

To my transgender and gender non-conforming siblings:

You are valid. You are loved. You are not alone.
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This Can’t Be Happening to Me

When I woke up that morning, the first sign that something was off was that I still had all my covers.

I slowly raised my aching head from the pillow–God, how much did I drink last night?–and cast my gaze around the bedroom for Lee, the glow of dawn an assault on my eyes. My resident bed bully was nowhere to be seen; I could probably count on one hand the number of times she woke up before sunrise in all the time I’d known her. Still, if she wanted to get an early start on questing and grinding in whatever fantasy RPG had absorbed her life this month, I wasn’t going to complain. It’s not like she would listen to me if I did.

The second sign was so obvious I could hardly believe that it took me so long to notice: I wasn’t in my bedroom. I was in a bedroom, sure, but not one I’d ever seen before. It was small, barely large enough for the cot and bedside table that filled it. The wooden walls and furniture were simple, unadorned, and unfinished, the hempen blanket thin and ratty. An unpleasant musty odor hung in the stale air.

Panic flared up within me, and doubled when my scrambling hands found no sign of my cell phone or wallet. Jesus, had I been kidnapped? Had I gone home with some strange person from the bar? Wait, yesterday was Tuesday, wasn’t it? Why was I at the bar at all?

Wracking my brain, I walked myself through the events of the previous day. I woke up, took my pills, got ready for work, suffered from 9 to 5 at my shitty desk job, all normal and fine. Lee and I had plans to have Dan and Em over for board games, as was our routine, but when I got home from work, I found Lee gaming in our mess of a living room, seemingly unbothered by the mountains of trash on either side of her. I stormed into our bedroom out of frustration, and then–

No. No, that couldn’t have been real. That was impossible. It had to have been a dream. Right?

I nearly fell from the bed in my effort to reach for my pantsuit jacket, which was slumped on the ground in a black puddle of fabric just outside the range of my long arms. My shaking fingers found the small pocket on the inside of the coat, and as they fumbled inside, I desperately hoped that they would come up empty. Instead, my hand closed around the small gemstone I feared I would find there. The little rock that proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that my dream from last night was anything but.

My head and heart pounded in time with one another as I beheld the damning object. It was a perfect octahedron about the size of a coin, glowing in the early morning gloom with pearly radiance. Each of its faces carried a sigil like the sun, with rays of light draping from its core like hair. It was meant to be a sign of my so-called divine status or whatever. I’d pocketed the thing instead, much more interested with how I was going to spend the small pouch of gold coins my benefactor provided me with before I woke up and returned to reality.

Everything was coming back to me in a blurry rush. The conversation on the clouds. The fall from Heavyn. The bard, what was his name again? I couldn’t remember. The tavern—I rented a room there, didn’t I? That had to be where I was now—and ale, so much ale. I had stumbled up the stairs, as drunk as I’d ever been, and then promptly passed out without taking my meds.

A prickling sensation started in my gut and crawled up my spine. I didn’t have my meds on me when I came here, so I couldn’t have taken them last night even if I’d been sober. Worse, I couldn’t take them this morning. Or tonight. Or tomorrow, or the next day, or–

Without another thought, I brought the white gem to my lips and whispered, “I accept the mark of the Champion of Light.” The smooth stone dissolved into embers of light, spreading out to fill the space. A gust of wind from nowhere blew through the small room as the motes of energy coalesced a few feet above the bare wooden floor. The radiance grew in magnitude until I was forced to shield my aching eyes from the glare with my hand as a strange sensation burned in my chest. When my eyes finally adjusted to the light and the pain faded, I scowled at the person that appeared at its epicenter.

“Brave hero!” Her voice trumpeted through the bedroom with all the grace of a truck blaring its horn on the freeway. Thin arms encased in pale gold lace reached for the ceiling above. “You have finally accepted your destiny as the Champion of Lenora, Goddess of Light, to save this world from darkness!” The bright expression on her porcelain features faded somewhat, as if she only just noticed where she was. “What foul dungeon have you found yourself in? This place reeks of dark sorcery.”

“Pretty sure that’s just piss,” I replied. “But that’s not why I called you. I need you to send me home.”

Lenora’s glowing, pupilless white eyes widened with surprise. “Have you defeated the Demon Lord Ventalus already? Why, it has not been but a single night since I sent you upon this noble quest.” Her self-satisfied smirk curled her golden lips. “I always knew I made the right selection with you, Jennifer Joyce. I never doubted it for a moment.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “You know, maybe you should’ve. I haven’t defeated anybody. I don’t want to defeat anybody. I want to go home.”

The blinding light in the room dimmed. “You haven’t?”

“Nope.”

The goddess stamped her little foot against the ground. “How am I supposed to send you home, then?”

“I dunno, magic?” I didn’t bother trying to keep the pettiness from my tone. “You’re a goddess, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am! Look at me!” She twirled through the air in front of me, sparkles trailing in her wake. “But Ventalus has been corrupting the Shards of my power throughout the land for their own selfish gain; I grow weaker by the day, far too weak to send you home. If the demon lord isn’t destroyed soon, I will cease to be entirely! Or worse, I could be reduced to something as powerless as a human!”

I threw my hands up in the air. “What the hell is a ‘powerless human’ supposed to do about it, then?”

“You carry my mark,” she replied, gesturing at my chest. “That should be plenty.”

I instinctively covered my neckline with a hand, my fingers scraping against an unfamiliar protrusion. Glancing down, I was greeted by the sight of the crystal from before emerging from my sternum. Panic sent my heart racing; the faint light emanating from the gem dimmed in response.

“What did you do to me?” I screamed. “What is this?”

“I explained everything to you last night,” Lenora sniffed.

“Explained to me? You didn’t explain shit!”

A flush darkened her cheeks. “You leapt off my cloud before I could finish!”

“You kidnapped me!”

“You agreed to help!”

I laughed at that. “Yeah, after you’d already stranded me here! I don’t want a freaky magic piercing or to go on some stupid fantasy adventure or whatever this is. I want to go home!”

“Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” Lenora said with a heavy sigh. “I don’t have the power available to send you home or to choose another champion. Only you can defeat Ventalus and restore my power. You can either stay here and do nothing and let Ventalus destroy this world along with you, or you can defeat the darkness, freeing up my strength to send you home safely. Those are your options.”

Those were hardly any options at all, and the so-called goddess surely knew it. From what little I’d seen of this world so far, there had to be hundreds, if not thousands, of more qualified warriors for Lenora to enlist in her campaign against Ventalus, and instead she chose me? A desk jockey from another world whose sole experience with combat was a couple boxing lessons at a cheap gym? If Ventalus was anything like that punching bag, the demon lord would have me laid out on the ground the second I tried swinging at them. This quest would surely end my life—but then again, so would sitting around doing nothing.

I grudgingly turned back to Lenora, fastening the top button of my blouse to hide the crystal. It wasn’t quite enough to smother its light, but it was better than nothing. “Fine. You win. I’ll defeat the demon lord for you so you can send me home or whatever. But can you please at least bring me my medicine?”

“Medicine?” Her gold curls bounced as she cocked her head at me. “Whatever do you mean?”

“My pills,” I explained lamely. “I take them every morning and night, I need them to, uh, you know, feel like myself. They’re the bottles on my bedside table. If you could just—”

The look on Lenora’s face answered the question before her words even left her mouth. “I’m sorry, Jennifer, but I cannot.”

“They’re tiny!” The same panic from before rose its ugly head in my chest. “It can’t take that much energy; you brought me here for God’s sake!”

“My sake or yours, I can’t,” Lenora protested. “The veil between worlds is too thick. I could only pull you through because you reached out to me first from the other side.”

“I what?!”

The goddess looked away from me, as if fearing she said too much. “Will you die without your medicine?”

“Yes!” I shouted, fear causing my voice to crack.

Lenora shrugged, a disappointed look on her face. “Then I suggest you make for the demon lord’s dungeon with great haste, Jennifer Joyce. Your fate and the fate of this world depend on it.”

“No fucking pressure,” I hissed under my breath, glaring at the gilded goddess before me with disdain.

She met my gaze with a small smile on her lips. “I better be off then, assuming you aren’t in need of immediate rescue?”

“What a load of help you’d be if I was.” Her eye twitched, a hint of dislike poking through the motherly persona she wore like a mask. Satisfaction cut through the anxiety twisting my gut into knots. “I would’ve gotten more value from this gem if I’d sold it for another round.”

“You would trade the power to banish the darkness for a cheap drink,” Lenora muttered under her breath.

I snorted. “Next time, why don't you kidnap someone more willing to believe your bullshit, yeah? You’ll probably get more mileage out of them.”

The facade fell, and for just a moment I saw the true face of the goddess of light—a deep scowl of pure loathing. “Good-bye, Jennifer,” she said in a flat voice. “I’ll see you when the darkness falls, one way or the other.” With a flash of light, Lenora was gone, leaving me alone in the cramped little room.

I stood there silently for a moment, numbly watching the greenish after-image of my “benefactor” fade from my vision. I took another quick peak at the gem embedded in my chest, supposedly the only gift that useless goddess left me with. Its light had gone out completely; the lifeless gray stone stared back at me without even flickering. A heavy breath escaped me, followed by the only word my fried brain could push out my mouth: “Fuck.”
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The Last Thing I Needed Was Another Sword

​I tied my jacket around my waist and hurried from the room, unsure of where exactly I was going but too antsy to wait around any longer. There wasn’t any time to lose, and Lenora hadn’t given me much to work with. All I could do was start asking around and hope someone, anyone, knew how in whatever world this was I was supposed to kill the demon lord.

“Miss Jen! Hello!” A boisterous voice greeted me as I thundered down the stairs from my room into the tavern proper. There was a man waving to me from the bar, a wide smile poking out from under his thick orange mustache, gray eyes gleaming beneath his feathered cap. “It does my heart good to see thou conscious once more, fair lady!”

​The warmth of his words ever so briefly loosened my knotted innards. Looking more closely at the hefty, ostentatious man, I noticed an old lute propped up against the bar by his tights-clad knees. Recognition dawned on me.

“Hey, you’re that bard from last night,” I said, slowing my rush to approach him. Maybe he could help me.

“Thou remember me!” His hearty laugh echoed through the room, and my still-aching head twinged. “Tis a miracle, it is! Thou gave us all a fright, drinking the way thou did last night. I’ve never seen a fair lady put away so much ale in one sitting, even one as tall as thee!”

“Clearly you haven’t met many women, then.” That cozy feeling of familiarity was steadily souring in my gut. “Listen, do you know anything about— “

“I’m afraid I must beg to differ!” He reached below his stool to lift his lute to his chest, and then strummed a buzzy chord across its strings. “Dost thou not know with whom thou speak? Hast thou not heard the many, many tales of Harv the Bold, whose charms seduced a thousand women, and will surely seduce a thousand more?”

Now that he mentioned it, I think I had heard a few of those tales—from his own mouth last night, while we were both seven or eight drinks deep. Even in my drunken state, I knew better than to believe a single word of his boasting.

“That’s fantastic. Really, very impressive, good for you.” I started inching towards the door, eager to be on my way. “I’m sure every one of those thousands of women wear the story of your conquest over them as a badge of honor and not at all a mark of shame. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to go kill the demon lord. Bye.”

I’d only taken a couple steps when the bard leapt to his feet, eyes wide. “Surely you jest!”

“No, really. I’m sure they valued the time they spent with you.”

Harv took my sarcasm in stride. “The demon lord is no joking matter around here, my friend. The last party that attempted to slay Ventalus never returned.” He slowly dragged his hand across the lute strings again, this time playing what I think was intended to be a minor chord but instead just sounded wildly out of tune. “They were Crystal-rank, too. The highest there is.”

Lenora’s stupid, perfect face flitted across my vision and a scowl curled my lips. So, someone from this world had tried to kill Ventalus already, after all. “Yeah well, I guess I’m next up to bat.”

“’To bat?’ None of them were vampires.” The bard smirked. “But thou never can tell, can thee?”

“I’m leaving.”

Harv stepped in front of me to block my escape. “Thy heroic spirit is admirable, Miss Jen. Perhaps thou art a more worthy bearer of the title ‘bold’ than I, if thou truly seek to destroy the Lord of Darkness.”

“That’s me, bold as can be.”

“Oh, that’s good,” Harv exclaimed, pulling a small journal and a piece of charcoal from his belt. “Dost thou mind if I use that in a song?”

“Tell you what,” I said, swallowing the indignant remark burning at the tip of my tongue. “How about we trade? If you help me find the demon lord, not only will I let you use that line, but I’ll even let you keep the credit for coming up with it.”

The bard twirled the end of his mustache, weighing my offer. “That’s awfully kind of thee, friend. Awfully kind, indeed. I’d be happy to show thee and thy party the way, if thou would have me.”

“There’s no party, it’s just me.”

“Really? Then perhaps we should aim for the Adventurer’s Guild, first. Thou won’t find too many other high-ranked adventurers here in Bastion, but they could give us an idea of what free agents throughout the land thou could recruit. What class are thee?” His eyes flicked up and down my body; I wrapped my arms around my midsection to shield it from his appraising gaze. “Thy large build strikes me as that of a mighty ranger.”

“My large build will strike you if you don’t look somewhere else, buddy,” I warned.

Harv suddenly appeared to be very interested in his lute. “Apologies, my friend,” he muttered softly. “I forget my manners.”

“It’s fine.” It wasn’t, but I’d heard worse. At least he wasn’t telling me I should play basketball. “But I don’t have a class or a rank or whatever. I’m not an adventurer.”

“Not an–!” The bard’s expression turned incredulous, and his voice rose half an octave. “How could you possibly have a chance of defeating Ventalus if you aren’t even an adventurer?”

“I dunno,” I answered truthfully, scratching the dull crystal on my chest through my shirt. “I’m just in a hurry, and the sooner I find the bastard, the sooner I can go home.”

“The sooner you’ll meet your untimely demise, you mean!”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“I do!” Harv gathered his things in his arms and started moving briskly to the door, gesturing for me to follow.

I cast my eyes around the bar one last time, hoping they would fall upon literally anyone else I could ask for help. But the cozy tavern was empty at such an early hour save for the two of us and the bartender, a wizened old man who had fallen asleep on the counter.

With a sigh, I turned and followed the bard out onto the cobblestone streets of Bastion.

“When you said your goal was to defeat the demon lord, I thought surely you must be an adventurer,” Harv muttered half to himself as he led me down the street surrounded by a collection of gray stone buildings with thatched roofs. “’Bold’ is one word for what you are.”

“I don’t get it, what’s the big deal?” Irritation lent a biting edge to my tone. I was starting to miss the bard’s Shakespearean chivalry from before. “Games like this aren’t hard. Just make a beeline for the most OP weapon or spell and then annihilate everything in your path. It’s about as brain dead as it gets.” That was what Lee always did, anyway. Maybe Lenora meant to grab her and nabbed me by accident; this bullshit was way more up Lee’s alley than mine.

“How do you intend to wield a weapon like that, even if you could get your hands on one?” Harv countered with a smug smirk. “The second you picked up a Shardcraft of that magnitude, the guild would put a bounty on your head so large you’d never know a moment’s rest again. Everyone knows that.”

“I’m not from around here.” My head still hurt way too much to try to explain. “Just pretend I’ve lived under a rock my whole life.”

“You’d be surprised by how worldly kobolds can be, but I digress. You know of the goddess Lenora at the very least, yes?” I nodded, and the bard continued. “The stories say that in order for the Lightmother to breathe life into this world at the dawn of time, She shattered Her own corporeal form into crystal shards that fell from Heavyn. Each Shard contains a portion of Her godly energy, and we’re able to harness them to power everything from the wards protecting our cities to magic weaponry, armor, and of course, spells.”

We stopped our frantic march at an intersection to allow an expensive looking cart to pass by. Unlike most of the other vehicles I’d seen, there was no horse drawing it forward, but rather what appeared to be a wooden engine set into its frame. Orange light seeped out from seams in its casing. A Shardcraft, I presumed. Glad to see Lenora was good for something. Did that make me a Shardcraft, too?

“Given how powerful Shards are, their use is highly regulated by the guilds,” Harv explained. “As it is, only those registered with the Adventurer’s Guild can legally purchase or wield offensive Shardcraft at all.” Harv pointed to the small, roughly cut amethyst set into the wood of his lute. “See there? Even my instrument is considered such a weapon. So, unless you plan to destroy the master of evil with a butter knife, you’ll need an official classification from the Adventurer’s Guild.”

The last thing I expected to find in this medieval fantasy world was gun control. “You’re taking me to the guild, then?” My companion nodded, and I glanced upward at the sun sitting comfortably above the city wall to the east. How long had it been since I woke up to this nightmare? An hour? Two? “How long is this going to take?”

“Not long at all, my friend.” The bard’s voice was soothing, and despite myself, my nerves relaxed somewhat. “We’ll be on the road to adventure soon.”

We rounded a corner and found ourselves passing through an outdoor marketplace just as the shopkeepers were finishing setting up their wares for the day. Fresh fruit and vegetables, some I didn’t recognize, adorned some stands, while others peddled jewelry, clothing, and baked goods. At the end of the street stood an impressive stone building with a portcullis as its main entrance. It was nearly twice the size of the tavern. A sign stood proudly outside the fortress; I couldn’t read the scrawling script on it—an oversight of the translation spell Lenora cast on me last night—but I surmised it was the guild building from the two statues that stood at attention outside the impressive structure. One depicted a man in heavy armor hoisting a mace into the sky, a tower shield in his other hand, while the other featured a scantily clad goliath of a man wielding a greatsword easily twice the size of his massive form.

I chuckled as we passed between them. “Lemme guess. This is a bit of a boy's club, isn’t it?”

Harv furrowed his brow at me. “What makes you say that?”

“No reason.”

We approached the welcome counter inside the building, bathed in the radiance of the receptionist’s wide smile. Her expression took on a forced quality as she regarded the pair of us, though whether it was aimed at me or Harv was hard to tell.

“Meena!” Harv boomed in a deep voice, arms spread wide. “Thy smile is enough to light even the darkest dungeon!”

“Welcome back, Adventurer,” the receptionist replied through clenched teeth. “I’m sorry to say our musical entertainment is still booked through the rest of the week, same as yesterday when you last asked, so—”

“A shame, truly a shame indeed, but that is not what brings me to this most hallowed of halls on this day, fair maiden.” The bard coiffed his cap and gestured towards me as if introducing the next performer on a stage. “Today I bring thee Jen Joyce, an aspiring adventurer who dreams of one day vanquishing the demon lord!”

“Preferably one day soon,” I cut in, offering Meena a weak smile. She was pretty—like, really pretty, the kind that made me feel like a slug in a skirt rather than a woman. It was a feeling I was more than used to, but that didn’t make it any better.

Surprise lightened Meena’s features, and then she looked at me with renewed interest. “You wish to register as an adventurer?”

“I guess so,” I replied. “Unless you have a different suggestion on how I can whack Ventalus as fast as possible.”

Meena shook her head. “I’m afraid this is it. It won’t be an easy path, but as the threat of the darkness spreads and grows bolder, we need driven adventurers like you now more than ever.” She smiled warmly at me, this time without any sign of strain. “It is always wonderful to welcome another woman into the fold, as well. Lightmother knows there aren’t many willing to join.”

I snorted while driving an elbow into Harv’s side. “Told you it was a boy’s club.”

“Yes, well,” he muttered, massaging the spot where I struck him. “There are usually more women around when Harv the Bold performs.”

“I’m sure.” I returned my attention to Meena. “How does this work? Is there a test or paperwork or something?”

“Nothing so tedious,” Meena assured me as she slipped around the counter to join us. “If you’ll follow me?”

The receptionist led us to a pair of double doors that opened into a mess hall with a high, vaulted ceiling over a collection of tables. Despite the early hour, half of the seats in the space were occupied. Most of the men wore armor, heavy weapons slung across their backs or propped up against their chairs. The rest of the men—and the handful of women I saw scattered here and there—wore combat leathers, robes, or very little at all. Some of the assembled adventurers glanced curiously up at us as we approached a dais in the corner of the hall, but most didn’t seem to notice our group at all.

“Watch your step.” I followed Meena up the dais, where a ring of violet crystals was embedded into the wood at its center. “Now if you’ll just stand within the circle, we’ll get a magical reading on your physical and mental capabilities and use those to determine what class you will be assigned.”

“I see.” I was disappointed. I’d been hoping that the system would work like one of Lee’s games, where I would be free to pick any class I pleased and my abilities would magically change to accommodate. This was starting to sound suspiciously like exercise. I glanced up and down at Harv’s decidedly unathletic appearance and tacky garb, hoping whatever my current physique qualified me for was more threatening than a bard.

The moment I stepped within the circle, it came alive with a snap and a hiss, dousing me in sparkling light. It tingled gently, and then a burning purple script in that same strange language as the sign appeared in the air between me and Meena, who studied the results while Harv hovered over her shoulder.

“Name: Jennifer Lily Joyce,” Meena read. “Is that correct?”

“That it is,” I confirmed, feeling no small amount of pleasure to hear it.

“Let’s see…” Meena traced a finger down the text. “Age: 34”

Harv chuckled. “No wonder you’re in such a hurry.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Meena said with a huff. “No matter how late in life you decide to fight, you’re more than welcome. We have plenty of other geriatric adventurers in the guild.”

Geriatric?!

“Your capabilities are all measured out of 40,” Meena explained, oblivious to my rage. “Your class is determined by which, if any, of your stats meet the required benchmark. For example, a ranger requires a strength stat of 16, while a dancer requires a dexterity stat of 30. If two or more stats are greater than the benchmarks, you’ll have your pick between them. Does that make sense?” When I nodded, she started to read off my values. “Strength: 19.”

“Knew it,” Harv whispered with a grin. I shot him a withering glare.

“Intelligence: 24,” Meena continued. “That clears the benchmark for the alchemist class as well.” I breathed a small sigh of relief. I didn’t know what an alchemist was in the context of this world, but at least I wouldn’t be forced into the ranger class; even a total noob like me knew never to pick a ranger. “Dexterity: 12.” That made sense; I was hardly light on my feet, let alone a dancer. Still, it wasn’t a terrible score. “Charisma: 5.” Oof. That one seemed a little harsh; I wasn’t that much of an asocial knob, was I? At least I probably wouldn’t have to worry about being a bard. “Finally, your faith is—oh, my. It’s zero.”

“Yeah, sounds about right,” I said with a self-satisfied smile. “I met God. We didn’t exactly get along.”

The pretty receptionist recovered from my blatant atheism quickly. “Well, faith notwithstanding, you’ve met the minimum stat requirements for both the ranger and alchemist classes. Allow me to—oh, how unusual.”

My hand rose to cover my sternum. “What’s up?”

“I’m sure it’s nothing; just a glitch in the magic circle.” She gestured to a line of text on the top of the list of stats, one both she and I had previously overlooked. “This field here is supposed to list your sex, but it’s just a scribble of gibberish for some reason.”

Oh, sweet baby Jesus. That’s so much worse. “That’s all?” I did my best to wrestle my voice back down into its usual register. “Th-that’s not a big deal, at least.”

“No, I’m afraid that won’t do at all. I’ll need to get someone to fix it,” Meena said with a sigh. She turned to the crowd of adventurers and called out for one of them to fetch someone called Helga. A man in silvery armor slipped away to comply, while the rest of the room’s attention fell squarely on me with renewed interest, illuminated as I was by the magic circle. They’d certainly noticed me now.

“I mean, I’m female,” I said with a chuckle. I tried to casually step out of the circle but found my way blocked by a curtain of solid light. “Obviously. Can’t you just, like, let me out and write it in or something?”

Meena shook her head. “Don’t worry, this won’t take a second, I’m sure.” Her words did little to reassure me.

A short woman in a purple robe shoved her way through the crowd of onlookers and ascended the dais, gnarled staff clutched in hand and an ancient-looking tome tucked under her arm. “Meena, what seems to be the problem?”

“Witch Helga.” The receptionist pointed to the garbled magical text. “For some reason the magic circle isn’t giving a coherent reading for this woman’s sex. Is the spell malfunctioning?”

“It never has before,” Helga scoffed. Her sharp eyes passed over the glowing stones circling my feet before scrutinizing me with an intensity that put Harv’s lecherous stare earlier to shame. “The circle is designed to examine the sum of the occupant’s biology to make a determination of sex. Perhaps there are so many masculine elements to her body that it’s confusing the spell.”

Obviously, I didn’t know shit about magic, but I had a sneaking suspicion as to what ‘masculine element’ of mine was interfering with the spell. I offered the witch what I hoped was a casual grin. “It’s my height, isn’t it? I get that all the time. I’m not surprised the spell got confused, everyone always does.”

“It could be your height,” Helga agreed, eyes narrowing. “Or your brow- or jawline, your broad hands and shoulders, your small eyes and flat chest–”

“Yeah, okay, I get it. Thank you.” Jesus, this woman reminded me of my mother.

“There’s an easy enough way to clear up any confusion.” Helga popped open her spellbook and tapped the circle with the butt of her staff. Both the book’s spine and the shaft of the staff were lined with violet crystals. “All we need to do is narrow the parameters to only consider her genitals.”

Terror wedged my stomach right up my windpipe. “Hang on, wait, don’t—!”

With a word from Helga, the line of script in question twisted and reshaped itself. Helga scowled, Meena covered her mouth in shock, and even Harv was struck speechless. My face grew warm, and I rested my forehead against the magical barrier. This day couldn’t possibly get any worse.

“Male?” The word echoed through the hall, and a wave of laughter swept through the watching adventurers. Oh, how about that? It could get worse!

“Yes, fantastic, thank you for your help, Helga,” I bit out, humiliation burning my cheeks. “Can I just get my class so I can go kill the fucking demon lord now?”

“But—you’re...?” Meena had seemingly not fully recovered.

I grit my teeth. “I’m a woman.”

“Not according to the circle, you’re not,” Helga shot back.

“Yeah, after you narrowed the definition!” The witch just continued to look at me with disgust. I took a deep breath, desperately trying to settle my anger and embarrassment before it got out of control. I’d have time to have a breakdown over this after Ventalus was in the ground and I was back home. “Look, put ‘male’ in my records, whatever, I don’t care. Ranger or alchemist, you said, right?” I nodded to Meena. “Can you please explain what they are so I can pick one and get out of here?”

“Well, actually, that’s the thing—” Meena began, but Helga interrupted her.

“Classes are divided between male and female adventurers,” the witch snapped. “Ranger and alchemist are female classes. As a male you are barred from pursuing either track.”

Of course I was. This place was starting to feel more and more like home by the minute. “Fine. What are the strength and intelligence classes for men, then?”

“Barbarian and dragon rider,” the receptionist answered, eyes fixed firmly on the ground.

Finally, some good luck. “Great, that’s a no brainer. I pick dragon rider.”

“You can’t.” Helga’s scowl twisted deeper.

“But you said—”

“Barbarian and dragon rider are the male classes for those stats, yes,” Helga continued. “But the benchmark for males in those stats is much higher than for females. You don’t qualify. None of your stats do.”

My heart sank down to my feet. “That’s bullshit!”

“That’s how it is,” Helga countered.

“So that’s it, then?” My anger lent a biting edge to my tone. “You’re saying I can’t be an adventurer because I have a dick?” The word sent another wave of laughter and jeering through the hall, and even Harv had to hide a smile behind a fist.

“You can,” Meena cut in, forestalling Helga’s scathing reply. “Males whose stats don’t qualify them for a specialist class are assigned the knight class. It’s a basic sword-and-shield combat role; still very respectable.”

My eyes narrowed at her. “What’s the female equivalent?”

“Rogue.”

“So not only will my gender be listed incorrectly in my records, I’ll be running around the world as an adventurer class that typically only men have?” Meena grimaced, but otherwise made no reply. Well, wasn’t that just wonderful. Lenora had a real sick sense of humor, didn’t she? What I asked for were my hormones, and what I got was another sword.


3

I’m the World’s First Female Knight, Apparently

“So, Ser… Jennifer, was it?”

Part of me wanted to just own it. ‘Ser’ was an honorific, and the fact I was a woman granted that honorific—apparently the first in this whole backwards-ass world I was trapped in—would probably be a sign of pride for a woman like Lee, who’d see it as breaking the glass ceiling or as confirmation that she could kick just as much ass as any man.

But I wasn’t a woman like Lee. I was something else.

“Yeah, no, that’s not working for me at all,” I said to the speaker, a lean man with dark hair just starting to show gray. We were alone in a small room with various medieval weapons lining the wall and a straw training dummy looking rather worse for wear at its center. “How about Lady Jennifer? Is that what you’d call a female knight?”

The man’s expression turned thoughtful. “A knight’s wife is referred to as ‘dame.’ Would that work for you?”

As someone who had the immense displeasure of being referred to as both ‘sir’ and ‘dame’ at different points of my life, there was no way I’d ever give a thumbs up to either. “I’m going to go with ‘lady’, thanks.”

“Very well, Lady Jennifer.” The other adventurer bowed his head to me respectfully. “I am Ser Brunswick, a Silver-rank knight with the guild. I’m the one tasked with training our fledgling knights for combat before sending them out into the field.”

​“Cool.”

​“Do you have any prior combat experience?”

​“Does punching a bag a couple times a week count?”

​“Show me.” Squaring up on the training dummy, I threw a few quick jabs followed by a heavy right cross. The other knight frowned at me. “Your form is shit.”

​“Uh, yeah.” I folded my arms across my chest. “Never said it wasn’t.”

​“You’ve never been in a fight before, have you?”

​“Look, man, I dunno what to tell you. I wanted to be an alchemist.”

​Brunswick grunted. “You’re big. You have a lot of power and reach, but your balance is completely off, and you have no sense of rhythm or form. If I were to come at you like this–” he thrust his fist suddenly at my face, stopping a mere inch from the tip of my nose. I reacted far too late, jerking forward to strike my own face on his hand before stumbling backwards and nearly falling on my ass. “You’re supposed to move away from the blow, not into it.”

​“Oh, why didn’t I think of that,” I grumbled, massaging my cheek. “What does it even matter?”

​“What does what even matter? Your ability to fight?”

​“Yeah, like, don’t I just need a really good sword or something?” I mimed swinging a blade, complete with my own swishing sound effects. “I’m an adventurer now, so doesn’t that mean I can use a really powerful Shardcraft and just fry anything that moves until I hit the level cap?”

​The trainer deliberated for a moment and then removed a shiny silver sword from the rack set against the wall. There was a citrine Shard the size of an orange set into its pommel, and when he swung it, a trail of crackling yellow light followed in its wake. When the energy dissipated, he offered the sword to me. I accepted the weapon cautiously, wary of an electric shock, but none came when my hand closed around the leather hilt. It was warm to the touch, and very heavy; I needed to grip it with both hands to stop the tip from plunging into the dusty wooden floor. Brunswick then selected another blade from the rack—a dull gray hunk of metal with no visible Shard—and then stood opposite me at the ready. “Defeat me and Lightbringer is yours,” he declared.

​The whole situation reeked of a trap, but at the same time, I’d seen Lee blast through tutorial levels and be crowned the “chosen one” and handed a magic weapon for her troubles a thousand times. Perhaps fighting Brunswick was just meant to give new adventurers an ego boost before throwing them at the demon lord?

​I shuffled forward as fast as the heavy sword would allow and then swung the weapon as hard as I could at Brunswick. To my dismay, not only did the blade not light up as it had before, but the trainer was more than ready for my clumsy attack. He easily blocked my blow with his own sword, and then with a flourish, Lightbringer was yanked from my grip. Brunswick caught the Shardcraft in his free hand and turned it on me, forcing me back a step. After a second, he lowered his blade with a smile.

“A sword is only as good as the arm that wields it,” he chastised me gently as he returned both weapons to the rack. “Besides, powerful Shardcraft like Lightbringer are limited to higher rank adventurers; if you want to swing a magic sword, you’ll need to master a normal one first, and prove you know how to use it.”

​I groaned with frustration and embarrassment. “This place has way too many rules.”

​“Says the world’s first female knight.”

​You know what? I was starting to like this guy. “Touché.”

​The veteran adventurer handed me a wooden sword next and, after correcting my stance to be less like I was stepping up to the plate to hit one out of the park, walked me through some basic motions. It was hard work; the false sword—while not as heavy as Lightbringer—was unwieldy even when gripped in two hands, and within minutes my blouse was completely soaked through with sweat and my muscles were screaming in protest. Brunswick was equal parts encouraging and relentless, which only served to increase my respect for him further. I found myself wanting to push harder to successfully perform one of his grueling maneuvers for no other reason than to earn one of his satisfied nods.

​“Great work, Lady Jennifer,” he said finally, setting his own stick to the side and offering me a waterskin. “You show a lot of promise.”

​I snatched the skin from his grip and downed the liquid inside so quickly I started choking on it. “Thanks,” I gasped out in between wheezes. “This is… this is fun.”

A smile curled the man’s lips. “Spoken like a true knight.” Walking to the wall of weapons, Brunswick selected the plain sword he used to disarm me earlier and a simple metal buckler shield. He presented both to me. “We’ll stop here for today, but–”

“Wait, what?” I glanced out the nearby window. The sun still shone high overhead. “That’s it?”

“If you’d let me finish.” His tone was good-natured, patient. “I’d like to meet with you for an hour every day you’re here at the guild, at least until you’re more confident with the blade. On your own, I’d ask that you practice the motions I’ve taught you so far every day–multiple times a day if you can–and do some basic strength training. We can go over some exercises next time if you need suggestions, but you’ll need to focus on arm and back strength as well as your core.” He nodded to the sword and shield held in his outstretched hands. “Here. Your standard issue gear. You’ll need these for your questing.”

I tentatively accepted both with a grimace. “Look man, I–I know you said I’m doing okay and all, but I don’t know that I’m ready to go do a violence without getting splattered myself.”

“You’re D-rank,” Brunswick replied soothingly. “Quests requiring real combat won’t be available to you until you’re at least C-rank. Besides, as much as I’d like to keep you here and train until the sun goes down, I imagine you’ll need to earn some coin to keep yourself fed and housed, will you not?”

My heart leapt into my throat. Somehow, being told I needed to earn my keep right from the get-go was more intimidating than killing the demon lord. “I really shouldn’t have spent my whole advance drinking last night, huh?”

“I don’t typically recommend it, but you certainly aren’t the first who’s done so.” He held the door open for me with a warm, fatherly smile. “Keep your sword sharp, Lady Jennifer.”

“You too.”

The guild hall was considerably—and thankfully—less crowded now that it was well into the afternoon. I made my way to Meena, who was busy behind the receptionist counter. She caught my eye and dropped the inkwell she was holding. It shattered on impact and bathed much of her skirt in black ink.

“Hey, you alright?” I bent over and started collecting the larger shards of glass that had made their way to my side of the counter.

“Oh, I’m alright J—that is, Ser Jen,” Meena said, avoiding my eyes. “Don’t worry about the glass, I’ll get it. A knight shouldn’t dirty his hands with my mistakes.”

My breathing tightened, but I did my best to keep my expression even. “It’s Lady Jen. And a knight who doesn’t get her hands dirty must be pretty shitty at her job.”

“Even so,” Meena timidly agreed. She busied herself with a broom, still looking anywhere but at me. “Can I do anything to assist you, S—Lady Jen?”

It was an improvement. “Yeah, Brunswick said I needed to work for my meals. How do I accept a quest, or job or whatever?”

“You can accept them from the board in the main hall.” Meena handed me a wooden object about the size and shape of a credit card. “This is your guild membership card. Witch Helga just finished making it for you. You’ll need it to accept and track the quests you’re currently working on, and to identify yourself as an adventurer while out and about.”

I accepted the card and turned it over in my hand with a frown. It was little more than a shabby, poorly cut piece of wood with a small orange Shard set into the center, with no writing on it whatsoever. “I don’t get it. Is Helga trolling me?”

“Of course not; troll curses are cast using willow bark, that’s birch.”

“Right. Silly me.”

The receptionist tapped two fingers rapidly on the crystal, and the wood crackled with orange energy. A wholly unflattering image of my face floated above the card, along with the same unfamiliar script as before. Presumably my name, class, and stats? I really hoped my sex wasn’t one of them. “Any chance I can get a do over on the picture?”

“Certainly,” Meena replied. “It just costs twenty gold.”

“Alrighty,” I sighed, double tapping the card to get the image to disappear. “Guess I’ll just look like a pedophile in two universes, then.”

“Wave it in front of the board and quests available for your rank will be displayed,” Meena explained. “You’ll be able to select as many as you like, but remember it’s bad manners to accept quests just so others can’t.”

“No hate drafting, got it.” I slipped the card into my jacket pocket. “Is that a big problem around here?”

A strange look appeared on the receptionist’s face. “Not for adventurers like you, no.”

The subtext was deafening. I bit back the quip that reflexively leapt to my lips, opting instead for a silent, shameful nod of acknowledgment. Whether I liked it or not, as a male-assigned individual in this backwards-ass world, I would be afforded certain privileges other women were not. With nothing productive to say to reassure either of us, I awkwardly thanked her for her help before turning and making my way to the main hall to look for the board.

Like my card, the wooden board was unremarkable until I tapped the crystal embedded into it twice, though unlike my card, it looked like whoever had crafted it knew to measure twice before cutting. Amber energy sizzled around the surface of the board to form lettering and a much more helpful image of a hand waving a small rectangle. After emulating the motion with my card in hand, a whole list of jobs populated the magical screen. My breath slid through clenched teeth. I couldn’t read a single thing on there.

“Ser Jen!” The familiarly false voice forestalled the current of expletives about to fall from my mouth. Harv the Bard was tripping over himself to join me at the board, smile wide beneath his ginger mustache. “Thou have finally finished thy lesson with Ser Brunswick, I see!”

I glared at him. “First of all, it’s Lady Jen, second–”

Harv interrupted me with a booming laugh. “Oh, verily! Lady Knight, indeed. Thou pulled one over on all of us last night, didn’t thee?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Come now, thou can drop the act,” Harv admonished me. “We all saw thy true sex as clear as day this morning.” He elbowed me playfully with a knowing wink. “Though, credit where credit is due, thou put on a great show! Finer than any bard I’ve ever seen, myself excluded, of course. Thou even managed to fool me into thinking thou were a true woman!”

The heat coming off my face could’ve melted stone. “Harv?”

“Yes, Ser Knight?”

“I need you to do me a solid. Just one little favor.”

“Anything, my friend! Just name it!”

“Great.” I took a deep breath in and then released it all at once with a hiss. “Get the fuck away from me!”
​Harv looked at me with wide eyes, surprised by my outburst. “But–”

“I wasn’t putting on an act!” I roared, not caring if anyone else in the hall, or even all of Bastion could hear me. “My name is Jennifer Joyce, Lady Knight. My pronouns are she, her, and fuck off!”

“But you’re a–you have a–” Harv stammered, eyes flicking down towards my belt.

“Yeah, I’ve got a sword, so what?” I shot back, patting the hilt fixed on my hip. “It’s probably bigger than yours, too, but it doesn’t mean anything.”

A tense moment passed as the cogs in the bard’s brain turned, and my seething rage simmered down to something more manageable. I was suddenly aware of the stares I’d attracted with all the shouting. Great. Here I was, reaffirming stereotypes in a world that didn’t even have them yet. Understanding dawned on Harv’s face, and for a moment I thought that I’d gotten through to him, and the humiliation was worth it.

But then he opened his mouth. “Oh yes, I see,” the bard said, enunciating each word carefully. “Thou art right, it doesn’t change anything. Not at all.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”

“No, of course not,” Harv lied, attempting to sound soothing. “I believe thee.”

“You know what? I don’t care what you think,” I growled, wishing I believed my own words. I turned back towards the quest board. “Just leave me alone.”

He didn’t. “Thou don’t know how to read.”

“I know how to read,” I snapped. “Just… not whatever this language is.”

Harv leaned in closer to the screen, stroking his goatee. “Hmm. Collecting oracaps is simple enough. They art found in the forest just outside the city walls.”

I blinked at him, uncomprehending. “Huh?”

“Or, if thou would prefer to practice swinging thy sword—the one Ser Brunswick gave thee, I mean—thou could select this one that’s asking for the jelly of five different slimes.” Harv looked at me expectantly. “What say thee?”

“Hang on, slow down. Why are you helping me?”

“We made a deal, remember?” Harv beamed at me. “Thou gave me that delightful lyric, and I promised to help lead thee to the demon lord in return. It won’t be as quick of a journey as thou expected, perhaps, but surely, thou didn’t think even I would be so bold to go back on an accord struck between men–I mean, adventurers?”

Something was not adding up here. “You think I’m crazy.”

Harv refused to meet my eyes. “I never said that.”

“You think I’m crazy,” I insisted. “You know my goal is to kill the demon lord. And yet you still want to party up with me because I’m letting you use something I said in a song.”

“Yes.”

That made just about as much sense as anything else in this world, and I was much too exhausted to think of any alternatives. “Fuck it, okay,” I relented, throwing my hand up in the air in defeat. “Let’s do it.”

“Huzzah!” Harv cried, clapping my shoulder with joy. “Thou won’t regret this. The songs I’ll write about our adventures will be sung for centuries to come! Harv the Bold and the first female knight! I can hear it already!” He began humming a tune under his breath, though it took him several tries to hit a note that didn’t make me wince.

My tummy, neglected since last night, took the opportunity to make its presence known, drowning out the bard’s attempts at music. “Unless you have some cash to spare, we need to pick a quest, like, now or we aren’t eating tonight. I blew all my money at the bar last night.”

“Thou ask if I, Harv the Bold, the greatest musician of the age, have money to spare for food?” He strummed his lute emphatically. It was no more in tune than his humming. I stared at him full on in the face, waiting for his answer. After a moment, he stopped playing and dejectedly pointed at one of the glowing job offers on the board. “If we go for the oracaps, we might be able to snack on some berries we find on the way.”

“Sold,” I replied, accepting the quest with a tap of a finger.


4

That Was an Option This Whole Time?!

I brought my sword down onto the nearest blob of iridescent goo with a heavy overhead swing. The slime gave way with all the resistance of a child-sized jellyfish and burst, dousing my pant legs in fluid.

Perched on a nearby fence with his lute, Harv was also hard at work. “O what can one say about Jen? She, who is as pretty as… fen? What is fen, really? Perhaps I should use ‘hen’ instead… pretty as a hen.”

A second slime squished itself down flat in a motion I’d learned meant the creature was preparing to strike. Rather than dodge out of the way, I pointed my sword at the blob, and when its slimy appendage extended for me, it impaled itself on my blade. This time as the slime exploded, the shimmering liquid flew sideways, sparing me from another sticky bath.

Harv strummed a particularly dissonant chord, voice raised in song. “She’s old, tall, and strong and she’s hard to get along, and I don’t mean what’s hidden in her trousers, and—”

“Hey!” I hotly protested. “Don’t put that in my song!”

“What? You’re taller than any other man I’ve ever met; it’s a compliment.” Harv stroked his beard. “Now, what word rhymes with ‘trousers?’”

Distracted by the mental image of people in taverns singing about the contents of my pants, I didn’t see the third slime’s attack coming until it was too late. What felt like a water balloon the size of a pillow slammed into my gut, knocking me to the ground. The slime-slick mud of the dirt road seeped right through my blouse and clung to my hair and skin.

“Dammit, this is my only shirt!” I peeled myself from the ground and charged the final slime, sword raised. I raised the buckler on my left arm to catch the torrent of goo the creature fired, but it washed over the small shield and doused me in foul-smelling liquid. With a roar—that turned into gagging as the goop entered my open mouth—I plunged my sword through the film that held the blob together. I barely felt the shower of oily fluid that followed, soaked as I was.

“Huzzah!” Harv cried, leaping to his feet with joy. “Another quest expertly completed by the indomitable duo of Harv the Bold and Ser Jen!”

“It’s Lady Jen,” I spat out with a mouthful of slime.

“Verily, verily,” the bard replied, not meeting my eyes. He pulled his adventurer card from his distinctly unslimed pocket and activated it. Like mine, it was roughly cut from a slab of bark, though his seemed slightly more polished than the one I carried. “That’s our fourth quest completed on this outing, and the twenty-third we’ve completed in the last two weeks! We’ve been making short work of them, no? Thou will be C-rank like me in no time!”

“Can’t wait.” Before Lenora abducted me, the thought of going two weeks without my hormones was enough to send me spiraling into panic. My own body was a greater enemy than any slime, and I feared that the moment I missed a dose my body would immediately revert to what it was before I started taking them. The reality was that two weeks was not nearly long enough to undo the preceding decade’s worth of changes, though it was plenty for my nights to become a persistent nightmare, and not just on the rare occasions I was able to calm down enough to steal a couple hours of sleep. After about a week of sleepless, sweat-soaked nights tossing and turning in my bed at the inn, I’d given up and taken to training with my sword and catching up on easy quests alone until the early hours of dawn, anxiety keeping me moving long after my muscles screamed for rest. It was only a matter of time until the real symptoms of being without my meds kicked in, after all.

I shut down that line of thinking before the panic could fully set in. Surely, with twenty-some quests completed in record time, I had to be close to C-rank and the gear upgrades that came with it. Maybe they would be so impressed with me that they’d allow me to skip C-rank entirely. I would be out of this dogshit world soon, back on my meds and sleeping like a rock while Lee gamed long into night, waking only when she came to bed and inevitably stole the blanket in her sleep. There was no reason at all to worry.




✽✽✽

“Hey, uh, Meena? Why are there no more D-rank quests listed?”

The receptionist set down her tray of dirty dishes and wandered over to join me at the quest board later that evening, frowning at the energy swirling around the wood. “That’s odd. I could’ve sworn there were three available this morning.”

“There were,” I told her. “I took them. Harv and I banged them out in one go, along with another quest I picked up the other day.”

Meena raised a perfect eyebrow at me.

“It’s not hate drafting, I swear,” I said quickly. “I’m just in a hurry to rank up.”

“I can see that.” Meena rolled her eyes as she recovered her tray and made to leave. “We haven’t received any new requests today. You’ll just have to check back in a few days.”

“A few—Hang on,” I protested, scooting into Meena’s path. “I can’t just sit around here waiting. Isn’t there something I can do?”

“You could try getting some sleep,” Meena snapped. She took a step to the side to go around me. “No one doubts your passion, Lady Jen, but you should have more than enough gold to spare for a few quiet nights at the inn, assuming your bard friend doesn’t drink it all.”

I followed a few steps behind her. “Gold isn’t my concern.”

“Well, isn’t that wonderful for you?” Meena stopped sharply, and I only kept from running into her back by catching hold of a nearby table. She glared at me over her shoulder. “If you don’t mind, I really need to get back to earning my gold for the day. Is that alright with you, Lady Knight?”

The question was obviously rhetorical, so I dutifully kept silent as she swept away. She even had a temper prettier than mine. It was stupid of me to chase after her like that, but I didn’t know what else to do. Ever since my first day in the guild, Meena had made it clear she wanted to keep our interactions to a minimum. I couldn’t really blame her for it, but it still hurt.

“Hail, Ser Jen!” Now him I could blame. I turned to see Harv with a mug of ale in either hand approaching. “Here, may the next seventy-seven quests go as smoothly as the first twenty-three!”

My hopes shattered in my brain. “What did you just say?”

Harv had already finished half his ale. “Apologies. Lady Jen. You know, it would be much easier to remember if you took pride in your appearance.” He looked at my slime-stained blouse and slacks with distaste.

I was way too tired to dissect everything wrong with that statement. “Seventy-seven more? What do you mean?”

“Oh! Yeah, you need one hundred adventurer points to reach C-rank, and each completed D-rank quest is worth one point. You’re almost a quarter of the way there already!”

The room spun around me, and I sank into a nearby chair. One hundred quests. I’d been working myself to the bone for the last two weeks, fighting slimes and harvesting mushrooms from all over the surrounding countryside, and even at this breakneck pace, it would still be another month and a half before I even achieved the first promotion. Worse still, there wouldn’t be another quest posted for days! At this rate, it would be years before I’d have the gear and skills needed to take down Ventalus and go home. I could practically feel the testosterone as it flowed like poison through my veins, sensing weakness.

I downed the ale Harv offered in one go, startling the bard. “Harv,” I said, trying to keep my voice as level and not hysterical as possible. “There has to be another way I can rank up faster. I don’t have the time to grind out seventy more quests.”

“Don’t have time?” Harv guffawed at me, beer dripping from his moustache as he sat next to me. “What’s the rush? Afraid someone else will kill the demon lord first?”

“Not at all,” I shot back. “In fact, I’d love it if someone else whacked them first. It’d save me a hell of a lot of trouble.”

“Not in it for the glory, eh?” Harv pulled out his notebook and crossed out several stanzas with a flourish. “What are your feelings on beautiful women and/or gold?”

“A cursed hybrid of horny and envy. For both.”

Harv barked out a laugh. “A woman after my own heart!” He started to write a new stanza in the margins of the old.

“I’m serious, though. There are no D-rank quests left to take, and every day I waste, the sicker I’m going to get.”

Harv didn’t look up from his work. “Why don’t we just take on a C-rank quest, then?”

I stared at him as though he’d just sprouted a second head. “What?”

“I’m C-rank, remember?” Harv chided with a smattering of pride in his voice. “With me in your party, you’re eligible to attempt C-rank quests. They increase your rank faster than with D-rank quests—five points each—though of course with that comes greater risk of injury and failure.”

Hope flared up within me, chasing away the venom. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?!”

The bard just shrugged. “You’d only just learned how to swing a sword. It wouldn't do to incur any lasting damage before you even face the demon lord.”

“You saw how I handled those slimes earlier,” I reminded him. “I’ve got the hang of it; even Ser Brunswick is impressed with my progress.”

“Slimes are foul creatures, indeed, but they don’t exactly fight back, do they?”

“I beg to differ,” I grumbled, glancing down at my ruined clothes again.

“They don’t do damage, though.”

I untied my thoroughly crusty jacket from around my waist and tossed it at the bard. He squealed in fright and nearly fell from his chair recoiling from the soiled garment, lest any of the grime infect his green and orange digs.

“Point taken,” Harv muttered when he had his breathing back under control. “What I mean to say is that C-rank quests pit you against imps that’ll ambush you in the dark. Giant bats that can drain the blood from a grown man in a single bite. Goblin Ronins. Slime Kings. They aren’t for the faint of heart.”

“They can’t be that bad, if you’ve completed them,” I reasoned.

Harv’s rosy cheeks flushed deeper red.

“You… haven’t completed a C-rank quest?”

“Bard is a support class,” Harv stammered without meeting my eyes. “Collecting oracaps and popping slimes by myself is one thing. Do you really think I could chase off a goblin with my lute?”

Maybe if you played it for him, I wanted to say, but I bit back the retort. No use pushing my crankiness on anyone else. Besides, I wasn’t used to seeing Harv so flustered and didn’t really want to rub it in. “We’ll do our first one together. The, uh, unstoppable squad of Jen and Harv. Right?”

Harv’s expression brightened. “Huzzah!” His grin was so large and infectious I couldn’t help but smile in return.

Back at the board, Harv showed me how to call up the C-rank quests that him being in my party unlocked for me. They were nearly indistinguishable from the D-rank quests to someone as unlearned as I was. It looked like I would have to study the language here at some point, especially if I was going to be here for months or even years until I managed to get the gear I needed to complete Lenora’s quest. I distracted myself from the existential dread that thought spurred in me by wondering if Ser Brunswick would be willing to help teach me my letters in addition to swordplay.

“Let’s see… There’s a giant bat infestation in a cave outside Bastion,” Harv reported with a shake of his head. “No thank you. One bat, maybe, but not a whole colony. A Ronin is prowling outside the Gates of Phusaad… tempting, though that’s several days away on foot and the reward would hardly pay for taxi fare from the Motorist Guild. Oh!” Harv exclaimed, jabbing a finger at one of the shimmering rectangles. “A local farmer says some wild animal is stealing his sheep in the night. He’s looking for an adventurer to track it down. How does that sound?”

“Sounds suspiciously easy,” I remarked. “Why is a detective case like that C-rank?”

“Likely because he’ll expect us to hunt the thing,” Harv surmised.

Dread coiled itself around my chest. “Hunt it? Like… kill it?”

“Yes, of course.” Harv cocked his head at me. “Is that a problem?”

I blew out a particularly wet raspberry. “Not in the slightest. Are you kidding? It’s totally fine. I’m totally fine.”

“You seem distressed.”

“No, not at all.” With a double tap of my finger, I accepted the quest he pointed out with a confidence I didn’t really feel. “I was just thinking that it isn’t safe for me to go on such a potentially dangerous job wearing just this,” I continued, gesturing vaguely at my ruined outfit. “It’s just not much in the way of armor. We should probably wait until I can get my hands on something a little sturdier. Just to be safe, you know?”

“Oh, that’s no concern at all,” Harv replied cheerily. “We’ll just go to the armorer and buy you some proper clothes and armor first.”

My suddenly furious heartbeat pulsated in each and every sore my smelly, crunchy, and thoroughly demolished business casual attire had chafed into my body over the last two weeks. “That was an option this whole time?!”


5

Well, I Wanted to Leave This World Faster

​“Move your feet, Jen.”

With a grunt that was half annoyance and half exertion, I lumbered to the side to avoid a blow from Ser Brunswick’s blade. I could feel the wind from the heavy weapon’s arc as it sliced downward inches from my arm. I retaliated with a clumsy horizontal two-handed swing of my own sword that the Silver-ranked knight easily ducked under. The weight of my whiffed blow pulled me off balance, which Brunswick exploited with a sharp shoulder check that sent me stumbling several steps backward.

“Remember to follow through properly with each swing,” Brunswick advised. His voice was steady; he’d barely broken a sweat despite sparring with me for the last several minutes. “You can’t always count on connecting with your target to kill your momentum. Always be prepared to recover from a miss.”

I nodded, not trusting my voice not to break mid-reply. Once I’d caught my breath, I reengaged my mentor with a two-handed thrust towards his gut. He deflected the attack easily with the buckler on his left arm while bringing his sword down towards my head with his right. With a yelp of fear, I dropped flat onto my ass and ungracefully rolled out of the way of his blade. The motion was cumbersome in the brand-spanking-new gambeson I bought the night before, though the quilted woolen armor dulled my impact with the ground considerably.

“Shield, Jen, use your shield,” Brunswick admonished even as he pressed the assault with more one-handed strikes that I was forced to scramble across the dusty ground to avoid. “Create your own opening to strike, like I did. You can’t counterattack while prone like that.”
​My cowardly shenanigans granted me cover behind a training dummy, which forced Brunswick to lay off me long enough to get back to my newly booted feet. “It’s too small,” I complained, waving my own buckler for emphasis. “It doesn’t block anything; if I stick it out in front of your sword, you’re just going to take my arm off!”

“Probably,” Brunswick agreed with a small smile. “That’s why you don’t just ‘stick it out’. Treat it like a weapon in its own right, meet your opponent’s attack with your own. You’ll find that it’s plenty wide enough to parry a sword and allow you to land a powerful strike with your own blade.” There was a glimmer of amusement in his dark eyes. “So long as you remember to follow through on the swing.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I draped myself around the training dummy, meeting the older knight’s amused look with my derisive one. “Or I just never try to fight anyone. Ever think about that?”

Brunswick chuckled, sheathing his sword and setting it against the wall. “That will be a difficult path for you to take, I imagine. I hear you’ve accepted your first C-rank quest.”

My face scrunched up with discomfort of its own volition. I was trying not to think of what was waiting for me once our training session was done.

“You don’t seem especially excited at the prospect.”

“Nah, I mean, it’s fine.” I uncoiled myself from the dummy and busied myself with putting my own sword away. “Seriously.”

“You needn’t worry about whether your fighting skills are up to the challenge.” Brunswick smiled supportively and offered me a swig of his waterskin. “You still have much to learn, but you’ve made strong progress in the last few weeks.”

My heart fluttered at the praise, and I relaxed ever so slightly. “It’s not that. I mean, it’s kinda that, but not really. It’s that–it’s stupid, but for some reason it never occurred to me that being an adventurer meant that I would have to, you know, kill stuff.”

The other knight’s expression turned thoughtful as I drank. “I see.”

“You think it’s a dumb thing to worry about, don’t you?” I accused, face hot.

“Not at all,” Brunswick replied. “I think it’s something we all grapple with at some point or another. As much as I might wish that combat was only ever practiced as sport, the reality of it is that the Demon Lord Ventalus and their armies drift closer and closer to our borders every day, and even more mundane, yet no less violent, threats plague our civilization on a regular basis. We as knights have a responsibility to protect those of the Lightmother’s children that can’t defend themselves any way we can, and sometimes that unfortunately means taking the lives of our enemies.”

I blew out a sharp breath. Only Ser Brunswick could make killing sound patriotic and necessary without me hating him for it. “It feels wrong that this quest is just to kill some wild animal that’s making off with a farmer’s livestock, though. That’s not the depraved work of a demon lord or whatever, it’s just nature doing, you know, nature stuff.”

“Our duty is to defend the people of Bastion,” Brunswick reiterated. “Whatever form that takes in this instance has yet to be decided, I think. I’m sure whatever solution you come to will be the right one.”

“That’s a nice sentiment and all, but I warn you: I got squeamish squishing bugs back home,” I replied with a laugh. “It’s very possible my ‘solution’ will be to run screaming to you, begging for you to kill whatever it is for me.”

A smile pulled at Ser Brunswick’s lips. “Then I suppose I’ll keep my bug-squishing boots close at hand. Just in case.”




✽✽✽

The quest-giver’s farm was a two-hour walk outside the city walls, on the border of a lush green forest that spread out for miles to the north and south. A simple wooden fence stretched around the property, enclosing a small but well-kept farmhouse, a barn, and a host of animals grazing in the afternoon sun.

I led the way up to the front door, panting and nearly drowning in sweat. My gambeson proved to be stiflingly hot and unbearably heavy, made worse by the sword and shield hanging from my waist, but I knew better than to complain. Last thing I needed was for Harv to add a stanza to my song about how whiny I was. Besides, it wasn’t like I had a choice in the matter, as it was the only armor available to me to purchase as a D-rank knight.

A few steps behind me, Harv was just as sodden as I was from our long trek. He fanned himself with his feathered cap and mopped at his brow with a cloth. “Lightmother deliver us from Thy onslaught,” he breathed. “Or grant us Thy divine litter.”

The image of the prissy, up-her-own-ass goddess I met swam across my vision. “Save your breath, she’s not the type to grant favors.”

“Thou may not have found God yet, Lady Jen, but that doesn’t mean Her golden heart doesn’t beat for all of us.” Harv made a feeble attempt to pull out his lute to accentuate the statement but gave up as the motion seemed to knock the wind from him.

“You’re right, I haven’t found God,” I grumbled as I knocked on the door. “She found me and was a total dick about it.”

I could feel the bard’s inquisitive stare on the back of my head, but his follow up question was forestalled by the door opening. A man a few years older than me stood in the doorway, wearing faded old work clothes and a wide-brimmed hat.

He looked grumpily between Harv and I for a moment. “You adventurers?”

“Good afternoon, good sir!” Harv cried. “We art indeed noble adventurers, come hither from yon to aid thee in thy quest! I am called Harv the Bold, bardic master of the lute, and my surly companion here is Ser Jen, a fierce knight!”

A sharp pang ran through my gut. “It’s—”

“It’s about time you boys got here,” the farmer growled. “I posted this request three days ago and have lost a sheep every night since! I oughta dock your fee for each day you kept me waiting!”

“That’s not fair,” I protested. “We only saw the job last night, it’s not like it’s our fault no one else took it sooner!”

Our client turned his glare onto me, only for anger to be subsumed by confusion and disgust. A shiver crawled down my spine. I knew that look.

“What Jen means to say,” Harv cut in before the farmer could say anything. “Is that of all the adventurers in Bastion, we alone empathized with thy plight—that of the hardworking farmer, backbone of society, toiling ceaselessly to tame nature’s wrath for the good of humanity—and ventured all the way out here just to assist thee. Surely, thy grudge is not against us, but against the vile creature stealing thy livestock?”

The farmer sighed, finally looking away from me. “I suppose we’re only burning daylight, arguing out here. Follow me.” He shut the door behind him and walked along the house towards the barn.

Harv made to follow, but I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Hey,” I hissed. “What the hell was that?”

“It’s called ‘charisma’,” Harv replied with a proud chuckle. “Perhaps if your stat was as high as mine, you wouldn’t have such trouble interacting with people.”

“I don’t mean that, and you know it,” I growled. “My title is Lady Jen.”

Harv refused to meet my eyes. “Apologies, my friend. I just thought it would be easier for you if we kept your, er, unique situation to ourselves for the time being. You see how belligerent he is, yes?”

“What’s unique about my being a woman?” I challenged him.

“Nothing, of course.” Harv squirmed out of my grip to follow after the farmer around the building. “Now, shall we get back to it?”

I blew out a breath through pursed lips. Somehow, I doubted my feelings were the ones Harv had in mind.

The farmer led us out back behind his house. I counted a dozen dairy cows, six sheep with their fluffy white coats nearly ready to be sheared, and three monstrous horned pigs the size of horses. I couldn’t help but stare as we passed by the strange, massive beasts. Their persistent oinking was deep and guttural, reminding me of a car engine.

“That’s a lot of bacon,” I remarked wistfully.

“Not as much as I’d like,” the farmer grunted without looking back at me. “These runts can only regenerate the cuts we take once a week. That Phusaadian swine woman that sold them to me must’ve had a good laugh, swindling me like she did with promises of a hundred pounds of fresh bacon every day. Lying wench. Her glimmer was awful, too. You could still see her fur.”

“I always say, thou can only ever trust a Phusaadian to be dishonest,” Harv chimed in with a hearty chuckle.

“Especially their women,” the farmer sneered in agreement. “Would you believe I was engaged to marry one once?”

“No!”

“Aye, I was. I met her in a tavern up in Bastion, oh, ten years ago now. Damn near swept me off my feet. But when I took her to bed, Lightmother deliver me, she took off her glimmer and I saw her for what she really was.” The man shuddered. “Revolting.”

I halted my march, allowing Harv and the farmer to enter the barn without me. Breathing sharply through my nose, I tried to get my heart rate back under control. Why didn’t I speak up to shut down their chauvinistic conversation? Was I really that much of a coward? Or had Harv’s earlier dismissal of me cut deeper than I thought?

Disgusted with both them and myself, I turned on my heel and stomped away from the barn towards where the sheep huddled around, grazing. I unfortunately needed to keep Harv around if I ever wanted to rank up and escape this awful world, but that didn’t mean I needed his help to finish this quest. Solving the mystery of what was making off with the misogynist farmer’s livestock was an adequate distraction.

The farmer claimed that a wild animal was making off with sheep for the last four nights. I scanned the grounds around the barn for any sign of blood or a scuffle and found none. Likewise, there were no gaps in the fence anywhere I could see. I could imagine a coyote or mountain lion or some other nocturnal predator slipping through the horizontal beams without a trace, but not with a full size, bloody, and potentially struggling sheep in its jaws. Did the farmer clean up the evidence before we got here? Or had the thief not left any to begin with? Perhaps my quarry was human, not a beast at all.

My musings carried me towards the monster-sized pig pen jutting out from the barn, a half-open door separating the indoor and outdoor portions of the enclosure. I could faintly hear the men continue to banter from within.

“Is that man with you really a knight?” The farmer asked. Oh, so they had noticed I left. “He talks like a sissy.”

Wow. I did not know where to even start unpacking that. Unfortunately for me, Harv had no such misgivings.

“Do not be let down by Ser Jen’s feminine proclivities,” Harv warned with the voice of a showman. “A man’s heart beats in his chest, a man’s strength swings his blade, and a man’s fire burns in his loins. Believe me when I say, there’s no man more capable than Ser Jen of Kennakit.”

“Connecticut,” I whispered, my mouth on autopilot. An all too familiar numbness swept over me, replacing my anger and humiliation with a tingling emptiness. I stumbled far enough away from the barn that I couldn’t make out their words any longer and all but collapsed on the ground, resting my back against one of the pig pen’s posts.

Harv, one of my only friends in this backwards world, thought I was crazy—without me even mentioning to him yet that I was from another world. Somehow my identity was what set me over that line for him. He accepted me as a woman with no issue until Helga outed me. Why wouldn’t he just listen to me? Why couldn’t he see me?

Why did this keep happening to me?

A rumbling oink snapped me back to the present with a start. One of the pigs was snuffling inches from my face, breath warm and damp on my cheek. I recovered from my shock with a nervous laugh and got to my feet, patting the animal gently on its thick, leathery neck.

“Sorry, buddy, am I in the way of your bath?” I gestured at the mud waiting inside the pen. “Last thing I want to do is get in the way of your hygiene.”

Something in the pen caught my attention before I could walk away. There were several prints in the drier edges of the mud, leading out of the pen in the direction of the woods. I carefully climbed on the fence of the pen to get a better look. The shape had the distinctive five-clawed pattern of a dog’s paw, but much larger. I stretched out my hand, fingers wide, and the pawprint was larger still. Not a dog’s paw then; a wolf’s.

I glanced over at the enormous pig watching me curiously and swallowed. A wolf, or something that looked like one but much, much bigger.

The discovery also seemed to invalidate my theory that the culprit behind the missing animals was human. Yet, the direction of the tracks clearly indicated that the creature had slipped out of the barn with its prey through the pig pen on its way off the farm, but there was no evidence of a stolen sheep being dragged through the mud. The last signs of the intruder were a couple of half-finished prints just outside the pen.

Hang on. Just two prints? Not four?

The pieces clicked together all at once in my brain, sending my heart plummeting down to join my toes in my boots. A massive creature in a fantasy world that struck in the night, walked and carried its prey like a human, but had the claws and ravenous hunger of a wolf? That asshole farmer hired us to hunt a motherfucking werewolf.

“Well Jen,” I breathed after my moment of terror passed. “You wanted to leave this world faster. Death by werewolf is a good way to do it.” With a pat of farewell on the pig’s snout, I turned in the direction of the tracks and made my way off the farm.


6

What’s a Little Trauma Between Friends?

“Hey Jen, how do you know when you’ve made a really bad decision?”

“That’s a great question, Jen, I’m so glad you asked.” I shimmied over a fallen log and kicked at a patch of moss on the forest floor. “Usually if I’ve been wandering around in the woods by myself long enough for the sun to go down, that’s when I start to suspect that I messed up.”

“Oh, excellent point, that is certainly a great indicator of dumbassery.” Navigating solely by moonlight and whim, I turned right and continued my stroll. “I have a hypothetical situation for you, Jen.”

“Lay it on me, Jen.”

“Say you’re trapped in an ass-backwards fantasy world, told you’re the chosen one, handed a sword, and shoved into the thick of it to figure it all out for yourself, and instead of taking a couple days off from grinding mushrooms and slimes like everyone said to, you stubbornly decide, ‘Oh, I’d rather abandon my only companion and hunt a werewolf in the dark all by myself.’ In your professional opinion, would you say then, that you’ve fucked up?”

I laughed heartily to myself. “Only if I literally had no idea how to turn back even if I wanted to!”

“What would even be the point?!” My voice was close to hysterical now. “And waste another day in this hellhole without my hormones? I’d rather die!”

The last word reverberated through my soul, shaking me to my very core. I sagged against a nearby tree and wormed my hand under my gambeson and around the mark to rest against my frantically beating heart. That phrase hit different sometimes. Usually, when I was embarrassed or couldn’t help comparing myself to girls like Meena, it was just a reflex, an automatic response. I didn’t mean it, not really. But other times, when I felt trapped in my hellish existence with no other way out, the words suddenly felt very real. Too real. It should’ve been no surprise to me that this particular situation qualified for that kind of response.

I felt it before, years ago, back before my name was Jennifer Joyce. My hormones were my lifeline, giving me the hope to rise out of that hopeless situation. Day by day, the face that I’d only been able to catch glimpses of here and there asserted itself more and more. My face. I wasn’t going to lose this. Not when I’d already come so far, and still had so much further to go.

“Okay,” I breathed. I slid my hand from my chest as the beating drum within returned to a more manageable pace. “Forget the werewolf for now. I need to get out of here.”

“Good thinking, Jen.”

“Stop that.”

Luckily for me, the leafy canopy above didn’t completely block my view of the sky. The full moon—of course it was a full moon—shone brightly above the horizon to my left. It wasn’t that late yet, so the moon should still be a good indicator of east. That meant all I had to do to get out of the woods was put my back to the moon and cross my fingers that I was heading west, back towards Bastion. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was a plan and that was most important right now.

My mind wandered as my aching feet carried me through the darkness. I hadn’t run into anything larger than a fox so far in these woods, a boon I was grateful for. Lee would complain long and hard when she got lost in a dungeon or forest in one of her games and was forced to battle the same mobs every time she had to double back. At that point, I’d tell her that a surefire way to avoid them was to go touch some grass, which usually prompted her to throw a pillow at my head. I wondered how Lee was getting on without me.

“That’s assuming she’s even noticed I’m gone,” I muttered.

On the other hand, Harv had to know I was missing by now. Maybe he’d assumed I’d gone back to Bastion without him and was making his way back to the guild? Or maybe he and his new best friend, Farmer Bozo, were staying up late swapping stories about all the women they’d “conquered.” Either way, I no longer had any intention of joining back up with him when I returned to Bastion. I’d tolerated him and his antics long enough. It couldn’t be that hard to find someone else who could read that could stand me enough to take his place in my party. Maybe I could even convince Ser Brunswick—

My foot caught the ground at a weird angle, and I toppled over into the brush. Cursing under my breath about flamethrowers and what they could do to annoying plants that just sat around waiting to get in my way, I turned my gaze onto the obstacle that tripped me. It was not a plant at all, but a pattern of sharp divots in the soft ground, torn up by claws that were eerily similar to the ones in the pig pen.

I’d literally stumbled onto the monster’s trail.

Curiosity won out over my desire to flee. My fingers found the wounds in the earth and came away damp. I knew next to nothing about hunting, but I was willing to bet the track was fresh.

“It couldn’t hurt to check this out, right?” I wondered aloud.

“What are you talking about? It’s a werewolf. Of course it could hurt!”

“Didn’t I tell you to shut up?”

Steeling my nerves, I adjusted my course to follow the tracks deeper into the woods. Every now and then I found another pawprint or a snapped branch that indicated I was still on the right path. One of the broken branches even carried a small tuft of sheep’s wool. I would only get close enough to confirm the beast’s location and then I’d resume my escape. There was no way a werewolf of all things was only a C-rank opponent. I’d run to the guild for help and then maybe even get extra credit for the discovery. I could still salvage this disaster of an adventure.

The soft baying of sheep interrupted my pleasant imaginings. Stepping around a tree, my gaze fell on a small, crude enclosure made from fallen logs. Inside were the four missing sheep, all unharmed and clean, awake and seemingly at ease.

I’d seen a lot of strange things today, but this took the prize. “Hang on, what—”

The twigs snapping was the only warning I got. A dark shape, massive and lithe, rammed into me with surprising grace and precision, sending me stumbling into a nearby tree.

I managed to stay on my feet, barely, and dodged clumsily out of the way of the beast’s follow-up swing. Its claws tore a chunk of bark from the tree where I’d been standing a moment before. I scrambled to find the hilt of my sword, but in my panic, I couldn’t get it out of its scabbard before the next swipe landed.

White-hot pain, worse than anything I’d experienced before, ripped across my left cheek. I instinctively raised my hand to my face to touch the bleeding wounds, inadvertently positioning my buckler in the way of another strike. I stumbled backwards from the force of the blow, tripping over an exposed root and falling flat on my back.

From this position, I could just make out the beast’s silhouette against the moonlight: easily eight feet tall; dressed in torn garments; humanoid but with thin, claw-tipped hands and feet; a wolf-like tail; and a muzzle. The werewolf coiled with a snarl as it prepared to finish the job.

“Can’t attack while prone, can’t attack while prone!” I rolled out of the way of the lunging beast with difficulty. The creature lodged its claws into my gambeson as I struggled back to my feet, preventing my escape. With a shout, I jammed my elbow back at my assailant. It connected with something solid, and the beast cried out in pain. I unhooked myself from the monster’s talons and scrambled away, trying to put as much distance and cover between us as I could.

For the first time since the fight began, I had a moment to think. My cheek stung in the cool night air, and I tried not to wonder if a scratch from a werewolf in this world was enough to become one. I had much more immediate concerns. Escape was no longer an option; the beast was pissed and much faster than me. It would catch me before I got to safety and tear me to shreds. No one knew where I was or was coming to save me. That meant there was only one other option: I had to kill the beast. Kill it or die trying.

Could I end the life of another creature? The werewolf wasn’t a collection of pixels and hit boxes driven by a rudimentary AI or a mindless yet hostile blob, like a slime. It was a living, flesh-and-blood creature. Regardless of if I had the proper skills, training, or tools to do the job, could I really make the decision to put this thing down for good?

I remembered Ser Brunswick’s words, and resolve tightened in my gut like a vise. If I had to, I could.

I stopped running, spun on my heel, and drew my sword in both hands, expecting to come face-to-face with the pursuing beast, but the werewolf was nowhere to be seen.

“Wait, really?” I lowered my blade, looking around. “You just fucked off?”

I got my answer a moment later as something crashed into me from behind, knocking me to the ground and pinning me there. A furry snout pressed close to my ear.

“I will send you back to Horaz in pieces, mercenary scum,” a horrible, growling voice informed me, breath warm on the back of my neck.

My rather unimpressive last words were: “Wait, you can talk?”

“Aye, it can talk alright. The real question is: can it say anything?” I thought for a second that my mouth was running on autopilot again, before recognition dawned on me. With a furious snarl, the beast holding me on the ground snapped its attention up into the woods, where a familiar, green and orange clad man was leaning against a tree, calmly picking at his lute. A faint purple glow was emanating from the instrument.

“Thou may haveth the teeth and the claws,” Harv the Bold called through grinning white teeth. “But I’ve seen more skillful fighting from drunkards. Surely, thou couldn’t best me in combat, let alone a knight of the guild!”

My attacker’s growl deepened, and a moment later I was freed from its grip. The long, monstrous form of the werewolf, bluish-gray fur shining in the moonlight, lunged forward at the bard aiming to kill. The confidence left Harv’s features in an instant, and he nearly fell in his hurry to get away from the creature.

“Wait!” I cried, putting all of my adrenaline and panic into the word. Both beast and bard stopped what they were doing to look back at me. I recovered my sword and stood at my full height, gripping the hilt firmly in both hands. I forced down my fear, and a heavy breath escaped from between my lips. “Your fight is with me. Leave him out of this.”

The werewolf’s furious orange gaze narrowed at me. “Very well, filth. If you’re so eager to die.” The beast roared as it charged forward, claws ready to strike me down once and for all.

The truth was I wasn’t that eager at all.

As the wolf’s right arm descended towards me, I threw my left out to meet it. Metal crashed against claw as my buckler knocked the beast’s arm aside, throwing the creature off balance. Using the momentum from the follow through of my shield bash, I slashed its chest hard with my blade. Steel cut through fabric, skin, and muscle. My foe collapsed to the forest floor, screaming in pain and clutching its wound. My sword found its throat a moment later, and its eyes found mine, filled to the brim with fear.

The moment had come, just like Ser Brunswick said. A creature of darkness was at my mercy, and I had a responsibility to myself, to Harv, and to the people of Bastion to silence it forever. Yet my arm refused to move. Something was not right, here. Something was not adding up.

“You can talk,” I said again, lamely.

A flicker of anger reignited in the beast’s expression. “Yes, human, I think that’s been well established.”

I pulled my blade from the creature’s throat. “I’m sorry. That was really, really rude of me, wasn’t it?”

Silence fell for a moment, broken only by our frantic breathing. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Harv gripping the edges of his hat in exasperation, as though he couldn’t believe I’d wasted my chance to end the beast for good with pleasantries. Frankly, I was still having a hard time believing it, too.

The werewolf—or wolf person, or whatever they were called—sat up as far as its bleeding chest would allow, watching me warily. “You can save your apologies. I’m used to your kind treating me like a common animal.”

“No, I really am sorry, that wasn’t my intention at all,” I explained. “You see, where I come from, humans are the only sentient beings around, so I honestly had no idea. This is a new experience for me.”

The creature cocked their head at me. “You’re not serious?”

Instead of answering, I knelt beside them and called over to Harv. “Hey, do you have any bandages? We need to get them cleaned up.”

“Are you mad?” Harv replied. “She tried to kill us!”

“You’ve had no problem thinking I’m crazy for the last two weeks,” I shot back.

“Touché,” the bard mumbled. “One moment.”

Harv handed me a wad of clean linen, and I tore off a piece. “May I?” The wolf person hesitated, searching me with suspicious eyes for hidden weapons or tricks before nodding. I carefully pulled apart her torn, bloodstained shirt and pressed the linen against her chest, putting pressure on the wound to staunch the bleeding.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Don’t mention it. I’m the one that cut you, after all.”

The creature laughed. “We each left our mark on the other. It was a good fight.”

Despite the pain in my cheek, I couldn’t help but laugh in return. “Glad you thought so. I nearly pissed myself.”

Amber eyes wandered over my face. “I never thought I’d see the day when the guild would allow a woman to become a knight. Have they finally relaxed their draconian rules?”

My heart fluttered. God, it felt good to be seen. “No, actually, it was a… complicated situation. I was hoping to be an alchemist.”

“Really? Shame,” the wolf woman shook her head. “I’d hoped to join the guild myself once, ten years ago. But they attempted to corral me into being a ranger, on account of my gender. I’m not some worthless archer, I’m a fighter. I would’ve given anything to become a knight like you.” A wistful expression flitted across her muzzle. “I can almost picture it: Ser Dahlia of Phusaad.”

Suddenly, the farmer’s earlier comments about Phusaadians made a lot more sense. “I go by Lady, actually. Lady Jen of Connecticut.”

“Lady.” Dahlia tested the word on her tongue. “Yes, I agree, that’s better.”

From where he stood safely out of Dahlia’s reach, Harv loudly cleared his throat.

I flashed him an annoyed glance before addressing the Phusaadian again. “So why did you steal that farmer’s sheep?”

A frustrated growl escaped her throat. “Horaz owes me.”

“For what?”

Dahlia whistled two short blasts followed by a long one. After a moment another figure padded into view from behind the brush, causing Harv to trip over himself in fright. For a moment it appeared to be a human child, but then the crystal bracelet they wore sparkled, and their true shape was revealed. Like Dahlia, this person was also a humanoid wolf but half her size, gangly limbs poking out of threadbare clothing, with fur suspiciously the same color as the farmer’s hair.

“This is my son, Urath,” Dahlia explained.

“No way,” I breathed. “You were the Phusaadian that almost married that asshole?”

“I was young, foolish, and had just walked away from my dreams of being an adventurer.” Dahlia reached for the child and he came to her, allowing her to stroke behind his ears reassuringly. “Horaz was charming and owned land, and he promised to take care of me. But the moment he discovered I was with child, he cast me out on the street with nothing.” She jabbed a claw in the direction of the sheep. “Those animals and that whole farm are Urath’s by birthright. I was simply reclaiming what was rightfully his.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Harv blurted out. “Horaz said he ended the engagement because you wore a glimmer to appear human to trick him into bedding you.”

“He said that, did he?” Dahlia made a sound that was half laugh and half growl. She shook each of her bare wrists before us. “I refuse to hide who I am, human. I never wore a glimmer when I knew Horaz, nor do I wear one now.”

“Right on,” I intoned.

“Yes, well, I—” Harv stammered, unsure how to respond. “May I speak with thee for a moment, Lady Jen?”

After making sure Urath was putting pressure on his mother’s wound, I joined Harv off to the side.

“You sparing her makes redeeming our quest much more difficult,” Harv informed me.

“Oh come on, she’s not a wild animal or anything, she’s a person,” I protested. “The farmer can’t demand that I murder someone just to cash the quest in, right?”

Harv waved his hand in a gesture that clearly said “more or less.”

“That’s fucked up.”

“That’s how this works,” Harv countered. “She’s a thief, whether the child has a legitimate claim to the farm or not. Either we kill her or arrest her, otherwise we won’t get the points for completing the quest.”

I really needed those points. “There’s got to be another way that doesn’t leave that kid without his mother.”

I glanced back over at the two Phusaadians. Dahlia’s wound seemed to have stopped bleeding. She was sitting up, whispering to Urath. Urath giggled in response to whatever she said, nuzzling close into the nape of his mother’s neck. My heart ached in a cursed blend of jealousy and loneliness.

“Okay, here’s the deal,” I said to Dahlia after another moment discussing with Harv. “We’ll head back to the farm and tell Horaz that a direwolf took and ate his sheep, but we killed it so he doesn’t have to worry about it anymore. You take these sheep and wait for us on the edge of the woods. I’ll give you my portion of the reward—”

“And thou will have mine as well,” Harv cut in, doffing his cap with a bow. Wasn’t he just full of surprises tonight?

“You’ll have the reward and these sheep, and all we ask is that you don’t take any more,” I concluded. “I know it’s less than you wanted from him, but this is the only way I can think of where everyone wins. Hopefully you’ll have enough to get started in another town, no more adventurers will come looking for you, and we’ll still get the points we need to advance our ranks. How does that sound?”

Dahlia seemed taken aback by the offer. “That’s… very kind of you. I don’t feel as though I deserve such kindness, after what I’ve done to you.”

I smiled as far as the wounds on my cheek would allow. “Eh, what’s a little lasting physical trauma between friends, right?”

The Phusaadian grinned in a distinctly canine fashion. “Well spoken, friend. Should our paths cross again, I hope it is under better circumstances.”

I offered my hand to help her up. “I’m sure it will be.”




✽✽✽

Horaz needed no further convincing of our story than the bloody slashes across my face. After Harv vaguely implied that the guild would want to come investigate whether his farm was following all the proper anti-monster regulations, the farmer grudgingly offered to hire a Motorist Guild taxi wagon to take us home and buy our silence. Bone weary, sore, and with pain throbbing in my cheek, I was all too happy to accept. Harv and I lay next to each other under the shade the Shardcraft’s canopy provided from the morning sun as the taxi raced along the road back towards Bastion as fast as any car back home.

“I’m not going to turn into a wolf once a month now, am I?” I asked Harv. “I figured it would be rude to ask Dahlia.”

“You’re confusing Phusaadians with cainghouls,” he replied with a yawn. “My uncle once crossed the wrong loan shark, and now every full moon my aunt has to lock him in the attic with a deer carcass to keep him occupied through the night. And the smell… ugh. No, you’ve just received your first real mark as an adventurer.”

Second, but who’s counting? “Do you think the two of them will be okay?”

“You gave them the best chance they could hope for. What comes next is more or less up to them.”

“You’re probably right.” Several moments passed before I spoke again. “Did you mean what you said yesterday? About not being able to trust a Phusaadian?”

The bard squirmed. “Well, I—it’s more of an old saying around Bastion, you know, on account of their tendency to use glimmers to appear human. I haven’t, uh, had much experience with Phusaadians myself.”

“I see.”

Harv was silent for a couple minutes before speaking again. “You know, as a bard, my role in the party is to be the one that’s good with words. Songs and stories, yes, but words more generally. One could say that no one knows better the true power of words than a bard such as I.”

“The wagon is nice,” I conceded, unsure if this was a set-up for one of his legendary boasts.

“What I’m trying to say is that I know why you went off into the woods alone.” Harv rolled over on his side to look at me, sincerity written across his reddening face. “You’ve made it very clear what words you’d like me to use when I refer to you, and so far, I’ve failed to respect that. I offer you my humblest apology.”

“Oh.” That was just about the last thing I expected from him. Or anybody, really.

“I am ashamed to admit I did not think it possible to resolve this conflict with words, but you did. I’d never really known a Phusaadian before last night, and I realize now that I’ve never met someone like you before, either.” He chuckled softly. “If I promise to do better to think before I speak from now on, may I please continue on to serve as a member of your party?”

I lightly rapped my knuckles against his shoulder with a smile. “It’s our party, Harv. Besides, you said you’d take me to the demon lord’s dungeon. You’re not getting out of your promise so easily.”

Harv seemed simultaneously relieved and nervous at the prospect. I laughed at his expression, before the pain from my cheek forced me to stop. We resumed staring at the canopy in relative silence, our arms resting against one another’s.

“Oh, and Harv?”

“Yes, Lady Jen?”

“Thank you for coming after me last night. You saved my life back there.”

I could feel the joy radiating from him at my words. “The pleasure was all mine.”
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It’s Going to Be a Long Trip, Isn’t It?

“Hang on, sorry, can you repeat that please?”

A limestone eyebrow raised at me, jade eyes gleaming in the dim light. “I am without end, yet my size is finite,” the statue rumbled, its voice like a pair of rocks grinding against one another. “I have eyes, yet never have I seen my own tail. Wars have been fought in my name, and yet my solitude may go unnoticed on the street. I represent the greatest worldly power, yet I am nothing but a trinket in the light of God. What am I?”

I scratched my cheek thoughtfully, nails running over the three mostly healed scars that now adorned it. “Right, okay. This is one of those riddles that's super easy in hindsight, isn’t it? Like, I’m going to be mad at myself if I don’t get it.”

The sphinx shrugged its shoulders.

“And the door won’t open for me unless I get the answer right?”

“Your answer will open a door without fail,” the sphinx assured me. “Whether it is the door behind me or the door beneath your feet, that depends on your answer.”

I glanced down at the floor. There was a seam just barely visible where the rough, uneven cave floor met the unusually level stone on which I stood. I took several steps backwards until I was back in the tunnel that carried me down here from the surface.

The stone lion sighed. “I only accept answers from those that stand directly before me.”

“Bullshit,” I shouted back. “You’re just mad I found a loophole!”

“Nay, this is no loophole,” the sphinx countered. “There are explicit rules against exactly this maneuver. You are just not very clever, Adventurer.”

“Fuck you, I am plenty clever!”

“Nay, fuck you.”

“Fuck y—no wait, I got it.” I stepped back onto the trapdoor. “The answer is ‘a coin’, isn’t it?”

The jade eyes narrowed at me. “You cheated.”

“How?” I shouted. “Tell me how I cheated. You were watching me the whole time!”

“Fuck you.”

“No, fuck you!”

It was another several minutes of heated but intellectually stimulating debate before the sphinx relented and opened the door for me. Hours of trudging through the mazelike volcanic tunnels from the surface into the lost temple had all led to this moment. I finally reached the antechamber.

The heart of the buried temple was clearly once a dome made from wood, but most of the original structure had burned away when the volcano erupted or rotted into nothing in the intervening centuries. Instead, a pitted, shiny shell of obsidian formed the ceiling and walls of the circular room with a small stone altar at its center. Carved into the legs of the table was a likeness I recognized at once: the goddess Lenora, looking regal and proud.

Resting on the top of the altar was a gold idol in the shape of a pair of women standing back-to-back with their arms outstretched over their heads, a massive crystal orb clutched in their grip. I stepped carefully forward, inspecting the trinket closely. It matched the description from the job offer Harv and I accepted yesterday.

“Obviously, the second I pick you up, this whole place is going to come down on my head, isn’t it?” I whispered to the idol. “So, how do I take you with me?”

“You don’t!”

Entering the room behind me was a blond man in a suit of silver armor polished to a shine with a white doublet adorned with Lenora’s sigil on his chest. A kite shield was draped over his shoulder and a warhammer hung from his hip. He grinned at me while stretching out his armored hand in greeting; I counted no less than three golden Shards embedded in the metal.

“Well met, graverobber,” the man said cheerily. “I am Lord Jaune Bertrand IV, B-rank Paladin of the Church of Light. Who do I have the pleasure of thwarting today?”

I batted his hand away, putting myself between him and the idol. “I’m not a graverobber. I’m a knight with the Adventurer’s Guild. My name’s Jen.”

“Surely you don’t take me for a fool?” Bertrand laughed. “Though the armor is admittedly very convincing. Who did you steal it from, woman?”

“I didn’t—look,” I snarled, pulling my ID from my belt and activating it to show him. “Your church hired me and my friend to recover this artifact for them, dipstick. They said it was of the utmost importance.”

Bertrand’s smile faded somewhat as he read the glowing orange script. “I see,” he said slowly. After a moment, the smile returned in full force. “That is an awful picture of you.” I put the card away with a scowl. “Well, legitimate or not, you’re free to go now that I’m here.”

“Like hell I am. I accepted this quest, I made it this far, I intend to finish it and claim my reward.” I folded my arms across my chest with a scowl. “You aren’t taking that from me.”

“Such selfish motivations,” the paladin lamented, dabbing a very real tear from his eye. “Perhaps when this is over, I can open your mind to the teachings of our benevolent Lightmother? There is more to this world than gold and glory, you know.”

“Hard pass,” I said bluntly. “I’ve had a few lessons from her before, they didn’t take.”

“Clearly,” he sniffed. “If you’ll excuse me, Adventurer, I’ll be taking the idol back to the church now.”

He lifted his hand, and a wall of brilliant yellow light appeared to my left. I barely had time to gape at the construct before, with a wave of his hand, the solid-as-brick wall shoved me aside. The paladin then swept forward, hungrily grasping for the idol. I pushed against the wall in vain. “Hey, wait! Don’t! It’s probably—”

Bertrand lifted the figure from the altar. A moment passed. The glowing barrier suddenly disappeared in a shower of sparks, depositing me onto the cave floor. He grinned down at me, blue eyes bright.

“You may have fooled the guild into thinking you are a knight, but you won’t have as easy a time fooling me.” The paladin lifted the idol high into the air. “With this, we will deliver our world from the evil of—”

Amber energy flared briefly from the altar, and a rumble echoed through the chamber that set my teeth chattering. Bertrand fell silent, shock and confusion on his face. Everything fell quiet again. For just a second, I thought maybe it was a false alarm.

Then, with a roar unlike anything I’d heard before, a massive quake tore through the temple. The altar toppled over and the last of the wooden sections of the dome crumbled to splinters. Cracks, some small, some not, split the obsidian ceiling to rain debris on the two of us.

“What?” Bertrand cried out, struggling to be heard over the cacophony. “It was rigged to collapse this whole time?”

I struggled to get back up, the ground itself conspiring against me. For what felt like the hundredth time since waking up in this world, I wondered if this would be what finally spelled my doom. A hand steadied me, and I was mildly surprised to see the paladin gripping my arm.

“We need to get out of here!” I shouted to him.

“With me!” He called back, leading us back towards the entrance with as much haste as we could muster without falling.

The tremors were no less intense in the tunnel, except now we had an upward slope to contend with. I held my buckler over my head as rocks pelted down on top of us, gripping onto the paladin’s arm with my other hand. He mirrored my posture with his own shield, the idol clutched safely in between us.

We made it about a quarter mile up the passage before skidding to a halt. “The tunnel’s collapsed!” Bertrand cried.

“It’s worse than that,” I replied. “Does that cave-in look alive to you?” The grayish-black obstacle was slowly drawing closer, oozing down the tunnel in a motion not at all dissimilar to a slime—if the slime was made from molten rock.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Bertrand shot back, but his voice wavered. “It looks pliable, maybe we can force our way through it.”

“Don’t you get it? It’s lava! The tremors must’ve caused the volcano to vent through these tunnels.” I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of disappointment at the creeping death-flow slowly making its way towards us. “Lava is a lot less cinematic in real life, isn’t it?”

“What are you talking about, woman?”

“Now’s not the time for validation.” Adrenaline sang through my veins, making me almost giddy despite the direness of the situation. I pulled at Bertrand’s arm, dragging him back down the tunnel towards the antechamber. The idol’s former resting place was no more; it too was consumed under a second flow of the goopy, roasted marshmallow-like substance that was just beginning to coat the unbothered sphinx guarding the door. To my relief, our only hope for a way out wasn’t quite obscured yet.

“You’re mad! There’s nowhere left for us to run,” Bertrand whined.

“C’mon, Paladin, have a little faith.” I flashed him a toothy grin before turning my attention to the stone lion. “Hey, bozo! I want to change my answer to your riddle!”

The sphinx’s muzzle turned down in distaste. “Is that so?”

“What has an eye but can’t see its own tail?” I trumpeted. “The answer: your asshole!”

Jade eyes burned with rage. “Fuck you!”

“No,” I began. “Fuck y—”

My well-crafted and thoughtful response was cut off as the trapdoor beneath our feet gave out, dropping Bertrand and I down a vertical shaft into darkness. He cried out for Lenora, while the drop forced my stomach into my throat and choked my hysterical laughter before it could emerge. We fell straight down for several seconds before the shaft became an incline. We slid, unable to find purchase on the smooth stone, while a soft orange glow emanated from the hole at the bottom of the slide. I made sure my grip on both Bertrand and the idol was secure before we dropped back into freefall over a massive river of lava.

The heat was a slap in the face compared to the relative coolness of the tunnel. It was like falling into a giant oven rather than a massive chamber underground. The lava flowing beneath us was more orange and glowing than its counterpart we just escaped from, though it was just as imminently about to kill us.

I finally got my voice working again, screaming against the wind rushing around us. “Any time you want to make more of those light wall thingies works for me!”

Bertrand’s terrified expression brightened before twisting with concentration. A rectangle of solid light appeared beneath us, which we struck and immediately shattered through. My heart leapt, but the paladin clearly anticipated this because there was a whole series of similar walls stacked beneath us, ready to kill our momentum one brutal impact at a time. We still hit solid ground much too hard for my liking. We tumbled apart and I came to a rest on the edge of a small island in the river of death, lava less than a foot from my face. I instinctively curled in on myself for protection as the adrenaline faded and was replaced with delayed panic, relying on the comforting solidness of the idol clutched in my embrace. Several moments passed like this; I waited until my heart was convinced that I would survive the next few minutes before attempting to rise.

The island we landed on was probably thirty feet across, an oblong platform of solid volcanic rock slowly making its way down the river. Lava flowed into the cavern from a small tunnel upstream and disappeared down a similar tunnel downstream. At the very peak of the dome over our heads was the shaft from the tunnel above. I’d half expected a pit of spikes to be waiting for us, not some massive underground lava pit; had the bishops that built this temple long ago always intended the trapdoor to lead down here? Lenora’s patsies were hardcore.

Speaking of Lenora’s patsies, on the other side of the platform knelt Bertrand, head bowed, eyes closed, lips moving in frantic prayer. He seemed alright, all things considered. His pristine hair and garments were stained with soot and his doublet was torn, but he himself appeared unharmed. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. Good to see the annoying paladin hadn’t been deep-fried either. 
​“Is the idol safe?” He didn’t bother looking up at me.

“Yeah,” I told him. “I’m okay too, thanks for asking.” Bertrand nodded and resumed his prayer. I shifted my weight from foot to foot, waiting expectantly, before continuing. “Hey, so, we should probably try to find a way out of here. You know, get this thing returned all safe and sound, and maybe us too while we’re at it! There’s a novel thought.”

When Bertrand still refused to reply, I stepped forward and gave him a light shove on the shoulder. “Hey, did you hear me? We need to–”

“I appreciate your enthusiasm,” the paladin replied, his optimistic voice running thin. “But I am trying to find us a way out of here.”

I looked down at him skeptically. “By… praying.”

He sighed. “Yes, by praying.”

“You know Lenora can’t help us, right?”

“You may not believe in the Lightmother, graverobber,” Bertrand said tightly. “But I do, and I would appreciate it if you afforded me the dignity of petitioning my patron deity for assistance.”

“Uh, sorry,” I replied. “I wasn’t trying to deny you your dignity or whatever. I just meant she literally can’t help us. She told me so.”

The paladin scoffed. “Oh, She told you?”

“Yes.”

“The Lightmother, the Goddess Lenora Herself, sought out a non-believer like you just to let you know that She, in Her eternal glory, would not have the strength to save you.”

“Yeah,” I confirmed. “That’s pretty much exactly what happened.”

Bertrand glared at me over his shoulder. “Blasphemy comes easily to you, doesn’t it?”

“I’ll blaspheme as much as I damn well please,” I retorted. “So long as it's against the goddess that kidnapped me and dumped me into this mess in the first place. You might be too far up her ass to believe it, but all she’s given me was an ultimatum, more dysphoria, and a useless Shard. Have you had the weight of the world dumped on your too-broad shoulders lately? Let me tell you, it isn’t—”

“Wait,” Bertrand cut me off, rising to his feet. His eyes were the size of dinner plates. “Did you say She gave you a Shard?”

“‘Gave’ is a bit of a stretch, it was more of an involuntary piercing, but yeah.”

“Show me.”

My hand instinctively went to my chest. “Uh, no?”

He stepped forward with an intensity that surprised me. “Do you want me to believe you or not?”

“Maybe try asking Lenora that sometime,” I grumbled. He refused to let it go, so after nearly seven straight minutes of listening to him recite a Bible’s worth of scripture at me, I relented and unfastened the top button of my gambeson to expose my collar. Anything to stop the Sunday School flashbacks.

The paladin drew near—too near, and I told him so—and inspected the dull gray crystal set into my flesh. With my permission, he gently ran a finger over Lenora’s sigil carved into the stone, and gently pushed on the Shard to test whether it would come loose or not. It didn’t hurt or budge, just as it hadn’t whenever I had tried the same thing. It was as rigid and lifeless as a piece of bone. The examination seemed to mollify the paladin just as my discomfort reached its peak. He withdrew from me to pace around the small island, deep in thought.

His gaze flicked up and down my form as he walked, prompting me to button up my coat with annoyance. What was with this world and people devouring me with their eyes? I let him stew in his musings for a minute or two, using the time to scan our surroundings and try to brainstorm a way out. Something promising caught my eye. I moved to get a better look, only to find my way blocked by the paladin, the most serious set to his mouth I’d seen yet.

“I,” he declared, tears in his eyes. “Am a fool.”

“Not exactly new information for me, but acknowledgement is the first step to recovery.”

He fell to his knees, grabbing at my coat in apparent anguish. “I’ve tarnished the Lightmother’s honor and doomed the world to fall deeper into Ventalus’ vile clutches with my arrogance! Forgive me, Noble Champion! I beseech you, wipe me clean of my sins!”

“Wow, okay, you can just stop with that, please,” I muttered, taking a step back while struggling to wrench my hem from his grip.

“I’ve sullied your holy quest,” Bertrand wailed, inching closer to me on his knees. “When I overheard the bishops say they’d located the entrance to the lost Temple of the Lightmother’s Wrath, I only wished to recover the idol and deliver it to them to use in our battle against the demon lord. I knew not that you were already on your way, or I’d never have interfered!”

“It’s… It’s okay,” I said lamely, backing up another step. One more would take me into the lava. “Seriously. No one got hurt, we got the thingy, it's fine.”

“Fine? Nay, I say, nay!” Bertrand pounded a fist against his breast. “It was by my folly that I have doomed both the idol and the bearer of the mark of the Champion of Light to languish in a fiery pit at the center of the earth!”

That comment gave me pause. “Hang on, you know about the mark?”

“Know it?” Bertrand exclaimed. “The mark is the ultimate symbol of Lenora’s favor! The envy of every soul who wears Her sigil upon our breast! It is said in the scriptures to be gifted to a warrior from another world, granting him the power to banish even the foulest darkness.”

Him. A chill prickled down my neck despite the heat of the chamber. “Did they say anything else about it?”

“Some. But they are quite clear that without it, we have no hope of victory,” he said, voice heavy with over-the-top regret. He bowed so low that his nose was pressed against the rocky platform. “If we are both to die here, then I must make one request of you, Noble Champion. Exact thine divine justice upon me, such that I may find reconciliation for my sins before the end.”

“Fine,” I sighed, before lowering my voice to sound as regal as I could manage. “I, Jen Joyce, as Lenora’s Champion of Light do decree that as penance for your blatant idiocy, you, Jaune Bertrand—"

“Lord Paladin Jaune Bertrand,” he corrected. “The fourth.”

I rolled my eyes. “First, you will allow me to refer to you as Jaune, because your full title is way too damn long.”

“A very reasonable request,” the paladin agreed.

“Second,” I continued. “You, Jaune, will tell me everything you know about the mark and Lenora’s champion.”

“I pledge myself to your service, Great Champion,” Bertrand vowed. “I will be your loyal squire for the rest of my days, as brief of a tenure as that may be due to my fallacy.”

“That’s not super necessary but whatever. Your final and most grievous punishment,” I began ominously, before pointing across the lava river at the stone staircase leading out of the cavern. I’d noticed it before the paladin’s little meltdown. “Use your light wall things to get us safely over there.”

The paladin’s gaze followed my gesture, and when he saw the stairwell, he dissolved into tears on the ground. “Thank you, Lightmother, for sending Your champion to deliver me from my folly and sin into Your light. Thank you!”

I sighed. It was going to be a long trip back to the surface, wasn’t it?


8

Don’t You Start Too

Many, many hours later, my new squire and I rejoined Harv on the surface. The bard had elected to stay behind on the pretense of stopping potential thieves or rival adventurers from following me underground, though the extensive charcoal stains on his fingers and the fact Bertrand had reached the antechamber just after I did suggested he’d just been looking for an excuse to stay behind and write.

“Why, he was a man of God!” Harv protested when I confronted him with my theory. The three of us were on our way back to Bastion, idol in tow. “Why should I have tried to stop him? What threat would he have posed to thee?”

“Wise words, my good man!” Bertrand said brightly, pounding Harv on the shoulder so hard his feathered cap fell off. “The grace of the Lightmother loves all of us who walk in Her light; we are all Her children. Though, now that you mention it, I don’t remember seeing you at all when I arrived.”

“No?” Beads of sweat dotted Harv’s exposed brow. “Surely I introduced myself? Harv the Bold, greatest musician of the age?”

“No, I’m sure I would’ve remembered such a colorful character as you. Perhaps if you played one of your delightful songs for us, it might jog my memory?”

“Actually,” I cut in, glancing at the uncomfortable expression on Harv’s face. “I have a bit of a headache from all the soot and riddles and getting knocked around by hard light constructs down there. Maybe we skip the music this time around, yeah?”

Harv breathed a sigh of relief, while Bertrand appeared thoroughly chastised. “Whatever you command, Great Champion,” he intoned solemnly. That’s going to get old really quick.

We returned to Bastion very late that night. Bertrand offered to run ahead to the church and rouse the clergy for my arrival. “They would be awfully ashamed of themselves to receive Lenora's champion in their nightgowns,” he informed us.

“Are those any different from what they normally wear?” Harv remarked under his breath, and it took all my willpower not to snort out a laugh in the eager paladin’s face.

“I’ve been meaning to ask,” Harv said more seriously when Bertrand had scampered off. “What is all that ‘champion’ business he’s been on about?”

“He’s convinced I’m some prophesied savior that Lenora kidnapped from another world to save this one from Ventalus,” I explained.

Harv’s laughter echoed through the darkened streets. “Verily? Thy cleverness never ceases to amaze me, Lady Jen. I’m glad I am no longer the biggest fool in the party.”

I chuckled, running my nails along the base of my neck. “Yeah, right? It’s just so unbelievable.”

“Still,” Harv mused once he’d had his fill of joking at Bertrand’s expense. “Paladins are one of the most defensively robust classes. Excellent at diverting and absorbing damage aimed at their teammates, while delivering a fair amount in return. He should be a wonderful asset in our quest to destroy the demon lord, if we can manage to hold onto him.” He nudged me with an elbow, a glint in his eye. “Perhaps it would be prudent to continue to play along with his fantasy for now, eh, Great Champion?”

“Don’t you start, too.”

The Cathedral of the Steadfast was the only building in Bastion larger than even the guild hall, and it was an architectural marvel to behold. Six huge minarets, intricately assembled stained glass windows, soaring buttresses, the works. Set into the facade of the structure was a yellow-white Shard the size of a school bus, shimmering in the starlight. It was no surprise to me that Lenora had the nicest digs in town, but seeing her vanity on full display, towering over the rest of the city, was something else entirely. I wondered vaguely how much gold the church collected through tithes to afford such a building.

We were admitted into the cathedral by an abbey boy, eyes still red with sleep, who led us down an elegant stone staircase under the church. At the end of a narrow hallway was a single well-lit office where Lord Bertrand and three elderly men in white and yellow robes sat waiting. They all rose in greeting as Harv and I entered.

“Ah, here she is,” Bertrand said with a wide smile. “Your Graces, may I introduce Lady Jen Joyce, Knight of the Adventurer’s Guild and Champion of Light.”

Six old, cataract-covered eyes took me in. Bertrand introduced the one in the middle as Archbishop Mayven, but I didn’t care enough to remember the names of the others. “This man?” Mayven squinted at me through spectacles so thick his eyes took on a bug-like perspective. “Isn’t he the one we hired to retrieve the idol from the Temple of the Lightmother’s Wrath?”

I sighed, a prickle of annoyance coloring my tone. It was going to be another one of those conversations.

“Now really, Your Grace, there’s no need to be so rude,” Bertrand chided. “The woman that stands before you today is a miracle. One that defied fate and crossed through the veil between worlds to deliver us from Ventalus’ wrath.”

“Is the boy blind or just foolish?” One of the lesser bishops stage-whispered to the other. “Women can’t be knights.”

“They can when they have a dick,” I interjected, savoring the shocked and affronted expressions the clergymen wore. “Trust me, it wasn't my first choice, either. I would’ve been an alchemist if they let me.”

Of the assembled men in the room, only Harv seemed unbothered by this revelation. In fact, the bard was stifling a laugh as he took in the blushing countenances around us.

“Forgive me, Great Champion.” Bertrand was the first to recover, though when he spoke there were tears sliding down his cheeks. “I-I was under the impression that you were a woman. I swear I meant no insult or–”

“Weren’t thou listening, friend?” Harv cut in merrily, throwing an arm around Bertrand’s shoulders. “She is a woman. Her pronouns are she, her, and fuck off!” My heart skipped a beat in my chest. I was so proud of him.

The paladin’s tears dried up immediately, along with his confusion. He looked at me like a starving person at a buffet. “I see. I understand!”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “You do?”

“Yes!” Bertrand was nearly bouncing with excitement as he turned to address the bishops. “Your Graces, don’t you see? A woman, but with the anatomy of a man! The impossibility of it all–this woman must be Lenora’s champion. Only She could make something like this possible!”

I bit my tongue to stop from correcting him. Obviously no god from this world or another had anything to do with me being the way I was, but I didn’t have the energy left to teach a course on gender theory to a bunch of religious cis men. At the very least Bertrand seemed to be arguing on my behalf.

“I’d stake my title on it,” he continued. “She bears the mark. She’s met the Lightmother Herself. And she even claims to be from another world, and if anything, her alienness should be proof enough of that!”

That seemed to give the bishops pause. The one closest to me scratched his knobbly chin before addressing me. “Ser Knight, is this true? Do you carry the mark?”

“Lady Knight,” I corrected, while flashing the crystal at the bishops. “I don’t fully understand what it’s supposed to do, but I have it.” The lesser bishops gasped and muttered to one another with excitement. Archbishop Mayven, on the other hand, was glaring at the dull stone with cold suspicion.

“You came from another world, then?” Knobbly Chin asked.

“Yes. It’s called Connecticut.”

“Kennakit is deep within the eastern jungle,” Mayven chuckled. “Hardly another world!”

“Kuh-net-uh-kit,” I enunciated. “Not Kennakit. Lenora turned my closet into a portal and pulled me through.”

“Fascinating,” the third bishop whispered. “And so you’ve met the Lightmother? What was She like?”

I deliberated on how blunt to be. “Like someone who’s used to role-playing mommy but her heart just really isn’t into it anymore.”

The two lesser bishops exchanged looks. “Is that a good thing?” Knobbly Chin asked the other, who could only shrug in response.

“Look, can we get back to the topic at hand?” I lifted the idol to divert everyone’s attention from me. “Chosen one or not, I went and fetched the thingy you hired me to get. Can someone please check the box and get me the adventurer points I earned?”

“Ah, of course,” Mayven replied, starting as if he’d all but forgotten about the MacGuffin in my hand. He snapped his fingers at the abbey boy, who was silently standing at attention by the door. “You there, boy, fetch one of the eunuchs to come retrieve the artifact from our… friend, here.” The boy ran off to comply.

I was looking at the archbishop with renewed interest. “Eunuchs?”
​Mayven nodded. “Servants of the Lightmother have little patience for the distractions of the flesh. It is a customary part of one’s induction into Her service to undergo the procedure when one takes the cloth. It helps them remain pure in their dedication to Her.”

“Cool, cool,” I said as dismissively as I could manage even as my heart threatened to burst from my chest. It hadn’t even occurred to me that this world might have its own alternatives to my hormone problem. Sure, an orchiectomy wouldn’t do anything about my lack of estrogen, but it would at least stop the little traitors hanging between my legs from re-exerting themselves in the absence of a blocker.

Even regularly taking on C-rank quests in addition to my usual D-rank ones, my progress towards the higher ranks was still painfully slow, and rushing headlong into a fight with the demon lord would likely have far worse consequences than a few scrapes on my cheek. Maybe there was a way I could take the edge off and feel more comfortable taking my time.

Before I could figure out a nonchalant way to ask about medieval surgical practices, the abbey boy returned with a robed man in tow. The newcomer bowed to the bishops and handed Mayven both a small wooden tablet and a hefty sack of coins. Then, he turned and bowed to me before wordlessly taking the idol from my hand and scurrying back out of the room. Bertrand watched the eunuch leave with a frown.

“Very well,” Mayven sighed, activating the tablet with a tap of his fingers. “Quest satisfactorily completed.” Both Harv’s and my IDs chimed as the confirmation went through, and my stomach unclenched ever so slightly. Five points closer to C-rank. “Here’s your pay,” he continued, handing the sack to me. “I trust you’re exhausted from your adventure. You and your friend should get some sleep.”

Bertrand started, looking affronted. “Your Grace, aren’t we going to discuss our next move before we retire?”

Mayven scowled at him. “What next move are you referring to, Lord Paladin?”

“Don’t you see? The miracle we’ve been praying for has finally arrived!” Bertrand gestured to me. “We have both the idol and the Champion of Light. There’s no time to waste!”

“Pish posh, these adventurers are dead on their feet,” Knobbly Chin interjected with a chuckle. “The war will keep until morning.” I wasn’t sure if it was the wording or the murderous look on Bertrand’s face, but a sickly sensation wiggled down my spine.

“What war?” I asked.

“You really aren’t from around here, are you?” Mayven sneered. “The war with Ventalus.”

“The dark forces push ever closer to the realms of man every day, spreading pain and discord wherever their shadows touch,” Bertrand explained, meeting my eyes with a hard look. “Only the assembled soldiers of the Grand Alliance keep them from overrunning our fields, towns, and cities, but we’re losing ground every day.”

“Oh.” I’d pictured Ventalus as a boss from one of Lee’s games, sitting cackling in their dungeon waiting for an adventurer to come stop them but doing fuck all else in the meantime. Clearly, the situation was far more dire than that. “Shit. That sucks.”

“They do,” Bertrand agreed. “They suck the very light from the land, until nothing is left but darkness and wasteland. Lenora’s holy influence diminishes with every acre they touch, and yet we are powerless to stop their advance—until now. If we can just bring the idol—”

“You once again overstep your mandate, Lord Paladin,” Mayven warned, large eyes narrowing at him. “You were not authorized to attempt to retrieve the idol, nor do you have the right to declare this… person Lenora’s champion. That crystal does not burn with Lenora’s light; it’s as useless as a lump of salt. We must consult the scripture before we can assign such a prestigious title to some lowly knight you found underground.”

“But—”

“As for you, Lord Bertrand, your insolence tonight will only be forgiven because you aided in the retrieval of the idol, but you still need reminding of your place.” Mayven steepled his hands with a nasty smirk. “Both you and the idol will remain here at the church until we bishops decide when, how, and by whom you and it will be used. Do I make myself clear?”

Bertrand’s ears burned red and his eyes shone with suppressed tears, but nevertheless he nodded tightly.

“Good. All of you are dismissed.”




✽✽✽

“Perhaps a ballad would cheer the Lord Paladin up,” Harv wondered over his porridge the next morning. “A real tear-jerker of a melody might grant him the catharsis he needs. I’ve seen it work before.”

“I dunno, I don’t think Jaune needs any help crying,” I replied through a mouthful of buttered bread. “He can turn it on and off like a faucet. Do you guys have like—I guess it wouldn’t be christian rock here—music that’s sappy and shallow and all about how much you love Lenora? I bet he’d love that.”

“Do you mean hymns?”

“Kinda. Imagine a hymn but it’s set to a simple but catchy tune and sung outside of church.”

“Interesting.” Harv picked up his lute from under the table and plucked at a few strings thoughtfully. “Perhaps if I adapted ‘The Hymn of the Pure and Fair’ to the tune of ‘Wine, Wars and Whores’, it would do the trick?”

“I’m sure the tonal whiplash alone would make him feel something,” I remarked. “Do you think he’ll be alright?”

“Lord Bertrand?” Harv looked up at me, playing a particularly dissonant chord that echoed through the guild hall. “I imagine so. Paladins tend to work exclusively for the church but they’re still adventurers first. Worst case, he’ll be expelled from the church and will just have to work odd jobs with the guild like the rest of us, but it’s not like he did anything serious enough to warrant that.”

Something wasn’t adding up here. “If the church has an army of paladins at their disposal, why did they hire us to fetch their idol?”

“Dunno,” Harv replied. “Perhaps they thought the work was beneath them.”

I pictured Mayven’s smug, derisive expression. “Yeah, maybe.” Another harsh twang erupted from the instrument across the table and I winced, silently praying for divine intervention.

“Lady Jen? Harv?” Meena was approaching our table, a sense of urgency to her voice.

“Miss Meena!” Harv cried, arms raised overhead. “The perfect opportunity to try out my new ‘christian rock’ doth approach!”

“Yeah, I don’t think that’s what she’s here for,” I muttered, butterflies choking my voice as they usually did when the receptionist was around. “Morning, Meena.”

“Your party has been requested by name for a job from the church,” Meena informed us. “A representative of theirs is waiting to brief you at the front desk.”

“That was quick,” I noted.

“Surely they were impressed by our spectacular performance on yesterday’s quest!” Harv was beaming with his chest thrust as far out as it could go.

“Our performance?”

Meena led us into the entryway of the guild. Standing by the desk was Bertrand, face flushed and eyes sunken as if he was both energized and operating on next to no sleep. He had a cloth bundle wedged under his arm.

“Ah, wonderful, I prayed you’d be here,” Bertrand said. “The bishops came to a decision this morning. We must make all haste to Viurnia at once.”

“With all due respect, Lord Paladin,” Meena cut in, dark eyes flashing. “All quests in or around Viurnia are currently restricted to B-rank adventuring parties and above. It’s much too dangerous for these adventurers.”

I glanced at Harv, waiting for a contrarian boast but none came. The bard’s face was pale, and he was biting his lip.

“The archbishop is aware of this,” Bertrand replied, unbothered. “That’s why I’ve been tasked to join their party and accompany them.”

Meena’s eyes narrowed. “Lady Jen is D-rank, Lord Paladin.”

“The party is B-rank,” Bertrand countered. “That’s the only restriction, is it not?”

“She’s barely had her sword for three weeks. You expect her to survive Viurnia?” Meena was worried about me? What the hell kind of place was this?

“With me as her shield? I guarantee it,” Bertrand said with a dashing smile.

“Okay, I’ll bite,” I interrupted before Meena could fire back another protest. “What’s in Viurnia?”

“The front line,” Meena spat, directing all her anger at Bertrand. “He’s taking you to war.”


9

What Chance in Hell Do I Have?

The Shardcraft wagon loaded with soldiers, healers, and eunuchs came to a rest after two long days of travel. Wood groaned and creaked underfoot as the lot of them filed off, but otherwise the travelers were silent. They’d been so ever since we’d descended into the Viurnia Ravine this morning as the telltale sounds of combat began to reach our ears, echoing through the stone canyon from somewhere deep within. Now here, at the makeshift fort built on the far side of what was once the city of Viurnia’s southern wall, the agonized screams of soldiers, clashing steel, and horrible shrieks of inhuman creatures were all but deafening. Meena hadn’t been exaggerating in the slightest. Bertrand had taken Harv and I to war.

“Far be it from me to question the wisdom of a representative of the church,” Harv began, his breath uncomfortably warm on the back of my neck. “But are thee sure it was necessary for us to travel like this?”

“I told you,” Bertrand replied. “The secrecy of our mission is paramount. The people here are desperate, scared, tired. If someone without the purest of intentions learned we carried the idol, they would surely attempt to steal it from us.”

“Yeah, see, I get that,” I chimed in, shoving Bertrand’s leg off my lap. “But I’m with Harv on this one. Was a dogpile under some blankets really the best option?”

Bertrand sat up, pulling a heavy quilt off us. His cheeks burned red. “If a group of adventurers was seen on board, people would be bound to ask questions!”

“What kind of questions do you think they’d ask if they noticed the pile of linens in the corner was breathing?”

“But they didn’t, did they?” Bertrand sounded proud of himself. “Now then, shall we?”

The three of us extricated ourselves from our human pretzel, joints creaking as we stretched our limbs for the first time all day. Bertrand was a step behind Harv and I getting off the wagon; he was busy wrapping the quilt around his shoulders as if it were a cloak. Though I was sure it was to hide the linen-wrapped totem he carried, the blanket made him look more like an oversized child than a grown man about to step into a war zone.

“So now that it’s just us, is it safe to discuss what plan the bishops came up with?” I asked as we set off towards the northern wall. “I was surprised by how quickly they changed their minds after all their huffing and puffing the other day.”

“Oh yes, pray tell, my good man,” Harv said. “I can get a head-start on chronicling our exploits in song!”

“Keep your voices down!” Bertrand dove in between a pair of tents, dragging the two of us with him. A moment later, a pair of figures in armor similar to Bertrand’s walked by. One was a tall, lean, dark-haired human in his late twenties, the other a squat, black-scaled Anthrocadon; though I hadn’t seen one in the flesh before, I’d pressed Harv to teach me about what other sentient non-human species there were outside Bastion after our run-in with Dahlia and Urath. The reptilian paladin glanced in our direction, orange snake-eyes piercing and forked tongue flicking out between sharp ivory teeth. I instinctively held my breath until he looked away.

Our paladin likewise breathed a sigh of relief once they had passed, only to come face to face with my suspicious glare. “What?”

“What do you mean, what? What the hell was that about?”

“We’re wasting time,” Bertrand insisted, avoiding my eyes as best he could. He checked if the coast was clear before slipping out of the alley and beckoning us to follow. I met Harv’s gaze and rolled my eyes, to which he replied with a shrug and a weak smile.

“We’re happy to follow thee to hell and back, my friend,” Harv called at Bertrand’s back. “The Lady Knight and I are just a wee bit nervous about entering the inferno without knowing why we’re here.”

“You’re right to be nervous,” the paladin growled.

“Give it a rest, Harv,” I drawled. “He’s not going to talk. Church-types like him specialize in keeping their followers in ignorance.”

Betrand spun, face burning red and eyes popping from his skull. “How dare you! You have no idea what I’ve done to bring us this far!”

“Thou could easily help us to learn, couldn’t thee?” Harv’s voice was sweet like honey in a trap.

The paladin jabbed a finger at the bard’s chest as if he were about to continue his rant, but then he deflated, lowering his hand. “It would be easier just to show you,” he said finally, gesturing towards the wall.

From the scaffolding along the wall, we gleaned our first look at the battlefield. The ravine opened into a clearing about a mile in diameter, with what was left of the city of Viurnia lying in ruin within. A veritable sea of writhing bodies was engaged in fierce combat in the dim light of the gorge, fighting on and around the spongy, mushroom-like buildings that dotted the area. The cliff faces, that until this point walled the narrow gash in the earth, rose far up above us, forming a pair of peaks that at first glance appeared to be one mountain split violently down the center. Nestled just under the gap in the mountains above was the largest mushroom of all, a rotten toadstool the size of the guild hall back in Bastion. Just under its cap was… nothing. An expanse as dark as a starless night yawned from within the decaying flesh of the fungus. It took a moment for me to realize that the void was vaguely in the shape of a pyramid, not at all unlike how the mark jutted from my sternum.

While we watched, lightning pulsed from the crystal’s surface, striking the ground at the mushroom’s base. A wormhole flashed into existence where it struck, and when it disappeared about fifty twisted, red-eyed things that could only be demons stood where none had a moment before. With a dissonant chorus of screams, the fresh horde leapt into battle, quickly overwhelming the nearby soldiers.

“Whoa,” I breathed.

“That’s our target,” Bertrand said, voice tight. He pointed at the pyramid. “Viurnia’s Great Shard.”

“I’ve never seen a Shard like that before.” Harv’s eyes were locked on the void as he scribbled in his notepad. “What attunement is it?”

“It was attuned to Intelligence,” Bertrand explained. “Viurnians are powerful psychics by nature, but even with their abilities they could not withstand the demon hordes forever, and now the heart of their city and the source of its power has fallen under Ventalus’ control. Demons are about as capable of maintaining supply lines as a tornado, and so to reinforce their army from afar, the demon lord corrupts the Great Shards of conquered cities to do their bidding.” His armored fingers gripped the railing so hard the wood cracked in protest. “It’s an abomination of the Lightmother’s gifts to humanity.”

Lenora’s words from my first morning here finally made sense. This and the Shard built into the cathedral in Bastion dwarfed the ordinary crystals used to power everything in this world. If Shards really were pieces of the goddess’ corporeal form, then with each city that Ventalus conquered, the demon lord came closer and closer to stealing Lenora’s godhood for themself. An all too familiar queasiness wormed its way into my gut at the thought. But that wasn’t all. “It took us two days to drive up here,” I mused aloud. “But it took all of three seconds for five times that many demons to show up here. It’s like a checkpoint: once the demons take a city, they can’t be pushed back. Their numbers are replenished way too quickly.”

Bertrand nodded. “Exactly. Until today, that is.”

“What can we possibly do against that?” Fear cracked my voice on the last word.

“We have everything we need right here!” The paladin hefted the idol up with a strained smile. “The idol from the Temple of the Lightmother’s Wrath, designed to amplify holy power to a degree that no shadow can resist, and you! The Champion of Light herself!”

“Yeah, what about me?”

Betrand waved a hand impatiently towards my chest. “The mark you bear, Noble Champion. You must only pass its holy light through this idol to purify the corrupted Great Shard.”

“Oh yeah, great plan.” Sarcasm was the only thing that was keeping my voice intact. “Just one problem. I don’t know how to use it.”

“Of course, you do,” Betrand countered with a laugh. “You just need to have faith.”

“My faith stat is literally zero, Jaune! I have no faith!”

The hope bled from the paladin’s face. “You’re joking with me, yes? You are Lenora’s chosen one. You met Her. There’s no way your faith stat is–?”

“Zip, zilch, nada,” I spat. “Nothing doing.”

“She’s telling the truth,” Harv confirmed. “I saw it with my own eyes.”

Bertrand threw an arm in the air. “But if that’s true, how are we supposed to use the idol? What are we even doing here?”

“I was about to ask the same thing.”

I jumped at the sound of the unfamiliar voice. The pair of paladins that passed us earlier were standing behind us on the scaffolding, metal-clad arms folded across their chests. Both wore matching looks of disapproval, though their scowls were focused on Bertrand. It was a relief seeing the expression aimed at someone else.

“Lord Morgon,” Bertrand squeaked, gazing up nervously at the taller of the two newcomers, and then the other. “Lord Abbott. A pleasure to see you both.”

“Why are you wearing a blanket, Lord Bertrand?” Abbott, the Anthrocadon, growled.

“Oh, this?” Bertrand drew the makeshift cloak tighter around himself. “It’s a tad cold here. I thought it prudent to warm up before plunging into battle.”

“Are the fires of war not hot enough for you?” Morgon sneered. “Perhaps hell would be more to your liking?”

“Now, really, you mustn’t joke about that, my Lord,” Bertrand admonished him, though his voice was lacking much of the arrogance I’d come to associate with it. “I admit, it's not a look befitting one of my stature, but I simply must–”

“Hide the idol you stole from the cathedral,” Abbott finished for him.

“Stole!” Harv cried. “Now wait just one moment, my Lords! Why, our noble paladin would never dare dream of stealing something so precious from the church he so humbly serves!”

“Yeah, what he said,” I chimed in, stepping in between Bertrand and the other paladins. “He may have defied the will of the bishops to recover the idol from that lost temple, and definitely disagreed with their decision to keep the idol at the cathedral, and he’s been acting super suspicious ever since we took this job, but there’s no way he’d–” Realization trickled through my brain, and I glanced back at the flushing man incredulously. “Dammit, Jaune. You stole the idol, didn’t you?”

“A little,” Bertrand confirmed in a small voice.

I smacked his armored shoulder. “You idiot! What the hell were you thinking?”

“I was thinking that the idol was meant to be used!” Bertrand was speaking past me at the other paladins. “The bishops went to all the trouble of recovering an artifact to turn the tide of the war but then were content to lock it up in the vaults below Bastion while people—Lenora’s people, our people—are out here dying! I couldn’t just look the other way!”

“I disagree, old friend,” Morgon replied. “Not only could you have done what you were told, you were bound under oath to do so.”

“A paladin’s creed is the word of the Lightmother, and the archbishop speaks with Her voice,” Abbott added.

“Lenora’s word is Her own, my Lords,” Bertrand countered. “Her scriptures clearly call for those who serve in Her name to protect the powerless. How many died when Viurnia fell? How many when Ahktorr fell? And how many more will die when Ventalus uses this city to launch his assault on Bastion? Archbishop Mayven’s own city, no less.”

Jaune’s words reminded me of what Brunswick told me back when I unknowingly took the quest to hunt down Dahlia for that asshole farmer. Defying the bishops to stop Ventalus’ war machine was the right thing to do, as stupid a decision as it was. But was it any more stupid than my decision to dupe Horaz to allow Dahlia and Urath to escape?

Yes. It was undoubtably more stupid than that. We were cornered by angry paladins with our back to the demon lord’s army, and it was all this noble idiot’s fault.

“Bold words,” Morgon said with a yawn. “I’m sure you would be happy to repeat them to the bishops when we take your party and the idol back to Bastion, as ordered.”

Bertrand stiffened beside me, even as my own heart leapt into my throat. Take us back to Bastion, indeed. In chains, no doubt. My status as Lenora’s precious chosen one would hardly protect me either, seeing as my primary advocate had just committed insubordination. Or was it blasphemy if it was against the church?

“Now now, my Lords, I am hardly one to stand in the way of noble paladins going about their duty,” Harv interjected, stepping around Bertrand and I to address our aggressors, lute in hand. “But at the same time, I cannot stand idly by when the honor and freedom of my party members is called into question!”

“Move, Bard,” Abbott hissed, lifting his mace in warning. “Our orders say nothing about the condition we need to bring you all in.”

To my shock, the stocky paladin’s attempt at intimidation had no visible effect on Harv. A grin split his round face, and the gem set into his lute flashed. “Ours say nothing about going quietly. Do they, Lady Jen?”

“Hell no.” The words were out of my mouth and my sword was out of its sheath before I knew what was happening.

“You do realize what you’re insinuating is blasphemy, right?” Morgon asked. Huh, so I was right: it was blasphemy. Neat.

“The only blasphemy I’m hearing is from a bishop and his pet paladins who elect to serve their own selfish interests over those of Lenora’s children,” Harv protested. “In that regard, Lord Bertrand’s alleged misdeeds are heroic and, dare I say, divine in nature! Lord Bertrand!”

“Yes?”

Harv’s face shone through the gloom, illuminated by his Shard. “Dost thou regret the actions thou took that led us here?”

“My only regret is hiding the truth from my companions,” Bertrand replied, his bravado suddenly restored. “A sin I intend to atone for by accomplishing our mission here!”

With a flourish, Bertrand pulled the blanket from around his throat and tossed it at the other paladins. Just before it struck, he summoned a wall of solid light to reinforce it, turning the harmless quilt into a giant woven sledgehammer. The impact staggered the paladins before the wall vanished, depositing the blanket on Morgon’s head.

While his compatriot struggled to clear his vision, Abbott roared and lunged at Bertrand with his mace. Bertrand had yet to draw either his hammer or shield to defend himself. My feet carried me forward to intercept the blow. The mace slammed down against my sword held horizontally across my hands, and it took every ounce of strength I had to stay upright. Nevertheless, my legs buckled beneath me, forcing me to my knees. Abbott refused to relent, pushing down on my sword with considerable might while his tongue flicked inches from my face.

There was no way I was going to be able to hold this lock for much longer—already I could feel my arms and core turning to jelly—but maybe I didn’t have to. Passing thought became action, and I dropped flat on my back. Abbott fell forward from the sudden lack of resistance, and I managed to catch his gut with both of my feet. Using my legs as a lever and his own momentum, I sent Abbott hurtling over my head and off the rampart into the carnage below.

“That was amazing!” Harv cried as he helped me to my feet.

“Yeah, I didn’t know I had it in me,” I admitted, dazed.

“With me, friends, quickly!” Bertrand leapt onto a panel of light floating off the far side of the rampart.

Harv quickly followed suit, accepting the idol from Bertrand to free the paladin’s hands for his weapons. I made to follow, only to be knocked down by a heavy blow to my back. The impact detonated with heat and light a moment later; I sent silent gratitude to the armorer for my gambeson, even as I could feel a breeze from the hole Morgon’s attack had torn in it. I rolled away from the paladin’s follow up swing and clambered onto Bertrand’s platform.

“Oh, you will regret trying to run from the church, Adventurers!” Morgon called after us as the square of light drifted away from the wall towards the battlefield. A wolfish smile twisted his features. “Our reach is everywhere the light touches. We’ll follow you into hell if we must!” A shiver ran up my spine that had little to do with the bruise developing at its base. What an ominous way to phrase that.

Bertrand’s platform was able to carry us about a quarter of a mile from the wall. The paladin seemed to be straining to maintain the construct, whose golden light was fading. We landed somewhat gracefully at the first line of rotting fungal buildings.

“Okay!” I shouted over the roar of combat raging around us. “What now?”

“If Lords Morgon and Abbott retrieve the idol, this battle is lost,” Bertrand shouted back. “The bishops will never approve its use in time!”

“Sounds like we’re off to the Shard, then,” Harv reasoned. “We can hardly turn back now.”

“I agree,” Bertrand replied.

My heart sank a little as the surge of confidence from earlier began to fade. “I told you, I don’t have the power to use it!”

“We have no other option. Whether we fail to use the idol or allow it to fall into their hands, the result is the same.” Bertrand nodded to me with an encouraging smile. “We just need to have faith that Lenora will not allow Her world to fall to the darkness.”

Harv rested a hand on my shoulder and grinned. “I have faith in you and the Lightmother both, Jen. You can do this.”

Energy surged through my veins. For such an insufferable goofball, he always seemed to know what to say to get me going. “What the hell. Just promise me that the song you write about this battle mentions how cool under pressure I was, got it?”

“As cool as a frost lich’s heart!”

We burst from the alley into the street. Bertrand led the way, I brought up the rear, and Harv jogged between us, the idol clenched tightly in his hands. The dirt path was sticky underfoot with blood and rot, the air muggy and rancid with decay. We’d barely made it a couple blocks from our hiding place when we came across our first demon.

A shadow in the shape of a massive, six-legged bull bore down upon us, smoke curling from its nostrils. I called out a warning, but Bertrand reacted even faster. Golden light from his gauntlet activated the Shard set into the head of his hammer, engulfing it in a fiery aura. He brought it down with an explosion of holy energy on the beast’s head. It released a cry that was half-moo and half-shriek as it crumpled at the paladin’s feet. A second powerful strike destroyed its head, sending a shower of tar-like ichor flying.

Furious hissing from behind us brought our celebration short. What appeared to be a demon serpent with wicked scythes for arms lashed out at me, and I barely managed to repel the blow with my buckler. The monster pulled back to prepare a strike with its other arm, and when the slash came, I met it with my blade. I sliced through the shadowy limb at the elbow, sending more of the black liquid pouring from the wound. Some stray drops splashed my face, burning like scalding water. Swallowing the pain, I followed through on the swing, bringing my sword around to plunge deep into the beast’s abdomen. Its hiss melted into a scream as its long body fell to the ground, dead.

“Lady Jen, are you alright?” Harv asked.

“Yeah,” I replied, wiping away the ichor. “Its blood burns.”

“Demons are arguably more dangerous dead than alive,” Bertrand commented. “You can see how their corpses have—get down!”

I dropped like a stone, instinctively raising my shield over my head. Harv was a little too slow, forcing Bertrand to drag him down to our level half a second before a bolt of raw, crackling energy arced through the air that the bard’s head had just vacated. It exploded into gold sparks as it struck the nearest mushroom building, instantly vaporizing what was left of the rotten structure. My heart sank as I looked down the path the spear of light had come.

Morgon and Abbott were storming towards us. There was murder in the taller paladin’s eyes, while the other’s vertical pupils burned with determination. Abbott leapt into the air, light coalescing around his raised fist, and a second jagged bolt materialized in his grip. Bertrand threw up a wall of light to cover our retreat, but it was nowhere near strong enough to stop the other paladin’s blast. Bertrand and Harv had already started running, but as the one closest to the barrier when it shattered, I was thrown to the ground.

Morgon was upon me in an instant. Sparks flew as our blades met. For a moment I was back at the guild hall sparring with Ser Brunswick, but the old knight had never looked at me the way this paladin was now. He’d never swung his sword at me in fury, aiming to kill. It took every ounce of skill I’d accrued over the last few weeks to stay alive as our blades danced. Morgon was not as strong as Abbott, but his speed lent no opportunity for counterattack or escape. All of my energy was spent spinning a web of steel around my body, desperately fighting to keep his sword at bay.

I lasted maybe five seconds. Morgon found an opening I’d left in my defenses and exploited it with a furious backhand that sent me reeling backwards, blinking tears from my eyes. As my vision cleared, I saw Morgon bring his sword down on me too fast for me to parry, with no hint of mercy or piety in his victorious sneer. I barely had time to register the irony that I was about to be murdered by one of Lenora’s soldiers before I was rescued by one of Ventalus’. Morgon stopped his swing and leapt to the side to avoid a blow from a twelve-foot-tall, four-armed humanoid demon that had crashed into the clearing a moment before. Abbott leapt to his aid while I stood frozen in place, shell-shocked. I heard a familiar voice call my name, and then Harv’s hand closed around mine.

Harv wordlessly dragged me down the street towards the Shard, where Bertrand was busy caving in the chest of a feline demon. His formerly pristine hair was singed. “Apologies, Champion, it took us a moment to realize you weren’t with us.”

It took me a moment to remember how to speak. “It’s fine.”

The Shard loomed above us as we ran towards the heart of the fallen city. The bulk of the alliance soldiers were concentrated here to stem the flow of new demons, with mixed success. One soldier, a Phusaadian, speared an ape-like demon through the chest with a halberd and dashed it against the ground until it died, while a green-scaled Anthrocadon had his head torn completely off by the jaws of a massive bear demon. In the back of my mind, I remembered how my parents had tried to pressure me into joining the military after high school, and they’d nearly succeeded until a single line on the Air Force website had snapped me out of it: “Must be comfortable working in an active war zone.”

Turns out, seventeen-year-old me underestimated the power of adrenaline, muscle memory, and bone-deep terror.

I sliced a centipede demon the length of a car in half, only for the two halves to take life of their own and press the attack. Bertrand banished one with a blast of holy light while I took out the other by slicing through its head as cleanly as I would Brunswick’s straw training dummy. Harv called out a warning, and we dove for cover as another bolt of energy from Abbott split the ground at our feet. Our frantic retreat forced us closer to a bulbous demon that was more mouth than anything else. It spewed that tar-like blood at us from its toothy maw. A timely light shield from Bertrand blocked most of it, though some splashed on Harv’s lute, setting it ablaze. With a yelp, the bard pulled the instrument from his back and tossed it down the demon’s gullet. As the massive mouth snapped closed around it, I raced forward and plunged my blade vertically through its lips and into the ground, sealing them shut. One final blow from Bertrand put the thing down.

The paladins were upon us a moment later; Morgon sent a flurry of blows raining on Bertrand while Abbott made a beeline for Harv. I intercepted him with a tackle, my greater size briefly overwhelming Abbott’s superior strength. We crashed to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Within seconds, the paladin had disarmed and pinned me.

The rest of my party wasn't faring much better. Bertrand unleashed a two-handed slam with his hammer, burning like the sun, that Morgon caught on his glowing yellow tower shield. The opposing holy power detonated with a force Bertrand was unprepared for, and he toppled to the ground, his hammer a few feet from his hand. With his opponent down, Morgon turned his sights on the fleeing Harv. Seven daggers of light flew towards the bard with a sweep of the paladin’s hand, catching the fabric of Harv’s tunic and leggings to drag him to the ground. The bundle fell from his grip and rolled to the side, a glint of light sparkling within.

“You all are damn fools,” Morgon laughed. “As if low-rank trash like you could ever hope to escape us. Gambling on a demon taking us out for you, were you?”

“My Lords need not have pursued us,” Bertrand choked out as he struggled to get to his feet.

Morgon aimed a kick at Bertrand’s gut. “You’ve obviously forgotten our mandate, traitor. A paladin enacts Lenora’s will as set down by the church or dies trying.” He hefted his sword over Bertrand’s exposed neck. “But then again, there’s always room for interpretation.”

I cried out, struggling in vain beneath Abbott’s bulk. Harv was equally helpless. Despite everything I’d known and seen, I couldn’t help but hope for a miracle.

Morgon’s blade froze inches from Bertrand’s neck, startling all of us—including Morgon himself. He barely had time to register his shock before he was flung sideways through the air, crashing into the rotten pulp of a nearby mushroom. I couldn’t believe it. Had Lenora actually gotten off her ass to bail us out after all?

The shadowy figure that descended from the sky quickly disproved that theory. Where Lenora had been nearly bursting with life, death clung to this being like a shroud. Empty eyes as dark as the corrupted Great Shard glared down at us from sunken, necrotizing sockets beneath a tattered cloak, a skull’s grin on what was left of its lips. A thick, violet bound tome set with smaller void Shards down its spine floated over its shoulder.

Harv whimpered in terror, and Abbott scrambled to release me and draw his mace. My heart turned to ice as my stomach churned with acid. I knew what that thing was. I wasn’t ready, not yet. Maybe not ever. If it could defeat Morgon so handily, what chance in hell did I have of ever going home?

“Well,” purred the demon lord. “What do we have here?”
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“Paladins versus adventurers, whilst my army swarms around thee,” Ventalus continued in a haunting rasp of a voice. “Didst thou forget which side thou were on?”

“The side of the Lightmother,” Abbott grunted.

“I suppose that makes thee the traitor, then.” The lich landed beside Bertrand. With a wave of a skeletal hand, he was yanked to his feet. “Perhaps I can tempt thee into my service? I will gladly bestow thee with the power to destroy thy foes. Even these pathetic paladins.”

To his credit, Bertrand did not hesitate an instant. “I would sooner cut off my own arm.”

“Is that so? Then consider this a gift.”

The Shards in the old tome blazed, and a blade of darkness burst to life in the air above Bertrand and dropped. It cut cleanly through armor and flesh to sever his left arm off at the shoulder. I was too stunned to cry out; it happened too fast. Bertrand dropped back to the ground screaming, clutching at his stump with his remaining hand.

“Now thou needn’t do it thyself,” Ventalus hissed.

“If you think a true servant of the church would go down as easily as that fraud, demon, then this will be easier than I thought.” Despite the slathering of rotten mushroom all over him, Morgon appeared unharmed as he took his place next to Abbott. “Your reign will end by our hands here and now, immortalized forever in glory in the scriptures!”

On the last word, Morgon flung a swath of light daggers at the demon lord while Abbott charged forward, mace burning with holy energy. Ventalus lazily lifted a hand, the tome’s dark aura growing in response. The knives sparked as they crashed harmlessly against their palm. Abbott’s mace fell towards Ventalus’ skull, but they caught the weapon with one hand and unleashed a blast of dark energy into his gut with the other. The paladin dropped to the ground, the light going out from his mace. Before Morgon could launch another attack, he again found himself frozen in place by the demon lord’s power.

“My reign hast only just begun, churchling,” Ventalus whispered. “It will not be denied by thee.”

Morgon’s limbs twisted themselves into unnatural angles, cracking bones and tearing flesh. He released an awful, bloodcurdling shriek. “Make it stop, please!” The words tore from his lips. “Make it stop!”

The demon lord made a disapproving sound. “Thy courage hath failed already? Is this truly the best Lenora’s disciples have to offer? Thou disappoint me. Perhaps thou will be more comfortable in a form that better reflects thy disposition.”

The leather-bound tome cracked open before the demon lord. The lich chanted under their breath, ghastly smile growing wider with every syllable. A dark aura appeared around Morgon’s twisted form and his screams increased in pitch. There was a flash of light as Ventalus’ chanting reached its climax, and when I could see again, Morgon was gone. Standing in his place was a little brown chicken.

“Perfection,” Ventalus cooed. “I pray that thou find this form acceptable. Fret not, little churchling, thine order will still appreciate thy service. Thine eggs and thy flesh will make a fine feast, indeed.”

Morgon clucked and cowered behind Abbott’s fallen form.

That awful empty gaze fell on me. “Apologies for the delay, Lady Knight. I travelled here from my dungeon the moment I learned of thy presence on the battlefield. I had hoped we could talk, thou and I.”

That wasn’t a good sign. “You know me?”

“Of course,” the lich purred. “Thou art the one spoken of in scripture, the Champion of Light. The one with the power to destroy the darkness sweeping across this land—or die trying. Lenora spirited thee away from thy home, did she not?”

I shot a nervous glance at my party. A now freed Harv was helping Bertrand sit up. The paladin’s face was ashen, but he was awake and did not seem to be bleeding, thank God. The blade of dark flame must’ve cauterized the wound. He met my gaze with a curt nod. Harv gestured for me to keep talking, being careful not to dislodge the idol clutched under his arm.

“She did,” I admitted, releasing a heavy breath. “She was kind of a dick about it, too.”

“Lenora cares little for her subjects, and less for those outside her reach,” Ventalus croaked. “Thou art her pawn, and nothing more.”

“It’s not the first time.”

“It will be the last.”

My heart raced even faster. “I never wanted this. Any of this. I just want to go home.”

The demon lord drew closer. The temperature dropped several degrees with each step. “Thou misunderstand me. I wish to rule this land, thou desire to return to thine. We need not be enemies, nor does one needst vanquish the other. I can send thee home.”

“Lenora said it was impossible.”

“It is—for her. As her power wanes, mine own grows. I require but one more Great Shard, and then the power to pierce the veil betwixt our worlds will be within my grasp.”

“So what? You want me to be your champion instead?” All my frustration from the last few weeks bled into the words. “Trade ‘light’ for ‘demons’ and take quests killing adventurers and paladins instead of slimes and then you’ll send me home? All the while my body—” Emotion choked out the rest of the sentence.

“All I ask is for thou to do nothing.”

That stopped me cold. “What?”

“I need not thy strength nor wit, Lady Knight, though thou hast plenty of both. I simply need thou not to interfere with my plans.” The lich was close enough to touch, the tome floating just out of my reach. “I know thou came here with the idol from the lost temple. I know thou plan to use thy mark’s holy power to cleanse the Shard of mine influence. But if thou avail thyself of Lenora’s burden, thou will be unharmed, and when Bastion falls, I will send thee home.”

Unsurprisingly, my heart was not nearly as pure as Bertrand’s. I considered it. I really did. I was so tired, and not just from all the questing, traveling, and lack of sleep of the last few weeks. Decades spent in the closet, followed by another of pain, loneliness, and humiliation as I transitioned, fighting for every ounce of respect and affirmation I could, both inside and out, and I wasn’t even close to done yet. Rather than grind for years in this unforgiving world for a slim chance to defeat the final boss standing before me, I could just quit. Retreat into my shell for a few weeks while Ventalus did their thing, and I’d finally, finally, be able to take the easy way out for once.

I sighed. There was no such thing as an easy way out, at least not for me. Besides, as eager as I was to go home and leave Bastion behind forever, I could hardly just stand by and let it fall to ruin. Maybe my defiance wouldn’t do anything to change that fate, but what the hell. I’d decided long ago that I’d rather die as myself than live as someone else.

The moment passed. I snatched the demon lord’s book from the air and bolted back the way I came, skirting the pools of demon blood. Ventalus screamed, and there were crashes from behind me as debris was telekinetically flung at my back. Praying they needed line of sight to catch me with telekinesis and the book to cast higher level spells like the ones used on Morgon and Bertrand, my only chance was to keep moving. Surely, I could outpace a literal zombie, right?

I glanced over my shoulder to catch a glimpse of the demon lord zooming through the air after me, gaining steadily. “Right,” I panted. “Magic zombie.”

Taking a sharp left, I narrowly avoided a massive chunk of stone that squashed an unfortunate mushroom building beneath it into pulp. A pair of alliance soldiers were locked in combat with a demonic elk in the street just ahead.

“Yo! Move it or lose it, boys!” I dragged my blade along the beast’s flank as I passed. It collapsed into a bloody heap while the soldiers just watched me with flabbergasted expressions. The thunder of the demon lord’s approach snapped them back to their senses and they dove for cover. 

“What business of thine is this world’s plight?” Ventalus’ voice echoed through the ruined avenue. “Thou can be free, and none alive will know nor care the price thou paid!”

“That isn’t how morality works, pal,” I countered, not really caring if the lich could hear me. “Besides, in my experience if something looks easy, it's probably a scam. Maybe if you threw in some arbitrary red tape, legal loopholes, or light torture, it would be more believable.”

“Lenora is the one lying to thee! If thou think she’d ever send thee home, thou art a fool!”

I rolled my eyes. “Girl, who hurt you?”

The next volley of projectiles landed a little too close for comfort. It was time to ditch the book. Glancing overhead, there was a bat-like demon circling over the battlefield. I used the rotten portions of a nearby mushroom as handholds to clamber on top of the building. Sunlight pouring from between the narrow peaks above glinted off my raised sword, catching the demon’s attention. It screeched and dove, reaching for me with outstretched talons. At the last second, I swapped the blade for the tome and ducked. When the beast flew off, the book was clutched tight in its grip.

I turned just in time to make eye contact with the lich. The cogs turned in their undead brain, and then their scowl deepened. I grinned in return. A telekinetic wrecking ball slammed into me, knocking me down off the roof into another squishy fungus. I watched Ventalus tear off after the demon with the book as I picked myself back up.

“That should keep them busy for now. Shall we check in with the boys, Jen?”

“Good thinking, Jen.”

Harv and Bertrand were situated with the idol at the base of the monstrous mushroom housing the Shard. A squad of alliance soldiers formed a circle around them, pushing back any demon that got too close.

“Lady Jen!” Harv cried. “You’re alive!”

“For now,” I confirmed, equally happy to see both him and Bertrand in one piece—or just two in the latter’s case. “We only have a minute, tops. What do we do?”

“You need to charge the idol with your divine power,” Bertrand said, voice strained but steady. “When it reaches capacity, it’ll fire it all in one burst at the Shard.”

I bit back my instinctive retort. The guy just lost his arm; I could probably stand to humor him. I accepted the artifact from Harv, pulled open my gambeson to reveal the Shard embedded in my sternum and concentrated, searching my brain and soul for something, anything, that could kick the mark into action. Nothing happened.

“Come on, you useless goddess,” I growled at Lenora’s likeness on the idol. “I’m literally sticking my neck out for you here. You gotta give me something.” The idol stubbornly remained inert, and my mark remained as gray and lifeless as ever.

“So it’s over then,” Bertrand muttered, defeated. “We lost. It was all for nothing.”

“Not nothing,” Harv said. “We fought valiantly and came as close as anyone could. We did everything we could.”

Did we? “What about you, Jaune? You and the other paladins were charging your weapons with light. Could you give it a go?”

Bertrand shook his head. “The scriptures say only the faith of the Champion of Light has that ability, not that of ordinary souls like ours. The church would have retrieved the idol ages ago if a paladin as weak as I could use it.”

“Forgive the blasphemy, or whatever, but fuck the scripture,” I retorted. “You’ve got infinitely more faith than me, and sling around holy power like it’s going out of style. If anyone can charge that thing, you can.”

Bertrand looked at the idol skeptically, tears leaking from his eyes. “I don’t know.”

I looked at Harv expectantly. “She’s right, Lord Bertrand,” the bard offered. “Thou proclaim thy weakness, but in my eyes thou art the strongest paladin I’ve ever met. Thy moral compass held true enough in the face of the church’s inaction to choose insubordination and life over servitude and death. Thou defied Lords Morgon and Abbott and the demon lord themself when thou were tempted from Her path. Whether or not thou art the Champion of Light, thou art the Lightmother’s champion all the same. I’d argue no one is as worthy as thee.”

“Plus, if you aren’t, we’re dead either way,” I added cheerily. “So why not try, right?”

Harv gave me a look, but regardless the paladin sat up a bit straighter, some of the fire returning to his eyes. “Give it to me.” The moment he held it in his hand, the crystals in his gauntlet blazed and the idol began to glow with yellow light.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” I breathed. “The scriptures are full of shit after all.”

“Don’t get too excited,” Bertrand admonished. “The scriptures are also what tell us this will work at all. Let’s pray only the part about the Champion’s faith was wrong, yes?”

“Fair point. Carry on.”

About a minute after he began, a figure shuffled into view. Abbott was walking with a limp and a pained expression. Perched on his arm was Morgon, making for one very strange sight. I tensed for battle, but it became clear that the paladins—paladin and chicken?—had finally come around in the face of their humiliating defeat. Abbott wordlessly sat down next to Bertrand, nodded at him, and then rested his hand on the idol. Morgon clucked as he hopped down to the ground, drew a Shardcraft dagger from Abbott’s belt with his beak, and rested its blade against the idol as well. The light within the idol’s crystal brightened even faster than before.

“It seems my caution was unwarranted.” I spun at the sound of Ventalus’ voice. The robed lich was standing at the other end of the courtyard with the spellbook clutched under an arm. “Thou have not yet unlocked the mark’s power.”

“Maybe I’m just saving it for you,” I quipped with a confidence I didn’t really feel. The soldiers around us aimed their weapons at the newcomer until I waved them to get behind me. It was hardly safer, but it was something. The demon lord wanted me, after all.

The lich shook their head. “I am impressed regardless, Lady Knight. Convincing three of Lenora’s pets to defy scripture is no small feat. Though I expect nothing less from the Champion of Light.”

Thunder clapped from the Great Shard overhead, and a fresh horde of demons appeared in an instant around their lord. There were dozens of roiling, hateful shadows just waiting for the word to tear us all to shreds. I looked back at the idol. Despite the paladins’ best efforts, it was not fully charged yet. Harv’s head was bowed, his lips moving frantically in silent prayer.

My heart ached at the sight of him and the grievously wounded Bertrand, of Abbott and even Morgon, and at the thought of Meena and Ser Brunswick who would be among the next to die after our failure here. Would the desolation extend to Phusaad, where Dahlia and Urath were trying to rebuild their lives? Had all of their struggles against the darkness been in vain? Had mine?

No. I wouldn’t let them be.

The demon lord screamed a command as a warmth grew above my heart. The demon horde charged forward with a chorus of shrieks and roars. I clutched my blade with both hands and took a breath to steady my nerves. My hands and sword took on a red sheen, and the blade seemed to shimmer with heat. There was no time left to wonder about it; the onslaught was upon me. With a furious roar that was half battle cry and half scream, I swung my sword at the nearest demon.

A wave of crimson fire filled the air in my weapon’s wake. It blasted forward, tearing into and through all the oncoming demons as easily as a knife through butter. Instead of exploding into puddles of black tar, their corpses burned with brilliant flame until there were no traces left. The arc of energy was waning quickly, but it still had enough juice left to burn the lich’s outstretched arms to cinders before fading away completely. The demon lord cried out, more in shock than pain, but the damage was done. The battalion was destroyed as quickly as it had appeared.

My knees hit the ground a moment later. It felt like I’d run a marathon in an instant. My vision swam until Harv’s hands on my shoulder helped steady me. Glancing down, I discovered that there was nothing left of my sword beyond the hilt—and that the Shard in my chest was glowing with intense scarlet light. I started, my thoughts swimming in circles in my dazed brain. How had I done that?

A choking sound filled the courtyard—Ventalus was laughing. “Now that is more like it,” the demon lord cried. “Thou art a worthy foe, indeed. Perhaps I will enjoy our rivalry, after all.”

There was a deep humming coming from behind me. The idol was full to bursting with power.

“Until next we meet,” the demon lord hissed. “Champion of Light.”

With another clap of thunder from the Shard, the lich and the tome were gone. Not a second later, a beam of yellow light exploded from the idol and struck the giant crystal overhead. The energy spread to encompass even the mushroom housing the Shard, glowing like a beacon in the otherwise gloomy ravine. The deep void gave way to a clean emerald radiance, and the Great Shard of Viurnia was restored. It would surely take the Alliance some time to rout the straggling demons, but without reinforcements, they wouldn’t last much longer. We’d won.

I leaned into Harv, exhausted. “Harv?”

“Yes, Lady Jen?”

“If I pass out,” I gasped as the world started fading around me. “Don’t let the chicken arrest me.”


Epilogue

“What do you mean I don’t get any points?”

“Unfortunately, the quest you accepted wasn’t actually authorized by the church,” Meena explained from behind her counter. She kept her tone professional, but her eyes blazed. I couldn’t help but hope she wasn’t angry at me. “Lord Bertrand committed fraud when he brought that quest to the guild.”

“How was I supposed to know that?” I protested. “It’s not like I wanted to go to Viurnia and fight the demon lord or whatever. It was a quest that the guild officially approved. Why am I being punished for it?”

“You should consider yourself lucky you aren’t in prison,” Witch Helga sneered before Meena could reply. “Not only did you take an illegal quest, but stowing away on a Motorist Guild taxi, stealing a precious artifact from the church, and obstructing two paladins in their line of duty? One word from Archbishop Mayven or Chief Engineer Rolland, and you wouldn’t be seeing Lenora’s light again for a long time.”

I could tell from the look on both women’s faces that it was pointless to protest that the two former crimes were entirely Bertrand’s doing. “Those psycho paladins’ ‘line of duty’ was to skewer us. What was I supposed to do, let Morgon take my head off?”

Helga shrugged. “An upstanding man wouldn’t have been pursued by paladins in the first place.”

Way to twist that knife deeper in my gut. “A smart woman knows when she’s being taken advantage of,” I spat. “I’m not talking about slimes or oracaps, here. We drove off the demon lord from Viurnia. That’s got to be worth something.”

“Looking for handouts, are we? That title has already gone to your head.”

Word spread very quickly about my status as the Champion of Light. Harv had a million questions for me on the drive back, most of which I didn’t have answers for, but regardless the other passengers made no effort to hide their eavesdropping and rumormongering. Bertrand was too preoccupied with his own situation and the consequences waiting for him at the church to discuss the mark, though at least he was in stable condition. As we disembarked our wagon back in Bastion, Mayven and his cronies greeted us with a crowd of onlookers. They publicly christened me the Champion of Light and even gifted me with a special collar designed to fit around and accentuate my mark, but something about their deadpan expressions didn’t quite match their exuberant words and gift.

“It isn’t a handout if it’s earned,” Ser Brunswick interjected, coming to join us at the reception table. “I’ve just received word from Alliance General Astor in Viurnia. He wishes to authorize Lady Jen’s party’s actions as a feat.”

“A feat?” Helga spluttered, eyes bulging from their sockets. “He can’t be serious!”

“An entire squad of his men were there when Viurnia was liberated.” He offered me a proud smile. “All of them swear that without Lady Jen’s actions, they’d be dead.”

Validation briefly fluttered in my gut, replaced by guilt. It’s not like I was or did anything special to earn their praise. I’d swung my sword, fully prepared to be overrun and die alongside everyone else until the mark decided to finally work at the last possible second. If anything, Lenora had saved them, not me. I was no better than a Shardcraft.

“I don’t doubt their word,” Helga admitted. “But Ser Jenni—”

“Lady,” Meena corrected. My heart skipped a beat.

“Fine. Lady Jennifer is a D-rank adventurer. Only S-rank adventurers and above can accept feats.”

“True, but Lady Jen’s is hardly the first low-rank party to be awarded with a feat after taking extraordinary action,” Ser Brunswick pointed out. “There was that gryphon infestation in Marl last year that turned out to be hiding a chimera nest, remember? You were the loudest proponent of giving the team of A-rank adventurers a feat for their work.”

“Yes, well,” Helga was clearly flustered. “That was different.”

“Indeed,” the old knight agreed. “One of those adventurers was your prized apprentice, was it not?”

From the look on Helga’s face, he couldn’t have cut her any deeper even with Lightbringer. “Yes, but—It was hardly a—Oh, very well,” she finally snapped. “Bend whatever rules you please. But I will be informing the guildmaster of this. You can mark my words.”

“Consider them marked,” Brunswick replied evenly. God, I loved him. “And make sure to tell Conor I trained the knight that liberated Viurnia, would you? I could use a raise.”

“It’s settled then,” Meena declared with a clap of her hands as Helga stormed off, muttering darkly to herself. “Lady Jen, you and the other members of your party have been awarded with a feat for your exemplary service to the city of Viurnia and the realm.”

“Great,” I yawned. “Another worthless title, I assume?”

“Feats are rare, incredibly dangerous quests that are only normally available to S-rank and above,” she explained. “To reach Silver-, Gold-, and Crystal-rank, you must collect a number of feats to your name in place of adventurer points. However, since you are below S-rank, the feat will be converted into adventurer points instead.”

That got my attention. “How many?”

“Five hundred.”

Five hundred. That meant—

“Congratulations, Lady Jen,” Meena said with a small smile. “You’ve earned a promotion to C-rank adventurer.”




✽✽✽

“Look at my ID!” I shoved the piece of wood into Harv’s face. “It changed! Look how smooth and nice it is! It doesn’t look like as much of a turd anymore!”

“Indeed, it doesn’t!” Harv cried. “Mine updated as well. Canst thou believe it? Harv the Bold, greatest musician of the age, has finally reached B-rank!” He pulled out his brand-new lute, its polished wood and Shard gleaming in the light of the guild hall, and gave it a celebratory strum. I had to admit, the chord sounded a little better than before. Perhaps it helped that the instrument was still in tune from the shop.

“Congratulations!” I said with a laugh. “We couldn’t have done it without you. Your pep talks really lit a fire under our asses back there.”

Harv’s face turned as red as his mustache. “Thy praise humbles me, fair lady. I pray the last few dozen points thou need to reach B-rank thyself go swiftly.”

The door to the hall opened, and Bertrand swept inside. He was a lot slimmer than I thought he’d be without his armor. The left arm of his black tunic was pinned up at the shoulder.

“Greetings, friends.” He sat down heavily beside me. “I come bearing an unfortunate but unsurprising announcement.”

“Could the healers not restore thy arm?” Harv guessed.

Bertrand paused. “I come bearing two unfortunate but unsurprising announcements.”

“There isn’t a Shard or a spell that can reattach your arm or make you grow a new one?” I asked.

“There are if this were a normal wound,” Bertrand confirmed with a sigh. “But mine was caused by dark magic and is thus resistant to sorcery. My shoulder will heal naturally in time, but my arm can never be magically restored.”

“Wow, I’m sorry, man,” I said. “That sucks.”

“I appreciate your sympathy, Great Champion,” the paladin sighed. “But what I’d meant originally was that I was expelled from the Church of Light for my insubordination.”

Harv spit out his drink, dousing me in ale. “No!”

“Yes!”

“Fuck,” I muttered, wiping spittle off my face.

“You were in the right!” Harv thundered. “Your actions liberated Viurnia and helped defeat the demon lord! Even Lords Abbott and Morgon helped us at the end!”

“A paladin’s creed is the word of the Lightmother, and the archbishop speaks with Her voice,” he recited dully. “At least, that’s what the church preaches. From that perspective, even I agree that I deserve expulsion.”

“So does that mean you aren’t a paladin anymore?” I asked.

“From the church’s perspective, yes. I can no longer wear the Lightmother’s standard. But I will continue to serve as Her shield alongside the guild.” Bertrand struck his fist to his chest and bowed his head. “I came to officially offer my services as a permanent member of your party. My powers are as potent as ever, as is my faith in you, Champion. It would be an honor to aid you in your quest to destroy the demon lord.”

“Hmm.” I exchanged a thoughtful glance with Harv. “What do you think?”

“Do you think he’d hold us back?”

“Mm, maybe.”

“He could help me develop my christian rock.”

“That’s honestly more of a reason not to include him.”

“What is this?” Bertrand asked, looking nervously between us. “What’s going on?”

“We’re just giving you a hard time,” I told him with a playful shove. “You’ll have to get used to that as a member of the party.”

“Oh. Oh! I see,” Bertrand exclaimed, tears forming in his eyes. “Thank you, Great Champion. You won’t regret this.”

“I might if you don’t stop calling me ‘Champion.’”

“Right, sorry.”

We sat in silence for a moment. It was a nice feeling, all things considered. I was still months, if not years, from going home, but at least it wasn’t without hope. I’d made friends and survived my first encounter with the final boss, and I was one rank closer to getting back on my hormones. Maybe this impossible situation Lenora stuck me in wasn’t so impossible after all.

“Jaune?”

“Yes, Jen?”

“When you said that dark magic can’t be fixed with sorcery, does that mean Morgon is stuck as a chicken forever?”

“It does,” Bertrand replied levelly.

I snorted and then burst out laughing. Harv joined in, pounding the table with his tankard. Even Bertrand couldn’t maintain his straight face any longer and added his voice to the mix. Our mirth echoed through the hall, carrying with it our hope for the future to come.
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