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 I Still Have a Long Way to Go

I dodged an old lady as I barreled down the cobblestone streets of Bastion. She hurled a string of colorful curses after me that came to a sudden end when a certain bard plowed right into her. Normally, I would be inclined to stop and help my elders if one was tackled at full speed by a rather hefty man in a gaudy outfit, but this time I’d have to make an exception. The whole city would be in danger if I didn’t get to the cathedral in time, and I had nothing but a borrowed sword at my side.

Well, I did have one other thing.

“It’s him!” I heard someone cry. “See the mark on his chest? It’s the Champion of Light!”

“Huzzah!” The townsfolk cheered and inadvertently moved to block my path, all of them hoping to get a good look at the crimson Shard embedded in my sternum, haloed by the golden collar the church gave me to accentuate it. “All hail Ser Jen, vanquisher of the demon lord!”

“Excuse me! Lady knight coming through,” I shouted, not-so-gently shoving a tall, silver-haired woman out of my way.

“We’re on official business of the Lightmother! Stand thee aside!” Harv’s voice joined mine, and the crowd dispersed enough for us to slip through. I nodded at him in thanks, noting the welt on his cheek from where the old lady he knocked over must have slapped him, and we made it to the cathedral without further incident.

One of Archbishop Mayven’s eunuchs had come running to the guild hall looking for us, shouting about an emergency that only I, the one with the “delete demon” button welded to her chest, could handle. I pressed my ear against the giant wooden doors, listening for screaming or the distinctive, inhuman wails of a demon. All I could make out was the gentle hum of the Great Shard embedded into the structure above us.

“Are thou ready to do battle with the forces of darkness yet again?” Harv had his lute at the ready, a fierce grin showing under his ginger mustache.

“Out of the frying pan, into the fire,” I sighed, matching his smile with a grimace, and drew my sword.

“That’s the spirit!” Harv unlatched the door, and I kicked it open, racing inside. I was ready for anything.

Archbishop Mayven stood behind the pulpit of the cathedral, preaching to the assembled citizens of Bastion seated in rows of wooden pews. As he spoke, he lifted his hand above his head, and the congregation emulated the gesture in time with him. There was no sense of urgency to the place whatsoever; the archbishop even took his time finishing his prayer before acknowledging we were there at all, meeting my stunned gaze with a lazy smile.

“Ah, here he is,” he said, voice amplified by the orange crystal set into the lectern. “May I present Ser Jen Joyce, Champion of Light.” Lenora’s faithful burst into applause, rising to their feet to greet me. The archbishop smirked and beckoned me to come join him at the altar.

“Dammit,” I groaned, lowering my sword. I wanted so badly to run—my Catholic upbringing certainly left me inclined to do so—but I forced myself to sheathe my sword and walk up the aisle, Harv right beside me. Admiring eyes followed my progress, while I did my best to keep my unease under wraps.

“I half expected you to run,” Harv muttered through a wide smile, waving to the crowd.

I snorted; he really was getting to know me. “Mayven’s been begging to show us off ever since we got back from Viurnia,” I reminded him. “Maybe this’ll shut him up.”

“If only that were possible, fair lady.”

Once we reached the altar, Mayven gestured for me to turn around and face the crowd. Cheeks burning, I obliged. The Shardcraft lights pouring down on me were way too bright; I lifted a hand to shield my gaze. A gasp ran through the mass, and the attendees raised their hands to mirror mine, eyes closed and lips fluttering with prayers.

“Yes, yes, receive the Lightmother’s blessing through Her chosen one,” Mayven intoned. “You should all be grateful that such a valiant warrior could take the time to meet with us today. Our champion is a busy man, working hard to push back the dark one’s forces…”

Harv opened his mouth as if to protest, but I waved him off with my raised hand, which again prompted the crowd to mimic the gesture. He raised an eyebrow but didn’t push it. I was grateful to have his support, but I just wanted this nightmare to be over. Trying to correct Mayven’s intentional misgendering would only prolong it.

Mayven rambled on. “…and through the Lightmother’s mercy, we will be delivered from the demon threat. They will be cleansed by holy fire! Noble Champion, will you demonstrate for the Lightmother’s children Her power?”

I met his piercing gaze nervously. “Here? Now?”

“Of course!” Mayven’s voice bounced off the vaulted ceiling, ever the showman, but his eyes burned. “How else can Her people be reassured?”

“I dunno, by having faith?” I snapped. “Isn’t that the bull you people normally sell?”

“Maybe now isn’t the best time for a theological argument,” the bard pointed out as the archbishop bristled. “Just put on a light show and then we can go home.”

Fine. I rested my hand over the scarlet gem on my chest, feeling the warmth and power within. Just over a week ago, the crystal had been as dull and lifeless as any other rock, but ever since it’d driven off the demon lord from Viurnia, it burned like a tiny flame in my chest. I called upon the power, remembering how it felt to unleash it and willing myself to do so again. The heat grew, and I lifted my hand into the air to release it for all to see.

Nothing happened.

A beat later, a spear of yellow energy exploded overhead, and the crowd burst into applause. As the particles of holy light drifted around me, I caught a glimpse of Lord Paladin Abbott behind the altar lowering a smoking, crystal-studded gauntlet. He caught me looking at him and nodded. I couldn’t fully repress the shudder the sight of him sent rippling through me. It was a little too soon for someone who tried to kill me to back me up, wasn’t it?

Mayven cried out over his cheering congregation. “As you can see, our goddess Lenora, patron of Bastion and all the good people of our world, has not abandoned us! Nor should you abandon Her church! The Lightmother blesses those who give whatever they can spare!” He nodded to a team of abbey boys waiting on the sidelines, and they rushed into action, collection jars in hand. The crowd rustled as parishioners found their purses and began to shower the boys in coins.

“Late is better than never at all, Champion,” Mayven sneered at me as he stepped down from the lectern. “Perhaps next week you’ll join us on time?”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” I scoffed.

“No? I would.” Mayven swept past us without a second glance. “Otherwise, I might need to have a conversation with your guildmaster about the two paladins you cost me in Viurnia.”

My gaze nervously flicked over at Abbott. “You excommunicated Jaune. And as funny as what happened to Morgon is, he’s not dead. Unless your eunuchs served him up for dinner since we got back.”

The knuckles in Mayven’s clasped hands went white. “You’re an awfully irreverent one, aren’t you?”

“I pray you don’t take it personally, your Grace,” Harv interjected. “It’s how she handles stress.”

“So I see,” he sniffed. “Then let me be just as frank. If anyone other than the Champion of Light obstructed a paladin in the pursuit of his duty, they’d be thrown in prison for the rest of their miserable life. You obstructed two. You earned your precious feat by my grace, and with one letter to your guildmaster, I can take it and your freedom away. Do I make myself clear?”

“Crystal.”

The archbishop glared at me over his shoulder. “Next week, then. Try not to be late.”
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“I hesitate to speak ill of the clergy,” Harv said later. “But fuck him.”

“Pass,” I sighed. “I doubt it would be enjoyable for either of us.”

“But really,” Harv trumpeted as we made our way up the street, afternoon sun shining overhead. “The gall of him! Parading us about like trophies, and then threatening us with incarceration—”

“I don’t remember him threatening you.”

The bard’s cheeks went red. “It was implied! I don’t understand how you aren’t upset.”

“Are you kidding? I’m furious,” I said in a level voice. “But what can I do about it? He’s the archbishop of the goddamn church—sorry,” I added, when Harv winced. “I’m some nobody C-rank adventurer from another world.”

“You’re the Champion of Light!” Harv protested. “The Lightmother’s chosen one! Bearer of the mark! That’s not nothing!”

I shrugged. “Now that the alliance has the idol and knows anyone with a decent faith stat can use it, it’s not like they need me to retake the cities Ventalus conquered. I’m just a marketing tool for the church; a bad one at that, considering I can’t even make the stupid mark work on command.”

“Perhaps what thou lack is the proper motivation?”

“Keep an eye out for some demons for me to test that theory with, then,” I replied. “For now, though, I’m just going to try to do what I can to keep him, Helga, and anyone else who has a problem with me off my back. I can’t risk getting demoted or arrested. I’ve got a demon lord to kill.”

We reached the blacksmith shop, marked by an expertly forged iron sign featuring an anvil and a tall chimney belching black smoke into the afternoon sky. Harv opened the door for me, a frown curling his round face. “None of that means you have to let people walk all over you, you know.”

I entered the smithy, noting at once how stiflingly hot it was inside before accidentally bumping shoulders with another adventurer making for the exit.

“Make way for the Champion of Light!” I shouted obnoxiously instead of apologizing. “I am very important and entitled and you are in my way!” The figure glared at me before dashing off without a word. To Harv, I said, “Is that better?”

“I’d prefer if you didn’t bully my other customers,” came a gruff voice from within. “Champion of Light or no, coins spend just as well.” The speaker was a bearded man standing just over three feet tall, well-muscled arms crossed over a thick leather apron. His face appeared fixed into a permanent scowl.

“Forgive her, master dwarf,” Harv said, joining me in the stuffy room and bowing before the smith. “Her title has quickly gone to her head.”

The smith’s expression soured further.

“Harv,” I whispered urgently. “I don’t think he’s a—”

“This is your second warning,” the very human, very angry smith growled. “One more, and you will need to travel to Phusaad for your gear. And don’t think for a moment that their quality will even come close to mine.”

“Let’s start over,” I said before Harv could make things worse. “I’m Jen, a C-rank knight with the Adventurer’s Guild, and this is Harv. I’m looking to upgrade my gear.”

“Aye, I’ve heard of you,” the smith rumbled, looking me up and down. “The first woman knight ever and she’s a beanpole from outer space.”

That was certainly one way to put it. “That’s me.”

“Name’s Templeton. You can call me Temp.” He held out a calloused hand to me. “This is the finest hand in the Shardcrafter’s Guild, and it’s at your service.”

I took it. His grip was rough and firm but not like he was trying to break my hand. I matched my grip to his, feeling like I was at a job interview back home. “Nice to meet you.”

“C-rank, eh?” Temp strode out from behind the counter, leading us to a corner of the wall displaying swords, halberds, and other weapons, each decorated with a single Shard. “Ain’t got nothing in the way of Shardcraft shields or armor for C-rank; you’ll need to reach B-rank for those. But I can see you’re a sword lass, so I can help you there. What attunement are you looking for?”

“I don’t know what that means,” I admitted.

“Aye, rookie knights rarely do,” Temp grunted. His words reassured me; it was nice not to feel like a complete fish out of water here. He reached into the pocket of his apron and drew out a pure white crystal, shining like a diamond. “See this? It’s a raw Shard. All the potential in the world but bleeding useless until it’s been attuned to one of the six foci. Five correspond to the basic stats—strength, dexterity, faith, intelligence, and charisma—while the sixth is pure energy, but only the Motorist Guild uses those. Good place to start is with whichever stat of yours is highest.”

My gaze flicked over to the lute on Harv’s back. Its Shard’s violet hue was the same as the ones that Witch Helga used; I thought it coincidence before, but did that mean that her highest stat was charisma, like Harv’s? That was an unpleasant thought.

“Intelligence, I guess,” I said.

Temp grunted. “If you say so, lass.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I didn’t want to think about how much higher my strength stat must’ve risen since my class assignment last month, what with all the training and being without a blocker to keep my testosterone in check. Had it surpassed my intelligence stat yet? Could he somehow tell?

“It means we’re square,” the Shardsmith replied with a wink. I breathed a sigh of relief. He used an elongated rod to pluck a sword from the wall with a vibrant green Shard embedded in the hilt and offered it to me. “Here you are. One Shardcraft for the Champion of Light.”

I took the sword in both hands, marveling at it. It was lighter than the swords I was used to without sacrificing length or balance, and it shone even in the dim light of the smithy. But most importantly, it was my first Shardcraft. Magic weapons like this were the reason I needed to grind quests and rank up before facing the demon lord, and for the last month I’d been making do without them entirely. But those days were over now that I was C-rank; it was time for me to come into my magical power, like Harv and Bertrand.

“It’s perfect.” I grinned, picturing the sword lopping off Ventalus’ smug head. “So what powers does it give me? Can I shoot lasers with it? Does it let me use telekinesis?”

“It,” Temp began slowly, building suspense. “Makes it easier for you to land a critical hit.”

My fantasy shattered around me. I’d leveled up alright, but I still had a long way to go.
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I Didn’t Ask for This, Okay?

I met Ser Brunswick’s swing with my buckler, the clang of steel against steel sending vibrations up my arm. Without slowing, I swung my blade at his exposed leg, hoping to catch him off-guard. My mentor avoided the strike easily by stepping back, but I refused to let up. Being able to force him back a step or two during our sparring sessions was a relatively new development, a reassuring sign that I was improving my swordplay. I pressed the attack with a one-handed thrust at his abdomen.

“Good, Jen.” Brunswick took another step out of the way of my attack. “Just be mindful you don’t overextend yourself.” To prove his point, he slapped my blade down with his. The impact made me stumble forward into his outstretched arm, and the next thing I knew I was staring at the wooden ceiling from the floor, the wind completely knocked out of me.

“Something tells me the average demon won’t know aikido,” I grumbled as he helped me back to my feet. The older knight raised an eyebrow. “It’s a martial art. You know, from my world.”

“I see.” The wary look he gave me was one I wasn’t used to seeing from him.

“Is… everything okay?”

Brunswick started, and the warm smile returned to his face. “Of course. Shall we go another round?”

I grinned. “You’re on.”

Our swords clashed, but this time, I had no trouble at all forcing the elder knight back multiple steps. Either I’d become an expert swordswoman in the last several seconds, or he was going easy on me. Refusing to look a gift horse in the mouth either way, I knocked the sword from his hand with a heavy, two-handed swing. It fell to the floor with a clatter that seemed to rouse Brunswick from his stupor.

“Ah. Yes,” he muttered, eyes fixed firmly on the ground. “Very good, Jen. Nicely done.”

“Seriously, man, are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine.” He recovered his sword from the ground and replaced it on the rack. “I actually need to step out for a moment, so why don’t you practice using your new Shardcraft until I return?” He didn’t wait for my reply before he left the room.

The pride I’d felt in my chest moments before soured and fell like a rock into my gut. Harv may have been my first friend in this world, but Ser Brunswick was my first ally, someone who’d shown me respect and compassion from the very beginning of our relationship. Even my anxious ass had to admit that it was unlikely that whatever his problem was right now had anything to do with me, but I couldn’t help but wonder what I’d said that’d triggered this reaction.

It was times like this that I really missed Lee. The last thing she’d ever do is try to play it cool when something upset her.

Trying to push Brunswick’s strange behavior from my mind, I turned my attention to the training dummies throughout the room. I squared up with one, sword in hand, and stepped through a slow-motion, one-sided swordfight with the dummy. The motions were almost second nature to me now, as I’d been doing them daily for the last month or so. But the exercise felt almost too familiar.

I had a Shardcraft now, one that was supposed to make my blows deal critical damage—whatever that meant. Shouldn’t something be different? Or was I just as incapable of using the Shard in my sword as I was the one in my chest?

My swings became faster and more aggressive as my frustration grew.

“Having some trouble?”

The sound of Brunswick’s return snapped me out of my frenzy; I wiped the sweat from my brow, panting as I took in the carnage around me. The insides of about a dozen of the straw dummies coated the training room floor. My new sword’s shine was dulled with dust and dirt. “What gave it away?”

“Call it mentor’s intuition,” Ser Brunswick answered with a small smile. He grabbed a broom from the wall and offered it to me. “Let’s see how well you wield one of these.”

I returned the sword to its sheath and accepted the broom, getting to work cleaning up my mess. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” The older knight set to work picking up the torn hempen sacks that once made up the bodies of my victims. “It’s what they’re here for. I should’ve checked with you earlier; you don’t know how to use a Shardcraft, do you?”

Oh, now you want to help, I wanted to say, but bit down the angry retort. I’d already scared him off once this morning. Doing it again wouldn’t get me anywhere. “No, I don’t.”

Something in his answering frown told me he’d heard my unspoken words. “My apologies, Jen. Do you remember when you tried to swing Lightbringer?”

I shot a dark look at the gold hilted Shardcraft where it rested on the sword rack. “I try not to.”

He chuckled. “I knew that you wouldn’t be able to wield it properly because its power scales with faith. That’s how Shards work; they react to the corresponding stat of the wielder.”

That meant my Shardcraft scaled with intelligence. “So, I’m an idiot.”

“Not at all,” Brunswick replied. “You are exceptionally bright and use your intelligence well. But when you swing your sword, you tend to rely more on your strength and dexterity to win the day. If I’d been with you when you’d been shopping for a sword, I would’ve recommended a strength attunement over intelligence, to grant you some extra power behind your swings rather than precision.”

“What I’m hearing is that it’s a good thing I wasn’t allowed to be an alchemist,” I sighed, sweeping the straw on the floor with more force than necessary.

“You would’ve hated it,” my mentor said, setting the sacks aside and selecting a broom of his own. “Alchemists often take weeks at a time off between missions to collect ingredients for potions and enchantments to use in battle. You would’ve gotten frustrated with how long it took to do anything and demanded to switch classes within a week.”

He was probably right, not that I was going to give him the satisfaction of saying so. “At least if I was an alchemist, people wouldn’t automatically assume I’m a man.”

Brunswick sighed as he began sweeping alongside me. “Man or woman, you are a knight of the guild, as well as the Champion of Light. You bear honorable titles with high standards and ideals, and you do both justice.” His dark eyes looked far away. “Though I understand how frustrating it can be to be seen for what you are rather than who, you should be proud of what you’ve accomplished so far.”

What you are. The words were a brand against my skin. “Yeah. Mayven’s pockets are full, thanks to me.”

“His Grace, the archbishop,” Brunswick corrected gently. “Speaks with the Lightmother’s voice.”

“So what fills his purse actually fills hers.” It took all my self-control to set my broom against the wall without throwing it. “As if that makes it better.”

“Jen? Our work isn’t done. Where are you going?”

I glared at him from the doorway. “To drown my lofty titles and ideals with cheap booze. That’s what us men do instead of dealing with our problems, right?” I slammed the door behind me before he could respond.
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My friends were already seated at our usual table when I stormed into the guild hall. Harv was dressed in his usual mess of clashing reds, oranges, and greens while Bertrand’s blond hair and pale complexion stood out sharply from his black garb. His left sleeve was pinned up at the elbow.

“Lady Jen!” Harv exclaimed as I sat down heavily next to Jaune. “We weren’t expecting thee for another hour yet!”

“Harv was just telling me about what happened with the archbishop,” Bertrand said, dabbing a tear from his eye. “I feel like a fool for ever trusting that horrible man.”

“It’s apparently a common mistake,” I muttered. “I need a drink.”

Meena was at our table as suddenly as if she’d been summoned by magic, her dark skin beautifully complemented by her burgundy dress. My mood soured further, though I tried to keep it out of my voice as I ordered my dinner. It wasn’t her fault I was the way I was.

“Have any new C-rank quests come in while I was out?” I asked her.

“Not since you last asked about an hour ago, Lady Jen,” Meena replied, her tone rigidly polite. “If there’s an issue with your card or the board that’s preventing you from checking yourself, please let me know right away.”

“That’s not why I—” But the receptionist-slash-waitress-slash-recruiter-slash-too-many-other-positions-to-mention had already swept away from our table. She was always so eager to end our conversations; I’d hoped her concern for my wellbeing before we left for Viurnia was a sign she was warming up to me, but that apparently was just wishful thinking.

Harv watched her go with a frown. “That was a bit cold, wasn’t it?”

“So long as the ale’s that cold, I don’t really care,” I replied.

“A lot of people are frustrated about the scarcity of quests right now; she’s probably just sick of answering the question,” Jaune reasoned.

“This world is a clusterfuck even when there isn’t a massive demon army trying to eradicate all life. Just give it time.” I sounded a little too eager even to my own ears. “I mean that there can’t possibly be a shortage of people who need help.”

“The lady speaks true,” Harv remarked. “But I hath heard that the problem is not a quest shortage, but a quest hoarder.”

“Oh?” Meena had warned me about people who took quests just to prevent other people from taking them. “Do tell.”

The bard looked over both shoulders with all the subtlety of a blowhorn before replying in a stage whisper. “Apparently, there’s some bigshot adventurer in town. A-rank. He’s been taking every quest that’s appeared on the board in the last couple days, regardless of whether it’s A- or D-rank.”

“Who does that remind you of?” Jaune drawled with a smirk.

“Shut up,” I snapped. “One person can’t possibly do the work of the entire guild by himself. He’s gotta be hate drafting.”

“That’s just it,” Harv continued, building suspense. “He’s not just any adventurer. The man’s a dragon rider.”

“Oh,” Jaune sighed.

“What?” I turned on the paladin.

“He has a dragon,” he replied, as if that explained everything.

“Not just that,” Harv interjected. “Dragon riders have nearly maxed out intelligence stats, and they’re telepaths. Canst thou imagine it? A magical, flying steed none would dare cross and a genius with the ability to read minds. It’s no wonder he’s able to plow through so many quests all over the continent in such a short time.”

Despite intelligence being my best stat, it was nowhere close to the benchmark for dragon rider. At least, that’s what Helga had told me when I’d been evaluated. What did a nearly maxed out intelligence stat look like if I was only a 24 out of 40? My friend Dan was the smartest guy I ever knew back home, but even he wasn’t capable of reading minds. He just counted cards with a stupid grin on his face like the cheeky bastard he was.

“I’m surprised all of the bounties are still there,” Jaune added with a look of disgust. “Clearly, the man is in a hurry to rank up.”

My ears perked up. “Wait. Bounties? So, there is something available?”

“Hardly,” he scoffed, long nose pointed in the air. “They’re barbaric. Not worthy of the party of the Champion of Light.”

“They’re necessary, wouldn’t you agree?” Harv took another swig of his drink. “How else would the guild regulate itself?”

I cut off Jaune before he could respond. “Does someone want to explain what bounties are and why it would be so horrible for the Champion of Light to take them?”

“You remember how Lords Morgon and Abbott attempted to capture us and turn us over to the church?” Jaune’s blue eyes were dark with the memory. “They were acting on a bounty the church put on me. Adventurers hunting other adventurers, supposedly to police ourselves when the guildmaster decides we’ve stepped out of line.”

The thought turned my empty stomach. “Why would anyone short of a crazy paladin ever willingly do that? No offense.”

“Why would that offend me?” Jaune asked. “I’m technically not a paladin anymore.”

“Right, of course.”

“Bounties yield twice the adventurer points as normal quests,” Harv explained. “Thou can hardly blame people for taking them.”

Bertrand pulled at his empty sleeve, eyes distant.

Even Harv could tell he’d overstepped, and he quickly tried to course correct. “People besides the Lord Paladins, of course.”

I took the lull in conversation to look around the guild hall for Meena. The place was packed to the gills—a side-effect of the shortage of quests, no doubt. I’d frequented the hall long enough to know the regulars, if only by sight. There were a few new faces, though most were fairly unremarkable.

The one exception was a rail thin woman seated at a table on the other side of the hall. She wore her white hair in a pixie cut and had pointy ears, though she otherwise appeared human. The strange woman didn’t match Harv’s description of any of the non-human sentient races in this world. Perhaps she was a witch and added the points for aesthetic purposes? If that was the case, it was definitely working. She was almost hauntingly beautiful, but for once I didn’t feel jealous or bad about my own appearance by comparison. If anything, I felt drawn to her like a magnet, as if I could be as beautiful as her if I could just speak with her. Perhaps I should introduce myself?

“Don’t stare,” Meena advised, her voice sounding far away. She’d returned with my food and ale. “He might take that as a challenge.”

I only then realized I was staring deep into the woman’s hypnotic, silvery eyes. Her pupils were vertical slits. How strange.

The receptionist stepped between me and the other woman, blocking my view. “Lady Jen, listen to me. Just leave them alone.”

“Who is that?” I asked dreamily as I leaned over in my seat to look around her.

“The only name you should be concerned about is Fang,” said Meena, uncharacteristically harsh. “Remember it, Champion of Light.” She turned the tankard in her hand upside down over my head, dousing me in ale that was unfortunately as cold as I’d hoped. The shower snapped me out of the strange woman’s spell, and I looked up at the receptionist while blinking ale from my eyes. There was a scowl on her face, and her eyes glowed with a faint green light.

Jaune leapt to his feet at once and drew a small Shardcraft dagger from his belt. “Merciful Lightmother,” he intoned as the yellow crystal glowed bright. “Cleanse Your daughter of corruption! Return her will to her as her own!”

Meena was bathed in gold light from the knife and shuddered. With a flash, her eyes returned to their usual brown. “Lord Bertrand? What’s—” A dark look replaced her confusion. “Fang.”

“What the hell was that?” I sputtered.

“That,” came a harsh voice from behind me. “Was a warning.”

I turned to see a stooped, hooded figure standing over me. From the spiky armored tail and claws he sported, I identified him as a Golkan, though I’d never seen one in person before. There were only so many creatures that resembled human-sized pangolins.

“Rider Fang.” Meena stepped between me and the Golkan, fists on her hips. “I’m writing you up to the guildmaster for this. How dare you use your powers to control me?”

“Do it,” the Golkan hissed. “I deserve a reprimand. I was just making sure she received one as well.”

“For what?” I protested. Was this the dragon rider Harv had talked about?

“For lording your entitlement over all of us,” Fang growled, jabbing a finger at me. The emerald ring on it glittered. “Your fancy title and oh-so-noble quest to go back to your rotten world doesn’t mean that you’re the only one that matters in the fight against Ventalus.” He spat on the floor after saying the name. “You fraud.”

“Thanks, personification of my imposter syndrome,” I snarled, rising to my feet. “But newsflash: I have never tried to lord over anyone.”

“No? I beg to differ, Champion of Light.” A sharp pang shot through my brain, accompanied by a pair of images. One was of an aspiring, round-eyed adventurer buying their first Shardcraft at Temp’s shop after diligently grinding up to C-rank over the course of several months. Just as he was about to leave the shop, a large figure shoulder checked him, bellowing about their own importance and demanding he get out of their way—me, seen through someone else’s eyes. The boy had gone home in tears. The other image was of me barreling down the street that morning, shoving the very same silver-eyed woman I had just seen across the guild hall—and who now stood at Fang’s side— out of my way while Harv trumpeted my status.

Oh, fuck me.

“I’d rather die than bed you,” the rider hissed. Great, he could read minds.

“Rider Fang, that’s enough!” Meena cried.

He drew close to me, hateful amber eyes burning from beneath his hood. “Mark my words, Champion,” he hissed, breath hot on my face. “On my honor as a dragon rider. I will be the one to reach Crystal-rank and destroy the demon lord, and I won’t be doing it for selfish reasons like you.”

You’d be doing me a favor, I wanted to say but the retort died on my tongue. Something about Fang’s remark hit a little too close to home. Was my quest to get back home selfish?

“Now, now, noble Rider,” Harv interjected, punctuating the words with a harsh chord from his lute. “Thou art on the same side as the fair lady knight, as are all in this humble hall; we should be working together, not quarreling amongst ourselves!”

Fang snarled at Harv but relented. “Come, N’vira. Let’s leave the Champion to her fans.” The silvery woman offered me an apologetic look and a bow before joining Fang as he made his exit from the hall.

“Let me fetch you a towel, Lady Jen.” Meena sighed and walked away as well.

From around us, the other patrons of the hall were chortling and pointing at me as ale dripped from my hair and clothes. It wasn’t the first time I’d been humiliated in this hall; in fact, it was starting to happen with distressing frequency. This was the city I’d nearly died at the hands of the demon lord to save? Were threats and blackmail my only rewards for upholding the precious ideals Brunswick had spoken of? What the fuck was I even doing, worrying about morality when every day without my hormones was another day closer to living hell?

“Harv,” I said, sitting back down. “I need you to do something for me.”

The bard grimaced, all too familiar with the tension coiling in my voice. “You aren’t going to yell at me again, are you?”

I took a moment to make sure I wouldn’t. “Can you go to the board, find a bounty on the other side of the continent, and accept it for us? Please?”

“Jen!” Jaune exclaimed. “No! You can’t be serious!”

“Shut up,” I snapped. “Harv?”

“I know you’re upset,” Jaune continued, “but you can’t dismiss the truth so candidly. As the Champion of Light, you have a duty to be a role model, a paragon of virtue. Taking a bounty is beneath everything you’re meant to represent!”

“I didn’t ask for any of this!” I jabbed a thumb at my mark. “You think I want to be worshipped or looked up to, or hell, hated for no goddamn reason? I can barely stand to look at myself in the mirror, Jaune, let alone be put on a pedestal!”

“Not taking sides, but just moments ago you were against the idea of a bounty entirely,” Harv interjected, his head swiveling between the two of us. “Might I at least ask what changed your mind?”

“She’s in a hurry to rank up to rival that boorish rider!” Jaune protested. “Trust me, Jen, there are more upstanding ways to fulfill your destiny than this.”

“You’re right,” I growled. “There are. But I don’t care.”
“Jen, please!”

“Stay home for all I care,” I snapped. “We don’t need you, anyway.”

Jaune’s face went stark white, and finally his protests ceased. He rose from his seat and stormed away silently, tugging at his empty sleeve with his remaining hand.

“Jen.” There was a reprimand in Harv’s voice.

I cut him off as my eyes burned with suppressed tears. “Harv, for the love of God, get me out of this damned city.”


3 

I Don’t Dance

“Have you ever been on a bounty before?”

​“No.” I pulled at the collar of my gambeson, the sheep’s wool sweltering in the heat. “Got any tips for a couple of noobs?”

​The Anthrocadon chuckled, revealing a pair of viper’s fangs in place of the crocodilian teeth I’d come to expect from the race. “Simple,” she hissed. “Show no mercy.”

​Harv and I exchanged glances. We’d made the long trek east to Cusalok, the mud brick city from which Anthrocadons hailed. When we arrived, we were joined by a local druid called Fennel, the adventurer that originally reported our quarry to the guild. The three of us were gathered on a flat rooftop overlooking the mile-wide town square, where hundreds of Anthrocadons were participating in a grand bazaar. Standing tall at the dead center of the square was a magnificent temple to rival even the Cathedral of the Steadfast back in Bastion. Four branching canals, one in each cardinal direction, met at a lock set into the temple’s cavernous underbelly.

​“Hast thou taken many of these jobs before, my friend?” Harv asked.

​“You could say that,” Fennel replied. She pulled out a leather cord from around her scaly neck and held it out for us to see. Yellowing teeth from all kinds of races hung from the thread, about two dozen in total.

​“Those are—ah. Yes, I see,” Harv said pleasantly, though he was turning a deeper green than Fennel. “Thou art a… decorated veteran!”

​“I prefer the title ‘bounty hunter’.” Fennel slipped the teeth back under her vest. “There’s no faster way to rank up in the guild. Why bother with anything else?”

​“Why indeed,” I muttered. B-rank quests typically went for twenty-five points; if we managed to complete this bounty, we’d each get fifty. Just ten of these bounties would equal the feat we’d completed in Viurnia. The fact was equal parts exciting and horrifying.

​Harv cleared his throat. “We’d best get moving; dost thou have any idea where to start?”

​Fennel laughed, though it sounded more like hissing. “I find that setting out bait works best.” She slithered over the edge of the building and down the façade, blending in with the crowd below without elaborating any further.

​“What a deplorable creature,” Harv muttered. “Are you sure you want to be involved in all this? There’s still time to back out.”

Despite Harv’s obvious discomfort with taking on a bounty, he’d relented and joined me anyway. However, whether it was a result of our argument or his own morals, Jaune had elected to stay behind. I understood his issue with swapping roles with the paladins that gleefully tried to murder us back in Viurnia, especially considering the lofty ideals my title apparently demanded of me. Champion of Light stuff aside, it wasn’t like I loved the idea of hunting down another sentient being any more than he did. What I needed was a break: a break from Bastion, the church, and my so-called divine status. A normal adventurer wouldn’t have to think twice about taking a job like this; why should I?

​“This quest will give me enough points to get to B-rank,” I deflected. “We’re already here; we might as well see it through.”

​“You’re the boss,” Harv sighed. “Where do you want to start?”

​“What do we know about the target?”

​Not much, as it turned out. The bounty was for a female adventurer named Glissadé, a B-rank dancer. We didn’t have a picture of her or any idea what her crime was besides Fennel saying she violated the guild code, which I didn’t even know was a thing. Either I was oblivious, or the Adventurer’s Guild needed to do a better job training new people. I’d complain to HR, if HR wasn’t just Meena. I didn’t need to give her another reason to hate my guts.

​“Shall we mingle in the crowd and ask for directions?” Harv suggested.

​“If we must,” I groaned.

We split up, hoping to cover more ground. The bazaar made the market lining Bastion’s main street look like a series of roadside stands. There were vendors from all over the continent; Phusaadians sold livestock and other farm goods, panting heavily in the desert heat; mushroom-like Viurnians carried fungus and incense and performed psychic readings; human craftsmen hocked their Shardcraft of all kinds; and plenty of Anthrocadons peddled textiles, paper, and other local goods. Nothing, however, compared to the sight of the Great Temple of Cusalok.

Up close, the temple was more of a fortress than a place of worship. Armed guards stood on each corner and at each entrance. The iron doors were windowless with no sign of latch or lock. How anyone ever entered the structure was a mystery to me, but it was easy to see why security was so tight. At the heart of the temple stood Cusalok’s Great Shard, a massive crystal of deep indigo. With the Great Shard intact, alleged crooks like Glissadé were the worst threats the city would face; I shivered at the memory of Viurnia’s corrupted Great Shard, spitting waves and waves of shadow-like demons onto the fallen city.

Pushing thoughts of darkness and war from my mind, I set about the task at hand. I’d only awkwardly spoken to a couple of vendors before Harv rejoined me to say he’d found a lead. He led me to a stand that reeked of fish; what may have once been fresh catches baked in the sun. A large wicker basket of water sat on the other side of the counter, from which a pair of strange creatures rose. Their skin was a smooth, shiny brown, and their short fingers were webbed. They had large, round eyes like the fish they sold and six frilly stalks growing from the back of their heads. All in all, they resembled humanoid salamanders, right down to the long, slimy tail.

​“May I introduce Lady Jen of Kennakit,” Harv announced as we drew near.

​“Kennakit?” One of the salamanders croaked. “She doesn’t look like any kin of mine!”

​“Quexal, don’t be rude,” the other squeaked. “She could be from… you know…” They exchanged glances and then looked me up and down with bemused expressions.

​“He means ‘Connecticut’,” I sighed, much to the salamanders’ apparent relief. “I’m not from around here.”

​“Nor are we!” Quexal laughed, splashing about. “Don’t let those canals fool you; Cusalok isn’t a healthy place for Lotls like Phren and me. Most of us don’t normally come this far inland, you see? When we do, it’s strictly for business.”

​“That’s why we thought it so strange that adventurers would be looking for a Lotl here, of all places,” Phren chimed in. “Especially these days.”

​I frowned. “What do you mean, these days?”

​“You don’t know? Rumors say that demons have been attacking adventurers in Cusalok for weeks now,” Phren explained with a shudder.

​My eyes widened. “Is there something wrong with the Great Shard?”

​“No, of course not. They’re just rumors.” Quexal patted Phren’s shoulder with a stern look. “Besides, if there really were demonic summonings in Cusalok, the Monastery would put a stop to them. This is monk territory, you see? Safest city in the east. Sadie must’ve agreed, if she’s here, too,” Quexal added, as though that clinched it.

​I raised an eyebrow at them. “You mean Glissadé? You know her?”

​“Know her?” Quexal’s gills writhed with excitement. “We’re her biggest fans, you see? Finest performer to ever come out of Kennakit, on both land and sea!”

​Harv frowned. “Strange that I’ve never heard of her, being a similarly gifted performer myself.”

​“Never heard of her!?” Quexal’s gills perked up with indignation. “Once you see her in action, you’ll wonder how you’ve gone so long without.”

​“We’d love to,” I interjected before Harv could match the Lotl’s boast with one of his own. “Can you help us find her?”

​Both Lotls’ expressions brightened. “Find Sadie?” Phren gasped. “It would be an honor!”




✽✽✽

The source of all water in Cusalok was the Serpent’s Vein, a freshwater river that doubled as the city’s eastern border. Like the canals that were fed by it, its waters were the brightest, most vibrant blue I’d ever seen. We passed several beaches, where Anthrocadons of all shapes and sizes napped in the shade or lounged in the rushing water, before arriving at our destination: the mouth of the westward canal. According to Quexal, it was used for shipping goods from abroad through the city.

“Yes, you see?” Quexal emerged from the canal, lifting a small basket over their head. “This is Kennakit basketry. She must have been living in the water here.”

“You’re holding Sadie’s basket!” Phren cried, on the verge of swooning.

Quexal’s round eyes widened further as they realized the treasure they held. “I am! You see? I’m touching something that belongs to Sadie!”

“I’m so happy for you,” I said.

“Why would she make her home in the busiest canal?” Harv wondered.

I nudged him, pointing out the many gondolas and rafts on the canal. “She can make a quick getaway if needed.”

“Besides, if she was in the other canals,” Quexal chimed in. “Dirtwalkers like you would never find her, you see?”

I frowned down at the creature as he slithered cheerily about in the water. “What was she doing here at all?”

“If I was a Lotl on the run from the guild, a canal in a desert would be where I’d hide,” Harv reasoned.

“Sure,” I allowed. “But Fennel was the one that reported her, right? Meaning Glissadé was already in Cusalok when she broke the code. I wonder why.”

“All I know is that when we find Glissadé, that layabout Fennel better not expect an equal share of the reward,” Harv sniffed. “So far, I’ve done all the work.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t worry. When we find her, you can continue to carry our party by playing a song to trap her. She’ll be too busy dancing to run.”

“That’s a good idea,” the bard replied, pulling his lute off his back and attempting to tune a string, though he only managed to make the note flatter than it already was. “No member of the fairer sex can resist the musical charms of Harv the Bold!”

Before I could point out the most obvious exception to that statement, a flash of movement caught my eye. Something slithered from the waters below into a barrel just before it was loaded onto a raft for transport.

“It’s her!” Phren screamed, then passed out from excitement.

“Go now, adventurers!” Quexal cried, fanning their partner with a webbed hand. “See her majesty for yourself!”

The crewmen finished loading their goods before I could get close and set off, pushing the raft down the canal with long rods. I ran alongside the canal until the raft drifted close enough for me to leap on board.

The Anthrocadons were not pleased to see me. “Stowaway!” one hissed. The two that were not driving the raft drew knives from their belts and advanced on me. The lid of the barrel popped open just a crack, revealing a pair of large eyes from within.

“Easy,” I said, raising my empty hands. “I’m not a stowaway, I’m trying to catch one. She’s in that barrel right there; if you let me grab her, I’ll be on my—”

“Thief!” One screeched, and then both rushed me. My buckler was strapped to my left arm as usual, so I met the first knife’s swing with it while I drew my blade with my right hand, just in time to knock the second assailant’s dagger from their hand with the hilt of my sword. The disarmed crewman dove for their weapon before it could clatter into the water while the other pressed their attack.

I parried the next swing, gripping my sword with both hands. I rammed my shoulder into my attacker, and they stumbled to the floor just as the second bore down on me with their recovered blade. I swung my sword again, aiming for the dagger in their hand.

The emerald in the pommel of my sword flashed, and the blade changed course on its own mid-swing. Its sharp edge hurtled towards the Anthrocadon’s throat, aiming to kill. I yelped in surprise and pulled the sword away from them, though it felt like I was pulling on the leash of a wild dog that had just seen a cat. The sword relented suddenly, and with the loss of its resistance, my own strength buried it into the wooden floor.

My almost-victim recovered before I could and scored a flurry of shallow cuts on my gambeson’s sleeve as I tried to backpedal.

“Hail, noble seaman!” In the commotion, I’d all but forgotten about Harv. He was jogging alongside the canal to keep up with the raft, lute in hand. “If thine craft is as fine as thine skill, then thou best make for shore before thou go under!”

My attackers paused, glancing at one another. Whether the bard was successful in insulting them or not, he’d given me the distraction I needed. I ripped my sword from the raft and swung at the barrel, slicing the top clean off. A lithe figure with bright pink skin leapt from the barrel into the canal before I could react. It had to have been Glissadé.

“He broke our barrel!” One of the steering crewmen shouted. The two attackers shook off Harv’s mockery and advanced on me, blades at the ready, forked tongues tasting the air.

“‘She,’” I muttered under my breath. “‘She’ broke your barrel.”

Those large eyes suddenly appeared over the opposite edge of the raft, surveying the situation. When she noticed me staring, she winked and slithered silently into another barrel. The four Anthrocadons were none the wiser, focused as they were on me.

I deflected the next flurry of blows with my sword and shield, forced back by the crewmen’s furious assault. At one point I had an opening to take one of the attackers out of the fight by knocking them on the head with the hilt of my sword, but the sword had other ideas, and attempted to take their head clean off instead. I stopped the sword from tasting innocent blood at the expense of my footing; the other crewman was able to shove me off the raft into the brilliant blue waters of the canal.

“Why do I always end up soaked,” I complained to Harv after he fished me from the canal. He opened his mouth, but I cut him off. “Don’t even think it.”

“Yes, well,” Harv cleared his throat. “The raft is just about to reach the lock at the center of the square; if we hurry, we’ll be able to catch her on the other side.”

“Good thinking,” I replied. “You really are carrying the party today.”

“Thou need not sound surprised.”

We pushed our way through the crowded bazaar to the west side of the massive temple while the raft was still waiting at the lock. It hissed open and the raft floated out, heading towards the main gate out of the city. Without hesitation, I jumped back on board the vessel and tore open the barrel I’d seen our quarry slip inside. It was empty, save for some loose fish. I turned as the four Anthrocadons advanced on me, anger burning in their snake-like eyes.




✽✽✽

“We lost her,” I gasped after climbing out of the canal for the second time in a matter of minutes. “She could be anywhere in the city by now.”

“Lotls are a slippery bunch,” Harv observed. “Perhaps we should try to find Fennel and see if she’s had better luck?”

I was about to reiterate my stance on giving up this quest when a bell chimed overhead. There were shouts and crashes coming from the temple above; next thing I knew, a pink-skinned figure leapt from a ledge on the upper floor of the temple onto the roof of a nearby stall. Using the sea of heads and stands in the marketplace as her platforms, Glissadé quickly crossed the bazaar and clambered up the side of a building on the bazaar’s western side, a scroll clutched tightly in her webbed hand. A beat later, three other figures—a human, a Phusaadian, and an Anthrocadon all clad in orange—leapt out after her. The monks of the Monastery were giving chase. If they caught her instead of us—

“Harv.”

“Go,” he sighed. “With all this running, I’m starting to get sweat stains on my outfit.”

I took off without another word, following the narrow, twisting streets of Cusalok. Glissadé stayed ahead of the pursuing monks for now, but if the vendors Harv and I had spoken to earlier were any indication, Lotls were not adapted for this kind of dry heat. If she didn’t return to the water soon, her strength would falter, and they’d catch her for sure—if she didn’t fall off a rooftop first. As if to test my theory, the monks began to fire blasts of deep blue force from their palms and feet at their quarry, knocking potted plants and more debris from the roof onto the streets below. I dodged the falling obstacles, cursing under my breath.

The chase continued deep into the city, leading to a shady street. The relatively cool air made my damp sheep’s wool gambeson feel like ice against my skin.

The gap across the alley was much too great for Glissadé to cross; she had her back pressed up against the ledge two stories above my head.

“Return the scroll!” One of the monks demanded. “Now!”

“I’m just borrowing it,” the rogue dancer replied in a sultry, if breathless, tone. “If it wasn’t meant to be borrowed, why was it in a library?”

“The Monastery library isn’t open to the public! Especially not for women of the public!” Glissadé rolled her eyes and looked down, noticing me below her.

“Jump,” I shouted. “I’ll catch you!”

“My hero,” Glissadé muttered, but nevertheless offered the monks a mock salute before vaulting over the edge of the building into the alley. I caught her with surprisingly little trouble—she was a tiny thing, barely a head taller than Templeton. She didn’t remain in my arms for long, though; she easily slipped out of my grip and landed on her feet a few paces away. “Why have you been following me all day? You a crazy fan or something?”

“I’m with the guild,” I panted. “Jen Joyce. There’s a bounty on your head.”

“Oh, that,” the dancer said, as if I’d commented on the weather. “Well, you did a great job catching me, bravo. But I have what I came here for, so I’ll be on my way.” She turned and started walking towards the mouth of the alley.

“Wait!” I called.

A snarl like a car starting answered my shout. Glissadé stopped short before leaping out of the way of a dark paw that slashed at her. She landed beside me, gill stalks pressed flat against the sides of her head. She was looking at something over my shoulder; I turned to see three beasts file into the mouth of the darkened alley behind us, their eyes glowing with angry red fire. The snarling drew closer from the other end of the alley, and the thing that’d attacked the dancer stepped into view. It was a bear the size of a school bus, with six legs as thick as tree trunks. The demon bellowed a furious challenge, and the other demons returned its call.

“This can’t be happening,” I breathed. “How—”

“Let’s worry about the how and why after we’ve kicked their asses,” Glissadé advised. She grinned up at me and shoved the scroll in her pocket. “Shall we dance, Jen Joyce of the guild?”

I drew my sword and planted my feet at the ready, putting my body between her and the massive, unholy creature. “I don’t dance.”
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Today Couldn’t Get Any Weirder, Right?

I did my best to shove my racing thoughts down somewhere they wouldn’t get me killed. Rational thoughts like: where had these demons come from when the front line of the war was on the other side of the continent, somewhere between the liberated Viurnia and far off Ahktorr? Why had they only shown up here and now? Had Ventalus sent them after me? Perhaps most distressingly, how was I supposed to fight off four demons on my own with a misbehaving sword, a dysfunctional mark, and a bounty in tow?

​“Dancers run support, yeah?” I spared a glance at Glissadé. “Do you think you can back me up long enough for us to survive this?”

​“Back up? You wish, fanboy,” the Lotl scoffed. “How about you make yourself useful and take the big one, I’ll get the rest. Okay? Okay.” Glissadé adjusted the cuffs around her ankles, wrists, and tail, which were embedded with crystals the same hue as Cusalok’s Great Shard. I expected her to break out into dance as a bard would break into song, but to my surprise she slammed her fists together, the cuffs burning with indigo light. Then she ran, charging for the group of three demons.

​“Wait!” I shouted again, but the bear demon didn’t allow room for my concern. It reared on its hind legs and then crashed down to flatten me. I dove out of the way just in time and swung my sword at the closest paw. The Shard set in the pommel flashed and the sword arced upward instead, barely nicking the beast’s shadowy foreleg. Tar-like blood oozed from the gash, and I backed up before it doused me.

“Damn sword,” I hissed, shoving down distracting thoughts of Ser Brunswick and strength Shards.

Speaking of Shards, now would be a great time for my mark to cooperate; with my sword less useful than a can opener, I needed to try for my ace in the hole. But how? The stubborn red stone set into my sternum refused to heat up or glow any brighter than normal no matter what I did. If the presence of demons triggered it, it wouldn’t have waited so long to spark to life in Viurnia, what with the demon lord themself a mere arm’s length away from me. There was something I could try; I just had to hope Glissadé was out of earshot.

​“Fair play, foul beast,” I shouted, doing my best impression of Harv’s bombastic speech. “But you aren’t just fighting a lone knight, no—you’re fighting the faith that my friends have in me!” I thought of Harv, the goofball that had quickly become my best friend. Bertrand, the pretentious crybaby that I’d let down by taking this bounty. Brunswick—even though I was mad at him—was the closest thing to a father I’d ever had. With a pang, my heart settled on Lee, the firebrand that waited for me back home. I wouldn’t let them down by dying here. I swung my sword at the beast as warmth spread through my entire body.

​Both mark and sword refused to cooperate. The mark flickered a little but otherwise stayed dormant, while the sword turned my swing into a piercing lunge, dragging me forward in its eagerness to strike the demon’s chest. Its tip sliced the bear’s flank while pulling me beneath its massive bulk, and the demon’s blood poured down on me like rain. I rolled backwards as the corrosive fluid set my woolen armor ablaze. I didn’t have time to remove it; I’d landed right under the beast’s maw. The demon’s mouth opened wide—too wide, at least for a natural creature—and lunged for me, black teeth glistening.

I wedged my buckler into the beast’s mouth. It retched and reared, pulling the shield off my arm. I scrambled backwards and shed my destroyed gambeson before the dark flames could burn my flesh.

Clad only in my sweaty undershirt and breeches, I squared up with the beast.

“Alright sword,” I panted. “If you won’t work with me, I’ll just have to work with you.”

The demon crushed my shield between its jaws and roared, charging towards me. I waited until the last second and leapt, clearing the beast’s gaping mouth and landing on its neck. It reared; I slid down its back before plunging my sword into its flesh to stop my fall. Fiery blood poured down on me. I hissed in pain as it scalded my hands, but I hung on. My sword was fidgeting in my hand; not from the beast’s movements, but from the Shard. It was trying to adjust itself to the point where the bear’s heart would be, if it had one. The beast landed on all six of its paws, and I tore the blade from its flesh and raced along its back, holding my sword tip pointing down at the creature. Like a compass pointing north, the sword homed in on what I hoped was the beast’s weak point, and I shoved the blade straight down through its ribs with all my might.

​ The demon stopped, and with a hissing cry it slumped to the ground, dead. I barely had time to leap off the creature’s back before it dissolved entirely into black goo that hissed and spat as it settled onto the dusty ground. I fell to my knees on the edge of the puddle and dropped my sword, thoroughly exhausted. I’d all but forgotten about Glissadé until I heard footsteps approach from behind me.

​“Wow, that was impressive, fanboy,” she said with a mocking smile. “That friendship speech worked wonders, didn’t it?”

​“Fuck you,” I hissed, cheeks blazing. I looked over her shoulder and saw three pools of black tar hissing and bubbling on the opposite end of the alley. “What happened to the other demons?”

​“I told you,” she said with a smirk. “I handled them.”

​Before I could question her further, Glissadé cried out in surprise. There were snakes writhing around her body, binding her limbs. She grunted as one of the snakes struck her jaw and slithered away, before another wrapped its body around her mouth. A shadowy figure approached from the end of the alley; I scrambled for my weapon until I recognized them.

​Fennel’s grin stretched her snake-like face, lit by the yellow glow of a wooden wand. She drew the drawstring closed on a pouch on her belt before one of the snakes slithered up her arm and deposited a small bloody tooth in the palm of her scaly hand. “Ah,” she purred, admiring her trophy. “Another successful bounty.”

​“You,” I gasped. “How did you—?”

​“As I said,” she hissed with a vertical lidded wink. “You just need the right bait.”

​“You used us.” I frowned. “Why didn’t you help us fight the demons?”

​She shrugged. “You earned your portion of the bounty.”

​“You there!” Fennel and I turned to see the three monks that’d been pursuing Glissadé approach us. “That woman is wanted by the Monastery for theft,” the human monk continued. “Turn her over at once!”

​“Absolutely not,” Fennel retorted, pulling out her ID card to show them. “This is official Guild business. You have no jurisdiction here.”

​The Phusaadian leaned in close to inspect it, before growling with displeasure. “Your guildmaster is a continent away, but our superior waits at this city’s heart. It is you who are out of line, Druid.”

​“Perhaps a compromise can be reached,” the Anthrocadon monk suggested. He smiled politely at Fennel. “The Monastery can pay you double whatever your guild was promising for this thief.”

​“No deal,” I interjected, worried by the hunger in Fennel’s eyes. “Unless you have adventurer points hidden in your parachute pants, we’re taking her back to the guild.” The statement sounded cold out loud, even to me. “Besides,” I added sheepishly. “She’s one of us.”

​Glissadé glared at me, straining against her living bonds.

​“Regrettable,” the monk sighed. “Then we’re back where we started.”

​“Nay, I say nay!” Harv bounced into the alley, after having finally caught up with us. His ruddy face clashed horribly with his bright red hair. “Forsooth! I hath arrived with a proposition that is sure to satisfy all!”

​The monks exchanged glances. “Who is this now?”

​“Only the greatest bard of the age!” Harv doffed his cap and bowed. “Harv the Bold, at thy service. An obvious solution presents itself to us! We desire the thief; thou noble monks seek the item she took from thee. Therefore, I propose that should thy wares be returned, we will take our bounty with us back to Bastion. Dost thou agree?”

​“The bard speaks wisely, if inelegantly,” the Anthrocadon said. “Very well. Hand over the scroll, and we will depart.”

​Fennel looked at me expectantly. “Where is it?”

​I opened my mouth to respond and end the impasse, but when I looked over at Glissadé, there was desperation in her wide eyes. She shook her head once, so subtly that I only noticed because I had been looking right at her. A lump formed in my throat. I knew that look she wore all too well.

​“It’s gone,” I lied. “It fell into the demon’s blood and burned up.”

​The monk’s expression grew cold; we’d finally reached the end of his patience. “I see. Well then. We will depart, as thanks for destroying the demons that have been plaguing our city of late.” His amber eyes narrowed. “But your guildmaster will be hearing from our superior about this debacle. Mark my words.”

✽✽✽

​I sat down heavily in front of the campfire that night, a blanket wrapped around my shoulders. It was cold in the wasteland outside Cusalok; I never thought I’d miss the oppressive heat my trusty gambeson provided. The coat had saved my life more times than I could count. I’d have to replace it when we got back to Bastion. In the meantime, I was naked to the dangers of this world, a chilling thought all on its own.

Harv handed me a bowl of stew. “I suppose we should consider ourselves lucky that Fennel is allowing us to share the reward for the bounty.”

“Yeah, lucky,” I sighed. “If anything can be considered lucky, it’s that Glissadé was able to defeat three demons on her own. I lost everything I had just fighting the one.”

Harv choked on his stew. “She what? No, you must be mistaken! A dancer couldn’t possibly—”

“The knight is correct.” Fennel joined us around the fire with her own bowl of stew. “Don’t tell me you two didn’t know why she had a bounty on her head?”

“She broke the guild code, right?” I prompted.

“Aye, she did,” Fennel confirmed. “The part that states that women are barred from pursuing male-assigned roles. I caught her studying to fight like a monk.”

“Thou can’t be serious,” Harv exclaimed. “A monk?”

I dropped my bowl as I stood, spilling its contents on the sand. “Hang on. What? You mean she didn’t commit any crimes?”

“I just explained that she did,” Fennel snapped. “It would be the same if I attempted to study the way of the paladin, or your friend the way of the witch. Each sex has its place. You step out of line, and I step in.”

“That’s bullshit!” I roared. “Why can’t she learn how to defend herself? If she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to protect her from those demons! Besides, I’m a woman and a knight, it’s not like—"

“Jen,” Harv chuckled, his eyes darting quickly over to Fennel, who was staring at me with renewed interest. “Perhaps let’s drop the conversation for now. What’s important is that Glissadé is in custody, and thankfully not dead at the claws of demons. We’ll turn her over to the guild and she’ll most likely be expelled, but she’s apparently a beloved dancer in her home city; she’ll be better off than most.”

“But—”

“A woman knight,” Fennel whispered, dissecting me with her eyes. “Interesting.” Great. A third reason to feel a chill.

I busied myself preparing another bowl of stew, and with a mumbled excuse I walked away from the fire. Our wagon, rented from the Motorist Guild, was parked a few yards away. It was little more than a wide, wooden platform with a steering column and large wheels, but it sure beat walking. Sitting in chains in a bucket of water onboard was Glissadé. She was studying her bonds intently, prodding the metal and muttering to herself.

“Hey, uh,” I said lamely. “What are you doing?”

The dancer didn’t look up at me. Her gills were pressed flat to her skull. “Looking for a weak point.”

“You know that’s iron, right?”

“So?” She rapped her knuckles on a link in the chain, listening intently, before moving on to the next. “True monks can shatter anything, no matter how strong it is. You just need to find the right point and apply enough pressure.”

“I see.” I didn’t. “You hungry?”

“I could eat,” she sighed. I handed the bowl over and the Lotl dug in emphatically. She spoke in between bites. “I should probably thank you, eh, fanboy?”

“Please don’t call me that.”

“Why? Are you not actually a fan of mine? Dirtwalkers usually haven’t heard of me.”

“I’m not a ‘boy’. I’m a woman.”

She snorted into her bowl. “Yeah, and I’m a Viurnian.”

This conversation was going nowhere fast. “Thank me for what? You saved yourself.”

“That I did. But you lied for me back there. About this.” She set the bowl aside and pulled out the scroll.

“I know what it’s like to need something no one wants me to have,” I replied quietly. “What is that thing, anyway?”

“A guide to some high-level martial arts,” she explained, opening the scroll to show me the diagrams within. “My teacher always said he would teach me from this when I’d worked my skills up to it, but then I got attacked by a demon on my way home from the temple and—”

“Wait a minute,” I interjected. “The demons attacked you before?”

“They’ve been attacking adventurers all over Cusalok,” Glissadé said. “Figure they must be targeting us as payback for Viurnia, but Lightmother knows how they’re getting past the wards.”

“I’d heard about attacks like that happening in Cusalok,” I muttered. “Funny how Fennel failed to mention that part of her story.”

The Lotl chuckled. “Funny how your friend just happened to be nearby both times I was attacked, more like.”

I frowned. “You think Fennel has something to do with the demon attacks?”

Glissadé sighed dramatically, her eyes fixed firmly on my collar. “I’m just saying, it’s too bad it’s always her lurking around and not the Champion of Light, you know? Doubt someone like that would’ve turned me in for defending myself. She might’ve even killed those demons for me.”

I pulled my blanket closed over the mark. “Yeah. Too bad.”

Smirking, she continued. “What’s done is done. I exposed my training, Fennel reported me, and now, tada! Here I am in chains! Justice served.”

Guilt churned deep in my gut. Rather than help a fellow guild member fight off a demon attack, Fennel had snitched on her before trying to collect on the bounty herself.

Jaune was right; I wasn’t the type of person who took these kinds of quests. Or at the very least, I didn’t want to be. “I’m sorry for this,” I whispered. “I never should’ve taken this bounty.”

“True,” Glissadé remarked. “You’re kind of a shithead for that, fangirl.”

I deserved that. “We should be investigating those demons, not chasing after fellow adventurers. What the hell is the guild thinking?”

Glissadé gasped, eyes fixed over my shoulder. “Speaking of demons, you might want to turn around.”

Standing opposite me just out of reach of the firelight was a demonic wolf with burning red eyes. It stared at me intensely, a low rumble building in its throat. Panic flared in my gut and I drew my sword, sweat dousing the hilt. I’d barely survived that fight earlier and lost both my shield and my armor. If this thing landed a single blow on me, it would make the scars Dahlia left on my cheek look like a shaving accident.

The glowing eyes blinked once, twice, and then the beast turned and ran away into the night. I fell to my knees in the sand with relief. When I finally managed to catch my breath, I said, “I don’t think today could get any weirder.”

Glissadé chuckled nervously. “Night’s still young.”
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Not the Deus Ex Machina I Expected

“Pack it up, folks,” I ordered, walking back towards the fire. “We’re going to go catch a demon.”

​Harv choked on his stew again while Fennel glared at me suspiciously, her hand falling to the pouch affixed to her belt. Nonplussed, I doused the fire with the bucket of sand we’d prepared and began throwing our bedrolls into the back of the wagon.

​“Forgive me, fair Jen, for I must’ve misheard thee.” Harv coughed. “I thought thou suggested we give chase to a demon.”

​“Apology accepted,” I said graciously. “It wasn’t a suggestion. We need to go now, or else it’ll get away.”

​“What exactly will ‘get away’?” Fennel snarled. “I saw no demon.”

​“Nor did I,” Harv added, though he seemed reluctant to agree with Fennel.

​“Glissadé saw it, too,” I countered, handing the pot with the remaining stew to Harv. “If we hurry, we might be able to follow it to its nest, or portal, or wherever all the demons attacking Cusalok have been coming from, and put a stop to them.”

“Why would we do that?” Fennel asked. “There’s no quest to take; it’s foolish to risk our bounty escaping by playing hero.”

“Yeah, well, only thinking about rewards is what got me mauled by a bear earlier,” I grumbled. “I think it’s about time the guild took action, and we’re the ones here.”

The druid laughed. “My heart isn’t as pure as yours.”

“Obviously,” I sneered. “Harv and I are taking the car after the demon; that means Glissadé is coming with us. You’re welcome to stay here if you’d rather.”

Fennel scowled. “Let’s make this quick.”




✽✽✽

Driving a Shardcraft wagon was a strangely nostalgic experience. It’d only been a month or so since I’d left home and modern conveniences behind, but considering all that’d happened since, it was comforting to be behind the wheel of a vehicle again—if one didn’t mind the complete lack of shock absorption. We bumpily drove off into the night in the direction the demon vanished. Before long, we picked up its trail—wolf-like paw prints on the dusty ground heading southwest. We followed them long enough that the sun began to rise behind our backs, turning the sky a fiery orange.

I nearly missed it when the trail ended. I pulled us over and got off the wagon with Fennel, who frowned down at the abrupt stop to the demon’s tracks. There were no more pawprints to be found in any direction.

“Demons don’t disappear in daylight, do they?” I asked.

“Nay,” Fennel replied. “They hate sunlight, but it isn’t fatal to them.”

“So what gives? Where did it go?”

Instead of replying, the druid drew her wand from her belt and waved it through the air, drawing intricate symbols with the crackling citrine light the Shards embedded in its shaft produced.

I screamed despite myself; a dozen centipedes, each one the length of my forearm, burrowed their way out of the sand and swarmed around Fennel. Her eyes closed in meditation, and when they opened again, they glowed with the same yellow energy.

“My pets say that it was a demon,” Fennel said, eyes widening. “It was in the shape of a wolf, until it reached this point and transformed into a bird.”

“Lightmother protect us,” Harv gasped. “I’d no idea demons had such an ability!”

“They don’t,” Fennel replied, looking around the area suspiciously. She sounded shaken. “Once a demon is summoned, they remain in the same form until they are destroyed or dispelled. It shouldn’t be possible, and yet...”

My eyes narrowed at her with suspicion. “You know an awful lot about demons.”

“She seems awfully chummy with them, too,” Glissadé chimed in from her cage.

“I’m a druid,” Fennel snapped. “The creatures I summon aren’t so different from demons, and yet even I can’t make a centipede a snake.”

A chill went up my spine. “Ventalus could do it, I bet.”

​The Anthrocadon looked even more unsettled by the thought than I felt. “There’s little the demon lord isn’t capable of. We should keep looking for clues.”

​“Oho!” Harv exclaimed, punctuating the exclamation with a strum of his lute. “Praise the Lightmother! The wretch hath grown a heart!”

From the look she gave him, I half-expected Fennel to sink her fangs into the bard’s neck. “This is no ordinary demon, you fool. I can’t—I mean, we can’t just ignore this.”

“You had no problem ignoring the ones that attacked me,” Glissadé called. “Either time.”

“Silence, you,” Fennel hissed at the Lotl.

“No, they’re right.” I put myself between the druid and Harv, who continued to pluck at the strings of his instrument, its violet Shard glowing softly. “You’ve had zero interest in fighting or chasing demons until now; what’s changed?”

“None of you simpletons understand what’s going on here,” Fennel hissed. “Demons are mindless creatures! Constructs of dark magic and malice that corrupt Shards beyond repair as they take shape! If a demon truly approached you last night, only to leave you unharmed and then changed forms, then whatever that thing was, it was no demon. It’s something much, much worse.”

I struggled to keep my expression unbothered. “So, what’s in it for you if we find this thing? You don’t care if the city or a fellow adventurer is in danger, so long as you can mooch off their misery for your own gain. Why get your own hands dirty when there’re points to gain and teeth to collect? Why the hell do you care?”

Fennel choked out a laugh. “Spare me your bleeding heart, Champion of Light. You took this quest, too. It’s not like you’re any better than me.”

Gooseflesh erupted down my arms. She’d figured out who I was; being the only woman knight in the world must’ve been a dead giveaway. I’d been stupid to think coming out into the middle of nowhere would allow me to escape the truth of who I was; running away never worked back home, either.

“You’re right,” I conceded. A slow, steady warmth built in my chest as I spoke. “I ignored my better judgment and the wisdom of a good friend by taking this job, and I sorely regret it. But I’m still waiting for an answer, Fennel.”

A flush darkened the druid’s scales, and her hand dropped again to the small pouch on her belt. “What am I supposed to say? It’s as the bard said: I grew a heart.”

“She grew something, alright,” Glissadé called. “I don’t think it was very friendly.”

Fennel whirled on the dancer’s cage, just as Harv’s song reached a buzzy crescendo. “One more word, you foul slug, and we’ll see how my pets find the taste of—hey!”

Harv leapt back to safety behind me, the bounty hunter’s pouch clutched tight in one hand, his lute in the other. He was grinning from ear to ear. “A wonderful performance, all. Bravo. Jen, wouldst thou do the honors?”

“I wouldst.” I accepted the bag from him and poured the contents out on my hand. Several jet-black stones spilled out onto my palm, cold against my skin. They were Void Shards, the same kind of corrupted Shard that powered Ventalus’ war machine. “Care to explain these, Fennel?”

She swallowed and took a step back from me. “Not really.”

I carefully poured the stones back into the bag and drew my sword. “Yeah, no. That’s not gonna cut it.”

Fennel’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t be a fool.”

“I’m done being one.” I lifted my sword to her throat. “If you don’t want to say it, should I take a stab at what’s actually going on here?”

Fennel met my gaze fearlessly. “By all means.”

“Those demons attacking Cusalok weren’t random or sent by the demon lord, were they? You sent them.” A smirk slid across my face. “All except this one, and that scares you.”

The bounty hunter hesitated. “It should scare you, too.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“My arm’s growing tired.”

“Believe the truth or don’t, Champion,” Fennel hissed. “Death comes for you all the same.” With a flick of her wand, she sent the swarm of centipedes racing at my ankles.

Despite myself, I screamed as I tried to swat the creatures off. The bugs that managed to hold on made their way to the hand that still held Fennel’s bag and sank their mandibles into the soft flesh of my palm. I cried out in pain and instinctively flicked my wrist to dislodge them, dropping the pouch to the dusty ground.

Seeing my distress, Harv strummed his lute again. “Jen! Steel thyself! They’re just bugs!”

Courage swept away my fear, and with three precise swings of my sword, I sliced the remaining centipedes in half. Some of the carapaces flew towards Harv; his scream was even more shrill than mine.

“They’re just bugs!” I shouted at him. I turned my blade back to Fennel, only to find her pulling a Void Shard from the pouch I dropped. “Oh, shit.”

Fennel waved her wand over the Shard, chanting in a low voice. The crystals set into her wand blackened until they, too, were corrupted beyond recognition. The Shard in her hand pulsated and then grew, larger and larger, until an exact copy of the bear demon I’d fought the day before manifested between us, seemingly darkening the sky with its malice. It roared and stamped the ground with four of its six paws before setting its glowing red eyes on Harv and I.

“Run?” Harv whimpered.

“Run,” I agreed.

We ran. With another roar, the bear leapt after us. About a quarter mile ahead was a cave, its mouth much too small for the gargantuan demon to be able to enter. I pointed it out to Harv and we adjusted course, racing for the entrance. Harv kept looking back at the approaching beast with a terrified expression, and with my longer legs, I started to outpace him.

“Oh, come on, you’re a couch potato who plays video games all day, you couldn’t outrun a bear,” I’d said to Lee on one of the rare occasions I’d been able to drag her out on a hike with me.

“I wouldn’t have to,” she’d replied with a devilish smirk. “I’d just have to outrun you.”

“If only you could see me now, babe,” I muttered, skidding to a halt and readying my sword. “Harv! Keep going! I’ll hold it off!”

The bard didn’t need telling twice; he bolted past me and dove for cover inside the cave. The bear didn’t slow down to engage me as I expected. Rather, it seemed content to just run me down with its sheer size and speed. Thinking fast, I fell flat on my back and lifted my sword above my head, using the beast’s momentum to split the demon’s torso down the middle as it barreled over me. Thankfully, I was just outside the range of its acidic blood as it fell with a crash to the dusty ground.

The creature bellowed in pain. It wasn’t dead, but with two copies of one of the smaller demons Glissadé killed yesterday entering the fray behind me, I didn’t have time to finish it off. I ran the rest of the way to join Harv in the cave.

“Thank the Lightmother, you survived!” Harv breathed, embracing me. “That beast will never be able to get us in here!”

“Did you forget about Fennel?” I asked, pushing him off me.

Harv frowned. “In all the excitement, I did. We’re fucked, aren’t we?”

“Isn’t fucking your specialty?”

“Hardly gallant last words for a knight.”

“How’s this then? Bite me.”

Banter was about all my brain was good for at that moment. Sure, the bear demon was too large to squeeze inside the craggy opening, but Fennel and her other demons would have no issue. Without my armor or any backup to speak of, the best I could hope for was my mark deciding to cooperate. It’s not like my sword was good for anything. Well, other than homing in on weak points like a very large compass needle.

“That’s it!” I shouted and ran towards the entrance of the cave. I waved my sword through the air, tracing the stony ceiling with the blade. I had maybe thirty seconds before Fennel and her demons were upon us.

“That’s it, indeed,” I heard Harv grumble. “She’s gone completely mad.”

My weapon homed in on a single point, about two yards from the mouth of the cave. Holding the hilt with both hands, I slammed the tip of my sword into the rock.

Nothing happened. Undeterred, I tried again. And again. On the fourth impact, I heard a crack, and just as the nearest demon, which resembled a cross between a puma and an octopus, was about to enter, I struck the rock a fifth time. With a rumble, the roof of the cave’s entrance collapsed, sealing the cavern and burying the creature in a small mountain of stone.

Darkness and silence fell as the rocks settled, the only lights in the cavern stemming from our Shards, the only sound Harv’s and my frantic breathing. Before long, a sinister, if muted, laugh reached us.

“When I discovered the power to create demons in a forbidden tome,” Fennel called. “I thought I could use them to rank up quickly in the guild. I set them on other adventurers day and night, hoping the city of Cusalok or the guild would start putting quests together to quell the threat. But the Monastery is much too vain to hire out adventurers to protect their own city, and our useless guildmaster refuses to post quests that protect adventurers. He only posts bounties, as though his image is more important to him than his people.

“But that changes today.” I could hear the twisted smile in her voice. “Once I return my prey to the guild and collect on her bounty, I’ll let them know that you were cornered by the demons plaguing Cusalok. Maybe then, someone will care enough to finally put together quests to quell the demon threat—quests only I will be able to complete. I’ll perform my duty in your name, Champion of Light, and one day soon, I’ll be the highest ranked bounty hunter in the guild.”

“You’re a monster,” I shouted at the stone. “Teamkilling is the fastest way to get permabanned, Fennel!”

“We’ll see about that.” The reply sounded further away. Fennel was returning to the car—with Glissadé still chained in the back. “My pets will make sure you stay put.” I heard the sound of the wagon starting up and moving, and then Fennel was gone.

I pounded my fist on the rockfall. “Dammit!”

Harv sat a few paces away, using the light of his Shard to write in his journal. He was humming tunelessly. “Jen,” he called to me. “I’m recording our last moments in a dirge; would you like to have died by nobly saving your party member from a demon, being stabbed in the back by Fennel, or falling on your own sword? I think the first one portrays you in the best light—thanks for that, by the way—but the last will probably be the most accurate. What say you?”

“We’re not dying in here,” I growled. “I just need to get my mark working, and then we can blast our way out.”

“Right.” Harv didn’t sound convinced. “Not to sully the mood, but your mark hasn’t exactly been the most reliable of late, has it?”

He was right; I was such a screw-up. I couldn’t even use my OP main character powers properly, and now we were going to die because of it. I slumped to the ground, my back against the rockfall. “Some Champion of Light I turned out to be.”

Harv sighed, setting down his notebook and charcoal. “That’s not what I meant. It wasn’t your mark that got us this far; you did. Your strength and your intelligence. No one could’ve anticipated that an adventurer was setting demons on her own people. Not even me!”

I laughed despite myself. “Someone fooled Harv the Bold? Say it ain’t so!”

The bard’s white teeth shone in the gloom. “It’s been known to happen on occasion.”

I hugged my knees to my chest. “Everyone has these expectations of me to be some all-powerful, virtuous hero. And like, I try to do good and be the person that Jaune and Brunswick think I am, but I’m not. I’m just a random nobody that was handed a sword and a rock and told to kill the root of all evil. It’s no wonder I lost to some bounty hunter; I never even had a chance, did I? Worse, I dragged you and Glissadé into this mess. God, I hope she’s okay.”

“Perhaps you didn’t have a chance at being perfect,” Harv agreed. “But then again, what kind of chance do any of us have?” He hesitated before continuing. “Jen, I’m going to tell you something I’ve never told anyone before.”

I looked at him expectantly. “What is it?”

“I,” he said, “can’t sing.”

I blinked. “No.”

“Yes, I’m afraid it’s true.” A harsh, dissonant chord erupted from his lute. “I’m someone with boyish charm and unmatchable good looks, but I was cursed with the voice of a toad squashed underfoot. I never thought I’d have what it took to be a bard, and certain others—” Another pause. “—definitely agreed. But then I met you, Jen. And… I don’t worry about being perfect anymore. And to tell you something else: I wouldn’t have missed this adventure, betrayal and all, for the world.”

“Harv,” I choked out through a ball of emotion lodged in my throat. “That’s—”

A muted crunching sound came from outside, followed by the howling of demons.

“That’s a car!” I shouted. “Someone’s here!” Inhuman screams erupted next, and my heart sank. “You, uh, don’t think that shape-shifting wolf demon thing learned how to drive, do you?”

“If so, we should be very grateful to be safely trapped in this cave,” Harv observed. Explosions of crackling energy followed, accompanied by the sound of shifting stone. “Ah. Well. Perhaps we’ll meet again in the next life.”

The racket from outside ceased, and a familiar, if breathless, voice seeped through the rock. “Jen? Harv? Are you in there?”

“Jaune!” I pounded on the barrier, leaping with excitement. It wasn’t the deus ex machina I expected, but hey, at this point, I’d take what I could get.
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And Sadie Makes Four

Jaune’s rented Shardcraft wagon groaned as I pushed its magical engine to its limits. We’d set out from the cave mere minutes after the paladin arrived; he had used his holy light to clear away demons and rocks alike with relative ease. Despite being excommunicated from the church, his faith in Lenora was as strong as ever, as were his powers. If he’d told me that Lenora herself had sent him after us, even my skeptical ass would’ve believed him.

​“The day after you left Bastion, I overheard Meena speaking with the guildmaster about Cusalok,” Jaune explained. “She’s been pushing him to take action about the demon attacks on our members there, but he’s so far been resisting.”

​Harv asked the question burning in my mind. “Whyever would the guildmaster not want the guild smiting demons? Especially when they’ve been targeting his people?”

​“Apparently he claims it would be an abuse of his power,” Jaune answered with a shrug. “He only posts quests to police our own, not to take unilateral action against a threat.”

​“Ridiculous,” I snarled. “Fennel’s been attacking adventurers left and right to get a rise out of the guildmaster that she could profit from, but the only success she’s had is when she went after a dancer that learned to defend herself. The more I learn about this guy, the less I like.”

​“Jen,” Harv cut in, looking green around the gills. “Don’t you think you’re driving a little too fast?”

​“You want to explain to Glissadé why a speed limit was more important than her life?” I shot back, glaring at him. “I sure as hell don’t.”

​“Yes, well,” Harv mumbled. “At least keep your eyes on the road.”

​I shot a sheepish glance at Jaune before returning my attention to the road. “I’m sorry for what I said the other day. We’d be completely lost without you, and bounties are super bad news. I never should’ve gotten us into this mess.”

​“I owe you an apology as well. I should know better than anyone that guilt and shame are the tools of a coward, not a teacher.” Jaune put his hand on my shoulder, a warm smile breaking across his face. “I’m just glad to have you back on the side of light, Jen.”

​“Yeah, yeah, I learned my lesson,” I muttered, though I made no move to remove his hand. “Being angry at society is not a good excuse to sell out other women to the man.”

​“That’s one interpretation.”

“You still haven’t explained how you found us out here,” Harv said.

Jaune frowned at him. “Members of the same party can see each other’s locations on the map feature of our ID cards. Did you not know that?”

I sighed heavily while Harv just went red in the face. “Remind me to tell Meena to put together some kind of orientation for new adventurers. This place is an HR nightmare.”

Before Jaune could ask what HR was—major yikes—Fennel’s car appeared on the horizon in a cloud of dust. We were catching up, and quickly.

“Harv, can you drive?” I called back to him.

“Theoretically, yes,” he replied. “In practice? No.”

“Good enough,” I said, yanking him over to replace me behind the wheel. “You keep the car steady; Jaune and I will get Glissadé.”

“What about Fennel?” Harv squeaked, timidly assuming the controls of the vehicle. “What if she sends demons after us?”

“Hello,” Jaune said with a jaunty wave. “That’s my job.”

I caught a glimmer of gold from the motion and grabbed the paladin’s hand. “Hey! You had your nails done!”

Jaune’s face went red, and he squirmed in my grip. “I—well, the church never allowed this sort of thing, and so I thought—”

“I love it! It looks so good,” I said with a grin, releasing him. “When we get back to Bastion, will you take me to the same place to do mine?”

Jaune’s expression brightened. “It would be my pleasure.”

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” Harv interrupted, his voice a high-pitched squeak. “But something’s coming!” From the approaching dust cloud emerged a dark shadow. It looked like a bat with wings thirty feet across and glowing red eyes. It released a shrill scream and dove for us, talons outstretched.

Jaune didn’t hesitate. A series of platforms of solid light appeared between us and the demon, which the paladin used to climb higher into the air to meet it. He hefted his glowing hammer above his head and swung it down on the creature’s skull. I shielded my eyes from the glare as the burning remains of the bat demon fell to earth around us. The light dimmed, and I realized that Jaune’s light constructs had vanished. He was falling, struggling to maintain his grip on his weapon to save himself and failing miserably. I ran to the rear of the wagon just in time to catch him in my arms, though the impact knocked us both to the floor.

“Thank the Lightmother,” Jaune sighed, eyes reddening. “I’m so sorry Jen, that was sloppy of me. I’m not used to fighting right-handed.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

While we disentangled ourselves, Harv was steadily gaining on Fennel’s car. “Okay, we caught up,” he called to us. “What now?”

I joined him at the wheel. Fennel was in sight and seemed to be struggling to steer the vehicle and release demons at the same time. Glissadé was still chained in her pool of water, which sloshed violently as the car barreled forward. It wasn’t clear if she’d noticed us; her attention was fixed firmly on her bonds.

“Get us closer,” I told him. “I’ll get Glissadé. Jaune, you’re on demon duty.”

Jaune adjusted his grip on his hammer. “I won’t let you down, Noble Champion.”

Harv dutifully brought us closer so that the sides of our vehicles were nearly touching. The rogue bounty hunter swerved to the right to ram us, giving an insectoid demon the opportunity to cross over onto our car. The bard screamed and swerved, allowing Fennel to pull rapidly ahead, but Jaune made quick work of the beast with his hammer. Precious seconds passed and we drew no closer to the other wagon.

“C’mon, Harv, faster!” I urged him.

“I’m trying,” he protested, pressing down harder on the gas to prove his point. “Something’s wrong with the engine!”

I made my way to the middle of the wagon and opened the hatch to where the Shardcraft motor was affixed to the underside of the wooden platform. Sure enough, centipedes and snakes were coiled around the gearbox, siphoning off the energy provided by the orange Shards. “Big bugs, little bugs,” I muttered, slicing away the saboteurs. “Little gremlins.”

“Don’t even joke about gremlins!” Harv called from the driver’s seat. “The last thing we need right now is for one of those pests to show up and jinx us!”

I finished hacking away at the bugs and the car leapt forward. By the time I rejoined the boys at the front of the wagon, we’d just about caught up with our prey. “Jaune, can I get a lift?”

The paladin obliged, creating a walkway of solid light between the two vehicles. I raced across it onto Fennel’s wagon. She hissed in displeasure and turned left sharply, throwing me to the floor and pulling away from Harv and Jaune. The dancer’s bucket was right in front of me.

“Glissadé!” I called. “We’re here to—”

Someone grabbed me by my ponytail and dragged me to my feet, pressing a knife against my throat. “You should’ve stayed away, Champion,” Fennel snarled in my ear. A horde of small insects wrapped themselves around the wheel to keep it steady, freeing the druid to attack me. “Neither the cripple nor the fat man will save you this time.”

My eyes involuntarily snapped shut. There was a clang and a splash, and when I opened them again, I was free. Fennel slithered across the floor of the wagon searching for her weapon while my savior rained a flurry of punches, kicks, and tail slaps down on her. Glissadé still wore her shackles around her wrists, but a broken chain hung from each, adding an iron lash to her attacks. Despite the ferocity of her movement, her features were steady, carefully controlled: the image of a monk in action.

“Damn,” I breathed. “Nevermind.”

While the bounty hunter had her ass whooped, Jaune joined us on Fennel’s wagon and disposed of the bugs driving the car. He took control of the vehicle and brought it to a halt; Harv zoomed on ahead. It took him a few extra moments and curses to figure out how to set the vehicle into reverse so he could pull up alongside us and park.

Fennel’s clawed hand closed around her wand, and in an instant, her body dissolved into golden light and was replaced by a snake, fifteen feet long with fangs half the length of Glissadé’s body. Her sinewy tail wrapped around the dancer before she could react, holding her tight. A twitch of fear showed on Glissadé’s face, but she met the eyes of the serpent defiantly like the badass she was. Fennel lunged for the Lotl, but with a two-handed swing of my sword—guided by the Shard in its hilt—I intercepted the blow and severed the fangs cleanly from her mouth. Blood, venom, and yellow energy oozed from the wounds, and Fennel shrieked in pain, releasing Glissadé.

“I hope you have insurance!” I taunted. “This dentist doesn’t come cheap!”

The snake melted away, and the true Fennel backed into a corner of the wagon’s bed. “I have all the insurance I need,” she hissed through the blood in her mouth, pulling her pouch from her pocket. Before either Glissadé or I could stop her, she hurled the entire bag in the air. It exploded with black fire, and the heavy, twisted forms of two dozen demons landed around our vehicles, including copies of the bear and bat demons we’d fought before. They charged us without hesitation.

“For the Lightmother!” Jaune roared, his hammer glowing bright. He caved in the skull of a demon as it drew near. I cut another to ribbons, while Sadie hurled a small, spiky demon at a larger one, killing them both.

“Jen, now would be a suitably dramatic time to use the Lightmother’s gift,” Harv said, gripping his lute with white knuckles. The four of us stood back-to-back as the next wave of demons crawled over the dissolving forms of their fallen allies, ready to face the onslaught as a unified party.

Despite the direness of the situation, I couldn’t help but smile. “Hey, Glissadé?”

“My fans just call me Sadie,” the dancer replied. “What’s up, fangirl?”

“I just wanted to let you know, if we survive this, I’m not turning you in to the guild.”

Sadie rolled her eyes. “Am I supposed to be grateful?”

“No,” I conceded, as a familiar heat built within my chest. “It’s just good for me to remember what I’m fighting for.”

My mark burned in my chest, shining like a lighthouse on a dark night. The demon horde halted in their tracks, and I swore I saw fear glittering in their inhuman eyes. My sword burst into crimson flame, and I thrust it skyward. The Shard set into the pommel flared to life, adding flashes of verdant energy to the blaze. A ball of fire shot from the tip of the blade, splitting apart into smaller projectiles as it arced through the air. Each one speared a different demon through the Void Shards that served as their hearts with perfect precision. With a chorus of wails, screams, and sizzling, the circle of demons around us burned away to nothing.

I lowered my arm and fell to my knees, panting. I couldn’t believe that my mark had finally decided to cooperate, and yet at the same time it wasn’t surprising. Something in that moment had just clicked with me, and I knew the holy flame would come when I called. Maybe I was getting better at this? A quick glance at the half-melted sword in my hand and the tiny pieces of dull green crystal that were all that remained of its Shard dissuaded that notion. I’d just gotten lucky, like last time. Luck or no, I would take the victory today.

Jaune and Harv helped me up, and I turned on Fennel. The druid was cowering where she sat, staring at me with pure terror in her yellow eyes. “What are you?”

“The Champion of Light,” I told her with a smattering of pride.

“Are you waiting for me to beg for mercy?”

“Not my style.” I leaned down so we were eye-to-eye. “We’re going to take you back to Bastion and turn you in to the guild.”

Fennel coughed out a wet laugh. “There’s no bounty on my head; you’ll receive nothing from the guild for my capture.”

I glanced at Jaune, who offered me an encouraging smile. “It’s just the right thing to do.”

“Fool,” Fennel whined. “You’re all fools.”

“I’m going to ask one more time,” I said quietly, angling my mark to shine on the bounty hunter’s face. “What was that thing that I saw last night?”

Fennel turned away from the light. “I don’t know.”

I snorted. “And I’m the fool? Right.”

“It shouldn’t be able to exist,” Fennel protested. “Shapeshifting is only possible for us druids. If a demon was able to shift, then—”

“A demon druid?” Jaune interjected. “You can’t be serious.”

“It’s as I said: impossible.” Fennel’s eyes drifted shut. “But there is little the demon lord isn’t capable of.”

There was absolutely no reason to believe her, of course. She’d lied to and manipulated us left, right, and center in the brief time we’d known her. Yet, the implication haunted me. Was the demon lord experimenting with creating their own adventurers? Were they keeping tabs on me? Or was this something else entirely?

“Come on,” I said to my party with an exhausted sigh. “Let’s go home.”


7 

But Did It Have to be My Allies?

“You really did a number on my sword, there, didn’t you?” Temp turned the twisted piece of metal over in his hands as he inspected it, disapproval plain on his stony features. “What’d you do? Shove it up a dragon’s arse?”

​We’d returned to Bastion from our adventure to Cusalok this morning. While Sadie, Harv, and Jaune made their way to the guild hall to turn over Fennel—and hopefully convince the guildmaster to cancel the bounty on Sadie’s head—I made my way straight to Temp’s shop to get a jump start on replacing all the gear I lost fighting Fennel’s demons.

“It’s a long story,” I sighed. “Any chance you can fix it?”

​Temp ran a thumb over the spot where the emerald once sat in the ruined sword. He then met my eyes and tossed the remains into his furnace.

​I grimaced. “I’ll take that as a no, then.”

“What is there to fix?” Temp fumed. “One vial of dragon’s breath would have been enough to save the Shard, but nay, you went and lost it. You must be something special. I’ve never seen a C-rank adventurer slag their weapon in the first week.”

​“Thanks.”

​“Wasn’t a compliment.” Temp folded his arms across his chest. “If you think I’m giving you another one of my swords without spilling what you did to the first, you got another thing coming.”

​For a moment, I forgot that Temp was a craftsman, not some heartless capitalist. If someone trashed something I made before asking to buy another, I’d probably turn my nose up at them, too. I bowed my head respectfully. “The sword did its job well. It was kind of a pain in my ass, but it was an even bigger pain in the ass of my enemies, and… that’s about all I can ask of a sword, right?”

​A smirk pulled at the corner of Temp’s mouth. “Aye, well said.”

​“The short version of what happened is this,” I said, pointing at the mark on my chest. “Lenora gave me this—yes, the Lenora,” I added as he raised a bushy eyebrow. “It gives me the power to banish demons. Sometimes. But when it does, things get hot, and my swords so far have not survived.”

​Temp rolled his eyes. “You didn’t see a need to mention this to me before?”

​“I told you I was the Champion of Light!”

​“Oh aye, begging your pardon, lass,” Temp growled. “Forgive me for not asking if you had any secret divine powers I should know about before selling you a sword! Perhaps I should’ve gotten your whole family history while I was at it!”

​“I honestly just thought that a Shardcraft would handle the flames better than a normal sword,” I admitted. “Obviously that didn’t work out.”

​Temp slammed a palm on the counter. “Aye, channeling the power of fire through a sword designed to channel the mind, what could go wrong? Next you’ll tell me you’ve been drinking soup with a fork and weaving thread with a hammer!”

​“Okay,” I replied slowly. “When you put it that way, it makes a lot more sense why the sword got wrecked.”

​“Oh, does it?”

​“So I just need a sword with a red Shard,” I reasoned.

​“Aye, the lass’ got it!”

​“Can I buy a sword with a red Shard then?”

​“Nay,” Temp grunted. “You can’t.”

​I could feel a migraine coming on. It was from my messed-up hormones, but this conversation certainly wasn’t helping. “Temp, I really need you to throw me a bone here.”

​“I’ll do you one better,” he replied. He lifted the counter and gestured for me to join him. He led me through to the back room of the shop, an organized mess of metal, tools, and half-finished weapons.

Set into the back wall of the stuffy room was an iron slate embedded with an orange crystal; I recognized it as a screen, like the quest board back at the guild hall. Sure enough, Temp tapped its surface, and the device flared to life, words scrawling across it as if written by an invisible hand.

​“You remember what I told you about the six variations of Shards, yes?” When I nodded, he continued. “Do you know which of the six corresponds to your red Shard?”

​I frowned, thinking of the Shards I’d encountered so far. “Orange is energy, you said. Purple is charisma, indigo is dexterity, yellow is faith, and green is intelligence.” That left only one attunement unaccounted for. “Red must be strength, then?”

​Temp shook his head, drawing a sky-blue Shard from his apron. “This is a strength Shard. There’s no such thing as a red Shard, lass.”

​My hand instinctively went to my collar. “But—”

​“So you’ve grasped the problem,” Temp chuckled. “You’ve got a unique Shard, there.”

​Of course I did. Nothing could ever be easy. “What about Void Shards?” I asked. “Those aren’t one of the six. Maybe my Shard is just Lenora’s version of a Void Shard.”

​“Void Shards are the product of dark magic,” Temp explained. “You take a Shard that’s already attuned to one of the six and steep it in hatred and malice until it rots to its core. Raw Shards can’t become Void Shards right away; their light is too potent. That mark you got there, it was raw when Lenora first gave it to you, wasn’t it?”

​I thought back to the dull, dormant gray hue my mark had before it awakened in Viurnia. “Are you saying that when I first used my mark, I attuned it to some unknown stat?”

​Temp nodded. “It’s the only explanation I can come up with, myself. So therein lies the issue; I dunno how to make you a sword you won’t slag the first time you swing it.”

​“But?” I prompted, hopeful.

​“But,” Temp agreed. “I know where I can learn. You just need to find it for me.” He gestured to the screen, and an image took shape on its surface: a stone carving of a step-style pyramid. “If anyone knew how to forge an impossible weapon, it would have been the Leatherwings: an ancient race of the finest craftspeople to ever swing a hammer.”

​“What happened to them?”

​“No one knows,” Temp said, wiggling his fingers for effect. “Legend says that all their structures and forges and creations were wiped from the continent long before Bastion, or maybe even the church, for that matter. All but one.” He grinned at me. “You find that temple, you’ll be one step closer to a new sword.”

​And one step closer to getting back on my hormones. “I’ll do it. On one condition.”

​“Eh?”

​“Make it an official quest through the guild,” I said sheepishly. “Ya girl’s gotta eat.”




✽✽✽

​I returned to the guild hall to a wave of boisterous laughter. Sadie stood on a table at the center of the cavernous room, regaling the crowd of half-drunk adventurers around her with an exaggerated version of the tale of our adventure in Cusalok. Harv, lord bard of the boasts himself, was at her side, punctuating each statement with a flourish from his lute.

​“So there I was, cornered on a rooftop that was five, no, ten stories high as sure as I’m a Lotl,” she gushed, sweeping her hand across the crowd. “A dozen monks behind me, a legion of demons waiting below. Not even the Lightmother herself could’ve fought them all off! What was a girl to do?” A titter of anticipation fluttered through the crowd. “I did the only thing I could! I took a leap of faith—” She jumped from the table into the waiting arms of a hulked-out barbarian, dragging a finger across his chin. “Into the arms of a handsome knight in shining armor. And not just any knight, no! The Lightmother’s Champion herself!”

​On my way to my party’s usual table, I heard one especially drunk barbarian say, “Ooh, she called him ‘handsome.’ Think we’ll be hearing wedding bells in their future?”

​“Not if Jen keeps insisting he’s a woman, we won’t.” The man next to him snorted and glanced in my direction. “Champion of Light or not, I can’t see the church making an exception.”

​The first barbarian shuddered, and then took a hearty swig of his ale. “Disgusting, just thinking about it.”

​I rolled my eyes—and regretted it instantly as the world spun around me. I sank onto the bench next to Jaune and laid my aching head on the table.

From how well this world received my gender identity, I’d assumed they’d have similarly backward opinions on same-sex relationships and elected to keep the existence of Lee to myself, even from Harv and Jaune. It was less than pleasant to have my anxieties confirmed, especially in such a crude manner as that. Still, I’d heard and dealt with worse. At least no one was laughing this time.

Jaune rested his manicured hand on my shoulder. At first, I thought he meant the gesture to be comforting, but then his fingers dug into me as if I were a stress ball. When I looked up to tell him off, he was glaring daggers at the two barbarians, eyes wet. I blamed my pounding head for being so slow on the uptake; my friend needed me.

“Hey, do you want me to say something to them?” I asked, resting a hand on his back.

Jaune sighed and released his grip to wipe away the tears. “My apologies, Noble Champion. I should be the one reassuring you.”

I waved off his apology. “Do the scriptures say it’s a sin for women to do the nasty with other women? Or men with other men?”

“They don’t, in fact.” Jaune offered me a weak smile. “I checked.”

“So those guys are full of shit.”

“Not exactly. The Lightmother’s word is law—”

“—and the archbishop speaks with her voice,” I finished for him, unsurprised. “Got it.”

“It’s been a part of church doctrine for so long, it may as well be in the scriptures,” Jaune grumbled. “It’s just always felt so wrong to me. The Lightmother is the ultimate bastion of love, is She not? Why would She smile on one kind of love, but not another?”

I had a hard time picturing the uptight goddess I met smiling on anyone’s happiness but her own, but I wasn’t about to tell Jaune that. “Exactly. I totally agree.”

Jaune’s eyes welled up with tears again. “You do?”

“Yeah.” I squirmed in my seat. “Actually, there’s something I should—”

​Before I could finish, Sadie and Harv returned to our table and my courage failed me. The former scooped up a tankard of ale and downed the whole thing in one go, her flared gill stalks framing her flushed face. “To freedom!” She shouted, thrusting her tankard into the air. The rest of the hall echoed her toast. My poor head felt as if it were about to split in two.

​“I was surprised that the guildmaster granted you amnesty so quickly,” Jaune said as the roar died down.

​“Please,” Sadie scoffed, turning to sit at the table properly. “That snake lied about everything else; why wouldn’t she have lied about me studying to be a monk on the side as well? Besides, now that I’ve had a chance to tell my version of events, no one will ever think about kicking me from the guild again.”

​“Where will thou go next?” Harv asked, handing me a fresh ale. I pressed the chilly mug to my forehead and sighed in relief. “Thy freedom is won; what whilst thou do with it?”

​“I thought that would be obvious.” Sadie patted Harv on the shoulder and nodded to Jaune. “I’m joining your party.”

​I’d expected as much. We were the only ones who knew her secret, after all. If she wanted to continue to be a part of the guild and grow her monk skills, she’d need allies to support and cover for her. Regardless, a selfish part of me couldn’t help but wonder if it had to be my allies.

​“You’re welcome, of course, with Jen’s blessing,” Jaune said, glancing at me.

​“Sure, whatever,” I muttered. “The more the merrier. So long as you’re down with fighting the demon lord.”

​Sadie barked out a laugh, again making me wince. “Please. If you all could hold your own against Ventalus, I think I’ll manage just fine.”

​Jaune’s expression soured. “The demon lord is not a laughing matter. Their power is enough to rival even the Lightmother’s. We only survived because of Jen’s mark, much like what happened in our battle against Fennel.”

​“Sounds like the safest place to be is by my fangirl’s side, then,” Sadie countered. “Besides,” she added, shoving my arm playfully. “You should’ve heard the speech she gave while we were fighting those demons in Cusalok. Pure poetry! I haven’t laughed so hard in months!”

​“A speech!” Harv’s eyes lit up, and suddenly his notebook and charcoal were in hand. “Pray thee recite it for me such that I might record it for posterity?”

​“You know what?” I rose from the table. “I’m tired; I’m going to head to bed. There should be a quest from the Shardcrafter’s Guild waiting for us in the morning; I want to be well rested for it.”

​Harv’s disappointment was short-lived. “Don’t worry,” Sadie told him with a grin. “I remember the whole thing.”

✽✽✽

​Rather than head straight back to the tavern where I’d been staying, I set about wandering through Bastion, hoping the fresh air would soothe my head. The sun was setting and the street vendors were busy closing up shop. The children who made the cobblestone roads and wooden stands their playground during the day were nowhere to be seen. The thought that so many seemingly ordinary people considered this strange, impossible, and dangerous world their home was so alien to me. Somehow I, the nine-to-five desk jockey whose most exciting day was when gas prices dipped a few cents, was the oddity here. Then again, it’s not like I was that normal back home, either.

​In the sea of stares, whispered comments, and forced cheer that was my life back home, Lee’s aloof and often callous attitude towards me was a breath of fresh air. To her, I wasn’t a freakshow to gawk at, a traitor to God and the traditional family unit, or a potential lawsuit to play nice with to my face. I was just Jen; a moody, impatient, and often over-emotional person that needed a good kick in the pants almost as often as a hug or encouraging word. Lee pissed me off like no one else—she’d even give Harv a run for his money—but at the end of the day, there was no one I’d rather face the world with.

​And yet, here I was doing exactly that without her.

​“You miss her,” said a soft, dreamy voice.

I jumped; I hadn’t noticed the willowy figure that had fallen into step beside me. “N’vira,” I gasped. “What are you—were you reading my mind?”

“Forgive my intrusion.” The strange woman’s cat-like eyes studied me, though for once the appraisal didn’t make me feel naked. “It is my preferred method of communication, though I understand that it makes most sentient creatures uncomfortable. I meant no offense; your emotions are just very…”

“Complicated?” I offered.

“Loud.”

Yeah, that made sense. “I’m sorry I pushed you the other day. I know what it looked like, but I swear I wasn’t—”

“I know,” she replied. “I hold no grudge.”

I snorted. “Fang certainly seems to.”

N’vira sighed. “Fang’s frustration with you is misplaced. Fang knows this; whether they will ever admit it is uncertain.” She said everything so matter-of-factly; I couldn’t help but admire her easy confidence. Although, if I could also read minds, it would be a lot easier to emulate.

“You guys seem close,” I remarked. “Are you an adventurer, too?”

“No,” N’vira said, sounding as though she was speaking to a particularly slow child. “I am Fang’s partner, as Lee is yours.”

“Telepaths of a feather, huh?” I didn’t think I’d seen anyone in the guild bring their significant other to the hall before. It explained how defensive Fang got. “I’m glad you found each other.”

“Thank you,” N’vira said with a small bow. “I chose well.”

We continued our tour of the city in silence. Her presence was soothing, and I found myself enjoying her company. She didn’t walk so much as glide across the cobblestones, hands clasped behind her back. There was no pressure to fill the lull in conversation with small talk, nor any need to explain or justify myself to her. She was content to wander by my side, reminding me of Lee. Whether she was doing it intentionally or not, I appreciated it all the same.

“I’m afraid we must part here,” she said as we drifted close to the main gate of Bastion. The moon had long since risen in the night sky, and her silvery eyes gleamed in its light. “It was a pleasure to know you better.”

I still didn’t know a damn thing about her. “Thanks for the company tonight.”

She bowed. “May our paths cross again soon.”




✽✽✽

My skin felt burning hot when I woke the next morning, long before the sun rose. I set about trying to cool myself off in the tavern’s washroom while crafting a suitably scathing curse to send Lenora’s way. The hot flashes and insomnia were growing worse; my head pounded so hard I would’ve thrown up if there was anything in my stomach. That wasn’t the only bad news: several angry red zits dotted my cheeks and forehead. They hadn’t been there yesterday, and I’d barely had any blemishes at all since I started taking my T-blocker ten years ago. All in all, going nearly two months without my pills was wreaking about as much havoc on my innards as I feared.

I had five-hundred fifty-two adventurer points, forty-eight shy of hitting B-rank. It was the same amount I’d had after being awarded my feat for saving Viurnia almost two weeks ago. This was by far the longest I’d gone in this world without earning any points, as the guildmaster had voided the bounty we took when we’d exposed Fennel. At this rate, I wouldn’t hit Crystal-rank until I was Ser Brunswick’s age, with a beard nearly as impressive. That mental picture sufficiently lit a fire under my ass to get started on Temp’s quest, both to get the ranking-up ball rolling again and to get a Shardcraft I could actually use that wouldn’t explode. I dried myself off and dressed in the lightest tunic I owned before heading over to the guild hall.

“Morning, Meena,” I said, approaching the counter. “Did Temp come by with a quest this morning?”

“He did,” she replied without looking up at me from her tablet. “The search for an old ruin, right? I put it on the board a few minutes ago.”

I frowned. “On the board? He didn’t request us by name?”

“Since the Viurnia incident, the guildmaster changed the rules to prevent people from requesting individual adventurers for jobs,” Meena explained, looking as though she hadn’t slept a wink all night. “Certain high-ranking guild members weren’t pleased that you were awarded a feat for an illegal job you were singled out for.”

I had a pretty good idea which person she was hinting at. “I promise I’m not trying to cause trouble for you or the guild. Things just usually go out of their way to fuck with me.”

The receptionist snorted, the least pretty thing I’d ever seen her do. “You certainly have a knack for understatement, Lady Jen.”

Holy fuck. Had I made Meena laugh? “True. But I tell you what, I find it pretty sus that the guildmaster has no problem singling out adventurers by putting bounties on their heads but draws the line with people hiring specific adventurers for their quests.”

“If you have a problem with the guildmaster, you’ll have to take it up with him,” Meena sighed, almost apologetically. She turned and walked into the back room, but not before muttering, “It’s not like he’ll listen to me.” The comment reminded me of what Jaune had said about Meena arguing with the guildmaster over Cusalok. Was it possible that Meena’s frustration lately didn’t have anything to do with me after all?

Slightly cheered by the thought, I walked into the mess hall and approached the quest board. I still couldn’t read the swirling script of this world, but I’d come to recognize some common shapes and patterns. I tabbed over to the B-rank quests and studied the offers available. There was a half dozen items listed, but all of them had the same squiggly script at the bottom in what I knew was the requestor’s field. That meant all six quests had the same requestor, someone I could only surmise was the guildmaster himself, making all the quests bounties. Where was the quest from Temp?

“The quest from Templeton was already taken,” a familiar voice said from beside me. Ser Brunswick had joined me at the board. The memory of our last meeting resurfaced in my mind, and I looked away from him quickly, face burning.

“Let me guess,” I said after half a minute of awkward silence. “Fang took it.”

“If there’s anyone in the guild whose zeal for slaying the demon lord rivals yours, it’s Fang,” the older knight confirmed with a soft chuckle. “He left for Kennakit on his dragon to chase down a lead not ten minutes ago.”

“Dammit,” I hissed. Not only was I entrusting my hopes for a new sword to a guy that hated me, said asshole also took all the other available jobs with him. I’d be left sitting on my hands until he returned God knows when, no closer to Crystal-rank and going home than before. “What the hell am I supposed to do now?”

“You’ll go to Kennakit and find the temple yourself.”

“Not without taking a job, I’m not,” I snapped, annoyed by his optimism. “I can’t afford another cross-country trip without any payout.”

“Nor would I expect you to,” Brunswick countered. “Look at the board again.” A new quest joined the six bounties, this one with a unique requestor. He continued in a low voice. “A friend of mine in Kennakit has uncovered a lead to a Leatherwing temple and requires an escort to make it there safely. I’m afraid my old bones aren’t up to making the journey to Kennakit myself, so I’m posting a request on his behalf.” He winked at me. “You wouldn’t happen to be available, would you?”

“Watch it with calling yourself old,” I warned him with a smile as I accepted the job from the board. “I’m only a few years behind you.”

He returned my smile with none of the hesitation that defined our last meeting. “May the Lightmother guide and protect you, Lady Jen.”
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What Else Could There Possibly Be?

“So, Lady Jen,” Harv said, his casual tone failing to hide the disgust in his voice. “This is the land from which thou hail?”

​“Harv, I’ve told you a thousand times. I’m not from Kennakit.” I shot a quick glance at Sadie, who was looking at me curiously. “Not that there’s anything wrong with Kennakit.”

​“That’s all the proof I need to know you’re not from around here,” Sadie muttered under her breath. “There’s plenty wrong with this town.”

​We stood on the marshy shores of a vast freshwater lake. It was humid and next to impossible to breathe in without swallowing one kind of insect or another. A fleet of domed structures floated in the murky waters. They were woven from the wood and fronds of the massive willows that surrounded the lake and erupted from the lakebed itself on spidery roots. There were no roads or boats in sight; ripples in the water and the occasional webbed hand or foot breaching the surface were the only indications that anyone was moving about the watery town.

​“Our contact is human, right?” When I nodded, Sadie continued. “Then he’s probably in Bastiontown. That’s where the dirtwalkers live.”

​“Do a lot of, um, dirtwalkers live here?” I asked. The question earned me an elbow to the ribs from Jaune, the impact dulled by the brand-new gambeson and mail coat I wore. “What?”

​“Don’t refer to people by that word,” Jaune advised, glaring at Sadie. “It’s not exactly an endearing term.”

Harv raised his eyebrows, then quickly made a note in his journal.

​Sadie shrugged, clearly not in the mood to argue the point. “There’s a couple dozen, mostly Anthrocadons that like the humidity. Kennakit wasn’t really built for dir—people like you,” she hastily corrected herself. “Humans pretty much only live here if they’re so crazy, they aren’t welcome anywhere else.”

​So basically Florida, got it. “We’ll need to be careful. Jaune, can you make a platform for us to walk on?”

​“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Sadie interjected as the paladin prepared his gauntlet. “The locals don’t take kindly to magic.”

​“I hope you have some other plan to get us to Bastiontown, then,” Jaune grumbled. “Jen and I can hardly swim there in our armor.”

​Sadie pressed her palms against one another and took a deep breath, smiling at him all the while. “Patience.” Without warning, she leapt backwards into the water and vanished within seconds.

​Jaune watched her go, tugging at his empty sleeve. After a moment, he turned sharply from the water’s edge, expression unreadable as he made his way to sit on a nearby stump, kicking at an offending lump of mud as he went. I offered him an apologetic smile, the awkwardness of the silence turning my stomach. Sadie was definitely an acquired taste; at least, I assumed she was. I’d know for sure when she started to grow on me.

​After about a minute of waiting, a chain burst from the surface of the water. “Grab that and pull, fangirl,” Sadie called from the water. I did, and before long I dragged a submerged canoe to shore.

​“Wonderful,” Harv breathed. “I may not wear armor, but I did not look forward to swimming. Where is this vessel’s motor?”

​“Here.” Sadie tossed an oar at him. “Like I said: no magic. Sorry this isn’t up to your party’s usual standards of transportation.”

​“We’ll manage,” I said, talking over Harv’s cry as he danced out of the way of the soggy oar. “Right Harv?”

​“Me?” The bard squeaked. “Why not—” A quick glance at Jaune shut down the rest of his question. “Yes, right. Of course.” He reluctantly bent over to pick up the fallen tool, but Jaune snatched it up first.

​“I can do it,” he muttered, staring off into space.

​“You don’t have to.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “Harv can—”

​He shook me off, voice tight. “I appreciate your concern, Noble Champion, but I assure you that a paladin such as I can manage rowing a boat.”

​I wanted to protest further, but Harv had no such misgivings. “Verily!” He cried as he bounced into the canoe. “I’ll leave it in thy capable hands—er, figuratively speaking, of course.” Jaune’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t say anything as he climbed in after Harv. With a sigh, I shoved the canoe into the water and leapt aboard, hoping that I’d have more luck staying dry than I did in Cusalok.

​Once we were situated, Sadie swam ahead of us, leading us into Kennakit proper. The bulbous, basket-like buildings weren’t domes at all; they were spheres with half of their structures below the water’s surface. Each one was anchored in place from below, almost as if the city were a collection of sea-worthy balloons. Shiny round eyes followed us as we navigated the watery streets, lined by floating algae gardens and fish pens. At first, I thought it was because Sadie was with us; the vendors back in Cusalok seemed to love her like true groupies, anyway. But for once, Sadie wasn’t calling attention to herself. She stayed hidden below the surface, only betraying her presence enough for us to follow her. Unfortunately, that meant Harv, Jaune, and I must’ve been the ones drawing the stares.

​As if to confirm my suspicions, a red-skinned Lotl with a spear rose from the water before us, a stern expression on his wide face. “Halt, outsiders,” he croaked. “Identify yourselves and your business here.”

​“Hail, noble Lotl!” Harv cried, doffing his cap. “I am none other than Harv the Bold, greatest bard of the age, and these are mine companions, Lord Paladin Jaune Bertrand IV and Lady Knight Jennifer Joyce. We be but humble adventurers, on a quest to thine delightful city to confer with a friend in Bastiontown. With thy leave, we vow not to overstay our welcome!”

​“You already have,” the guard rumbled. “I’ll provide you an escort back to our borders.”

​“Begging thy pardon, good sir, for I must have misheard thee,” the bard continued, undeterred. “I thought thou said we were in fact unwelcome in this magnificent place!”

​“You didn’t mishear, dirtwalker,” the guard growled, gill stalks flattening against the sides of his skull. “The Adventurer’s Guild isn’t welcome here. None of the guilds are.” Three more guards emerged from the lake around us, spears held at the ready. I could feel Jaune tense and ready his gauntlet beside me, and Harv’s empty hands twitched toward his lute. Just as I was lamenting our relatively peaceful trip, Sadie burst from the water below and landed on the canoe, legs straddling the sides of the boat.

“Hellooooo Kennakit!” She called out, smile wide across her face and eyes bright. “How is everyone doing today?”

Cries of shock and glee erupted as the gawkers recognized her, and the water churned with the bodies of dozens, no, hundreds of Lotls. The submerged Lotls swam, seemingly in unison, pounding rhythmically. Without another word, Sadie broke into dance, moving her body to the beat her city provided.

Of all the onlooking Lotls, only the first guard appeared unimpressed. “Why did you bring these dirtwalkers here, Glissadé? You better than anyone should know how unwelcome they are.”

“Relax, Eschappé,” she laughed, leaping into the air and landing in a handstand. The crowd watching went wild. “We’re not going to cause any trouble. Just a quick visit to Bastiontown, and we’ll be on our way.”

“Nothing is ever quick with you,” the guard hissed. “You think after all this he won’t know you were here?”

“Even he’s not that stupid,” she replied with a grin. Louder, she addressed the throng of her adoring fans. “Thank you all so much for your support! It’s great to be home!” They cheered and burst into applause.

The guard, Eschappé, eyed me with suspicion. “You’d better hope these dirtwalkers will protect you from him, because I certainly won’t. I can’t just run away like you did.”

“See, that’s the thing, dear brother,” Sadie drawled. “You can. But won’t. So sad. Ta-ta.”

With another wave at her fans, she dove into the water and began to make for Bastiontown again. The crowd of Lotls parted before her, and Jaune and I paddled our boat after her. No more resistance came, not even from Eschappé. He just watched us go, anger in his wide, round eyes.

✽✽✽

​Bastiontown was little more than a wooden raft the size of a football field with buildings haphazardly stacked on it. Like the homes of Kennakit proper, the houses were built from wood and fronds of the willow trees lining the lake, but their design was less elegant; it was like comparing enclosures made of Lincoln Logs to expertly woven baskets. Anthrocadons and humans clad in shabby clothing roamed the floating city. Several we passed sat slumped against walls or stretched out on the floor, staring dejectedly off into space. One woman muttered darkly to herself as she limped ahead of us, and when we overtook her pace, she sent a string of garbled curses in our wake. Some of those lucky enough to own houses watched us from their stoops, suspicion burning like coals in their sunken eyes.

​“Nice place,” I noted, resting my hand on the hilt of my sword. “Remind me to get a postcard for Ser Brunswick before we leave.”

​“What doth the denizens of this town do?” Harv asked Sadie. “If the guilds aren’t permitted to operate out here, what is there to do for work?”

​“You’re looking at it,” she replied dryly. “Most fish or harvest seaweed for food or trade and do little else.”

​Jaune frowned. “I don’t understand. Why make the trek all the way out here just to live in such squalor?”

​Sadie snorted. “Cute that you think they had a choice.”

​“Surely, they would be better off in Bastion. The church—”

​“—Doesn’t care about the folks they can’t exploit,” Sadie interrupted him. She tugged on the unadorned black doublet he wore over his armor with a smirk. “You should know that already, eh?”

​“I think Ser Brunswick’s contact lives over there,” I interjected, as Jaune’s blue eyes started to leak. “He said his house was the one with the black violas out front.”

​Harv followed my gaze enthusiastically, only to be disappointed when he realized I’d meant flowers and not musical instruments. The house in question was much like all the others we’d seen, except for the well-kept flower boxes perched beneath each window. I led the way to the front door and knocked on the wooden hatch. The hinges squealed as my touch jostled the unlatched door open.

My heart leapt into my throat. This didn’t seem like the kind of place where someone would make a habit of leaving their door unlocked.

“Hello? Mr. Atticus?” There was no response. I pushed the door open slowly and was greeted by the most gruesome sight I’d ever seen. “Oh, God…”

The room was torn to shreds as though a wild animal had been set loose in the space. Bookcases were toppled, spilling their contents all over the floor. Broken glass and twisted metal stained red with blood sparkled in the dim light. And at the center of it all was Atticus.

To say that Ser Brunswick’s contact had died would be an understatement. The gray-haired old man was impaled through the chest by a broken support beam, his limbs dangling above the ground as his wide, lifeless eyes stared blankly at the ceiling.

Bile rose at the back of my throat, and only my lifetime of practice dissociating kept my lunch where it belonged. I focused on breathing through my mouth and stepped through the doorway, no longer blocking the scene from my party’s sight. Sadie gasped; Harv turned green and ran away from the house. Jaune stepped carefully around the blood pooling beneath the corpse and gently closed its eyes with two fingers.

“May the light guide you into Her waiting arms,” he whispered softly, bowing his head.

Once I finally felt confident that I could speak without vomiting, I said, “what the fuck?”

One of the sole standing bookshelves toppled over with a crash, and the sword I borrowed from Temp was in my hand in an instant. A hunched, robed figure was revealed in the gloom, clawed hands held as though ready to strike.

“It’s the killer!” Sadie shouted, breaking out into a run towards the being, preparing to strike. One of the claws rose, and Sadie halted, frozen mid-stride. The claw fell, and she was hurled backwards into the far wall, landing in a heap of scattered papers and books.

Renewed terror set my limbs trembling. The last time I’d seen someone dispatched with telekinesis that easily, the demon lord had demolished a pair of paladins without breaking a sweat. I wasn’t ready for a rematch, not now.

“If you’re all quite done,” a familiar voice growled. The figure stepped into the light and lowered their hood, revealing not the twisted, desiccated features of Ventalus, but the smug, armored face of Fang. “Do you mind explaining what you’re doing here, Champion of Light?”

“Jesus H. Fuck, Fang,” I swore, clutching at my chest while Jaune helped Sadie to her feet. The Lotl looked unharmed but pissed off. “What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m asking the questions,” the dragon rider snarled, amber eyes burning. “Murderer.”

“You think I did this?” Shooting another glance at the corpse, I nearly lost my composure again. “You’re out of your damn mind.”

Fang started to protest, but was cut off by N’vira, who appeared so suddenly in the doorway that even Sadie jumped. “Fang,” N’vira scolded, “Do not waste time with empty accusations. You know as well as I that Jen is innocent.”

“Yeah, what she said!”

Fang scowled at his partner. A beat passed as their eyes met, and then he sighed, brushing past me to the door. “I leave his funeral rites to your paladin.”

“Wait, that’s it? You’re leaving?” I tried to grab his shoulder as he passed, but he dodged my hand without looking back. “What about the murderer?”

“The killer,” Fang replied through clenched teeth. “Is on the move. If we wait, we’ll lose his trail, and our only lead to the Leatherwing ruin.”

“Let’s go,” I said to Sadie and Jaune. We followed him and N’vira into the relatively fresh air outside. Harv was doubled over retching around the corner. “Where are you going to start?”

“I can sense a trace of their malice,” N’vira explained. “We’ll follow it to the Leatherwing temple.”

“Cool. You lead the way; we’ll follow in our boat.”

Instead of protesting or dismissing me as I expected he would, Fang threw me a wicked smile I liked less than his scowl. “Very well. If you can keep up.”

Before I could ask what he meant, N’vira changed. One moment, the tall, slender woman of indeterminate age stood at Fang’s side, and the next she was gone, replaced by something my stunned brain could only describe as big.

Fang leapt onto her back, and her massive, feathered wings blotted out the sun. As I stood frozen, her head dropped until her familiar, silver, cat-like eyes were level with my gaze. It felt like she was staring into my very soul.

“You should stand back, Jen.” N’vira’s voice was in my mind. I swallowed and took five steps backward. “I’m sorry this comes as such a shock to you, but it should’ve been fairly obvious.”

“Yeah, no, I agree,” I gasped out. “This one’s on me.”

N’vira beat her wings, and the resounding gust launched dragon and rider alike into the sky. The force of her takeoff was so strong the whole of Bastiontown shuddered. Within seconds, the silvery beast soared into the clouds overheard, vanishing from sight.

I turned on shaking legs to my companions. “If anyone else has any shocking revelations, know that I will love and support you regardless of what they are, but please, for the love of all that is holy, keep it to yourself until we get back to Bastion or my heart is going to give out.”

The rest of us without a dragon girlfriend—except for Harv, who was still occupied in the alley—filed back into Atticus’ house to search for clues. He was a researcher of some kind, as evidenced by the smashed bookcases and torn up papers that littered the walls and floor. A telescope, an astrolabe, and other brass tools too destroyed to identify rested in pieces around the room. None of them, I noted, were Shardcraft. Atticus likely wasn’t a member of any guild, then. I wondered how Brunswick knew him.

“The killer was thorough; I’ll give them that.” Jaune was poring over a map of Kennakit, its contents obscured by a heavy splotch of blood. “There must be another party searching for the Leatherwings, someone willing to kill to prevent anyone else from following their tracks.”

“Why now, though?” Sadie inspected the body with clinical detachment. “I recognize this guy; he’s been in Bastiontown for at least half a decade. Why is it that the second the Adventurer’s Guild decides to investigate, our only lead to the temple turns up dead?”

“Why kill him at all,” I muttered, half to myself, “when he’d be so much more useful alive?”

The other two turned to look at me. “What do you mean?” Jaune asked.

“Think about it,” I replied. “The Temple of the Lightmother’s Wrath was booby trapped to all hell, with a sphinx and trapdoor over a lava pit and everything. I’d bet anything that this Leatherwing ruin would be, too. So yeah, destroy the charts and tools and whatever to keep someone from following, sure, but wouldn’t it make more sense to take the smart guy with you, to guide you through the traps and solve any puzzles that might be waiting?”

“You think the killer is an idiot,” Sadie offered.

“I think they’re arrogant,” I corrected. “Whoever they are, they’re confident they don’t need the help. Which to me says they’re either very smart or very powerful.”

“Arrogance is one step from foolishness,” Jaune intoned sagely.

I snorted. “Says the guy that triggered the booby trap at the lost temple.”

“So the killer is someone about as smart and powerful as a B-rank paladin,” Sadie summarized while Jaune flushed deep red. “Sounds manageable to me.”

“Well, that’s the other thing,” I continued. “Someone as strong as a B-rank paladin doesn’t need to kill an unarmed target by painting the walls with their guts and then turning them into a shish kebab, which means the killer didn’t do this out of necessity. They did it because they enjoy it.”

Silence answered my hypothesis, broken only by the sound of dripping blood. There was only one being that I knew of in this world that reveled in causing such destruction.

“You think the demon lord did this,” Jaune whispered.

“The demon lord,” I began. “Or someone working for them.”

“Jen,” Jaune sighed. “You can’t seriously think that Fennel’s ‘demon druid’ did this.”

“You never explained why that was so crazy an idea.”

“Because all life is the child of the Lightmother,” Jaune said with a note of exasperation. “We are all beings inherently born of light, and that light can be manipulated by Shards. Druids and healers can use the power of yellow Shards to shape flesh the same way I can shape light into shields. A demon druid can’t exist because no living being was born of darkness, and Ventalus is incapable of creating one. They can only destroy.”

My heart leapt at the mention of healers shaping bodies, but I resolved to file the information away for when I returned to Bastion. “But what if you’re wrong, and Ventalus was able to create some kind of super-demon or something? Look around us; whatever did this had the ferocity of a demon but the intelligence of a sentient being. Let’s also not forget the demon I saw in the wasteland—whatever it was, it scared Fennel shitless.”

Jaune’s jaw clenched, but he said nothing. He was considering my theory, and that was enough for me.

“You think this demon druid thing is stalking you?” Sadie asked.

I shrugged. “Obviously I can’t say for sure, but—”

Something wet dripped onto my cheek. I wiped it off, and my fingers came away red. Glancing up, I was greeted by the third and somehow most serious shock of the last hour. I didn’t expect anything to top a literal dead body, but here we were.

“What is it, Jen?” Jaune moved next to me and followed my gaze to the ceiling. “Oh, how gruesome. The blood splattered all the way up there?”

“That’s no blood spatter,” Sadie said, scratching her chin. “It looks deliberate. Are those some kind of runes?”

“None that I’ve ever seen before,” Jaune replied.

“I have.” I could feel two pairs of curious eyes on me. “I just… never thought I’d see it here of all places.”

“What is it?” Sadie pressed.

“They’re English letters,” I answered. “My native language.”

Jaune’s eyes widened. “Your native tongue? But that means the killer—”

“—Is from my world,” I finished for him with a slow nod. “Yup. But that’s not all.”

“What else could there possibly be?”

I swallowed heavily. “The word they wrote is ‘Jen.’”
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Friends in High Places

“A demon druid,” Jaune muttered, pacing in front of Atticus’ house. “A demon druid from another world. Impossibility on top of impossibility. The scriptures say that only the Lightmother has the power to bring people from other worlds into ours.”

​“Lenora couldn’t be behind it, if that helps.” I sat on Atticus’ stoop, chin resting on my fist. “She said Ventalus took so much of her power, she could only manage me.”

​“Of course, the Lightmother wouldn’t summon such a beast,” Jaune snapped. “There must be another explanation. Could the demon lord have found a way?”

​“I don’t think so,” I said. “Ventalus would need the power of three Great Shards; they only have one right now.”

​Jaune stopped and stared at me accusingly. “What makes you say that?”

​“Ventalus told me, back in Viurnia.”

​“Why in hell would you believe that, then?” Jaune cried, exasperated.

​“Alright, alright, easy,” I said, arms raised defensively. “You’re right; I’ll keep an open mind.”

​“You’re much calmer than I would be in your situation, fangirl,” Sadie noted, voice mellow. She was busy stepping through the movements of some martial art that reminded me of tai chi. “If I saw my name written in blood over a dead body in a language that shouldn’t exist, I’d be freaked out.”

​I was freaked out. My aching brain hadn’t stopped spinning since I saw the letters, but my heartrate remained slow and steady. Maybe I was in shock, or maybe I was just so used to being proven wrong when I thought something was impossible that it was becoming normal. The killer was either from Earth or familiar enough with it to know English, and left my name as a calling card at the sight of a grisly murder.

It could be some kind of coincidence; perhaps I wasn’t the first person Lenora had pulled through to try to save the world, but the last one went mad and was now itching for revenge over being replaced. It could be that the demon lord read my mind to learn how to spell “Jen” in English, and then left the word in blood to lead me into some kind of trap. With Lenora, magic, and my own bad luck involved, I couldn’t really rule out anything.

​Not even that it might be exactly what it looked like.

​“This is just another Tuesday for me,” I said, stifling a fake yawn.

​“It’s Saturday,” Sadie countered.

​“That’s a relief; if it really was Tuesday, things would be much worse.”

​“Jen.” Jaune’s voice was uncharacteristically stern. “You have to take this seriously. If there’s some otherworldly demon druid out there, it’s our job to stop it.”

​“‘Otherworldly demon druid?’ Nay, I say. Nay!” Harv sauntered over to us, looking much less green than he had since seeing Atticus’ corpse. “If there is a threat that needs naming, the naming shall be done by the greatest bard of the age!”

​“This isn’t the time for tomfoolery!” Jaune fumed, stamping his foot.

​“I disagree,” I said. “I for one could definitely use some tomfoolery.”

​Sadie sighed deeply through her next motion. “This is the party that defeated the demon lord?”

​“Steel thy hearts, noble companions,” Harv continued as if no one else had spoken, “before the wicked deeds of the Dark Champion. Slayer of the innocent, twisted servant of the demon lord, and the one true rival of our very own Champion of Light.”

​“Sweet.” I patted the bard on the shoulder. “Always wanted my own palette swapped arch-nemesis. Think they have my crippling anxiety and mommy issues, too?”

​“We can only hope,” Harv replied with a grin. God, he needed some mouthwash.

​“Jen,” Jaune began. “I realize you’re probably in shock, but you need to pull yourself together. The ‘Dark Champion’—”

​Harv punched the air. “Huzzah!”

​“The killer,” Jaune continued, pointedly ignoring Harv. “Must be on their way to the Leatherwing ruin, either to destroy it or steal its power for the demon lord. We must stop him, now.”

​“I’m a fan of this plan,” I replied. “I’m especially interested in learning how he got to this world, and if it means there’s a way for me to get back. But there’s one teeny-tiny problem. The Dark Champion—” Harv did a little jig. “—killed our only lead, and Fang and N’vira are long gone after him. Where do you propose we look?”

​“I don’t know,” Jaune admitted, the wind gone from his sails. He dropped to his knees on the ground, face raised to the sun. “Holy Lightmother, who rules above all that is good from Heavyn, hear my prayer. We are lost and require Your guidance.”

​“Speaking of lost,” Harv said while Jaune continued his entreaty to Lenora. “Has anyone seen my ID card lying around? I seem to have misplaced it when I… er, stayed outside.”

​I rolled my eyes. “Is now really the best time for this?”

​“It won’t take a moment,” Harv assured me, scanning the ground while patting his many pockets. “Besides, until the Lightmother sends us some kind of sign, we don’t have any way of locating our foe, do we?”

​“We can solve one of these problems, at least.” I drew my own ID card from my pocket and tabbed over the way Jaune showed me to access the map. My location was marked at the dead center of the orange circle that made up the card’s map. Two blips of white energy appeared next to it, one to my left where Sadie was, and another in front of me, where Jaune kneeled. There was no sign of Harv’s card in our immediate vicinity.

​Frowning, I zoomed out. Maybe he’d left it in the wagon we took from Bastion? To my surprise, the white blip that denoted Harv’s card appeared not in the direction of the shore, but farther out into the vast lake.

​“Hey Sadie,” I called. “Any idea what’s out that way?”

​She took a close look at my ID. “That way? Nothing. Just a lot of open water. How did it manage to get all the way out there?”

​Harv gasped. “Someone must’ve stolen it!”

​“Who would want to steal—” My eyes widened. “Harv, did you happen to see N’vira out here while you were blowing chunks?”

​“Verily!” Harv exclaimed. “She helped move me out of the walkway.”

​Sadie’s gaze met mine. “You don’t think...?”

​“Oh, I do. Who else could keep a secret from Fang?” Smirking, I tapped the kneeling paladin on the shoulder. “Get up, Jaune. Time to move.”

​He looked up at me, confusion in his eyes. “Did we receive a sign?”

​I nodded. “You were right: we have a friend in a high place. Let’s go.”




✽✽✽

​The willows became scarce the farther out into the lake we paddled, as did the number of Lotls and buildings we passed. After about two hours of rowing, the signal from Harv’s card was right on top of us, yet there was nothing in sight but water and a clear sky. Panting from the heat and exertion, I dropped my oar before reaching overboard to splash some cool water on my face.

​“Leaving us a breadcrumb to follow was nice of N’vira and all,” I gasped. “But next time, maybe she can just take us with her on her back.”

​Harv set his own oar down at his feet and then stretched, groaning loudly. “O, woe unto me, the humble bard left to perform the menial labor of a barbarian… I shan’t be able to move my arms properly for a fortnight hence!”

​About half an hour into our journey from Bastiontown, Jaune was visibly struggling with his oar and, with some passively aggressive encouragement from me, reluctantly turned his oar over to the bard. While Harv had nowhere near the stamina nor strength of the paladin even with only one arm, Jaune was still clumsy and uncoordinated with his right hand, which put extra effort on me to keep the boat from moving in circles. With nothing better to do, he’d elected to just sit and sulk while we made our way out to sea. He shot a moody glare at Harv but said nothing.

​“So, what now?” Sadie asked, arms resting on the side of the boat. Her normally pale pink skin was flushed with the effort of swimming. “I’m no archeologist, but I don’t think I’m seeing an ancient ruin anywhere.”

​I thought a moment and said, “I think the next part might be up to you. We’re right on top of Harv’s card, so either N’vira dropped it on the lakebed or she’s down there herself. Think you can make it that deep?”

​Her gills flattened against her skull. “No sentient creature can beat a Lotl at swimming. And that includes dragons.”

​“Good to hear,” I replied cheerily. “This should be easy for you, then.”

​“It will be,” she vowed, and then, with a splash, she was gone.

​“I never thought I’d see Sadie take orders from someone else,” Harv noted, impressed.

​“That’s because I know better than to give her orders,” I replied with a smile. “Besides, we’re all friends here, right? Everyone’s just doing what they can.”

​Jaune snorted, returning his glare to the surface of the lake. Harv and I exchanged glances, and the bard shrugged and then winced when his arms reminded him how sore they were.

​“Hey, Jaune,” I said, shifting over to sit closer to him. “Everything okay?”

​“Yes,” he replied stiffly. “I’m just doing ‘what I can.’”

​Oof. “If this is about the boat, you don’t have to feel bad. Harv could really use the exercise.”

​“I beg to differ,” Harv grumbled.

​“It’s not the role he’s meant to play,” Jaune protested, ignoring Harv. “If our party were a single person, you’d be our sword, I our shield, and he our voice. If I am unable to even row a boat in this state, how can I—” he broke off, sobs catching in his throat.

​I sighed. “You did just fine on the way back from Cusalok.”

​“I was a fool and nearly got myself killed,” he snapped. “If you hadn’t been there—”

​“But I was,” I interrupted. “Just like how if you hadn’t come to get us out of that cave, Harv and I would still be rotting in there—or worse—and Sadie would still be in chains. That’s kind of the whole point of being in a party, yeah? Covering each other’s asses?”

​“Some of us have more ass to cover,” Jaune muttered, tugging at his empty sleeve.

​“Why I never—!”

​“By the Lightmother’s grace, not everything is about you, Harv!”

​“Okay,” I cut in. “I can see that emotions are running a little high. It’s hot, we’re tired, I’ve got a killer migraine, but can we all please remember what matters?”

​“The bonds of friendship!” Harv cried, wrapping his arms around Jaune’s shoulders.

​“That the Lightmother is with us, even when things are at their bleakest?” Jaune offered, shoving the bard off him.

​“No,” I said. “Someone was murdered.”

​“Ohh…” Jaune and Harv replied in unison, looking at one another sheepishly.

​“I’d almost forgotten we were chasing a killer,” Harv admitted.

​“I suppose my time would’ve been better spent in prayer than despair,” Jaune added.

​I rolled my eyes. “That’s the spirit.”

​Any further conversation was cut short by the sudden return of Sadie. She climbed into the boat with less than her usual grace, flushed an even darker shade of pink than before. “I found it,” she croaked, handing a small rectangle of wood to Harv.

​“Could it be true?” Harv accepted the card from her and eagerly double-tapped its surface. Sure enough, his own countenance grinned up at him from the projection. “O joyous day! Caloo, calay! To have what is mine own returned to me from the darkest depths is like a beacon from the Lightmother Herself! Thank thee, Glissadé, mistress of dance and monkery, and bless you!”

​“You know Helga could’ve just printed you out a new one, right?” I reminded him.

​“Aye, indeed.” Harv returned the card to his pocket with a grin. “But this way I don’t have to talk to her.”

​“Fair point,” I conceded. “Joyous day, indeed.”

​“I wasn’t talking about the card, you know,” Sadie interjected, annoyed that our attention had strayed. “I meant I found ‘it’, the ruin we were looking for. It’s directly below us; the dragon left the card right next to the entrance.”
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​Sadie led the way into the waters below as Harv, Jaune and I followed within an airtight ball of solid light. The holy radiance did little to illuminate our way; there was nothing for the light to reflect off of besides Sadie herself, not even a single fish. Perhaps N’vira had scared them all off when she’d come by this way.

​After about twenty minutes—more than long enough for me to worry that Jaune’s concentration would begin to falter, leaving us all to drown—Sadie came to a rest on the seafloor and pointed. What I’d originally taken for an undersea rock formation was starting to look more like the pyramid Temp had shown me back at his forge. It was about the size of Bastion’s guild hall and arranged into seven distinct levels, the largest and lowest of which was nearly completely buried into the lakebed. Centuries of algal growth and silt clung to the stone, painting the structure a contrast of bright greens and lifeless gray. Sadie pointed her webbed fingers at a breach in the exposed portion of the bottom layer.

​“That must be where N’vira and Fang got in,” I reasoned.

​“Jen,” Jaune said, voice strained. I whirled on him, terrified that he was going to report that the bubble was about to fade. Instead, he just pointed out into the darkness.

​Following his gesture, I saw something sparkling in the gloom. Jaune’s light was reflecting off a structure jutting out of the silt at the bottom of the lake. At its heart sat a Shard about as tall as me, the largest I’d ever seen that wasn’t a Great Shard. More remarkable still, when the light hit its surface, the Shard shone crimson. My hand flew to my collar, my heart joining it a beat later. What Temp had said was true; the Leatherwings had known about Shards like mine. But what could they have possibly used them for?

​Sadie slipped inside the breach and Jaune flew us in after her. The bubble fell as soon as we were inside, and we were greeted by life-giving, if stale, air. Light flooded the room from Jaune’s gauntlet. We were standing in knee-deep water in a high-ceilinged antechamber.

​“Okay, we’re here,” Sadie said, floating on her back in the water with her hands behind her head. “What now?”

​“Didst thou forget that we are avenging a killing most foul?” Harv admonished. “Shame on thee!”

​“I know why we’re here,” Sadie shot back. “Only an idiot could forget something like that.”

​Harv puffed up indignantly. “Yes, well—”

​“Guys,” I cut in, massaging my aching temples. “We’re in a structure with limited air built by ancient wizards using Shards that aren’t supposed to exist that somehow ended up under a lake with Ventalus’ new killer stooge, an A-rank asshole, and a dragon. Can you please just pretend like you’re all on the same side until we get back to Bastion? For me?”

​ “For someone from another world entirely, you’re somehow taking our situation the best out of all of us,” Jaune noted quietly as Harv and Sadie awkwardly apologized to one another.

​I shrugged. “I gave up any hope that I’d know what was going on here after I found out a sleazy bastard like Horaz could land in bed with a smoking hot wolf that was way out of his league. Nothing can faze me anymore.”

​“Should I even ask?”

​“Best not.”

​I led the way from the chamber into a narrow hallway, Jaune a step or two behind providing light. I kept my eyes peeled for booby traps, trip wires, spike pits, the works. But unlike my last visit to an ancient lost structure, there were no hidden dangers to be found, not even a sphinx. The walls and floors were lined with raised veins of copper that were the only blemishes on the otherwise perfectly smooth surfaces. When I tried to touch one of the spidery lines, my fingers were repelled by a barely perceptible layer of glass. Interesting. If they were just meant to be decorative, why were they sealed off?

​The sound of combat chased the curiosity from my mind. It was coming from the heart of the ruin, echoing down the hall towards us. Confident that the Leatherwings hadn’t left any traps, I picked up speed and my party raced to keep up. I had no idea what we’d find at the end of the hall, but if nothing else, we had to make sure N’vira was alright. And Fang too, I guess.

​Left, right, right again. The place was a maze, and every wall looked like the next. Even when I closed my eyes and tried to just follow the cries and crashes filtering towards us, it was next to no help as the tight space made the sounds echo, appearing to come from all around us. We passed several rooms along the way. I expected to see something like an ancient library or smithy, considering this was a Leatherwing structure, but most of them stood empty save for benches and what I could only describe as cubbies. What the hell kind of place was this?

​“There,” Jaune said, pointing. There was a faint light ahead, coming from a room at the end of the hall. We entered, and were greeted by the sight of another Shard, this one a large piece of amber crystal. It was cracked, fragmented, and dimly glowing; pieces of spent Shard littered the ground. Copper veins stretched out from the crystal from where it was set in the floor.

​“This Shard isn’t red,” I noted.

​“Very observant, fangirl,” Sadie quipped. “Have you learned your colors?”

​“Give me a gold star or I swear I’ll throw a fit,” I retorted. “There were big red Shards outside, but this one is orange, meaning they were trying to power something.”

​Harv jumped as a particularly loud crash echoed from above. “With all due respect, Lady Jen, I’m not sure now is the time for an archeological study. We’re here to catch a killer, you know.”

​I rolled my eyes. “Buildings don’t just end up at the bottom of a lake. Is no one else curious what it’s doing here?”

​Jaune, Harv, and Sadie glanced at one another. “No,” they answered in unison.

​Outvoted and annoyed, I sighed. “Fine.”

​We eventually stumbled upon a set of stairs to the next level up. I barely had time to worry that we’d need to wind our way through all seven floors of the pyramid to locate N’vira before we emerged into a spacious chamber that dominated the upper floors of the structure. Red Shards lined a rectangular pit set into the floor, which was filled with dark, murky water. A chandelier hung from the ceiling, decorated with Shards of all seven colors, bathing the room in light. All in all, the space appeared to be some kind of abandoned public bath.

​There was a person lying in a heap on the ground beside the pool. I recognized Fang’s robes and ran to his side. The Golkan’s unarmored face and throat were lined with purple bruises, and blood trickled from places on his back where his spines had been torn from his flesh. He was barely breathing.

​“Fang? Can you hear me?” I beckoned Jaune over to help. “You need to stay with us; we’ll get you out of here.”

​“Leave me.” The words echoed in my head, but the tone was unmistakable. “Save N’vira, Champion,” Fang said, though his lips never moved. “Forget me, and save her…”

​“Where is she?” I asked, shaking him gently. “Fang, where is N’vira?” A shaking, clawed finger pointed upward.

​Perched atop the chandelier was a pair of figures. One was N’vira, back in her humanoid form. She was bruised and bloodied as well, and one of her legs dangled uselessly beneath her. She was held up by a clawed hand wrapped around her throat. The second figure was a shadow; a void of light in the shape of a humanoid, though the pointed ears and long frame emulated that of a traditional fantasy elf. Their mouth stretched the width of their face, where sharp black teeth glistened in the light. Their eyes were bright red stars set into the darkest night. Worse yet, those eyes were fixed on me.

​“Finally,” the demon druid hissed, effortlessly hurling N’vira aside. She fell, and Jaune caught her with a light construct that gently lowered her to the ground. “I was wondering if you saw my note.”

​“Who are you?” I asked, meeting the creature’s terrifying gaze.

​“You don’t recognize me, Jen?” It landed lightly to the floor and advanced on me, clawed fingers at the ready. “I’m what you left behind.”
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“Dammit,” I took a step back from the creature as it approached and drew my blade. “Please don’t tell me you’re the ghost of my smart sword come back to haunt me.”

The Dark Champion laughed. “Don’t worry, Jen. I’m much worse.”

No kidding. Fang was an A-rank adventurer and N’vira was a motherfucking dragon, and this thing wiped the floor with both of them at the same time.

“Working for Ventalus, huh? What did they offer you? Gold? Glory?” I asked, trying to sound braver than I felt. “If I could levy a counteroffer, you can still walk away from here un-fried by my mark. How’s that sound?”

They shrugged. “Ventalus offered me your head, so I’ll have to pass.” The Dark Champion disappeared in a blur, and only a last-second light wall from Jaune stopped me from being skewered by their claws like poor Atticus had been by the wooden beam in his home.

“Begone, demon!” Jaune roared, drawing his hammer. “Scuttle back to your master!”

With a powerful kick, the Dark Champion shattered Jaune’s wall and lunged for him. I cried out a warning, and Jaune met each of the creature’s blows with a wall of light before they could land. Sweat beaded on Jaune’s brow, but so far his defense was holding.

“Harv, give him some help!” I ordered. “Sadie, with me! We need to get Fang and N’vira out of here!”

The bard nodded and drew his lute, but Sadie rushed past in a pink blur towards the Dark Champion, completely ignoring me.

“Sadie, no!” I cried.

The dancer threw herself into a handspring to launch a kick at the Dark Champion’s side. The figure’s skin rippled like water, and a tentacle of the same shadowy flesh burst from their back and wrapped around Sadie’s ankles. It swung her around through the air before hurling her at Jaune. The two of them fell in a tangled heap, and Jaune’s light walls dissipated. With a laugh, the demon advanced on them as the tip of the tentacle sharpened into a spear.

“Lady Jen, I believe in your strength!” Harv cried out with a buzzy strum of his instrument. Power flooded into my limbs as I raced for my friends. Our enemy and I reached Jaune and Sadie at the same time, and with a powerful overhead swing I severed both the monster’s left arm and the tentacle clean off. The severed limbs fell to the ground and dissolved into puddles of corrosive black tar.

The creature screamed, clutching the stump of their shoulder with their remaining hand.

Those terrible red eyes found mine and their mouth split into a ferocious grin. “Just kidding.”

A new arm quickly grew in place of the old, slamming into my gut. The force of it sent me hurtling up towards the chandelier. I recovered my wits just in time to grab hold of the fixture, dangling above the dark water below.

Left alone against the Dark Champion, Harv stood paralyzed in fear, clutching his lute to his chest with both hands. My heart leapt into my throat as the demon approached him, but to my relief, they only ripped the instrument from his hands and clobbered him over the head with it. He fell without a word to the ground and lay there, unmoving, but I suspected it was by his design rather than from any serious injury. The creature clearly didn’t see him as a threat, and he wouldn’t want to dissuade that notion.

“Come on, Jen,” the beast taunted, turning their monstrous gaze back to me. “Let’s see those powers of yours I’ve heard so much about. Don’t you want to know whose mark is stronger? I know I do.”

I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. “You have a mark, too?”

“Aww, did the little pussy think she was special?” The shadow receded ever so slightly from the creature’s chest, revealing a Void Shard set into pale flesh a few inches above a rather impressive set of breasts. She rapped her claws against it. “How cute.”

My cheeks grew warm. Why did she have to be hot? “Don’t make me come down there.”

“Scared?”

Yes, obviously. “No,” I said instead. “Just not stupid.”

“I’ll need to try harder, then.” Her body was consumed by shadow once more, only this time it grew beyond her frame, spreading out to fill the area around her. The silhouette shifted from elven to that of the massive bear demon that Fennel had set on me in Cusalok. The beast bellowed, rattling the Shards of the chandelier with sound alone.

“I hate when I’m right,” I groaned. “You’ve been stalking me.”

The demon hesitated, and that was all the opening I needed. I released my grip on the chandelier and fell feet first into the water below, praying that the pool was deeper than it looked. My hasty dive wasn’t punished, and I survived the fall without breaking any bones, though my gambeson and mail threatened to keep me stuck at the bottom. I made it to the surface with difficulty and took a gulp of air just as the monster swiped at the chain suspending the chandelier, snapping it and sending the collection of metal and crystal tumbling down on top of me. I barely managed to swim out of the way in time as the room was plunged into near darkness.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” the demon rumbled. She tried to claw me, and I avoided the blow by diving under the water. I found the edge of the pool by the light of my mark and clambered out of it, my gambeson puffed up like a sponge. “I was gathering intel on how best to crush you.”

“That so? Learn anything interesting?”

The bear’s mouth curled up in a wide, menacing grin, just visible in the gloom. “I learned that you can’t control your powers without specially made Shardcraft. You can’t hurt me, Jen. Not with your puny little sword, anyway.”

“You’re absolutely right,” I agreed cheerily. “But if you’d really been paying attention, you would’ve learned the same lesson Ventalus did in Viurnia.”

The Dark Champion’s red eyes narrowed. “What’s that?”

“I’m very resourceful.” I slapped my palm on the floor, where the red Shards were embedded in the stone. My mark flashed and the Shards responded in kind, flaring to life all around the pool. Geysers of crimson flame erupted from each Shard, smothering the bear demon in fire and illuminating the chamber as the water rapidly boiled into steam from the heat. The Dark Champion screamed in pain, and through the thickening blanket of fog I could see her bulky silhouette shrink back to its original size before vanishing from sight.

I raced to check on my injured party members as the flames died down. Sadie was helping a dazed Harv to his feet, while Jaune and a recovered Fang worked together to support N’vira with her broken leg. “We need to leave, now,” I said.

“What about the Dark Champion?” Jaune asked, prompting a weak ‘Huzzah’ from Harv.

I cast a nervous glance at the encroaching darkness. “I’m sure she won’t be far behind.”
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Navigating the maze-like interior of the ruin was not any easier on the way back. I’d told Jaune not to light our way, so we wouldn’t give away our location. It was the safest solution, if not the fastest, though he still insisted on leading regardless. We all locked hands—including N’vira, who was helped along telekinetically by Fang—and made our way towards the exit.

“Thank you for coming after us,” N’vira said softly.

I squeezed her hand. “No problem. Thanks for showing us the way.”

“It was a necessary deception. Fang can be very stubborn sometimes.”

“I’m right here,” the dragon rider growled from N’vira’s other side.

“It’s okay,” I said to him. “I’m not expecting a ‘thank you.’”

“Good. I wasn’t going to offer one. Champion.”

A smile worked its way across my lips.

“Were thou able to understand a word that beast said, Jen?” Harv piped up from the rear. “It’s frightfully difficult to record our party’s history when our adversary refuses to speak the common tongue.”

I hadn’t even noticed that the Dark Champion had been speaking English. Thanks to Lenora’s translation spell, all tongues sounded the same to me. “She was speaking my native language, yeah. When you write our song, just fill in the blanks with some snappy combat banter and you’ll be all set.”

“Will do, Lady Jen. Thank you!”

I returned my attention to N’vira and Fang. “Were either of you able to get anything useful from that demon’s mind?”

“Not much,” N’vira admitted. “I was able to sense their malice from Bastiontown and trace it back to this ruin, but I was not able to probe any deeper than that.”

“They seem to have it out for you,” Fang noted. “An old friend of yours, perhaps?”

I pondered Fang’s words as we walked. The Dark Champion had a mark nearly identical to mine, spoke fluent English, and seemed to know me. Could it be someone I knew? I didn’t have any enemies back home that wanted me dead—well. Not me specifically, at least.

More likely it was some kind of elaborate mind-game. Both Lenora and Ventalus said that travel between the worlds was impossible at this stage in the war. Could this all be some elaborate ruse, and the Dark Champion was just some poor shmuck from this world that the demon lord magically bestowed with a burning hatred for me and a working knowledge of the English language?

I suddenly felt sorry for the Dark Champion; no one should be forced to learn a language as convoluted as English against their will.

“Champion, for the love of all that is holy, stop picturing her breasts.”

“Stop poking around in my head, then!”

Water began to rise around our ankles; we were getting close to the breach. N’vira stopped suddenly, dragging our little train to a halt.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Silence,” Fang hissed in my mind. “The demon is close.”

Sure enough, cold laughter echoed through the narrow corridor, seemingly coming from all around us. “Jenny,” the Dark Champion crooned. “Where are you, Jenny?”

“Jaune, stay close to me,” I whispered, squeezing the other hand holding mine. “Fang, N’vira, get to the breach and get out. We’ll cover you.” N’vira released my grip, and she and Fang slipped on ahead of us. “Harv, Sadie, still with us?”

“Verily,” Harv replied, taking my free hand.

“Same,” Sadie said.

“Okay,” I sighed, my heart thundering in my ears. “Jaune, make a light. We’ll hold the Dark Champion off until the others escape.” No response came. I squeezed my left hand again. “Jaune? Are you okay?”

“Jaune can’t come to the phone right now,” the demonic voice replied. “He’s a little… tied up at the moment.”

Fear stopped my heart dead in its tracks. “What did you do to him?”

The Dark Champion cackled. “Aren’t you forgetting something, Jen?”

“Jen,” Harv whimpered from behind me. “If the Lord Paladin isn’t here, then…”

“Whose hand am I holding?” I finished for him, turning to look with dread. A pair of hateful red eyes ignited in the dark, and steely fingers wrapped around my throat.

“Jen, Jen, Jen,” the Dark Champion purred in the dark as I struggled against her crushing grip. “You’re cleverer than I gave you credit for. I’ll remember that the next time we meet.”

“Leaving… already?” I choked.

“No,” she replied in a patronizing tone. “When you come back on your next life.”

Before my oxygen-starved brain could puzzle out what she meant, the pressure around my throat disappeared.

From the blasts of indigo force that momentarily lit the hall, it seemed that Sadie had entered the fray with a vengeance. The Dark Champion was forced several steps back, unable to gain the upper hand on the smaller opponent in the limited space. After several seconds of the Lotl’s onslaught, the Dark Champion let out a growl of frustration and melted back into the shadows.

“Thanks,” I gasped, massaging my throat.

“Mention it,” Sadie replied, smug as ever.

I elected to ignore the remark. “We need to find where she took Jaune.”

“We can help with that.” Wet footsteps approached from the far end of the hall. “That demon sealed the breach,” Fang explained. “We can’t get out that way.”

“Can you sense him?”

“Yes,” N’vira answered to my relief. “The Dark Champion has him in the bath chamber, where we fought her before.”

Dammit. She was luring us back into the open, where she had the room to maneuver and shapeshift freely. “The obvious trap is obvious, but we can’t help that now. We need to go back for him.”

“Um,” Sadie interjected. “Can we maybe discuss this as a party first?”

​I whirled on her. “What?”

​“We should be focused on escaping,” Sadie protested. “Jaune would say the same exact thing if he were here. I say we find a way out, send a message to the guild, and wait for backup.”

​“How dare thee!” Harv cried. “Jaune is disabled! He can’t—”

​“Any one of us would be in the same amount of danger in his shoes, regardless of the number of limbs,” I snapped at him. “Don’t bring his injury into this.”

​“Yeah, not cool, man,” Sadie said. “If we’re comparing limb counts, the dragon has all of us beat.”

​“’The dragon’ has a name,” Fang growled.

​“What are you, her guard dog?” Sadie sneered. “Here I thought fangirl was the white knight of the party.”

​“Apologies, Lady Jen,” Harv replied, cutting through the budding argument. “I merely meant to express my concern for our companion.”

​“I know,” I sighed. “I’m worried about him, too. But Sadie has a point.”

​“Of course I do,” Sadie sniffed.

​“Jaune would insist we leave him behind, and we do need to prioritize finding a way out over any rescue,” I clarified. “Otherwise, we’ll just be right back where we started.”

​“But?” Harv prompted.

​“But there’s no way in hell I’m leaving him in the clutches of that demon,” I stated resolutely. “We just need a plan, that’s all.”

​“Don’t expect any help from us,” Fang growled. “N’vira’s in no shape to punch holes through two feet of stone, especially when it’s backed by the weight of the lake above.”

​I had to grudgingly admit that he was right; it was a miracle that the place wasn’t completely flooded already. The Leatherwings must’ve built it to be airtight. But why would what appeared to be a bathhouse need to be airtight? And what was it doing at the bottom of a lake in the first place?

“If the Leatherwings built this structure before the lake formed,” I said slowly. “It wouldn’t be on a slant like this, would it?”

​“What, are you implying the ruin fell from the sky or something?” Fang asked with a mean-spirited laugh.

​My eyes widened. It was a strange-looking solution, for sure, but it just might work. “I wasn’t, though now that you mention it, that is an excellent theory.”

​“Fuck you.”

​“No, fuck you, I’m serious. Think about it.” I pressed a hand to my mark, and it glowed with scarlet light in response. “Red Shards generate fire—lots of fire. There was that huge red Shard outside; what if it was some kind of rocket booster? What if there are more of them out there?”

​Fang mouthed the words ‘rocket booster’ uncomprehendingly in the dim light.

​“To what end would these, err, ‘boosters’ serve?” Harv asked.

“It’s going to sound crazy,” I admitted. “But I think this building was designed to fly, and those boosters are what would propel it through the air.”

“Ridiculous,” Fang snarled.

“Why else would this place be airtight?” I countered. “The Leatherwings wanted it to be pressurized at high altitude. And if anyone could design a flying bathhouse, it’d be them, right?”

“Her logic is sound,” N’vira insisted. “You remember how hard it is to breathe in the upper atmosphere, don’t you?”

“You know I do,” Fang conceded.

“Glad we’re on the same page,” I said brightly, clapping my hands together. “So, our only way out is to bring the whole building up out of the lake with us. To do that, we need to work together. All of us,” I added, pointedly staring at Sadie.

​“You take this ‘Champion of Light’ thing seriously, huh?” Sadie asked, a mocking lilt to her tone.

​“The strongest leaders are forged under the greatest stress,” Harv countered. To me, he said, “Thou can always count on Harv the Bold to stand beside thee, Lady Jen.” I squeezed his hand gratefully.

​“Yeah, whatever,” Sadie sighed. “Not much other choice, is there? Count me in.”

​“You’ll have our aid as well,” N’vira said, before Fang could voice his opposition.

​“Good,” I said, grinning fiercely at the dragon woman. “Because you’re the most important piece of the puzzle.”

​N’vira cocked her head and then understanding dawned on her face. “Oh, I see. Very clever, Jen. Fang and I will make all haste to the power core. My breath will restore the Shard there in a matter of minutes.”

​“Thank you. You do that, and we’ll stay in touch with your telepathy.” I turned to the rest of my party. “Harv, Sadie, let’s go get our boy.”
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​I reminded myself to breathe as I entered the heart of the ruin alone, my way illuminated by the mark’s light. The last thing I needed was to pass out in front of the demon lord’s twisted disciple.

Said maniac watched me carefully as I approached, surely noting the lack of sword at my hip. I could only hope Harv was careful with the weapon; I’d need it back before the day was done.

Taking inventory of the situation, Jaune was alive, though he’d been stripped of his Shardcraft and armor. He sat, three limbs bound by black goo, at the Dark Champion’s feet. Both his gear and the red Shards that once lined the bath had been destroyed, each dissolving in puddles of black tar of the druid’s creation. The fallen chandelier was still intact, as I hoped it’d be. It was the only way we were getting out of this alive.

​“The prodigal daughter returns,” the Dark Champion purred. “Whatever scheme you’ve cooked up isn’t going to work, Jenny. I hold the cards, here.”

​“I’m sorry, Jen,” Jaune moaned at the sight of me. “She grabbed me in the dark, I couldn’t—”

​“It’s okay,” I told him, smiling encouragingly. “This isn’t your fault, Jaune.”

​“But—” Jaune was cut off by the Dark Champion, whose hand shimmered and reformed itself into a blade, which she held under Jaune’s throat. He fell silent at the touch.             

​“I just want to talk,” I said to the monstrous woman, as soothingly as I could manage under the circumstances. Breathe, Jen. Breathe.

​“Spare me the appeals to my humanity, Jenny,” the Dark Champion complained. “None of that applies here.”

​“Where does it apply, then?” I asked. “Maybe where you came from?”

​“You tell me. I’m from the same place as you.”

​“That’s impossible.”

​The Dark Champion barked out a laugh. “Is anything impossible here? Back home, I was nothing. Someone no one would ever miss. Here, I’m the right-hand woman to the demon lord. Do you know what that means, Jenny? I’ll tell you. I’m the most powerful person in the world! Even more powerful than you, the so-called ‘chosen one.’”

​“Maybe,” I admitted. “Maybe not. I kind of kicked the demon lord’s ass last week. If they’re the one bossing you around, doesn’t that mean I’ve already kicked your ass, by the transitive property?”

​My lame math joke must’ve struck a nerve; the shadowy figure snarled, releasing Jaune and shoving him to the floor so she could take several steps towards me. “I don’t take orders from anyone, you hear me? Not you and certainly not the demon lord. I’m here because I want to be. You should know plenty about that. Do you know what Ventalus told me when she recruited me?”

​She? “Speak softly and carry a big stick?”

​“She told me the truth: the only people they take are those who are the most desperate to escape their reality.” The Dark Champion bared her teeth at me. “What is it that you were running from, Jen?”

​My snappy retort died on my tongue as Lenora’s words echoed through my brain. The veil between worlds is too thick. I could only pull you through because you reached out to me first from the other side. “That’s… that’s a load of bullshit,” I said instead. “My life back home was… it was…”

​“Horrible? Miserable?” The Dark Champion was relentless. “So bad that you’d rather be anywhere else, away from anyone and everyone that ever cared about you? Hmm?”

​Icy dread trickled down my spine. “What does it matter to you?”

​“Everything!” A furious rumble echoed through the ruin, and for a moment I thought the intensity of her anger was shaking the very foundations of the structure. But no, it was the signal I’d been waiting for, though my knees still buckled beneath me before I could catch myself.

My shadowy foe wasn’t as prepared; she stumbled and nearly fell over with a yelp of surprise. All around us, the coppery veins in the stone walls and floors began to glow with amber light from the Shard I’d sent N’vira to repair, illuminating the gloomy chamber. I could only hope my hunch as to what the Shard powered was correct.

In the meantime, the light revealed Harv using my sword to cut Jaune free of his bonds. When he was done, he tossed the weapon to me, and I caught it. With two practiced strokes, I took the Dark Champion’s left arm off at the elbow and sliced her in half just above the navel. Her arm and legs dissolved into black goop as she bellowed in fury, but instead of just regenerating as I expected, she turned her stumps on me, attempting to spray me with more of her corrosive blood. I threw myself backwards out of the splash zone, determined not to lose my second gambeson in as many quests.

​“I’ll kill you, Jen Joyce!” The Dark Champion screamed. “As many times as it takes!”

Once was more than enough for me, though I had to applaud her work ethic.

“Jaune,” I said, rushing to my friends as Harv helped Jaune to his feet. “They told you the plan?”

​“Yes,” Jaune replied, just as Sadie burst from the pool, a trio of yellow Shards from the chandelier in her hands. Jaune accepted them with a grateful nod. “It’s an insane plan, but I’d expect nothing less from you at this point.”

​“Sounds like I need to try harder next time,” I replied with a grin.

​“Look sharp!” Sadie called out, assuming a defensive position.

​The Dark Champion leapt towards me in the shape of a wolf. I ducked out of the way, and the demon collided with one of Jaune’s light walls behind me. The wolf shifted into a hawk, flying over the wall to claw at Jaune’s face.

Sadie and I locked eyes and nodded; with a shout of encouragement from Harv, she took a running leap at me just as I raised my buckler. Using my shield as a springboard, she vaulted over the wall and slammed the bird out of the air with her tail. The Dark Champion hit the floor, transforming into a snake. It lunged at Sadie as she landed, but the strike was blocked by another one of Jaune’s shields. I took the opportunity to behead the serpent and punt its hissing head into the bath. The water frothed and boiled where it landed.

​“Go! Go! Go!” I shouted, and our party sprinted for the stairs. A shadow passed beneath us and burst suddenly from the floor. A claw slashed Harv across the chest, sending him sprawling to the ground. A fist knocked Sadie into the air, and Jaune barely managed to get a wall up to repel a pair of shark-like maws from biting us.

​“Why even bother fighting?” The Dark Champion’s voice came from everywhere. “You can’t win against me.”

​“Maybe not,” I retorted. “But we can make sure you lose. Jaune!”

​The paladin raised his three loose Shards above his head, and a blinding radiance exploded from them. The shadowy beast screeched as the light ate away at its twisted form, forcing it to retreat. Once it was gone, Jaune used his light walls to help bring Sadie back to the ground safely, and I turned to check on Harv.

​“How bad is it, big guy?” I asked.

​“O, woe upon woe upon agony, Lady Jen,” he whined. His orange and green outfit was stained red with blood from the nasty looking gash across his chest. It didn’t look deep enough to be life-threatening though. “Leave me! Save thyself! Thy life is worth a dozen of even one as great as Harv the Bold!”

​“Get up, you goof,” I said, rolling my eyes. “That thing could come back any second.”

​Harv was back on his feet in an instant. “Shall we make haste?”

​“No one is going anywhere,” the Dark Champion hissed, reforming before the stairs with murder in her crimson eyes.

​“What did she say?” Harv whispered.

​“She said, ‘Take one step and I’ll kill you dead,’” I translated.

​“How crude.”

​“I don’t know what you’ve done, but it won’t matter,” the Dark Champion growled. Her claws shifted into axes. “I’ll kill you all!”

​“Yeah, about that,” I grinned. “Everyone, hold onto something!” In my head I screamed, “N’vira, now!”

​Another rumble echoed through the chamber, and the intensity of the light emanating from the copper veins doubled. One massive stone from the east wall glowed yellow, and then slid outward. The Dark Champion’s eyes widened, and she shifted into a defensive stance, as if assuming she’d be assaulted by a torrent of lake water.

However, there was nothing outside but clear blue sky—and the intense vacuum suction like that of an open door on an airplane at altitude.

​I dug my sword into the floor, hanging on for dear life. Harv grabbed onto me as he slid past, making me nearly lose my grip. To my relief, Jaune created a wall of light for the four of us to collapse into, shielding us from the intense wind. The Dark Champion, however, had no such protection. She was hurled out into the air, screaming, but that wasn’t the end of it. Her long claws dug into the walls of the gap. With a scream of effort, she started to draw herself back inside. If that happened, all of us were as good as dead.

​“Jaune,” I shouted over the wind. “You need to let me go!”

​“What?” He shouted back, alarm written across his features.

​“Keep Harv and Sadie safe! It’s something only you can do,” I told him. “One arm or two, you’ll always have a place with us.”

​Tears formed in his eyes, and he nodded. “Thank you, Jen. For everything.”

​“You’re the best squire a girl could ask for.” I braced myself, gripping my sword tight with both hands. “I’m ready.”

​“May the Lightmother protect you,” Jaune intoned, before dropping the part of the wall that had kept me stationary.

​The vortex of wind reestablished its hold on me, and I let it. I was buffeted towards the open hatch—exactly where the Dark Champion was hanging. I slammed into her chest sword-first at high speed, slicing one of her reformed arms clean off. Her remaining arm lost its grip on the wall from the impact and the pair of us went hurtling out into freefall over Kennakit Lake.

Ever the model of stoicism, I screamed in terror, the wind ripping the sound from my mouth and leaving my throat raw. My sword slipped out of my grip and beyond my reach. I closed my eyes, trying to remember what I was about to die for. This was for Harv, for Jaune, for N’vira. For Fang and Sadie, too, I guess. 

Something struck me, sending me tumbling through the air. Surprise forced my eyes open. The Dark Champion was clinging to me, attempting to create a parachute out of the shadows coating her body.

As we stabilized, I could see four giant red Shards fixed at each corner of the pyramid, and each was blasting a jet of red flame downward like a rocket, carrying the ruin into the sky. It was exactly as I’d expected.

​“You’re insane!” The Dark Champion screamed.

​I glanced down at the steadily approaching ground. “I think you might be right!”

​“What was all this for, Jen?” There was pain in the demoness’ voice. “Why did you leave?”

​“I didn’t want any of this!”

​“Liar!” Her claws grew, burying themselves into my armor. “If not for your hormones, you wouldn’t even be trying to go home, would you?”

​I didn’t think my heart could leap any higher in my throat, but here we were. “How do you know about that?”

​“I just do,” the Dark Champion howled. “Deep down, you know I’m right.”

​I wanted to deny it so badly. But could I? This was hardly the ideal world for someone like me to find herself in, but neither was the one I’d come from. This world was a clean slate for me, at least. I had friends worth dying for, a father figure that could stand to be in the same room as me, and the power to protect myself from idiots who treated me like shit with literal fire and steel. If Lenora had granted me my hormones or some kind of magical equivalent, would I be in the same hurry to go home? Would I want to go home at all?

​Not that it mattered now. Whether by falling or by the Dark Champion’s claws, I was already dead. My body just hadn’t gotten the memo yet.

​A shadow fell over us, followed by a gout of silvery flame. The Dark Champion screamed in pain as she released me, desperately trying to regenerate as much of her shadowy flesh as she could before the fire consumed it all. Strangely, the fire didn’t burn me; if anything, it felt rejuvenating, like a sauna after a hard day of work.

Stranger still, I wasn’t falling anymore. I watched the Dark Champion fall until she was too small to see, heart aching with pity and guilt. Whoever she was, I hadn’t wanted to kill anyone if I could help it, even after what she’d tried to do to my friends.

Though I knew Lenora wasn’t listening, I offered her a quick prayer that the Dark Champion would survive the fall.

​“Again with the breasts,” an annoyed voice growled at me.

Turning, I saw Fang astride N’vira in her true form, his claws outstretched towards me. I was drawn to the rider by an invisible telekinetic hand. Before I knew it, I was safe on the dragon’s back, and the three of us were soaring back up to the flying pyramid.

“Thank you,” I whispered, though I knew both Golkan and dragon could hear me.

“Consider our debt to you paid, Champion,” Fang rumbled, softer than I’d come to expect from him. I nodded, not trusting my voice to carry over the wind.

“Fret not, Jen.” N’vira’s soothing touch flooded my brain. “You are not alone. We are with you.”

I buried my face in Fang’s cloak, and he allowed the touch. There was something comforting about having friends who could read your mind. You didn’t have to explain a thing to them, especially when you cried.


Epilogue




“Okay, okay, I’m fine, you can let go now.”

​“Don’t ever do anything so reckless ever again!” Harv bawled into my shoulder, his arms wrapped around me like a vice. “To think our song could’ve ended in such a manner… nay! I dare not even think it!”

​N’vira had returned Fang and I to the flying bathhouse, and Jaune sealed the hole behind us with a wall of light. Through the magical window, we could just begin to see the curvature of the planet below as we rose higher into the atmosphere. We had to be a couple miles in the air by now. The only real question now was how much higher it would take us. Well, that and how we’d get down.

​I smiled and patted him on the head. “I’m sorry for scaring you. All of you,” I added, addressing Jaune and Sadie. “I just had to make sure you all were alright.”

​ “What you did was monumentally stupid,” Sadie said. “Like, so stupid I feel dumber for having witnessed it. But it took guts, and I gotta give credit where it’s due. You’ve got balls, fangirl.”

​She wasn’t wrong. “Thanks. I think.”

​“Seeing the two of you fight was like something from the scriptures,” Jaune said wistfully. “Truly a battle for the ages. Light versus dark, good versus evil. Upon our return, your latest triumph will surely ring through the streets of Bastion.”

​“Yeah, you’re probably right,” I sighed, dreading the next round of adulation from the townsfolk. “Maybe it’ll make Mayven forgive me for missing mass today.”

​“I wouldn’t count on it,” Harv muttered, and I groaned in response.

​“Are we going to talk about how we’re getting back down from here?” Sadie interjected. “Shouldn’t we turn off the power Shard or something?”

​“Shutting off the Shard would send this building plummeting to earth,” Fang pointed out, rolling his eyes. “Obviously.”

​“Lightmother deliver me, I am dumber,” Sadie whispered, horrified.

​“There’s more,” N’vira chimed in. “There’s a control system built around the Shard, but it’s not designed to be used by a pilot. Wherever this vessel is taking us, it’s not determined by anything on board.”

​“I hate to ask, N’vira, but—” I began.

​“Unfortunately, I do not have the strength to ferry your whole party back to the ground,” she answered. “I used the last of my power to repair the Shard and save you from the Dark Champion.” Harv hiccupped into my arm.

​“Okay. So how about—” I started to say, only to be interrupted again.

​“That could work.”

​“Maybe let me say it out loud so everyone else can hear?”

​“Ah, yes,” N’vira said with a bow. “My apologies.”

​“My suggestion is that Fang and N’vira return to Bastion,” I explained. “They take however many people N’vira can carry, but I’ll stay behind here. Assuming this place doesn’t launch me into orbit, you should be able to rest up, grab Temp, and use the map in our IDs to make it back here before I run out of supplies.”

​“You are just determined to sacrifice yourself, aren’t you?” Sadie commented with three of her gill stalks raised in suspicion.

​“I promise I’m not,” I said. “But this place is the key to making Shardcraft that work for me; we can’t risk losing it.”

​“Nor shall you,” N’vira said. “We’ll make all haste to Bastion and return as soon as I am able to make the flight.”

​“I appreciate it.”

​If Fang disapproved of the plan, he didn’t say it. Instead, he frowned and said, “N’vira has strength enough left to carry one other, besides me. Who’s coming with us?”

​“Not I.” Jaune spoke up first. “I am the squire of the Champion of Light, and I refuse to leave her side again. Where she goes, so shall I.”

​Warmth blossomed in my chest. “Jaune…”

​“Nor I,” Harv said, finally releasing me and wiping his nose on his sleeve. An unpleasant combination of snot, sweat, tears, and blood lingered on my chainmail from his touch. “My devotion to the Lady Knight is well known, and I am also not one to turn my nose up at a chance to experience history for myself!”

​“Thanks, Harv.” I turned to Sadie. “So I guess that just leaves you, then.”

​“I wouldn’t be so sure,” the dancer replied. “I’m staying, too.”

​My eyes widened. “Really?”

​“Look, I’m not going to make a mushy speech out of it or anything,” Sadie growled, folding her arms across her chest. “This is just the most fun I’ve had in years. I’m not leaving it behind for anything.”

​My heart throbbed with pain at her words. I’m what you left behind.

No, it couldn’t be. Even the thought of it was ridiculous.

​“That just leaves the problem of how N’vira is to find this place again if our whole party is staying behind,” Jaune said, oblivious to my thoughts.

​“A problem with only one solution.” N’vira turned and looked at Fang expectantly. He met her gaze with a scowl before sighing and drawing out his own ID.

​“You’re kidding.” I pulled mine out and held it up to his.

​“Don’t read too much into it,” he snarled. “Once you’re all off this rock, we’re leaving your party.”

​My ID chimed, and sure enough, a fifth dot was added to the four on my map. My heart fluttered at the thought. We were an A-rank party now, if only for a brief time.

​“Thanks, Fang,” I said sincerely. “I know we got off on the wrong foot, but—”

​“Save it,” he growled, turning away. “N’vira, we’re leaving. It’ll only get harder to return to the surface the higher we get.”

​N’vira smiled in her dreamy fashion before bowing one last time. “Until we return, Champion of Light.”

​I shot her a two-fingered salute.

With a flash of light, N’vira returned to her dragon form and the two of them were off, leaving the four of us behind.

A chill crept into my body as their departure really set in, and gooseflesh erupted all over me. We were alone with no way to get home; almost as if I’d been flung into another another world.

​“Well,” I said to break the silence that followed their departure, “anyone up for a game of pinochle?”




✽✽✽

​The chiming of my ID woke me. Checking it, I was greeted with the pleasant surprise of an upgrade to B-rank adventurer. Fang and N’vira must’ve made it back home to Bastion. As Fang was now a member of our party, both Temp’s and Brunswick’s quests to find the lost ruin of the Leatherwings had been completed by the same group, thus awarding all of us a total of fifty adventurer points each. I sighed in relief. Fang may be a pretentious asshole, but I could at least count on his own zeal to end my slump in progression. One rank closer to getting back on my hor—

​I cut off the thought and started preparing breakfast for the rest of my party as they slept. We had enough food and clean water with us to last another couple of days with four mouths to feed, but the last four days of rationing had been a slog. I could only hope that Fang and N’vira returned soon, preferably with a veritable feast of dried tack and jerky.

​We’d spent the last several days exploring the ruin. There wasn’t all that much more to it than we saw on our first trip through the mazelike first level. The stones the Dark Champion had used to seal the breach we’d entered through had collapsed when the ruin had risen from the lake, and we needed to move with caution to not be sucked out into the sky below.

As far as we could tell, we’d stopped ascending and were now moving laterally through the air, as if drawn to some kind of beacon. It took all my willpower to not sit on my ID card all day and watch Fang’s little dot drift further and further away from ours. Wherever we ended up, we could only hope that it was somewhere N’vira could still reach.

​Harv sat down next to me with a sigh as I struggled to make a fire using one of the red Shards from the chandelier. During the battle, I’d just assumed the crystals would respond to my touch, and the Shards had proven me right. But apart from a weak flicker now and then, both my mark and the loose Shards resisted my efforts ever since. I really wasn’t getting any better at this, was I?

​“Hungry?” I asked, handing him some makeshift stew.

​“Bless you, Jen,” the bard said as he accepted the bowl. If having cold stew for the fourth day in a row bothered him, he didn’t say so.

​“Any plans for today?” I asked him as I stirred the pot.

​He breathed out heavily. It was a question I’d made the habit of asking everyone at least once a day since our isolation began. I hoped that it would help stave off cabin fever and establish some kind of normalcy; only time would tell, though. Especially once we ran out of food and water.

​“I’m thinking about converting our song to an epic poem,” Harv said finally.

​“That’s cool,” I replied. “What’s the difference?”

​“What’s the—Why, Lady Jen!” Harv cried. “I could speak for hours about the subtle differences between poem and song!”

​I was sure he could, and without any further prompting from me, he broke into his explanation.

At some point over the next hour, Sadie and Jaune rose from their sleep as well and joined us. Neither complained nor even rolled their eyes at Harv’s droning lecture; they knew as well as I how important this was to him. Besides, they’d have their turn when he was done.

​Or rather, they would’ve, had the entire structure not suddenly rumbled to a halt, throwing all of us to the floor as our inertia continued to carry us forward. Sadie recovered first; she was on her feet in an instant, fists raised and ready to strike. Jaune and I followed, our hands filled with our yellow and red chandelier Shards, respectively. Harv scrambled up after us, lute in hand, shaking with fear.

​Silence, except for the distant whirring of the red Shards keeping us aloft. We kept our eyes peeled for threats; had the Dark Champion returned? Had Ventalus found us? It was much too soon for Fang and N’vira to be back, so whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. Unless…

​“Guys,” I said softly. “I think we made it.”

​“Made it… where?” Sadie asked.

​Before I could answer, another sound echoed through the chamber. The stone block opposite the one we’d forced the Dark Champion out through opened with a hiss, and light filled the bathhouse, blinding us all. I could hear footsteps approaching, and as my eyes adjusted, they fell on a tall, slim figure in an elegant, silk tunic walking calmly towards us.

​“Greetings, adventurers,” the figure said, tone rich and inviting. He spread his arms wide to welcome us. “I’d ask what brings you here, but it’s rather obvious, isn’t it?”

​“I’m sorry,” I said, stepping forward to face the newcomer. “But who are you? Where are we?”

​“I am Gaius,” the man replied. “You are in the bathhouse we lost millennia ago. I must thank you all for being so kind as to return it to us.”

​“Your bathhouse?” But that meant—

​The cheerful expression he wore on his pale face didn’t quite reach his sunken, blood-red eyes. “Welcome to Nomad, outsiders. Out of gratitude for your service to our coven, I will grant you a boon.” He smiled, revealing sharp fangs. “Your deaths will be swift.”
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