; she genuinely believed in him. Deep down. Not because he was better than her, or stronger. But because of who he was. What if she was right?

He tried to take stock of what he did have…

For one thing, he had all his possessions. Including the sword of Xerxia, the all-seeing eye gem, the belt of giant’s strength and even the pepperbox six-shooter he’d taken from Chad. Second, he still had the Mind’s Eye and the three powers from within – Ghost Step, Psychic Surgery and Enervating Transformation. And last, he still had the basic perks like the ability to de-magic items and re-constitute the magic into something else.

Ellsbat was still staring at him, worry in her eyes.

And her, he thought. I’ve got Ellsbat and Kiya and Lenore. And even Varu and his useless fuckups. After their battles in the valley, they’d absorbed a fair amount of mana, and the amount they’d gathered from the manticore’s death alone might’ve been enough to raise them all a tier or even two.

And that reminded him of something else he had: the manticore’s icon.

The light wand lit the way as he went into the depths of the temple, the redhead following him. Past the bones and football-sized owl pellets the beast had coughed up from previous victims. In the filthy nest of rags, sticks and grass he used the magic eye to scan the pile. It shone like a beacon, a lantern of mana.

Kicking a path through the nest, Ryan uncovered the wooden chest buried at the back. It was locked, but his magical giant strength easily tore it open and revealed the treasure inside. Mixed among the coins of all kinds, a few bits of jewelry – some still attached to the wrist or finger of their former owners – and several more raw nuggets of jethryc was an old, corroded brass prayer wheel.

The Wheel of Transmutation.

It looked a bit like a child’s rattle, with silver-inlaid script running around the drum of the rattlehead. A device for priests to say their prayers, on the belief that spinning the written words amounted to the same thing as saying them out loud.

But like all the icons in the Weeping Valley, it had become imbued with magical force and was now the physical focus of the ability to change the flesh of a creature. It’s what had created the stinging lion. And it could reshape anything alive.

“What is it?” Ellsbat asked.

After explaining it to her she nodded. “Is this how you will defeat them?” she asked uncertainly. “Make yourself into something that can take them on?”

She was worried… worried he’d turn himself into a monster.

“Not at all. Quite the opposite, actually.” He held her hand. “And then you’re going to win this for us.”

“Me?” she asked, eyes wide.

“You’re the strongest one here. You can do it.”

“B-but how?”

“Well, for starters, do you remember those mine shafts outside the fog?”

***


CHARACTER SHEET

Rineskull [aka Ryan Scully]

Profession: Tier 1 Warlock

Mana: 10

Mind’s Eye: Psychic Surgery [tier 1], Ghost Step [tier 1], Enervating Transformation [tier 1]

Gifts: Cast Ritual Magic, Render Mana, Enchant Magic, Mana Infusion

Demon Pact abilities: Demonfyre [tier 1], Flaming weapon [tier 1]

Item box >>>

	Xerxia, the emerald sword [tier 3 magic] 
	Emerald Bane, the 
	magic dagger [tier 3], bullseye enchantment 
	Glowing sword [tier 2] 
	Magical texts: Anti-gravity, Stunning slumber, Firewerk 
	Chemise of protection [tier 2] 
	Kite ring 
	Spell sink talisman [tier 2] 
	Medallion of wakefulness 
	Socks of swiftness 
	Belt of Giant Strength [legendary tier] 
	Pepperbox revolver [tier 1] 
	All-seeing Eye gem 
	Farseer [heroic tier] 
	Sprite dust 
	Obsidian scythe [icon/**unique**] 
	Shadowlark [icon/**unique**] 
	Wheel of Transmutation [icon/**unique**] 


Party members >>>

	Ellsbat [tier 5 succubus Magic-user] 
	Bruce [crystal statue] 
	Cat [whistling guardian cat] 
	Tylene – aka Tilly [tier 1 skinwalker bear Scoundrel] 
	Pimms [tier 2 red imp Scoundrel] 
	Lenore of Vongsavath [tier 3 undine Knight] 
	Kiya [tier 3 trull Runecaster] 
	Varu [tier 2 human Bandit] 



Chapter 22   : Last Dance is Free

The sun hung high in the sky as Ryan returned to the group, the heat of the Weeping Valley bearing down on them all. He casually tossed the pair of massive troll heads at their feet, and the spirit horses they were mounted on didn’t even stir. The companions stared at them in astonishment. Ellsbat was the first to speak.

"Rineskull, how... how did you manage to take down two trolls on your own?" she stammered, eyes wide with awe.

“Is that the bridge trolls?” Varu gawked at the gory heads, the faces frozen in the last moments of surprise and agony.

“Are they the bridge trolls, you mean,” Kiya corrected his grammar. “And it’s an interesting question; did they stop being trolls when he severed their heads?”

Ryan's usual easygoing demeanor was replaced by a cold, determined look. “They were guarding the bridge, and we couldn't afford to waste time,” he replied, his voice edged with anger. “I did what needed to be done to clear our path.”

“I don’t get it… why did we go through that whole skulking around and hiding from them yesterday if all you had to do was cut their heads off?” Varu asked.

“Yesterday I didn’t want to waste effort, today I needed the mana,” he said coldly.

And that’s all there was to it. His need to recover even a small amount of his lost mana had signed the death warrant for the trolls. Taking them out had increased him to tier 2. Lenore exchanged a worried glance with Kiya. He could read the room: he was usually less bloodthirsty and it was rare to resort to such brutal methods. The tension among the companions was followed by an uncomfortable silence as they tried to make sense of his actions.

Lenore spoke up carefully. “We're grateful for it, Rineskull, but that seems... unlike you.”

Ryan let out a humorless laugh, his eyes still locked on the troll heads. “Guess I'm getting a taste for it,” he muttered, more to himself than to the others.

Ellsbat stepped closer, reaching out to touch his arm. “Are you well, Rineskull?” she asked softly.

He met her gaze, the coldness in his eyes giving way to a flicker of vulnerability. “I just... I need to make sure we get there in time,” he admitted. “All of us are toast if we’re late.”

Lenore laid a hand on his other shoulder, her voice steady and reassuring. “We're with you. We'll reach the edge of the valley on time, and we'll triumph. Just... don't lose yourself in the process.”

“I’m still right here,” he said.

“She means you are changed since you died,” his mourning trull wife said bluntly. “Did your soul get corrupted perhaps? Are you an evil twin?”

“I’m not an evil twin!” he snapped at the trull.

“See how angry you are? That’s what an evil twin would say.”

He nodded, taking a deep breath to steady himself. “You're right. Listen, I’m fine… I’m me. Let's keep moving,” he said.

He kicked the troll heads into the ditch and led the group across the troll bridge. As the group pressed on, Ryan's mind did calculations on his mana score. Killing the trolls had doubled his mana reserves. He’d be tier 2, or close to it. It wasn't nearly as much power as he once possessed, but it might be enough to keep him alive when facing the Blackthistle brothers. Not like he had other options.

The valley seemed to stretch on forever as they went, the looming hills and shadows of ancient ruins crawling by at a snail’s pace. Ryan felt a knot of tension tightening in his stomach as the sun rose higher in the sky. The urgency of the situation ate at his insides. They had to reach the fog before sundown, and every passing minute only increased the pressure.

The only thing easing his mind was that the group was making better time than yesterday, and it was all because of the ghost horses. The trull has levelled up after killing the manticore, and her summoning improved. Kiya's newly acquired magical ability had allowed her to summon spirit horses, and the group had wasted no time using them. Lenore, clearly at home on horseback, had hopped onto one of the spectral steeds effortlessly, beckoning Ellsbat to ride with her. The magic-user reluctantly took her hand and swung up behind the knight. Kiya, being much shorter than the others, struggled to find a suitable rock every time she climbed up or dismounted.

The holdouts had been Varu and his former-brigand mercenaries. They’d seen kobolds, trolls, zvarts, fairies and fought a mutated manticore since arriving at the valley, but apparently drew the line at riding ghost horses. Challenging their manhood was the only way to get them moving.

“Come on, boys, don't let the little lady show you up!” he’d scolded them with a grin. “Must be too scared of heights, or maybe your legs are too weak to hoist yourselves up there? You look like a bunch of wobbling drunken maids on two feet!”

Their reluctant expressions shifted, and they finally mounted the spirit horses.

Ryan, on the other hand, didn't need a horse at all. He’d discovered that the magical belt of giant strength granted him incredible speed by overcharging his legs, making him even faster than the spirit horses. As they retraced their steps on the old road, this time heading south, the ghost steeds ate up ground towards the yellow fog that marked the boundary of the Weeping Valley.

Ryan put his head down and set off at a run that easily outpaced them.

***

They had been traveling for hours, and Ryan's eyes constantly darted between the surroundings and his companions. The fog wall marking the boundary of the valley stayed a tiny blob far ahead, a constant reminder of the distance still to go. They had to reach it before sundown, or their fate would be sealed, including Tilly... and his child.

He forced himself to stop thinking about that. More distraction was the last thing he needed.

As they rode, Lenore was effortlessly guiding the horse with her knees and practising her newfound magic. Ryan had transferred the shadowlark from the headless statue into the swordmaiden as the dawn was approaching. At first, she’d been nervous, closing her eyes and shivering, but seemed more natural now. She had guts. And determination. Two things the mercenaries she led didn’t. Watching her, he hoped that he had made the right decision. Her power would be a crucial in the fight ahead, but it would also make her a target. She was making showers of light and even a disc-shaped shield of light as she rode, and he could see Ellsbat giving her pointers on how to control magic from behind her in the saddle.

There’s one thing to be grateful for… his death had killed the feud between them. Nothing like losing the thing you loved to make you appreciate sharing it.

He stole another glance at Ellsbat and Lenore. They believed in him. He just wasn’t sure he deserved their trust anymore.

He knew he should be on one of those horses too, conserving his strength for what lay ahead. But instead, he kept pushing his body to its limits by running on foot. Unable to take it any longer, he told them he had to scout ahead and clear their path, but really it was the only way to drive back the feeling of uselessness over the recent loss of his powers. Staying active at least let him quiet that nagging blame for the situation they now found themselves in.

He couldn't bear the thought of failing to save the girls. He shouldn’t have been taking on the Blackthistle brothers at all right now. He should be getting as far away from them as possible… but since not showing up was a death sentence even a high chance of death by meeting them was better odds. With everyone’s help to face the duo they could still win.

Trio… he reminded himself. Don’t forget the Griefer will be there, with some other stupid gift from Tsothtak. Three powerful villains for the price of one.

The valley almost blurred past him as he moved, wind whipping at his hair and clothes. It was almost like being a superhero in a comic book. The further south he travelled, the more the valley landscape changed around him; the rolling hills and plains around the ancient ruins at the valley center gave way to meadows and swamp around the floodplain of the Brackenwater and in the distance the dark shape of dense forest appeared on the horizon.

As he approached the location of the goblin market, he steeled himself for what was about to happen. Ruthless violence was the only thing that was going to get them through the valley in time. The girls might object to his savage methods, but what the girls didn’t seem to understand was that the advantage he’d had was gone and he still needed to stay one step ahead of the Blackthistle brothers.

Walking up the road to the market he stepped into the ghost world, becoming insubstantial and invulnerable to the zvarts' attacks and swept into the trading post like a cold wind. As he entered the collection of shacks and cages, he saw the zvarts were already at it again and had started rebuilding their stock. The filthy flesh merchants had caged a dozen fairies, goblins and boggarts like dogs in a kennel about to be put down. The pitiful creatures sat weakly in their rusty iron cages.

Ryan's jaw clenched. He stepped halfway out of the ghost world, feeling a cold rush of straddling both worlds. It wasn’t enough to be efficient, he wanted to scare them. Appearing in a ghostly form in the real world, he began unleashing blasts of demonfyre. The zvarts were too dumb to run. They lunged at him with rusty blades and crude spears, but their weapons passed through his insubstantial form harmlessly.

Burning wasn’t enough to satisfy his need to break things. He reappeared in the material world, the sword of Xerxia slicing through the vile creatures. Blood spattered the ground, and the stench of death mingled with the already barnyard reek of the animal pens. There was no mercy, just slaughter. He cut them all down, gathering their mana to increase his strength like taking a deep drag on a cigarette at every kill.

Finished, he made sure there were no zvart stragglers then inspected the cages. The fey inhabitants shook the bars and chittered to be let free.

“Sorry fellas, nothing personal,” he told them and methodically stabbed them all, collecting their bleeding corpses in a bucket. Swirling the bloody remains around, he held it up to the light and saw the slight rainbow sheen of fey blood, like seeing oil on a puddle. Not thick enough.

Finding a log, he used it as a mortar and pestle, grinding the juice out of the corpses. Now the blood had a thick, soupy texture. Much better.

He left the market full of dead zvarts behind for his companions to find and kept moving with the bucket of ground-up fairy goo. Eye of a vengeful storm. A few of the valley residents saw him coming and knew he was coming to kill them. And he wanted to. He wanted to kill anything that got in his way. Only the ones that ran at the sight of him got away. Finally, he reached the abandoned cottage in the shadow of the forest that covered the south end of the valley. The gryphons surrounded him.

Poor bastards.

Yellow eyes gleamed in the sunlight, and he knew the creatures saw him as nothing but prey. His grip tightened on the hilt of his sword, and he burned through the snarling pack from the Ghost World. The fight was brutal. Not even remotely fair. An execution.

Looking around at the smoking corpses he considered that he might be taking his frustrations out on others...

He sat down on the stoop of the cottage and rested his head on his knees. What the fuck was he doing? The others would catch up soon. Glancing up at the sun he saw they’d been making good time. At this rate they’d reach the fog before nightfall. And then…

…and then on the other side he knew he’d find the Blackthistle brothers waiting to ambush them. They thought he and his companions would be weakened. Run down and injured from desperately trying to collect the ransom to get Tilly back. And when he saw them, well…

Then he really would let out his frustrations by burning them to death.

***

Ryan stood in front of his companions, the otherworldly curtain of yellow fog swirling in front of them. The narrow ravine walls around them were the same, bare, bleak place littered with deadwood, boulders and old bones. Before the end of they day his enemies would add to the collection. He knew what he looked like; spattered with blood, clothes torn, emerald sword in hand. If his enemies knew what was good for them, they’d take one look and run.

“Alright, listen up,” he said. “We've come too far to turn back now. The Blackthistle brothers are waiting for us, and by Dagonestra’s perfect tits, we're not gonna disappoint 'em! On the far side of the fog there is almost certainly an ambush to kill us all. But we have one big advantage; they think we’re a bunch of idiots who don’t know what’s coming. They think we’re easy targets with our dicks in our hands. And that’s how we’re going to beat them.”

“With dicks in our hands?” Kiya asked.

He turned to his trull widow, smiling despite himself. “Kiya, I know you're nervous, but you've got this. Your spirit summoning powers are going to be a game-changer out there. Trust yourself. Make sure they piss themselves when they see what's comin' their way. No holding back!”

The trull gave a determined nod. With her short hair and covered in ashes and charcoal from her mourning ritual, she looked like a deadly gwargir – sorcerous evil trulls from the center of the world.

He turned to Ellsbat, watching her fingers fidget with magic incantations. “Ellsbat, you're not fooling anyone with those nerves. I've seen you work magic like an archmage. You've got magic crackling in your veins. Blast 'em into next week, and don't forget to give 'em a taste of that temper of yours! Get ready to unleash hell out there, and remember, I've got your back.”

“And me,” said Lenore.

Ellsbat squeezed Lenore’s hand and gave Ryan a feisty grin. His gaze shifted to knight, her glowing magic sword in hand, ready to go.

“I’m counting on it. We're a team, and we'll face whatever's out there together. Lenore, you're a badass swordmaiden, and you know it. Drown your blade in their blood and don’t be afraid to use your new powers; the shadowlark is a huge asset they won’t be expecting.”

Then, he looked at Varu and the mercenaries, the ragtag group that had become warriors under his guidance. There were only five left, but they were the toughest ones. “You guys have surprised me, I'll admit it. You’ve come a long way, and you've got the hearts of true fighters. Stick to the plan, and we'll make it through this in one piece. And don’t forget what’s at stake.”

“We won’t… you know it don’t sit right that all these cute girls will get destroyed by a curse, we won't let anything happen to them,” Varu nodded.

“I meant your bonus pay,” Ryan smiled at them, and the men gave a grim chuckle. “Ten gold apiece for whoever makes it out.”

Ryan took a moment to let his words sink in, then cracked a half-smile. “Alright, enough of the pep talk. We know what we're up against, and we've got the swords and magic to handle it. So let's go out there and show those bastards they fucked with the wrong bunch this time. Ready?”

“For Rineskull!” Ellsbat said loudly.

“For Tilly!” Lenore yelled.

“For family,” Kiya added.

“For gold!” Varu shouted. “On my oath!"

With that, Ryan turned and started walking into the fog, hearing them follow. The group moved forward as a small knot, and the yellow smoke swallowed them up. As they stepped into the unknown, Ryan's mind was already on the far side, remembering Dagonestra’s words.

Don’t fight fair. There was no room for doubt or hesitation.

The yellow fog enveloped him into its chilling embrace. The world disappeared, swallowed by the swirling mist. Lovers and companions became shadows, their faces fading into the obscurity. The fog closed behind them.

***

A cold wind whistled through ravine where the dark canopy of trees obscured the Blackthistles and their men, laying in wait outside the valley. The trees grew small and twisted by wind on the rocky trail, and ended a dozen steps from the yellow wall of fog that marked the boundary to the monster-infested lands. The wind was chill as the two brothers waited for the moment when their prey would stumble into their deadly trap. If either had an ounce of poetry in them, they might have thought of themselves as spiders on the edge of a web.

Behind them, their ragged crew of menacing thugs sat or stood as they pleased. They were a mix of hard men from the smugglers, bandits, thieves and kidnappers they employed. A ragtag assembly of cutthroats and villains, some drawn by the promise of riches and others just the chance to unleash their cruelty where there would be no crime or guards or judgment from authorities. The air of malice clung to them, and they exchanged terse words that betrayed a collective distaste for man, even men of their own kind.

Most were used to hard life in town but even so, after four days of this they were getting edgy. Camping outside the Weeping Valley had made them tired and jumpy. If they talked at all their whispers were barely audible over the rustling leaves. In the eerie stillness of the pass, the ambushers hidden among the gnarled trees has only grown more anxious near the infamous monster-infested passage to the valley.

It didn’t help that they’d discovered the bodies of nearly a dozen dead zvarts nearby, bloating and swarming with flies, some of them gnawed by predators. And all of them with the same deathblow: a neatly round puncture wound, like they’d been shot by an armor-piercing arrow. Although none of the arrows had broken off in the wound or left a stub behind. Morgan had ordered the corpses tossed in a nearby disused mine-shaft. They grumbled – to themselves only – but they did as he told them. Not that they were squeamish, but most had a criminal laziness that hated the idea of a hard day’s work.

Amidst the twisted trunks of stunted trees, Raginald and Morgan stared at the fog, waiting for the returning marks to step through. Raginald, tall and gaunt, fretted with his hands, sharpening and resharpening small blades while he shifted back and forth like a scorpion. Morgan, the older, fatter brother lounged on his side, eyes slitted like a viper.

One of their hired men got up to make water against a tree and snapped a branch underfoot, loudly.

“Do that again and I’ll cut yer bowbag off to carry my dice!” Raginald hissed in a rage.

“Patience, brother,” Morgan murmured, his voice a slow drawl. “It will all be over soon. All we must do is let the prey approach us. Let us savor the moment before we strike.”

“Is that so? Morgan, you’re a fat fool… What if this Rineskull simply ran. What if he’s long gone and we wait for nothing. Or he died in there and the treasure that should be ours is laying next to his moldering corpse? What then?” Raginald replied, his words sharp and cold as steel.

“Quit your worrying. I know because our benefactor knows,” the fat man said with a frown. What he didn’t say out loud was that he might be a fool, but the man who insisted they call him Deathbreaker certainly had connections not of this world. “They'll never see us coming. And once we're done, we'll have all the treasure to ourselves. Just remember this Rineskull belongs to him.”

Raginald's lips curled into a malevolent grin. "I’m no fool. Our benefactor will be pleased with his special prize this day. What do you suppose has him vexed so much with this Rineskull?”

The shadowy figure who had hired them, compelling them to carry out this elaborate plan, was a mystery. But his money was plentiful. The brothers had a ‘no questions’ policy, but secretly the whole thing worried them.

“I’m sure I have no idea. I met the man but once and I already want this Rineskull dead,” the fat man sighed.

Their last meeting with Rineskull had been… not exactly an embarrassment, but an unexpected challenge. That some rube wanderer and his simple bitches had stood up to them for even a minute was not a good sign. Men like the Blackthistles operated on the reputation that standing up to them would result in death or worse. Lose that thought in people’s heads and you lost your whole business.

Morgan's eyes gleamed with anticipation. “Whoever the infamous Rineskull might be, he's going to wish he never crossed paths with us.”

“He'll regret ever stepping foot in this valley,” Raginald sneered, unconsciously massaging his side where he’d taken a sword wound from Lenore’s magic blade; it had only been healed by using rare and expensive healing potions.

“He'll learn the price of challenging those who hold the true power in this world,” Morgan said.

“Eh, what’s that?”

“Money, of course. Money to buy magic and men and favors. Surely more powerful than some hedge-mage from the wilderness.”

With what passed for a deep conversation between them over, the brothers again went back to waiting silently. The fifth day since issuing their ransom demand was coming to an end. The man who paid them – they’d never consider anyone else their employer – said they’d be there by sunset. So they waited.

Then, the clink of armor and the scuff of boots came faintly. Not from their own men, but the direction of the yellow fog. The brothers were instantly alert and, making hand signals to their thugs, the others took up weapons. As the foggy veil shifted, revealing glimpses of their intended victims, Morgan's hand tightened around the hilt of his dagger.

“Time to strike, brother. Let's show his women what it means to face the Blackthistle brothers.”

Raginald nodded, a predatory glint in his eyes. “Tonight, I’m not going to kill them quick. I’m gonna make them pay for wasting my time in this stinking bush. I’m going to stain the dirt with their blood and play a song with their screams.”

The fat man rolled his eyes. His younger brother was too romantic for this line of work.

As the first shadows emerged from behind the foggy veil, the man Rineskull’s collection of gash began to show themselves, stepping hesitantly from the murky cloud into the open clearing of the road that separated the valley from the wooded trail that led south and down into the hills. The brothers grinned, their weapons at the ready, and with a nod they drew the little stoppered phials of magic powder.

Sweeping their hands over themselves, they dumped the sprite dust, a shimmering powder that wrapped them in the cloak of invisibility. Now unseen by their prey, they rose and advanced from the woods, their footfalls silent as death itself.

Rineskull's bitches remained unaware, completely vulnerable to the deadly presence closing in on them. The big-titted redhead and skinny swordmaiden had been joined by a squat little fuck-toy, although there was something unnaturally demon-ish about her and she was covered in ashes. Not that either brother was picky about the women they fucked… so long as they could be hurt and cried. The five armed scouts – rough men with decent gear and armor – were a surprise, but the smartest thing the bitches had done. Still, they’d be outnumbered three to one against their own henchmen.

A shiver of excitement ran through the brothers as they prepared to unleash their trap; killing was just business, but the dark entertainment they could have all night and the power they held over their captives would be the closest thing they could come to feeling pleasure.

They moved with deadly intent, their eyes fixed on blonde and redhead. If their expressions had been visible the smiles would have sent chills up anyone’s spine. The kind of men that barely counted as human. Morgan and Raginald crossed half the distance without so much as a glance from their victims. The women and their hired swords stood there, just outside the fog, like they were waiting.

Secure that they couldn’t be seen, the brothers paused and whispered to each other.

Raginald licked his lips, his gaze raking over the three women. “Such a shame,” he hissed, “To kill such pretty little things after one night.”

Morgan chuckled. “No, brother. Their beauty is but a fleeting pleasure. Our true prize awaits, and once we have him, we can do as we please with these delightful distractions.”

“Aye? And where is the prize? I don’t see him.” Raginald scowled. “If Rineskull died in the valley as I said he would, we’ll get half the price promised!”

As the brothers paused, a moment of uncertainty filling them, a sudden presence materialized beside them. It was time for Ryan to end the ruse.

“You boys shouldn't play with sharp knives,” Ryan drawled in a tone that made the brothers stiffen. “It's bound to get you into all kinds of trouble.”

Catching them off guard, his face twisted into a fierce scowl, Ryan stepped from the Ghost World into the normal dimension with a bucket of sticky fairy blood and guts clutched tightly in his hand. The hardest part about it all had been sitting in the woods, listening to the two bastards talk, without being able to stick a sword down their throats.

As soon as he stood facing the brothers, the glowing mark on his cheek began to sting. With a flare of light it went dead, fading to a slight mark. Nearby, Ellsbat and Lenore gave a small cry as their hexes died.

“Looks like we fulfilled the conditions of the curse,” Ryan said. “Here we are, five days later, and we have icons.”

Before the Blackthistle brothers could react, Ryan swung the bucket, splattering them with the gooey, noxious substance. Their invisibility vanished like tissue paper under a pressure hose, revealing their forms painted in grotesque gunk in front of the startled Lenore and Ellsbat. The slime was from fairy creatures, which made it perfect for counteracting the sprite dust. For a moment the men were stunned, but even as the gunk struck them the two were dodging and moving, getting distance from Ryan. But a moment after that and they let out sharp, pained shrieks. Began to scrub at their exposed skin with their nails. The stuff burned like fire. Fairies released an acidic toxin when they died, as a bit of a last ‘fuck you’.

Waiting for the girls was a calculated risk, but one Ryan had to take. The element of surprise was on his side. Dropping the bucket he reached into his satchel to remove the wax doll of Tilly. The hex mark on the doll faded to nothing. He breathed a sigh of relief; the magic had worked, Tilly was safe. No matter what happened next, that wouldn’t change.

“You two are really giving hired murderers a bad name,” Ryan quipped, turning back to the brothers, a dangerous glint in his eye. “I mean, getting caught this easily? Sloppy work.”

Raginald seethed, his face twisted in fury. “You'll pay for this insult!”

Despite the circumstances Ryan laughed in his face. That was the brother’s recurring line of dialogue during combat. He’d just quoted himself from the game in the most cliché way possible.

“Give it your best shot,” Ryan taunted, the smile fading from his lips. “But just so you know, I'm not in the mood to play nice today.”

The Blackthistles hadn’t clawed their way to the top of local crime by being soft. The fat man quickly shook off the debilitating effects of the stinging slime and whistled sharply. From the treeline, the group of menacing thugs emerged at a run, closing in on Ryan's companions. More than twenty of them. The Blackthistles had underestimated Ryan, but they wouldn’t go down without a fight.

With a sharp nod to his companions, Ryan signalled the plan. Then he vanished back into the Ghost World. He was already moving, circling the brothers, watching their faces grimace with concentration, trying to guess where he’d appear next. That was fine by Ryan; so long as they were worried about him, they weren’t going after the girls.

He studied them from a few feet away, and sure enough, Morgan drew the snakefang dagger. Ryan’s enchanted eye could detect the poison, and even tell it was loaded with more of the phase spider venom. If he got too close, he’d suffer the same fate as last time. His normal tactic of putting his sword in the same space as the man, then materializing back into the real dimension so it impaled them, wasn’t going to work. There Ryan would be, within arm’s length of the assassin brothers and their poison blade.

Ryan bounced back, putting distance between them and only then leaned back in the normal world, just deep enough to shoot his demonfyre from one world into the next. He sent one blast into Raginald, scorching him, but by then Morgan spotted him and the fire he sent that man’s way never touched him. He dodged, somehow. The heavyset brother’s gaze never left Ryan; fixed on him with intense concentration as he started running, closing the distance.

Ryan fired again, and again… but the brother was quick as a snake despite his size, dodging and jinking with almost unnatural dexterity. Always just enough that Ryan’s black flames missed.

Too late he realised how fast Morgan was moving. The distance between them closing too fast. Ryan was already stepping back into the Ghost World as Morgan cocked his arm with the snakefang dagger. Ryan dodged, Morgan threw.

And the blade slid through the space where his arm existed in the other world. The phase spider venom stinging as it passed between worlds.

Ryan staggered and dropped as fire spread up from his forearm. Fuck!

He squeezed his arm at the elbow, trying to halt the spread, but it was magical poison. He needed a magical cure. Reaching inside for the green spark of the Mind’s Eye he began pouring energy into fighting the poison. It was already making his entire arm throb, but at least it wasn’t as bad as the last time; then he’d taken a blow near the heart, now he’d been wounded in an extremity. It would take longer for the poison to effect him, hopefully long enough he could burn it out with psychic surgery.

Slowly, carefully, he got to his feet. His arm was on fire, head spinning so he was having a hard time keeping his balance. The green spark’s healing was barely slowing the poison.

Moments had passed, long enough for the brothers’ goons to cover the ground between the woods and his much smaller group or mercenaries.

Arrows flew from both sides, slicing through the air with more eagerness than precision. But neither side was going to win this from a distance; it was going to be decided up close and personal. It was a small miracle, but Varu and his mercenaries stood their ground.

Just as the two forces were about to collide, five wolves darted past Ryan and joined Varu and his men. For a moment Ryan didn’t quite register what was happening. Then as he watched, the wolves vanished through the barrier between worlds, leaping through into the normal dimension. White as snow, white fangs and white tongues. Only the eyes glowed red.

Kiya's had summoned the beasts. They met the thugs, snarling and snapping.

The city bravos faltered, caught off guard by the sudden attack of the spectral predators. It was the opening Varu and his mercenaries needed, and they ganged up on the thugs, two-on-one, cutting three down in as many seconds while they had the element of surprise.

Ryan was about to smile at the turn of events until he saw one smaller figure joining Varu. In the midst of the fray, Kiya ran in, hands transformed into deadly obsidian claws.

Fucking idiot… she was supposed to stay in the back!

Ryan watched the trull girl go into the fight with six-inch obsidian blades grown from each finger. The magical claws sliced through the enemy ranks at waist-height or below. Slashing tendons and arteries. Leaving a trail of maimed thugs in her wake.

Goddam… girl was a menace!

“Rineskull!” the yell was shrill, and urgent.

His head snapped back, shaking off the fever and sickness that was starting to boil in him. The Blackthistle brothers had moved on Ellsbat and Lenore.

The brothers had at least learned wariness, and instead of going straight in, had to split their attention between the girls and scanning around themselves looking for Ryan to return. Then Raginald lost his patience and charged in after Ellsbat.

It was a feint, trying to drive the redhead away from Lenore. Same playbook as before from the underground slave pens; divide and conquer. But Ellsbat and Lenore weren't falling for it. That time they’d let their rivalry over Ryan get in their way. This time, however, they stood together.

Then, summoning the magic gifted by the shadowlark power, Lenore summoned a protective dome of shimmering light around her and the magic-user, just like he’d seen the kobold boss use.

The brothers stopped, just long enough to share a look. Almost casually, like a game of darts, the brothers drew small throwing knives and wicked them through the air one after another.

The brothers' attacks ricocheted off the barrier, unable to penetrate its defensive magic. The dome glowed with a brilliant radiance at each impact, creating a safe place for Ellsbat to use her magic and counter-attack.

From inside the barrier a wave of magic took the two brothers and shoved them back ten feet knocking them to the ground. Ryan watched in awe as Ellsbat and Lenore fought together like they’d been doing it their whole lives.

Ryan materialized again. Wounded arm held tight to his side, he sent more magic flames at the brothers. Even at medium range he caught a piece of them as they were trying to climb up off the ground.

And almost immediately as he stepped out of the Ghost World, the power he could spend to fight the poison increased. The fever subsiding even as he stood there. Shit… maintaining the ghost step and psychic surgery at the same time was seriously slowing his healing powers.

Morgan was on one knee and fired a hand-sized crossbow at Ryan. Narrowly missed. How long could he afford to stay vulnerable while he fought the poison?

The glowing shield dropped, revealing Lenore shaking and dripping sweat; the mana used for the magic power taking its toll, she couldn’t keep it up for extended periods.

“Help him,” Ellsbat yelled, and Lenore was already sprinting to cover him with her magic.

“No!” he yelled back. “Get in the fog!”

A glance told Ryan that Varu and his men brawled with the desperation of men fighting for their lives, every move powered not by a lifetime of training and experience but cruel bandit tactics; one man pinned an opponent’s weapon, then a second stabbed someplace vicious – usually around the belt-buckle region. It was brutal, but effective. Among them the spirit wolves tore into the thugs, tearing at their flesh with ghost fangs and keeping their superior numbers from working against the mercenaries. The thugs were driven to a halt, their over-confident frontal charge stopped dead in the face of this unexpected magical opposition.

But the thugs were not going to give up. Deserting the Blackthistles would be a death sentence. So they retaliated with desperate strikes, fending off the spectral predators and backing up from the mercs to close ranks.

“Fall back!” Ryan yelled at the former brigands. “Varu! Fall back to the fog!”

Kiya must have heard. She began tugging and shoving Varu towards the wall of yellow fog at their backs.

Staggering towards the two girls, Ryan saw a knife blade skitter past him along the ground, tink-tink-tinking on the rocks. Glanced to see Raginald winding up for another throw. That was very long range for a knife throw. Avoiding his knives was about as hard as dodging a snowball.

He broke into a run, jinking from side to side.

Serpentine! he told himself.

The poison was starting to make his entire body ache, the green spark energy barely getting out in front of it. Another dagger went far right as he zagged left. Then he’d reached the girls and waving them on he pushed them into the fog ahead of him.

The thick mist closed around them. If he hadn’t been looking right at them when they entered, Ryan would have lost them immediately. He could see maybe ten feet, and everything past that was barely a shadow.

Another knife parted the air, but nowhere near them.

“Keep moving,” Ryan said, and guided the two girls to the right at ninety degrees.

The fog was maybe a hundred yards wide, and half that deep. Enough to hide in.

“You’re hurt… again!” Ellsbat cried out, seeing the blistering blue-black wound, flesh already dying from the spider venom.

“Shht!” he held up a hand for silence. The Blackthistle brothers couldn’t see them, but still might track them down by sound.

Silently they moved through the fog, holding hands to keep from being separated. As a small boulder revealed itself in the fog, the three crouched down behind it.

By the sound of it, somewhere out there the mercenaries were still fighting the town bravos. The fog muffled everything, making direction and distance nearly impossible to tell, but he could hear both sides shouting in confusion in the mist. The air was thick with the stink of ground-up fairies and blood, By the sounds of the men shouting punctuated by cries of pain and defiance, Varu and the mercs must not have broken contact completely. The fog muffled the thump of weapons into armor or flesh so it sounded like pillow fighting. The growls of the spirit wolves seemed to echo in the rocky confines of the narrow ravine.

That’s when Ryan and the two girls heard the gravelly voice of Raginald Blackthistle from nearby in the fog.

“Two pretty little birds in our grasp,” Raginald called.

Ryan followed the sound of the voice, magic eye staring into the fog but unable to pierce more than ten feet. Then the brother spoke again, and it seemed to come from the opposite direction.

“I wonder which one of you will beg for mercy first.”

“I just want to hear them squeal,” Morgan answered from a different direction.

The Blackthistles were being cautious now. The two brothers circling, looking for weaknesses. How the fuck were they able to find them? Were even the senses of someone in the ninth-tier that much more powerful?

Lenore's grip on her sword tightened, her face a mask. Beside her, Ellsbat's hands trembled slightly, but her anger burned brightly in her eyes. Ryan picked up a rock as big as his head; the strength from the magic belt made it feel light as a tennis ball.

“Rineskull…” Lenore whispered, glancing at him. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

“Poison,” he managed, feeling another wave of muscle cramps ride his body. “I’m trying to cure it.”

A knife spun through the air, appearing out of the fog like it was conjured there, and glanced off Lenore’s armor. The knight closed her eyes and concentrated, and a glowing dome of light protected the three of them. It was semi-transparent from the inside, and Ryan watched two more blades ring off it from opposite directions. At the last one, Ryan caught a glimpse of movement and threw the stone, leading the target a bit.

He was rewarded with a cry of pain and cursing. And almost immediately another knife came back in reply. It hit the shield of light with a small flare and skittered off.

Fuck… being smashed by a rock that big would’ve killed a normal man. The brothers just had too much mana. Ryan had to kneel down and catch his breath. The exertion was taking it out of him. He felt weaker than before he’d entered the fight, despite the green spark continually burning through the poison in his body.

“Stay strong, Lenore,” Ellsbat said. “Next time they attack, I’ll reply with magic…”

“Don’t… delay…” the knight said, gritting her teeth in effort.

Another missile spun out of the fog at them. Different somehow. Then when it hit the shield Ryan saw why.

It was a small ceramic bottle, and it shattered on impact, bouncing off. While the shield stopped the projectile itself, the contents that rained down and splashed from the bottle on the ground did not. It erupted, splattering a pale liquid on the magic-user’s skirt and legs that made Ellsbat cry out as it smoked and burned. Acid.

By the time she aimed and fired back with her anti-gravity spell, punching a barrel-sized hole through the mist, the target was long gone. She knelt to examine the wounds, blistering burn marks through her clothes and flesh underneath. She hissed at the touch.

“I wondered if they’d figure that out,” Ryan ground out through his teeth. The shield of light had several uses, including blocking missile attacks, but area-of-effect attacks like splash-effects weren’t included. “Go… we’re sitting ducks here… we have to keep moving.”

“Why are you so obsessed with poultry?” Ellsbat hissed in pain.

“Can you walk?” Lenore asked.

“Yes. Can you?”

“Watch me,” Ryan clenched his jaw to stand up.

The three of them moved deeper into the fog, supporting each other. Ellsbat limping, Ryan with one side of his body wracked in pain and Lenore staggering, trying to maintain her shield while it drained her mana.

More missiles came at them. A blade. A rock. Another blade, then a clay pot.

Ellsbat spotted it, shouting a warning. The glowing dome solidified over them, and the clay bottle glanced off the shield to land ten feet away, exploding on impact. There was a white-hot flash then a spray of flames that splattered like liquid.

Alchemist’s fire… like napalm in a can.

In the burning haze, the Blackthistle brothers struck. They came from opposite directions, the tall, skinny Raginald launching himself at them first. Ryan parried the long blade the assassin swung at Lenore, but the poison had spread, and it drove him to one knee as his leg collapsed with cramps. Seeing Ryan go down, Lenore dropped her magic with a gasp and stepped in front of him.

Lenore fought with the precision of a seasoned knight, parrying each of Raginald's strikes as he closed with long blade in one hand, knife in the other. But she couldn't let her guard down for a second, focussing only on stopping his attacks. The ruthless assassin would take the slightest opening to be exploited and Lenore was grunting with each swing, her moves less coordinated with each passing second, pushed to her limits to keep him at bay.

Then Ellsbat thrust one hand at the man and Raginald was lifted up in the air like an invisible giant had place-kicked the assassin for a field goal. Tossed away, vanishing in the fog.

“Head’s up!” Ryan pointed, spotting another missile arcing down at them.

Ellsbat spun, already casting the spell again, and the clay flask seemed to stop midair, hitting an unseen wall, and then propelled back in the direction it came. The liquid fire erupted at a safe distance, falling to the ground like rain in hell. It lit up in the fog; caught in the burning droplets was Morgan. The man ducked and rolled but was clearly burning as he retreated to the concealing mist.

“Holy shit… Ellsbat,” Ryan breathed. “That was fucking awesome.”

She was shaking with effort and fear but gave him a thin smile.

“Do you think that… killed them?” Lenore asked, pausing to pant for breath and not looking much better off.

“Don’t count on it…” Ryan groaned getting to his feet.

He sensed it briefly, for just a moment. A flutter of sound above and behind him. A movement in the air, touching the back of his neck, then… impact.

Something heavy and moving fast struck him in the back. The impact alone would have sent him sprawling onto the ground but whatever it was… grabbed him. For a brief moment he was actually lifted off the ground, then tossed through the air, the ground rushing up at him and he hit, skidding along the rocky surface of the ravine, tearing road-rash down one side of his body.

“Rineskull!” he heard Ellsbat’s scream. But it was faint.

Dragging his abused body to his feet he was alone. Surrounded by yellow mist. The girls nowhere in sight.

“Ellsbat! Lenore?” he shouted.

There was a sound of metal on rock. He couldn’t tell direction. The panting of exertion. But no reply.

Fucking shit!

What was that? What had hit him? He scanned the fog, trying to peer through it, but the dense mist refused to show him anything. Limping at a run in the direction he thought he’d come from, Ryan peered though the haze. Was he near the edge? Near the ravine walls? He couldn’t tell. Everything looked the same.

He closed his eyes and followed his nose. Chasing the scent of rancid fairy blood and the chemical smell of fire. A few moments later and he stepped into the smoking circle of the area burned by alchemist fire, the ground black, and tiny bits of flame still flickering.

His skull was pounding now, right-side almost crippled with pain of muscle cramps, and sweat was rolling off him. Ryan channeled more and more green energy into the fight against the poison until it began to recede. Not gone… just not crippling.

Fury was beginning to grow. Anger made you dumb, and his thoughts were going blank as he was eaten up by the urge to do something – do anything – instead of stand there like a fucking useless weakling.

“Come get me you fucking cowards!” he screamed into the obscuring mist. Where the fuck are you?

He got no reply. Closing his eyes again he listened and through the muffling fog he heard something. The sound of a fight. Weapons on armor and shouts. Like it was a mile away. He went after it, sword in his off-hand while his right cramped, making his grip uncertain.

A dark figure revealed itself on the ground in front of him. It wasn’t one of the girls, or Varu’s men. Poking it carefully with his sword he turned the body over to reveal the pockmarked face of an unshaven city bravo, stomach torn open. Very dead.

In the fog, Varu and his mercenaries could hold their own against greater numbers. Ryan had equipped them with swords, a weapon meant for only one purpose, making war. The thugs on the other hand, had everything from hatchets, spiked clubs and ‘knives’ that were single-edged short swords. Tools perfectly suited to their day jobs, mostly against unarmed civilians. Swords outmatched them.

Moving towards the distant sound again, the metallic tang of blood filled the air as he spotted more corpses. One of them was a former employee. The mercenary was dead now. Ryan wrinkled his nose at the mess; his limbs were severed, and the body had its head removed after it fell to the ground. Not hacked with a blade or even chopped with an axe, but in a single clean slice, scalpel sharp. Like it had been made with a laser.

In that moment one of the city bravos staggered out of the fog barely ten feet away. He was wounded, blood running down his arm and from a cut on his head, but the man snarled, raised a spiked mace above his head and charged. Ryan aimed a blast of magic demonfyre using the emerald blade and the man went up in flames, stopped, and dropped to his knees before keeling over, consumed to charcoal. If only it were than easy to kill the Blackthistles.

Ryan picked a direction at random and kept walking. The fog seemed brighter in one direction so he followed it, limping at the fastest pace he could set, then suddenly stepping through the barrier into the light.

He’d reached the edge of the fog and was standing in the late-afternoon sun on the valley-side of the barrier. Even the fading sun felt like noon after being in the fog.

“There’s one!”

It was the shout of a Verbinnec local. Bowstrings twanged and Ryan threw himself flat as the arrows passed through the space he’d been standing. Five of the Blackthistle bravos were waiting outside the fog, bows ready, to pick off anyone who exited. Ryan rolled back into the concealing mist and painfully got up, running back into cover.

Behind him he could hear pursuit. Boots scuffing, and then the twang of a bowstring.

“Hold yer fire!” someone shouted, “Until you can see him!”

Ryan staggered a few more steps but his strength was failing, the poison robbing him. He staggered to a walk, then a halt, unable to move, breath coming in huge gasps like he’d just run a marathon.

The shapes of five men came out of the fog.

Ryan attacked without hesitation, swinging the Xerxia blade so the first man yelped and backpeddled. Then with a wild backhand Ryan slashed the emerald blade through the bowstave of the man next to him.

It was a momentary victory. The other three men came at him as a group.

Then from out of the fog came a wild-eyed maniac, covered in blood and with a sword in each hand. He charged into the enemy line taking three opponents down in a crashing pile of chaos, blood and sweat. Swinging and swearing.

It was Varu. Brave… and probably suicidal.

But the desperate charge saved him. With three of the men down, Ryan recovered his balance, reaching for demonfyre, and as the mana hit the focus, he aimed it by lensing through the blade of the sword, blasting one man with flames. Suddenly there was a thudding of hooves through the fog and, against all logic, Kiya rode a horse into the thugs, driving them back with the sheer weight of the carthorse, and swipes of her clawed hands. No horse since Alexander rode Bucephalus had charged as valiantly as Mabel the carthorse did that moment. She drove the thugs back long enough for Varu to crawl free of the dogpile and stagger upright, bloodied and exhausted. Seeing him safe, Kiya gave Ryan a wild-eyed grin and charged through the men again, circling behind the thugs.

But as she rode, a figure rose out of the fog. Raginald.

The assassin struck upwards at the horse, drawing a razor-sharp blade across the lower side of Mabel’s neck. In, then out, in a flash. Ryan unleashed the demonfyre at the Blackthistle brother, but both were swallowed by fog, and he had no idea if he’d hit anything.

Mabel ran three more steps, blood jetting from the severed vein, and gave a pitiful whinny of pain before running straight into the ground, legs collapsing and flipping Kiya from her back, both of them vanishing into the fog.

The battle paused, both sides regrouping, staring at the other. Varu screamed blind rage and the city bravos took one look at the madman with two swords and retreated. A moment later and Varu chased them into the mist, his maddened screams fading immediately, like he was far away.

And just like that Ryan was alone again, the yellow mist closing in. Staggering in a circle.

“Fuck!”

Ryan was shaking – either from the frustration of not being able to do anything, or the poison – but tried to find Kiya. After a minute of searching, he found the horse, bled out on her side, packs scattered with treasure and camp gear all around her. But no Kiya. He called for the trull and got no reply.

“Rineskull…” he thought he heard faintly.

But following the direction he still didn’t find anything except a dead city thug. There had to be some way, some way this useless magic eye could see through the fog. Pausing over the body, Ryan stared into the fog and focussed his mana on the eye-stone gem. One by one he tried the different powers of sight it had. The night vision did nothing. Same for the sight that let him find invisible things. But then he tried the mana-sight, the eye that would let him see magic.

The clouds around him went from yellow to pink – exuding a low-level mana; the corpse beside him was a cold blue of something with no mana, but Ryan’s gear shone bright. The Xerxia blade was hot yellow, the belt of giant strength orange, and even the pepperbox pistol a dull green of minor magic enchantment. His own body the purple of fading life-force. It was grainy, like looking at a slightly pixelated video.

Scanning the world around him he saw points of light. The nearest was the scringe-stone spilling from the packhorse, and a wine bottle… that had to be what was left of the healing potion he’d made in the Emerald Palace.

There, nearby, was a green glowing magic sword. He staggered towards it, and the closer he got the easier it was to see the shape of the person holding it, outlined in the red of someone with above average life-force. Closer, the features became easier to see.

It was Lenore.

She was wounded. Bleeding in a half-dozen places, but none of them lethal. Hearing him approach she quickly turned to face him and gave a small cry of relief seeing who it was.

“Rineskull,” she almost sobbed. “I can’t find Ellsbat! They came and… I fought them. Never seen a man… so quick.”

“You did great,” Ryan assured her, painfully lowering himself to kneel where she lay. “Can you get up? I think I can get us to some healing potion nearby.”

She nodded tiredly. Supporting each other they staggered to their feet. Ryan took his bearings, seeing the faint glow of the spilled packs of scringe-stone in the distance and setting them off towards it.

It was slow going. He was starting to feel the poison recede, but he was still weak as a kitten. If it wasn’t for the belt of giant strength he wouldn’t have been able to half carry the swordmaiden.

“There’s something else here,” he told Lenore. “Not the Blackthistles. Moves too fast to see… and is cutting people up…”

“A monster? From the valley?”

In the entire time he’d played the game, Ryan had never once fought a monster in the veil. “I doubt it.”

“I’ll keep my eyes open,” the warrior said.

They’d covered half the distance. He could just make out the magic shape of the bottle half-full of healing elixir.

Something moved in the fog. Something fluttering and fast. Lenore sensed it too, slowing to a halt and raising her sword.

“Hear that?” she asked.

And Ryan caught a glimpse of a blinding magical light, not at ground level, but above. A man-shaped blur.

“He’s flying, get down!” Ryan yelled and shoved both of them to the ground.

There was a skip-rope-through-air sound of something slicing the space where they’d just been standing, again with a blinding blur of magic, then the haze closed around it again.

“Get up,” he urged Lenore. “Get up. Let’s go…”

But they’d barely staggered three steps when the sound came back. The knight shook his help away and moved to stand back-to-back with him, sword up. Ryan did the same. Sweat rolling down his neck, magic eye roving across the air for a sign of whatever flying menace was after them.

It came from directly above, dropping down almost vertically. Ryan had no glimpse of it until the light was blazing overtop of him, and the air-parting sound was coming straight for him.

“Rineskull!” Lenore yelled, and formed the dome of light overhead.

She had very little mana left… the dome flickered like a broken fluorescent bulb. And when the blur of white energy swept past there was a brief shower of sparks as it hit the shield, then shorted out and there was a gasp of pain from Lenore. Then a clatter as her sword fell to the ground.

The flying thing was gone.

“M-m-my hand…” Lenore stuttered.

Turning to look, Ryan saw Lenore’s sword on the ground, her right hand still gripping it, sliced cleanly as a guillotine. The knight sank to her knees, staring at the stump of her arm where the hand had been. It was like an anatomy diagram; a perfectly clean cross-section of her wrist with bone, muscle, tendon and veins all sheered off perfectly. The cut was so clean it took a moment to start bleeding, then it was jetting from the stump.

She gave a wordless cry and hugged the arm to her chest. Ryan had to wrestle it away from her and clamp pressure down. It wasn’t working, there was blood everywhere. He needed a tourniquet, and tried using a torn strip of his shirt, but it immediately bled through. The swordmaiden was getting pale.

“Shit,” he said. “I’m sorry, this will hurt…”

And clamping a palm over the wound he blasted it with demonfyre. The flesh crisped, and he cauterized the wound as she screamed. But a moment later and the bleeding was stopped.

“What was…” she tried to stay conscious. “What was that?”

“I don’t know,” Ryan said honestly. “Stay here.”

In a few moments he was back with the bottle and tilted a mouthful past her lips. Almost immediately her color returned, and some of the smaller wounds healed over. Blinking alert, she cradled the stump to her chest.

“Think it’ll grow back?” she asked.

“No problem. I’ll figure something out,” he said cheerfully; anything to keep her mind off the crippling wound.

There was a scream. Close by. Not of pain, but of anger. A frustrated shout without words.

“Ellsbat…” they both said at the same time.

“Go,” Lenore said. “Help her…” Then seeing his reluctance, she snarled at him. “I’ll be fine, just go!”

Ryan went into the fog, magic vision picking out the flashes of mana-infused air where Ellsbat was using spells. A bit closer and he could spot the low-key green glow of her magic shirt, and the brighter outline of her mana-rich body.

And there, at a safe distance, circling her where they thought they were hidden by fog, were the two forms of the Blackthistle brothers. From that distance their bodies had an intense yellow-orange glow, courtesy of the life force they’d absorbed from killing countless others.

Now that he could see the men clearly, getting to them unnoticed was much easier. Ryan walked quietly, carefully putting down each footstep, until he’d closed most of the distance. This time instead of drawing the Xerxia sword as a lens to aim the demonfyre, he drew Chad’s revolver. The sights were rudimentary, but from ten yards against a silhouetted target that didn’t know he was there, it was plenty accurate.

He hung back a moment longer, as Ellsbat faced the brothers attack one more time. Raginald with long knife and throwing blades, Morgan holding another ceramic bottle.

Raising the gun in two hands, Ryan cocked the heavy single-action hammer back and levelled it at Morgan. He saw the man stiffen, hearing the unfamiliar sound, and half-turn in Ryan’s direction. Then he aimed for center of mass – Morgan was a generous target – and pulled.

The blade of fire lit up the fog like a flashbulb before it belched its own cloud of blackpowder smoke into the air. Neither concealed Morgan from the magic eye’s sight and he staggered like he’d been kicked. Ryan cocked and fired twice more, and finally hit what he was aiming for – the bottle of alchemist fire in his hand.

The substance in the bottle wasn’t gunpowder, or magic, but an alchemical mixture that flamed – violently – when exposed to air, like liquid white phosphorous. The fog erupted in flames and light as the bottle went up, exploding on the assassin and engulfing him in flames and smoke.

“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” Ryan snarled, seeing the man was still alive, staggering and trying to swipe out the flames, refusing to go down. “Fucking die already!”

Raginald, perhaps not knowing what was happening, closed on Ellsbat. Ryan ignored the burning brother and lurched towards the magic-user, shouting.

“Ellsbat, he’s behind you on the left!”

To her credit, the succubus barely paused, turning and casting a spell as she did. Ryan arrived at nearly the same moment as Raginald, and seeing the scene through his human eye, watched the man charge low out of the fog, blade in each hand.

That’s when Ellsbat released the spell. It was a modified version of the cloud of slumber, lensed into a door-sized cone. Concentrating the power into a smaller area. It slammed into Raginald’s face from five feet away.

It struck him like a mattress, halting him in his tracks and rocking him back on his heels. The stunning effect left him staggering like a drunk for a half second, then the man glared and came at her again.

“You’re making it worse for yourself, witch,” Raginald yelled. “I’m gonna gut you!”

“Come through me first,” Ryan snarled, stepping forward so Ellsbat wasn’t in his line of fire and raising the gun.

“Leave him to me!” Ellsbat shouted.

Ryan's hand tightened around grips of the gun, itching to put one between the man’s eyes. Let’s see him walk away from a 50 cal bullet spiralling through his brain.

The tall Blackthistle brother advanced on Ellsbat with a glint in his eyes, murder written across his face. Raginald, now visibly weakened, seemed ready to take on both of them. But Ellsbat held her ground, channeling her magic focus. And hit him with another concentrated stunning spell. And a third. With each blast of her spell, the brother faltered, his movements growing sluggish and unsteady, forced to stagger back two steps for every one he took forward. Each blast of magic hitting him with the force of an animal tranquiliser dart. But to Ryan’s fascinated horror, he refused to go down. Tier nine amounts of life force made his willpower nearly godlike. Each spell that should have brought him to his knees only served to slow Raginald down momentarily.

He looked like a drunk, staggering like a zombie as he raised his blade, nearly in striking range. Ryan was about to lift his pistol when Ellsbat gathered as much mana as she could in that moment and unleashed a final stunning spell, pouring every available ounce of mana into it. The spell struck the brother with a red flare, and for a moment, it seemed as though it might not be enough.

But then, like a puppet with its strings cut, the brother's movements ceased. He dropped to his knees, stunned and defeated at last.

“Little brother!”

The shout came from behind them, and Ryan spun to face the burned and bleeding form of Morgan. “You’ll pay for that,” he snarled.

Ryan’s fever and cramps had subsided, or at least faded enough it didn’t hurt to laugh anymore, so he did.

“What’s so fucking funny?” Morgan asked.

“This,” Ryan grinned, and drawing his sword next to the kneeling Raginald, the emerald blade resting on the man’s neck, ready to deliver the killing blow. He shook his head. “It’s déjà vu all over again… this time you’re going to watch while I hurt someone you care about.”

But before his sword could descend, the world around him shifted. He had a sense of movement, caught a shape falling from above out of the edge of his vision and instead of swinging at Raginald he jumped back, swinging the blade above his head. There was a ringing sound as his sword met another blade.

Appearing out of nowhere, falling from the sky and landing with a powerful thud between him and the semi-stunned Blackthistle brother was a newcomer. The mystery figure from the sky.

The impact kicked up dirt and dust, sending a shudder through the ground and up his bootsoles. Ryan stepped back, staring open-mouthed at the shining golden full plate mail, an armor that somehow glinted brilliantly in the fog. Through the vision of his magical eye Ryan saw it glowing with an almost blinding white energy. The armor rippled like quicksilver, the interlocking metal plates shaped perfectly like they’d evolved that way, like a lobster or reptile. It spoke, and Ryan's eyes widened in disbelief.

“Do I gotta do everything? Damn, bros, I can’t believe you got beat by girls… get those bitches, and put em in a kitchen to make me a sammich.”

Morgan moved in, and Raginald rallied, climbing to his feet.

“Run,” Ryan ordered the redhead.

“No! I’m with you!”

Ryan cursed… fucksakes… she had no idea what they were facing now. “You don’t understand!”

“Yes, we do,” Lenore said as she limped into view. “And that’s why we fight.”

In her remaining left hand a pinpoint of light grew from her palm, unspooling like a whip the size of a thread that glowed with a light so bright it was nearly impossible to look at; like the filament inside a lightbulb. Swinging the firewhip up over her head she wove it in a circle. It was the same weapon he’d seen the kobold boss make in the dog mine. Raginald made the mistake of trying to come in under it, and the whip slashed across his face, burning a scar through flesh that showed bone-deep. The man snarled and staggered back. Morgan tried coming in from the side but had to skid to a stop and dodge as she swung the whip at him. Swinging it overhead like a jump-rope, the whip made a sizzling whoosh sound as it parted the air.

She brought it down at Morgan, ready to slice him apart, but the armored figure stepped in front of him. When the firewhip stuck the plate mail, it sent up a shower of sparks like a downed power line but didn’t even leave a mark. Lenore struck again, aiming for the armored man and the burning thread wrapped around his body, spitting and glowing, then snapped off, leaving him unharmed.

Ryan was keenly aware of the odds stacked against them even if the girls didn’t. This was so much worse… All his attention was on the newcomer and his armor.

It couldn't be... right?

The Invulnerable Armor of Arnaud was a legendary artifact, known for making its wearer immune to all physical and magical attack damage. Weapons – magic or otherwise – were useless against it. Its existence had been a matter of myth and legend among gamers, spoken of in hushed whispers and tales of old around bulletin boards and chats.

Yet here it was, standing before him, real as a heart attack. Real enough it had saved Morgan from having his head cut off. There was only one person who could have got an artifact like this, and in that moment, Ryan knew that his ambush of the Blackthistle brothers had only been bait for an ambush against him.

“I didn’t know the coat of Arnaud could fly,” Ryan said.

“It can’t,” the figure replied. “These can.” And he pointed to a pair of winged boots.

Of-fucking-course… hermetic boots. Gave users the sky-walking trait. Fucking Chad had been dive-bombing him this entire time.

He could hear the smirk in the Griefer’s voice even behind the helmet's visor. It was hard to look at the armor with his magic eye – it had so much mana it glowed like a staring at the sun. The aura of power radiating from every inch of the golden surface.

In the background, he heard the girls fighting, Lenore valiantly held her ground against the brothers, keeping them at bay with another firewhip. He studied the armored man.

"LOL, look who's back 4 more, n00b!" the Griefer sneered, his voice oozing with arrogance. "U thought u could escape me, but I'm always 1 step ahead!"

Ryan's could practically read the l33tspeak in his voice. Fucking idiot… What kind of torture was it that this Griefer Chad was his tormentor across the Land of Eldwick. Hee had stompfucked this guy’s ass into the ground over and over, but the douchebag’s otherworldly master had resurrected him every time. Now, he was back like a cockroach to pick up where they’d left off from the sniper fight in the town streets.

The figure in the invulnerable armor paused. “I knew you couldn't stay away. You're like an addict, addicted to the thrill of facing me.”

“I’m getting tired of finding ways to kill you,” Ryan said. “How’d it feel last time? Getting set on fire and pushed off a building?”

“Not funny, faggot,” the armored figure said.

Ryan's jaw clenched, and he tightened his grip on his emerald sword. What a stereotype. He was going to give gamers a bad name. He swung the Xerxia blade with all his magical might – with enough strength to pick up a boulder – but the blow bounced off the impenetrable armor as if it were hitting a solid wall. It did, however, slam the asshole back ten feet to land on his ass. The griefer chuckled, standing up.

"U gotta do better than that, scrub!" the griefer taunted. "Come at me, bro! U can't touch this!"

Ryan gritted his teeth. Nothing was fucked… not yet. This was still doable. He summoned his only magical attack, demonfyre, and unleashed it on the Griefer. The black flames roared as they engulfed the figure, but the invulnerable armor seemed to absorb the magical energy, leaving his griefer ass untouched.

Chad chuckled, seemingly amused by Ryan's futile attempts. He even pushed up the visor so Ryan could see his face. "Nice try, n00b! But ur skills r weak sauce! Get good or get rekt!" he smiled, drawing his sword.

Ryan's eyes widened as he recognized the blade—Awww, fuck me!

It was the vorpal blade of Nimue. Impossibly, Chad had another artifact of legendary power. On any hit it randomly removed one of your limbs… fucking over-powered as fuck! So, of course, this limpdick griefer asshole had got his celestial backer to give it to him… as a goddam first tier bonus item!

“You like that?” Chad asked.

“You motherfucker!” Ryan snarled. This was cheating on a whole other level.

Ryan was facing not just an invincible opponent but one armed with an impossible sword. His mind recalculated the entire plan, this time looking for a way out…

What were the artifacts’ limitations? The armor protected against physical and magical attacks made by creatures… so what sort of damage was caused by something other than those two things? And the sword… the sword only cut your limbs off on a successful hit… he still had to land the hit, and all Chad had was the attack skills of a tier 1 character.

No biggee… he just had to outmaneuver the Griefer so his arms and legs didn’t get hacked off one by one like the black knight in that Monty Python movie, and find a damage his magically impenetrable armor wasn’t immune to. Simple…

“My turn, n00b,” the antagonist declared, a sinister grin spreading across his face.

He closed the visor, made a running start and leapt up into the air, seeming to glide through the air as the hermetic boots flew him towards Ryan. Then with all the power of gravity behind him, the Griefer dropped straight at Ryan.

The air crackled as the antagonist swung the vorpal blade at Ryan, swinging what was maybe the world’s deadliest sword… with all the skill of a child swinging blindfolded at a Spongebob pinata on his sixth birthday.

Ryan braced for it, his movements calculated, and at the last moment faded into the Ghost World.

The clumsy sword blow swung through empty air. In the ghost step, Ryan dodged away from where the girls were fending off the Blackthistle brothers. For now, the two wounded assassins seemed barely able to attack, and unable to get closer under the firewhip.

He re-appeared and called out to his opponent. “Over here, Chad, come get some!”

The Griefer shot straight up into the air, like a superhero, and Ryan blinked, looking through the magic eye to follow him through the impenetrable fog easily; the sword and armor glowed with so much mana it was like a second small sun in the sky. Watching Chad come around, Ryan pretended he couldn’t see him, and the Chad swooped down for another fly-by attack, thinking he was in Ryan’s blind spot.

At the last moment Ryan dropped and slid one foot into the ghost step, still able to shoot demonfyre but unable to be hit with a physical attack. As the blade swung through his insubstantial body, Ryan shot demonfyre up under the segmented armor skirt, aiming for his unprotected asscrack.

But the flames spluttered without effect. Too late Ryan saw that even his crotch was defended by articulated metal plates and a golden-armored cup. The griefer sailed past, banked, and came back for a landing, hacking with his sword like he was cutting overgrown weeds.

Ryan focused on defense, slipping into the Ghost World whenever possible, becoming insubstantial like a phantom. The armor was entirely impenetrable, but it was still a suit of plate mail with a closed helm. Clumsy, and with next to no peripheral vision. Chad’s reaction time was slow. Swinging where Ryan had been instead of where he was. After two more swooping attacks, Ryan changed his tactics. This time when the Griefer sped past he ducked the swing, materialised back in the normal dimension and grabbed for the Chad’s ankles.

For a moment he was jerked off his feet into the air, then the Griefer kicked down and shook Ryan loose, dropping him to slam into the ground.

Ryan lay there, groaning. His Mind’s Eye energy was almost gone. Barely enough to heal a hangnail. Luckily he had a little bit more mana than just a normal man. He climbed to his hands and knees, groaning.

And looked up to see the Griefer spinning wildly in spirals through the air before crashing to the ground. Ryan chuckled and looked at the single hermetic boot in his hand before draining the magic out of it into a liquid mana. Not sure what else to do with it, he transplanted the magic into the pepperbox revolver for safekeeping and tossed the boot aside.

So much for flying, Chad.

The Griefer was on his feet, staggering and obviously hurt from the crash.

“Oh-ho… you beautiful bastard!” Ryan cried, suddenly discovering a way to hurt him on a complete fluke.

Falling damage… the armor didn’t protect against falling damage. Now he had a plan.

But the Griefer had lost his patience, frustrated with his elusive target. “Stop ghosting around like a scared noob!” he snarled in frustration. “Or should I cut up your girlfriends instead?”

Ryan's blood ran cold at the threat to his girls. Never gonna happen, Chad. Expression cold as a meat-locker, he materialized in front of the Griefer.

“You want to do the man dance?” Ryan growled, his voice low and dangerous. “Last dance is free.”

The Griefer charged him, clanking like the Tin Man and made a series of wild, untrained swings.

Ryan parried for his life, not even trying to strike back, just block the decapitating swings. His emerald sword meeting the vorpal blade in an eardrum ringing clash of magic. With his superior strength, he could parry nearly every blow, turning the blade aside like it was a kid with a sword made out of a stick. But one mistake and his nickname would be lefty. Ryan's heart pounded in his chest as he focused every ounce of swordsmanship his new body possessed.

Even stalemated the Griefer was still deadly. Ryan circled him like an exhausted boxer, searching for any weakness. It didn’t help that in the midst of the fight, his attention was divided. He couldn't ignore the desperate struggle of Lenore and Ellsbat who were fighting as a seamless team. Lenore wielding her firewhip kept the wounded Blackthistles at bay, while Ellsbat summoned anti-gravity magic to block every blade or bottle of alchemist fire they threw; there were already a pair of burning pools between them.

“You're not going to beat me,” Chad sneered, lifting the visor to expose a cruel grin stretching across his face. “I'm fucking invincible, dude.”

“Right… that’s why you’re talking instead of fighting… because you’re so sure of that…” Ryan laughed. “You need a time-out?”

To his surprise the Chad nodded, making a ‘T’ symbol with both his hands.

“Fuck this armor’s heavy,” the Griefer gasped for breath. “I thought it wouldn’t be, it’s fucking magic… Shoulda taken a stronger body…”

“World’s smallest violin over here, asshole,” Ryan replied.

What was this guy doing? Was he actually expecting the rule of ‘time-out’ would work in the real world?

“Rineskull!” Lenore shouted at him. “How are we doing?”

“You okay?” he called back.

“I’ve had better days, but then, so have they!”

He had to give it to the knight… she didn’t know how to quit. Missing a hand and she didn’t complain once.

“Tell your boys to stand down so we can have a truce and parley,” Ryan told the Griefer.

“Yeah… good idea…” Chad nodded, trying to catch his breath. “You two idiots, stop fighting!”

The Blackthistle brothers didn’t stop.

“Didn’t you hear me?” the Griefer shouted at them. “I said ceasefire!”

“You’re an idiot!” Morgan said. “You can’t stop in the middle of a fight!”

“Listen you primitive asshole, civilized men here, and we’re going to parley… I can’t exactly do that if you’re still trying to fight! Now give me a break!”

For a moment Morgan and Raginald paused, the skinny one looking to his brother.

“What do we do, Morgan?”

“Don’t be fool—” the fat man began to reply.

Ryan watched in awe as Lenore wrapped her firewhip around the fat brother while he was distracted.

“—ish.” Morgan finished, mouth hanging open.

For a moment he looked like a bag of suet, flesh bulging where the ropes of the whip that wrapped around him cut into his flesh. Then Lenore stepped back, bracing herself like she had a huge marlin on the end of a fishing line, and yanked hard.

The firewhip coils sliced through him like a hot wire through butter. He exploded into meat slices, like a pork roast. The sight was both horrifying and mesmerizing.

The griefer seemed to feel the same way. For a long moment he stood there and stared at the remains of Morgan Blackthistle. “What the actual fuck was that?”

“Morgan!” Raginald bawled in pain.

The surviving brother hesitated, realizing he was facing unbeatable odds. The primitive survival instinct of the assassin took over, and in a moment of panic, he turned and fled, throwing a bottle of alchemist fire as he did to cover his retreat.

But Ellsbat wasn’t going to let him go so easy. She sent one more anti-gravity spell at the man, catching the bottle so it unleashed a shower of clinging fire back on the fleeing thug. The man ran blindly into the yellow fog bank, his body enveloped in flames. The mist seemed to consume him like the closing curtains of a stage play, and in a horrifying instant, he made his bow and vanished from sight.

The eerie silence that followed was broken only by the crackling of fire and the sound of heavy breathing. The battle had taken its toll, leaving everyone exhausted. But now was no time to rest. Ryan turned his attention back to the Griefer. Chad stood there, mouth open, seemingly confused by the havoc around him.

“Bro, that was fucked up!” he said angrily. “We were under a parley!”

“Parley isn’t a real thing… you fucking idiot,” Ryan growled, his voice a warning. “It's time to end this.”

With a brief thought to how Dagonestra would put him back together if this went south, Ryan mustered all his strength and charged forward, his emerald sword gleaming in the dim light. The Griefer slammed his visor down and met his attack head-on, swinging the vorpal sword without an ounce of skill.

Ryan felt his balls tightening at the sight… the vorpal blade would take his head clean off.

Chad didn’t have any more l33t quips now, he just lunged forward with a powerful strike. But Ryan was ready. He sidestepped the attack and delivered a swift counter with all his magical strength, aiming for the hand that held the sword. The armor was impenetrable, but the disarming attack didn’t count as an attack that did damage; the armor wouldn’t stop it.

The impact knocked the impossible blade of Nimue from Chad’s hand, sending it to clang and skitter on the broken road twenty feet away.

For a moment, the Griefer staggered back, momentarily caught off guard. It was the opening Ryan needed.

With a surge of adrenaline, Ryan struck, not using sword, or magic, just charging like an NFL linebacker, head down. The antagonist took the blow with ease, his armor holding firm. Ryan gritted his teeth, dropped his sword, and wrapped his arms around the armored chest. Lifting him bodily in the air, Ryan spun him in midair and threw him straight up, so his head planted directly into the road’s surface when he fell back to earth.

“Wha tha... wha tha fugg…” the Griefer moaned from inside his armor, partly stunned.

With a surge of magical strength from his belt, Ryan effortlessly picked Chad up by his armor-clad body and hurled him ten feet through the air like a ragdoll. He landed with a thud, winded and disoriented inside his metal cocoon.

As the Griefer struggled to get up, Ryan approached him, the anticipation building. With a swift and precise move, he kicked him in the side of the head so hard the Griefer’s armored head bounced off the ground.

“Don’t you know what invulnerable means?” Chad yelled. “You think that hurts?”

“Nahhh, but it’s really satisfying,” Ryan said and the moment Chad tried to stand up, Ryan did it again.

Then with one knee on his golden-armored chest Ryan raised the visor of the helmet and punched him in the face. There was a satisfying crack of a broken nose, and a howl of pain. Ryan sat the man up, revealing the bloodied and bruised face of the little bastard inside.

Chad snarled, his undeserved ego still strong. “Go ahead and finish me off, coward!” he spat. “I'll just come back, and then you… and those hoes… you'll really be sorry!”

But Ryan just chuckled, his grip on the armor tightening. “Oh, I'm not going to kill you,” he said, his voice low and menacing. “I want you to live, to remember this moment for the rest of your miserable life.”

Chad’s eyes went wide with fear.

With that, Ryan lifted the Griefer in the air and tossed him in the air to drop onto a nearby boulder, stunning him even more. Chad struggled, but he was like a turtle on his back, helpless. Then while the man lay there, trying to get up, Ryan lifted the boulder – nearly as big as he was – and groaning with effort at the edge of the magic strength, he dead-lifted the rock and planted it on top of Chad’s breastplate, pinning him to the ground.

The armor kept him from being hurt, but the rock weighed too much to move.

***

The Griefer lay on the ground, his invulnerable armor now a prison, unable to escape. He strained to wiggle out from under the rock a few times and finally gave up, panting.

“You can't hurt me, no matter what you do! I'm invincible… and you're just a pathetic weakling!”

Ryan grinned, a glint of mischief in his eyes. "You sure about that?" he replied, his voice steady and confident. “You know, Chad—”

“My name is not Chad!” the man yelled. “I’m Deathbreaker!”

“Sure… sure… you may have tried to game the system Chad, but you forgot one thing. One thing more powerful than ancient legendary artifacts…” he savored the words. “…the power of friendship.”

“What?” the Griefer spluttered.

“Just kidding; you should see your face! The truth is, you just suck at this dude.”

Chad’s bravado wavered, fear flickering in his eyes. He realized now that he might have underestimated Ryan.

“You think you've won?” he spat, his voice trembling with uncertainty. “You can’t win. I just come back, stronger!”

Ryan grinned, a glint of triumph in his eyes. “Yeahhhh… I kinda think I've won,” he replied, his voice steady. “You’re right… No matter how many times I kill you, you keep coming back. So I started thinking, how do I keep you alive a long time, but helpless to do anything?”

Ryan walked a few steps to pick up the sword of Nimue and brought it back.

“W-wait a second now,” Chad wheedled. “Y-you’re right! You win!”

“Good of you to say, Chad.”

“You’re better than me! That what you want to hear? You’re LEET! I’m… I’m not worthy! Lemme grind for you! I’ll do whatever you want… I’ll be your number two!”

“Already have one,” Ryan said. “And here she comes now.”

Ellsbat staggered into him, half carrying Lenore, and gripped him too hard, almost sobbing. “You did it!” she cried.

“We did it. Actually… mostly you.”

“I… I did well?”

“You were both fucking amazing!”

She kissed him. “Rineskull…. I… I love you.”

“I… I too have fallen in love with you,” the knight said. “We three together, is what would make me happiest…”

“Gayyyy—” the man on the ground said with a gagging noise.

Ryan kicked him in the teeth.

“What do we do now?” Ellsbat asked, her voice steady despite the intensity of the moment.

“Cut off his arms and legs?” Lenore suggested casually.

“Tempting,” Ryan said. “And then his eyes and tongue and nose, Princess Bride style… hey Humperdinck?” he asked the Griefer.

Chad’s look of horror said he knew the movie all too well.

“Buuuuut… dismemberment is too good for this asshole.” Ryan knelt down, shifting his grip and lifted the rock off the armored excuse for a man.

“If you wouldn’t mind doing the honors,” Ryan asked Ellsbat. “It should be this way…” he pointed.

Harmonizing mana into the focus for her anti-gravity spell she lifted the man in the air. Together the three walked the antagonist's armored body toward the edge of the yellow fog. After only ten paces or so they stepped through the wall and into the sunlight outside the Weeping Valley. It was getting late, but the entire fight hadn’t taken more than ten minutes… so weird.

With the brothers dead and the gamer piece-of-shit captured, Ryan scanned the open clearing between the fog and the woods for the last of the fighting. A handful of the cutthroats and thugs the Blackthistle’s had brought were making a flat-out panicked retreat for the woods. Spirit wolves snapped at their heels. Ryan smiled spotting Kiya, unhurt, and the last of his mercenaries standing or sitting just outside the fog. Only Varu was still in fighting shape – if you could call the bloody maniac in shape. Ryan waved at them and Kiya’s face immediately brightened when she saw him, and she waved back.

“I better make sure none of them are getting drunk,” Lenore sighed, exhausted, and limped towards the surviving mercenaries.

With that well in hand he caught Ellsbat’s eye where the redhead was standing, stunned, staring at the carnage around her.

“There it is,” Ryan pointed to the mine shaft, beckoning like a gaping maw.

With each step, the Griefer swung from taunts to bravado to pitiful begging for mercy.

"Please, let me go! I'll never bother you again!" Chad sobbed, his voice desperate and terrified. Followed moments later by, “Suck the beefiest fart out of the fattest part of my ass, you fucking grandma-cancer!”

But Ryan was done listening. As they reached the pit and Ellsbat hovered him closer he showed Chad the wheel of transmutation he’d taken from the Manticore, its arcane symbols glowing with power.

“This is your endgame,” Ryan said coldly. “You came after me… that’s one thing. But you thought you could threaten my girls, and you underestimated the consequences of your actions.”

“Suck my nuts, you cock goblin!”

“I’ll make a note of your last words as a human… Get ready,” Ryan said to Ellsbat, his voice low. “This is going to be rough.”

“That’s how your mom liked it last night,” the Griefer laughed, choking on his own blood.

As Ryan activated the wheel, the air around it seemed to crackle with energy. The Griefer's eyes widened in horror as the magic activated and Ryan shoved the business end of the wheel through the open visor and released the spell inside.

As the transmutation magic spread through his skin, the Griefer's body convulsed. In a moment his face grew puffy, then bloated like a hundred beestings. Then he grew so big it started squeezing out the gap in the front of the helmet while he screamed.

It didn’t stop. His entire body was grotesquely expanding within the confines of the armor, bending it outwards like a balloon. His desperate screams lost any sense of human intelligence, reduced to garbled noises as he was consumed by the magical transformation brought on by the icon.

The Griefer's body seemed liquify in the armor, his bones melting. His armored arms and legs writhed and squirmed, the magical plate mail struggling to contain the horror within.

With a sickening squelch, the antagonist's body gushed outwards, bursting apart the armor into dozens of segments, unable to contain the monstrous transformation any longer. A ten-foot-wide puddle of human emerged, slopping loosely on the ground. A horrifying abomination that writhed and quivered with agony. A nightmarish atrocity of life. It had no form, just random patches of hair, orifices, and distorted facial features, a grotesque and hideous mockery of liquified humanity. It was the size of five men now, and slowly expanding.

Ryan stepped back, grimly forcing himself to witness the horrifying transformation.

Ellsbat's eyes widened at the sight, but she stood her ground beside Ryan, ready to face whatever came next.

“W-what is it? Did you disintegrate him?”

“No… the wheel can only change body parts… add new ones from monsters, swap out limbs for something else…. I just used it to turn all his body parts into a flesh ooze.”

“A… a what?”

“It’s like a grey slime, or a green ooze, or a white pudding… you know, only made out of human flesh.”

The flesh-ooze reached out, its distorted, boneless limbs flailing in all directions, but Ryan and Ellsbat easily stepped back ten feet to avoid its touch. The flesh-ooze gave up trying to navigate moving in its new form and its wordless wails of agonized horror echoed in the air.

“It’s almost too horrible to contemplate,” Ellsbat winced, backing up more.

Ryan bent to look the pile of flesh in one of its roving eyes. “You brought this upon yourself,” he told Chad. “Your actions have consequences, and now you have to face them.”

The flesh-ooze moaned and thrashed, a pitiful display of pain and suffering. But Ryan felt no sympathy; this creature had threatened everything he held dear, and now it couldn’t… the math was simple.

“Push it in the pit now,” he told Ellsbat.

The ooze, now a desperate and furious mass, lashed out with fleshy tentacles, attempting to ensnare Ryan and Ellsbat. With one raised hand, the redhead's anti-gravity magic held it at bay, lifting the squirming mass off the ground, but it was a strenuous task to keep the monstrous abomination from breaking free.

Ryan sneered at what was left of Chad, knowing that the ooze's fate was sealed. “It’s a long drop, but your new body should survive it no problem. This mine shaft will be your prison for a very, very long time.”

There was a small sound from Ellsbat and as Ryan watched, the spell wavered. Then as Ryan stared, the spell collapsed, dropping the ooze to the ground next to the pit with a disgusting slorp! Like a belly flop into a pool by a fat man.

Ryan spun around and saw the lovely pale face of the magic-user twisted in pain and spitting out blood. And standing behind her, burned over half his body, was the bloody form of Raginald Blackthistle. His burn-scarred face might have been twisting into a smile as he stepped back. Ellsbat slowly lowered herself to the ground, collapsing to reveal the hilt of the snakefang dagger in her back.

No… you fucker! No!

Drawing his pepperbox pistol, Ryan fired into the assassin’s stomach, aiming for center of mass. The burned man staggered, dropping to his knees, making a gurgling sound. Fury took control. A blind, unstoppable rage at the senseless fucking cruelty. His heart squeezing into a frozen ball of scar tissue.

Ryan moved closer, body moving like a robot. Stepping over Ellsbat until he stood over the bastard and emptied the last two bullets into his face. Making sure he was truly dead this time.

The released life-force from the high-tier assassin hit Ryan’s spine like ice as he absorbed it. It was only the mana that shocked him out of his trance.

Dropping the gun, he spun back Ellsbat’s fallen form. He could hear others screaming, yelling his name, but none of the words penetrated his brain. Only the distance between him and the succubus as he dropped to her side, cradling her body against him.

Was she breathing? He couldn't tell. Where his heart had been stone a moment ago, it broke like a dam in a spring flood seeing her unmoving body limp in his hands. Fear threatened to freeze him to the spot.

Then the slow, slithering rasp of the ooze coming towards him made Ryan lift his head. It shivered like a gust of wind against a silk parachute. It’s horrible body slowly rolling towards him.

This wasn’t happening… not when he was so close!

He didn’t remember putting Ellsbat down… or even standing. Only felt himself fueled by an anger that blinded him to anything but destroying what was in front of him. He charged the fleshy abomination. The magic strength pushed him faster than an Olympic sprinter, almost a blur. He didn’t stop, just slammed right into the creature.

It was like hitting a waterbed. The body rolled and rippled, flesh absorbing his momentum like trying to push through a giant rubber band. But the tackle with the strength of the magic belt behind it pushed the ooze toward the gaping maw of the mine shaft. Ryan’s feet churned, sliding for purchase. The Griefer’s horrific form writhed and struggled, but there was no escape from the inevitable. The ooze tipped over the edge of the pit, swallowed by the darkness of the shaft, disappearing from sight.

And as Ryan shoved the ooze into the dark pit, Chad managed to snag Ryan's leg with one of its fleshy tentacles, yanking him after it downward into the hole.

***


Chapter 23   : The Pit Stop

The world spun as the disgusting flesh worm wrapped its oily tentacles around Ryan, fingernails, teeth, pubic hair and something else he didn’t want to identify on the ends of pseudopods grasping his body. Pulling him into the dark of the mineshaft. Panic surged gave him strength to make a flailing grab at the edge of the pit with one hand, but the weight of the Griefer glob was too much. His fingernails bent and tore on the stone and then he was pulled after it.

They plummeted together into the blackness, no way to sense distance or direction. A sickening descent that seemed to stretch on forever until the bottom was suddenly there. For a split-second Ryan heard the splat of the ooze hitting the bottom – like a man slapping his beer-belly. Then Ryan's body collided with the shivering mass as they hit the bottom of the shaft.

Ryan winced, expecting a punishing impact, but instead the ooze's grotesque body acted like an airbag, absorbing the shock of the fall, driving a flatulent wheeze of gas from the boneless blob as it compressed then bounced back.

The disgusting feel and shape of the churning skin-glob made Ryan retch up everything he’d eaten for the last day. It only made the undulating surface under him even slipperier. His head swam, and he struggled to gather his senses.

As predicted, the ooze was unharmed by the fall. For a long moment it just sloshed back and forth underneath him, perhaps stunned, its incoherent ramblings filled the air, mouth babbling an insane chatter in l33t speak.

‘Tell yur moms… an make mac un cheez… I’ll be homz soon…’

The insane high-pitched babbling gnawed at his mind, adding to the horror as he surfed on the swaying ocean of wobbling flesh. Ryan was still reeling from the fall and the aftereffects of the poison… breathing ragged, he couldn’t seem to catch his wind. He tried to stand, then crawl, but on the uncertain footing the best he could manage was body-surfing off the thing and sliding onto the hard floor of the cavern. Like hitting a slip’n’slide in hell.

The ooze loomed over him, its form shifting and writhing in the dim light to make a fleshy cone ten feet tall, eyes and mouth and other less savory body parts swimming across the surface. Ryan could feel its malevolence pressing down on him, but if that was the only thing it pressed on him, he’d consider himself lucky….

It wouldn’t take much for it to roll on top and suffocating Ryan to death. Or do anything else while he was trapped.

A spark of anger ignited within him. Even as a slime it had the malicious soul of a perverted maniac. This creature had tormented him every fucking step of the way. Like he hadn’t had a hard enough time already… His hand went to the emerald blade of the sword of Xerxia but froze on the hilt. Trapping it down here was the only way to keep it from dying, coming back, and going after the girls again.

Killing it was not an option. If he had to, he’d die. Dagonestra would just bring him back.

…probably.

‘I… wuld du yur momz… again… b-b-but Roadhog uz t-taken…’

As the ooze continued to taunt him in its incomprehensible language, Ryan forced himself to drop his hand from the blade.

He got himself to his feet, hands at his sides. It wasn’t over yet. It was never over while you could still stand…

Despite his disorientation and weakness, Ryan’s mind was still racing; trying to remember if there was any way out of the mine tunnels. None… that’s why you put it in here, remember?

All the tunnels in this mine looped back on each other, leading back here. It was hopeless. But so long as he was breathing, he wasn’t giving up. Confronted by the furious ooze, Ryan's legs started backing up involuntarily. The grotesque creature spewed insults in l33t speak from its wet mouth, each word slurred.

‘I'd gank yu baa… my momz tol me… notta pick on disabled kids’

Fuck this… When all else failed… run.

Ryan turned and sprinted into the twisting mine tunnels. He knew there was no escape; the mine looped back on itself, offering no way out. But he couldn't let the Chad have the satisfaction of ending him without a fight.

Away from the bottom of the vertical shaft the darkness closed in around him completely, pitch black. The dark becoming suffocating as he pushed himself forward. Only the infrared sight from the magic eye let him navigate the twisting tunnel.

Fear gouged at his insides with a rusty spoon. Not for him, for Ellsbat. She might be bleeding out at that very moment, an assassin’s blade in her ribs. It was there, running through the dark, pursued by an insane flesh glob shouting ‘Nice wun, jus magine hows ita gone if yur parents weren't brudda an ssssis…’ that Ryan realised he couldn't bear the thought of losing her.

Stay focused, keep alive, and buy enough time find a way out of this.

The creature's relentless cries echoed through the narrow passages; insane, furious, in agony. He had to find a way to outmaneuver it again... find the loophole. His mind swam, searching for a plan, an opening, anything that could give him an advantage.

But the only thing he found was fury and desperation. He continued to run, his eyes scanning every inch of the tunnels, looking for any secret door, small passage or hidden shaft. Hearing the sloshing, farting sound of the thing behind him gaining. Ryan pushed himself harder, deeper into the mine, his breath ragged and his muscles burning as he led the ooze deeper into the maze of mine tunnels. His calm sabotaged by crazy screams and thoughts of Ellsbat dying.

Survive this… don’t let them down, not now.

The ooze pursued him with mindless anger and hate… its squelching noises echoing in the narrow passages. ‘Ur will pay, haxor… Ur will failt…’ it screamed, its voice an unsettling howl of deranged madness. ‘Fuggy monkey jungler… can't gank uh… fugging minion…’

Ryan's lungs were on fire as he navigated the tight spaces, each twist and turn banging and bruising him until he was staggering. The ooze, however, had no trouble navigating the confined tunnels, squeezing effortlessly through openings that Ryan struggled with.

A nightmare picture of getting trapped between rocks then smothered by the ooze kept making him nearly panic.

Around the next turn it almost happened. Reaching a choke point between chambers, Ryan had to crawl on his belly through a small tube. The air inside suddenly went dead along with a horrible wet slithering sound, and Ryan knew it was the ooze behind him. Plugging the tube and funnelling towards him.

He frantically pulled himself forward, nails bleeding and broken, nearly hyperventilating with fear. His body was at the limit of going into shock when he squeezed out of narrow gap into a larger tunnel and could run again. Breathe again.

The tunnels seemed to go on forever, everything looking the same, until up ahead he saw a dim light around the turn. Staggering into the wall he found he’d come full circle, finally, reaching the bottom of the main shaft where he and the ooze had landed. The light was a pale ray of sunlight from the surface.

‘U will pay!’ Chad’s screeches echoed after him, its l33t speak turning into a haunting chant.

The realization his only choice was to keep running, endlessly in circles, crushed Ryan’s spirit.

Fuck… that…

For the first time he saw the collection of dead zvarts at the bottom of the shaft, bloated, dead and broken. The ooze’s body had concealed them before. Their dead stares permanently fixed, he saw they were the same ones he’d killed the other night. He stumbled into the rotting pile. Desperately went from disgusting corpse to corpse, looking for anything he might be able to use. Oil maybe, or a torch he could use to keep the ooze at bay.

Nothing.

What did you expect… a rope and grappling hook?

He stood and craned his neck to look up the shaft, hearing Chad get closer. Had to be at least fifty feet to the surface… smooth sides… sheer rock.

He bent to the pile of corpses and yanked a pair of daggers from the belt sheaths of two dead zvarts. Fuckit… his only chance was to climb out. He was poisoned, injured, and so fatigued he could barely catch his breath… but he had no choice but to try. It would be nearly impossible to climb.

But ‘nearly impossible’ was the best chance he had.

Standing on the bodies he used all the strength the giant belt gave him and slammed the crude iron dagger into the wall like a piton. It held. He gathered all the blades he could and went back to the wall.

He started to climb, his muscles protesting with every inch gained. Hammering zvart daggers into the rock until he could pull himself another foot upwards. The ooze’s insane cries were approaching close behind, making the hairs on his neck stand up. With a squelch like a wet fart, the ooze slammed to a halt in the shaft below him.

As he climbed, the ooze's insane taunts grew louder. ‘I’d jus wan apologise… that yur eva born’ it bellowed, its voice echoing through the mine. ‘U r doomed… no scape!’

Ryan refused to look down. He kept climbing, focusing only on the distant opening above. The world seemed to narrow down to that one point of light, his salvation and freedom. Each foothold and handhold became a test of his strength and willpower. The ooze was right below him, and he could hear its flesh rasping against the walls as it tried to stretch upwards and reach him. Its grotesque tentacles slapping against the wall beneath his feet, reaching up as far as it could.

He clung to the wall, drawing upon every reserve of energy inside him. Kept climbing.

Ten feet later he ran out of daggers. With every ounce of determination, he scaled the walls freehanded, finding footholds and handholds with a trembling grip. His fingers ached, and his body screamed for him to stop, but he pushed through the pain, refusing to give in.

Halfway up, his strength betrayed him. Clawing at a tiny crack, trying to wedge his fingers in it, the magical giant strength crumbled the loose shale of rock, and he lost his grip. For a terrible moment he clung to the walls, scrabbling for any purchase with bloody hands, then gravity took hold, and he was plummeting back to the bottom of the pit. Pain shot through him as he hit the floor, only surviving by being cushioned on the pile of bodies.

If he hadn’t gone out of his way to double his life force by absorbing the mana of the two trolls in the valley, he would’ve been dead.

As it was, he felt the smallest flicker of life in his body. Ryan turned his head and saw the Griefer pulsing and shivering with hate as it loomed over him. He forced himself to rise, standing face-to-fleshy-blob with the ooze. The pile of flesh slithered closer, its form pulsating with malevolence.

‘Nowhere to run… haxor. Yu should puta… dildo next to ur keyboar… so yu can… suck dick while yu… suck dick…’ it hissed.

Ryan's heart thundered in his ears, and he steeled himself for what lay ahead. If he let it kill him, the girls would live. Too bad it was going to hurt like a bastard getting eaten. Would’ve been more merciful if the fall had killed him.

“Too bad I didn’t save a bullet for me, huh Chad?” he asked the blob.

But as he prepared to face his own death, the mound of quivering hate raising sludgy piles of fleshy tentacles overhead to squash him, a distant female voice began to grow louder. A whisper at first, then an echo.

Ellsbat's voice drifting down from above.

She wasn’t talking to him, she was chanting magic. With a burst of anti-gravity magic, Ryan launched into the air – straight up. The power grabbed him like a pair of gigantic rubber bands, pulling him off his feet, off the ground and out of the ooze's reach.

‘I keeeeel yooooouu!’

The ooze wailed in fury, its tentacles thrashing, but it couldn't reach him. Ryan glanced down at the abomination below, then up again, seeing the small square of light rapidly getting larger and larger as he approached.

Then he was out, in the fresh air, free of the nightmare pit. For a moment he hung weightless at the top of the apogee, then the ground rushed up to meet him. Ryan felt a flicker of triumph in that moment, like time had frozen.

The impact into the hard ground of the pass brought him back to the pain-filled reality. For a moment he lay moaning, his entire body in agony not just from this fall but the compounded injuries of the entire day.

“Rineskull!” Lenore cried, rushing to his side. Her rough grip brought a new wave of pain as she hauled him to sitting with her remaining hand.

But he was already pulling away, looking for the wounded magic-user.

Kiya was kneeling with Ellsbat’s head cradled in her lap. The trull looked stricken. She held up the snakefang dagger. Raginald hadn’t just stabbed her, he’d poisoned her. Ellsbat’s face was paler than it had ever been and sheened with sweat, her breathing shallow, eyes half-closed. With great effort she turned her head and lifted her hand towards him.

Ryan's heart sank into his guts as he crawled to kneel beside her, gripping her hand. Her body was feverish and weak. He gently cradled her in his arms, his hands trembling with fear. “Ellsbat, stay with me,” he told her. “You saved us all. You're going to be okay.”

Ellsbat's breaths were shallow, but she managed a faint smile. “Ryan,” she whispered, using his real name, her voice barely audible. “We did it...”

Tears welled up in Ryan's eyes as he pressed his forehead against hers. “Shut the fuck up,” he said fiercely. “Save your strength.”

He looked around at the faces of his companions, looking back at him like he could fix it.

“The healing potion,” he snarled at Lenore. “With the pack horse!”

“We already tried it,” Kiya said helplessly, showing him the wine bottle. “Lenore went for it…”

“Try more!” Ryan snatched the wine bottle of healing elixir he had crafted in the Emerald Palace. His hands shook trying to uncork it and finally just broke the neck off as he brought it to Ellsbat's lips.

“Pinch her nose,” he told Kiya and poured the contents into her open mouth. The magic-user choked and spluttered but the liquid went down her throat.

Leaning over her dying body, Ryan felt a merciless stab of realisation; the worst that could happen because he was arrogant and thought he was invincible wasn’t just that he could get himself killed. No… the worst thing was that he could get someone else killed…

“Come on, Ellsbat, you can do it,” he urged, his voice filled with desperate hope.

For a moment she seemed to get better, her breathing relaxing as the pain of her wound receded, but she still trembled, burning up.

“Why isn’t she healing?” Lenore demanded.

“Its poison,” Ryan rasped. He forced himself to admit it. “The potion won’t help.”

“Then do your thing!” the knight demanded. “Like you did before.”

“I can’t!” Ryan yelled. “I don’t have the power anymore! I lost it!”

“Do something!” Lenore screamed, grabbing him by the collar.

It was Kiya’s hand that made her let go. The trull looked calmly at her, shaking her head, then into Ryan’s eyes. “Think carefully husband… there must be something you can do. What powers do you still have?”

Ryan’s mind was torn into a dozen fragments. Desperately trying to think of something – anything – that he could do. But Kiya’s calm, serious presence pulled him together. What could he do? What powers would still work? She needed life-force. Needed enough mana to fight the poison. What had that kind of power?

A legendary amount of power…

His eyes settled on the scattered fragments of the armor of Arnaud… No good, it was broken. The sword then...

“Lenore,” his eyes searched the ground. “Where’s the sword? The sword of Nimue?”

The knight spotted it and stumbled towards the blade, retrieving it. She almost cut his hand off thrusting it into his grip so fast. Gripping the hilt in one hand and Ellsbat’s hand in the other, Ryan delved into the pattern of mana harmonized inside the enchanted sword.

It hit like an ocean wave, nearly drowning him. Shit! More mana than he’d ever felt before. It wasn’t mana linked to one focus… more like five! All interlinked. The massive swell of power shocked him as he reached into it. Pulling him under. Using his gift to disenchant magic he pulled it apart indiscriminately, unravelling the enchantments so the mana snapped and crackled like electricity as it came unbound. If he hadn’t been able to absorb magical energy, he would’ve been burned to the bone by the careless unleashing of the web that held the power in the metal of the blade.

Diving into the heart of the mana it surged through him. Like sailing a dinghy in a hurricane. It stormed around and through him. Too much. He lost some of it, the mana arcing out like a power line, scorching the ground around him and making Kiya and Lenore jump back. But he drank the rest. Drank it down and forced it into a liquid reservoir. Drank until he wanted to burst then chased it with more.

And instead of sealing it in a crystal, Ryan put a hand on Ellsbat’s chest and poured it directly into her.

The mana lit her up from the inside. The same way Dagonestra had brought him back when he died in the manticore lair… by just flooding her body with mana. Her back arched like she was being hit with shock paddles. Voice screaming, hair standing up. For the longest moment of his life, she hung on the edge of death, and then the gargantuan magical infusion jump-started her soul. As he poured all the legendary artifact’s magic into her, it converted to life force and Ellsbat went limp again.

When they blinked the afterglow out of their vision, the others found Ryan holding the redhead in her full succubus form, her shapechanged human form discarded in the rush of power. She blinked, wide awake and looking around. Color had returned to her pale cheeks, and her red eyes were bright. Glowing like embers. She let out a small gasp, and Ryan felt his heart skip with relief.

“I can’t believe that worked,” he whispered, his voice breaking.

Ellsbat smiled up at him. “That really hurt,” she said softly.

Ryan pulled her into a tight embrace, feeling the weight of the world lift from his shoulders. “Welcome back to the land of the living,” he laughed, squeezing her tight.

“Ow, ow, ow, OWWW!” she fought back, trying to free herself. He let her go and looked in her eyes. “You don’t know your own strength,” she complained. “You’re crushing my wings!”

“You’re alive!” Lenore shouted, diving between them to hug the redhead, nearly tackling her to the ground.

“Yes, yes… now get… get off. Let go!” Ellsbat shouted, but no amount of yelling made the exuberant knight stop hugging her and crying with relief. “W-what happened to your hand?”

“Who cares?” the knight sobbed.

“I too am pleased you’re not dead,” Kiya said, leaning over them. “Despite the fact my chances of conception would be higher if you stopped taking up a third of all his ejaculate.”

“K-kiya!” the redhead spluttered, blushing. “I do not!”

“Hmmm, possibly more like half,” the trull nodded. “Your insatiability is shameless. Although if the amount of semen you squeeze out of Rineskull makes him happy I suppose I can live with it.”

“Kiya!” Ellsbat sobbed, dying again, this time of embarrassment.

Ryan couldn't find the words to respond, so he leaned in and kissed her gently, pouring all his feelings into that one simple gesture. As they pulled apart, Ryan felt a sense of peace settle over him. They had faced the darkest day of his entire life… lives… and they had come out stronger and closer than before. And they had each other to give the credit to.

Hand in hand, the four of them shared a moment of connection. How many days ago had they only been companions who had fought beside him. Now they were more like a… a family.

“Boss,” Varu cleared his throat. “Any magic healing juice left in that bottle? A few of the boys don’t look so good.”

Ryan sloshed the contents of the bottle in his hand around. Not much, but probably enough.

“A mouthful each,” Ryan said, holding it out to him.

A little bit of the sword’s magic had spilled into his own body during the transfer, but in that moment Ryan felt how beaten and near death he was. He’d need to rest undisturbed for the next ten or twelve hours, but if his Mind’s Eye energy was restored by tomorrow, he’d be able to heal himself then.

Shit… what if something else comes at them before then?

He took a deep breath and relaxed. If it did, then the girls would handle it. They were all stronger than he was now… and it might be a while before he could gather enough mana to catch up.

Ah well… couldn’t be helped. The next order of business was getting back to town and making sure Tilly was safe. And Pimms while he was at it. The thought of facing the political quests that were about to come his way the moment he set foot back in Verbinnec was like a weight on his shoulders. But this wasn’t the game anymore – he didn’t have to carry it all himself. He looked at the faces of the girls next to him.

With these girls? And his knowledge? Verbinnec would be a piece if cake… with sprinkles.

***

Ryan and the bad seeds of the demon world return in book 3 where they face goblins, Zvartown, the temple of evil and the worst monster of all… tax collectors!

If you enjoyed this title and want to see more, please consider leaving a review and maybe a comment… I don’t farm reviews from China so feedback from real readers like you goes a long way to help me keep telling more stories like this. Thank you all!


CHARACTER SHEET

Rineskull [aka Ryan Scully]

Profession: Tier 2 Warlock

Mana: 2805

Mind’s Eye: Psychic Surgery [tier 1], Ghost Step [tier 1], Enervating Transformation [tier 1]

Gifts: Cast Ritual Magic, Render Mana, Enchant Magic, Mana Infusion

Demon Pact abilities: Demonfyre [tier 1], Flaming weapon [tier 1]

Item box >>>

	Xerxia, the emerald sword [tier 5 magic] 
	Emerald Bane, the 
	magic dagger [tier 3], bullseye enchantment 
	Glowing sword [tier 2] 
	Magical texts: Anti-gravity, Stunning slumber, Firewerk 
	Chemise of protection [tier 3] 
	Kite ring 
	Spell sink talisman [tier 2] 
	Medallion of wakefulness 
	Socks of swiftness 
	Belt of Giant Strength [legendary tier] 
	Pepperbox revolver [tier 1] 
	All-seeing Eye gem 
	Farseer [heroic tier] 
	Sprite dust 
	Obsidian scythe [icon/**unique**] 
	Shadowlark [icon/**unique**] 
	Wheel of Transmutation [icon/**unique**] 
	Shroud of dislocation 
	Leather vest of protection [tier 1] 
	Snakefang dagger [tier 2] 
	Armor of Arnaud [legendary tier artifact/**current status: broken] 


Party members >>>

	Ellsbat [tier 6 succubus Magic-user] 
	Bruce [crystal statue] 
	Cat [whistling guardian cat] 
	Tylene – aka Tilly [tier 1 skinwalker bear Scoundrel] 
	Pimms [tier 2 red imp Scoundrel] 
	Lenore of Vongsavath [tier 3 undine Knight] 
	Kiya [tier 3 trull Runecaster] 
	Varu [tier 3 human Bandit] 
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