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ONE



The Chase







Thick clothes could only protect Arthur so much. In the post-coldfall chill, they were hardly enough to keep him warm and forced him to draw on the adrenaline running through his veins for the last bit of heat. They also should have kept him safe from thorns and branches. But he had sought out the thickest, closest-growing patches of shrubbery and earned dozens of scrapes for his effort.

He could have worn extra-thick coldfall garb, the same ones that Ella had put Lily in. Remembering Lily as a puff of cloud brought a smile to Arthur’s lips. The memory was like a mint, sweet but also chilly. But Arthur had chosen his current clothes strategically. With every warrior, tracker, scout, and stalker out looking for him, he needed every advantage he could get.

No amount of majicka-laden tea could make his lackluster stats equal with the combat-ready, survival-optimized loadouts of the others. If he didn’t want to get caught, he had to be smart.

The clothes were just step one. They might not have kept out the cold, but they were close-fitting things that wouldn’t snag easily and would resist tearing. Step two was smearing his body with mud scooped out of the river bank, even if it meant being cold and soggy and burning precious seconds of his lead. Step three was moving only after he heard pursuers pass into the distance, and only short distances over terrain that would conceal his tracks.

They’d find Arthur eventually. A piece of fabric from his clothes would be discovered on a bush, or a footprint he hadn’t fully covered would be found in the dirt. His current plan had worked well enough, but it was a stopgap at best. They moved faster. They looked further. And they were better in nearly every way. As things were going, he’d be captured, and he couldn’t let that happen.

I need to change the game.

After the next group of pursuers passed, Arthur sprang into action, carefully extracting himself from the briars and thorn bushes he had surrounded himself with before moving off at a fast trot in an entirely different direction. They wouldn’t expect that, unless they did. Normally, he would have put the chances of them guessing what he was going to do at an absolute minimum, but today was different. Today they knew more, understood more, and could predict what he would do better.

And they could do this because they had Lily and Mizu.

If his adoptive-daughter-and-sister-and-assistant owl-demon and his beautiful, perfect-in-every-way-he-cared-about, water-demon girlfriend had just been captured, that would have been a different thing. Both of them were smart, and even if he had told them to give him up to keep themselves safe, they would have found ways to distract and misdirect the pursuers.

But both of them were fully compliant participants in his pursuit today, and that made things different.

With both Lily and Mizu assisting in Arthur’s capture of their own free will, he had a whole new element of pursuit to deal with. He had to think differently than he normally would. He had to zig where he’d usually zag. So while he normally didn’t dive headfirst into an underground network of tunnels as fast as his feet could carry him, he found himself doing just that this time.

It was how the demon world was. Every day was a new adventure.

Arthur shivered as cold air drafted through some faraway tunnel entrance and out the exploratory tunnel he was now ducking into. He reached into his pocket and grabbed a lightstone, one of his first purchases since the town had shifted off barter economy to conventional currency.

The lightstone had taken a week-long journey from the capital to Coldbrook. And it was well worth the trip. If there was one thing Arthur had learned from living in a not-entirely-developed settlement on the outskirts of the world, it was the value of a reliable, portable light source against the dark of the wilderness.

Arthur held the stone out in front of him, letting its wide beam of illumination guide his steps as he took as many hopefully confusing turns as he could through the branches of the tunnel network. Those had been Milo’s idea. His bird-demon adoptive brother was of the opinion that if they were going to find trapped dungeons under the tons of rock they were mining, it was much better for the town if they found them while they were still in the mine. The town’s hunters and dungeon-diver warrior types were pretty good, and especially so when they could use the tunnels as tactical bottlenecks.

Or when chasing a poor human boy through the dark. This isn’t really hard for them, Arthur thought to himself. I can make it take longer. But how do I get away?

He couldn’t. He would hunker down in the dark and hope things would change, that some moment of tactical genius would come to him, or some unexpected ally would find him. It wasn’t a good plan, but it was the plan he could put into action at the moment.

A good plan today is better than a great plan when I’m captured.

Arthur thought as he kept moving. He was close to the deepest parts of the mine now. He didn’t really need his light for this last bit and extinguished it as he rounded the last corner, hit the rock walls which marked the furthest that the miners had delved, and sat down on the cold hard stone to catch his breath.

“See, I told you he’d come here,” Lily said, her voice floating out of the dark. “It was all he could do, if you really thought about it.”

“I thought he’d be afraid to hide in the dark.” Mizu’s voice was amused as she lit up her own light source. She smiled as she took in Arthur’s mud-covered body sitting miserably on the rock. “Or just too cold. He doesn’t like the cold.”

If it was just her and Lily, Arthur might still have been able to get away, but they had a full half-dozen physical classes in tow, most of them warriors. Corbin alone was enough stealth and speed to pacify him, let alone the others.

“Gods.” Arthur stood up and made a futile attempt to wipe some of the excess mud off his clothes. “You know it’s an insult-to-injury thing that you’re using that light right? I didn’t know you’d use my present to cut my throat.”

“What else would I use?” Mizu smiled warmly at her light. “I like this light. It’s an Arthur-gift.”

“Well, this is all well and good, but…” Corbin reached out and touched Arthur’s shoulder, then looked at his watch. “I’m calling time on this one. Good run, Arthur. You kept it up a lot longer than I thought you would.”

“How did the others do?”

“We have Milo and Rhodia, since they always travel together now. And Spiky. Leena is still out there, somewhere. I don’t know how she does it. She has barely any points in physical stats, but the girl is just a ghost once she gets into a forest.”

“That’s fast. You got almost everyone.” Arthur tilted his head to the side, dislodging fast-drying mud from his hair as he did and sending it skittering across the stone floor. “I know I should be glad, since that means the hunters are that much better prepared. But I thought we’d do better for sure.”

“Well, the fact that you can run at all is impressive.” Onna, Mizu’s terrifying lizard-demon best friend, patted Arthur condescendingly on the shoulder. He was, as always, aware she could pick him up and throw him without even breaking a sweat. “But no, you can’t evade us for long. We aren’t going to be getting much out of hunting you guys after this. It’s almost time for us to start hunting each other. And then, if we’re lucky, we will be on to everyone-looks-for-Corbin by the time the monster wave hits.”

“Good luck.” Corbin lifted an arm and flexed his almost nonexistent feline bicep. “I’m pretty good at hiding, you know.”

It was an understatement. Corbin was, as far as Arthur had been told, unrealistically suited for his stealth class. He was a kind of high-danger scout, someone you could send almost directly through an enemy force without getting him caught.

His stealth was well beyond what it should have been at his age, the product of a maniacal training period after his class acquisition and the fact that he was stealthed for almost all the waking moments of his life. Rumor was that his girlfriend back in the city could still find him, but nobody else could.

“We know.” Lith, the massive rhinoceros guard that served as one of the town’s hunters, winced. “I’m pretty good at finding things, and I still have a lot of trouble uncovering you, even when you’re close. It’s a stretch goal.”

“Arthur, here.” Lily handed Arthur a metal flask as Mizu went to work with a cloth and some water in an effort to clean up his face. “The tea you made.”

“Oh, thank the gods.” Arthur popped the top of the flask and took a big gulp of his own boba tea. It was still hot and he could feel the warmth spreading out from his stomach immediately, alleviating his cold shivers. Of course, the heat of the tea was only part of it. This place, like all demon world places, did not run on physics, except as a baseline palette upon which majicka and the system painted their portraits. This tea was an example of that, soothing and warming much better than any conventional beverage had a right to, no matter how well it was brewed. “I know I made this, but it’s really, really good.”

“Yeah.” Mizu took the flask from him and took a drink. “So stop hogging it. You’re not the only one out here.”

“I’m the only one who took a dunk in the river in the middle of the night after coldfall,” Arthur retorted.

“Well, that’s true. But that’s your fault.”

“I bet there’s a water elemental greeting that goes something like, we pushed you in the river after coldfall, leaving you without warmth or dry clothing,” Arthur teased.

“Maybe,” Mizu giggled.

“So are we going back?” Lily shivered in her gigantic, puffy coat. She was the most warmly dressed of all of them and had the vitality stats to match most crafters, but she was still a little girl. The psychological feeling of cold was harder for her to endure than it was for an adult. “I figure they probably found Leena by now.”

“Probably. We have to check. But really, we only needed your help to neutralize Arthur.” Corbin nodded in respect towards his teamaster friend. “You’d be doing just as well as Leena if we weren’t cheating, I think.”

“It’s not really cheating,” Arthur said. “I’m okay with it.”

Despite the fact that Lily and Mizu were non-crafters, it made sense for them to be on the hunter side of things. Lily’s class made any group of people she was working with just a bit more effective, and had some majicka-buffing rescue skills that could get a person out of a tight spot. Mizu was more-or-less responsible for the entire town’s water supply, which meant she was too valuable to put anywhere but in the absolute thick of the town’s strongest fighters.

It didn’t take a lot of thinking to see why that mattered. Warfare in the demon world was never against other demons. They had resolved that ugly part of their nature a time long ago. Instead, it was against waves of vicious monsters who came over the hills after overflowing from near-infinite dungeons out in the wild, ravenous for blood and willing to bash against even the strongest of walls.

Once a city’s defenses failed, the monsters would flow like water over everything the citizens had built, tearing down buildings and crushing cobblestones. Any unfortunate person who happened to be in their way was counted among that damage, lost to the fangs and claws of the real threat.

And the initial protection period for new settlements was expiring soon. Whether the citizens of Coldbrook liked it or not, monster waves were coming. And they needed to be ready.


TWO



Tea Brewing







“You really don’t have to worry about your time.” Lily was trying to comfort Arthur, who felt pretty silly covered in mud that had done next to nothing to keep him from getting caught. “Milo got caught… I want to say ten seconds in. We heard the main group find them almost as soon as they started.”

“How? Rhodia was with him. She’s smart.”

“She’s smart unless Milo is bothering her. Which he probably was.” Mizu nodded to herself. “It was dark outside, and she was in a coat. He thinks she’s pretty in coats.”

“I have heard him say that,” Arthur said. “That her head is like a painting in a hood. He’s not… he’s not very poetic.”

“Oh, leave him alone. He’s trying.” Mizu gave a punitive poke to Arthur’s ribs. “Not everyone can paint flowers.”

“Hey, I didn’t say Milo’s bad at all romance. He made their joining bracelets, remember? And almost all her tools. Even ones she didn’t ask for. He definitely tries. And succeeds, I think. Rhodia doesn’t seem to have any complaints.”

The town’s warriors, hunters, and scouts had dubbed the nightly chase of the crafters and artists The Hunt of The Normal and unsurprisingly loved it. Slightly more surprisingly, most of the normal classes loved it, too. The vast majority of them were caught quickly, unable to get much distance or good hiding spaces after the initial head start wore off. Only a small fraction of them took it very seriously. Chief among them, and for reasons he couldn’t adequately explain, was Arthur. On some deeply spiritual level, he had wanted to beat Leena at it. Unfortunately, she had proved uncatchable.

“Hey, tea man. Get to work. Everyone’s cold,” Milo said.

Milo had already collected a bowl of stew from the big communal post-hunt pot the cooks had been supplying for the town, the materials for which were paid for out of the town’s coffers. It had those now. Since trade had started up with the more established demon cities, money had been pouring into the town, filtering down through various workers who drew pay for their public works to cooks, crafters, and suppliers of equipment until every last demon in the entire town was making an income.

That didn’t come without a struggle, of course. Arthur had actually had to convince the council to vote on a moratorium on gift-giving, just long enough to let people get used to paying for things again. Nobody had liked it, including Arthur, but the results had spoken for themselves. Forced to make actual choices about what they wanted to buy with their limited funds, the townspeople had prioritized better. So had the government. Things were more efficient now, even if people had to start using coin pouches again.

All of which meant there was already a line of coins on the counter of Arthur’s shop when he got there, more than enough to cover everyone’s drinks for the night, courtesy of some combination of unnamed friends. It was a nice touch, and Arthur understood why they had done it. Now, he could make tea without having to deal with the intricacies of payments.

“Fine with me. Just give me a few minutes to rinse off.” Arthur lifted up his arms to give Milo a look at the mud coating his body. “I might have got a bit carried away.”

“I’ll say,” Milo said. “Did that work?”

“Better than not running very fast worked for you, at least. Rhodia, what went wrong there?”

“Milo wouldn’t go anywhere we couldn’t see the stars together.” The mouse-demon rolled her eyes affectionately at her husband. “Which meant we were entirely out in the open the entire time.”

“Well, that’s not all of it.” Milo patted his wife’s stomach with a significant air. “She’s running for two, these days.”

Everyone froze for a moment at the news before Rhodia pinched Milo’s arm. “You have to stop doing that to people. I’m not, everyone. Milo’s just joking. At least, not unless my alchemist needs the world’s biggest talking-to.”

Arthur escaped before the banter could draw him back in, going to the room at the back of his shop. After enough cooking mishaps and spills to coat a small-sized house, Arthur had finally installed a rudimentary shower in his storage area. It was just large enough and warm enough so he didn’t have to work covered in syrup, dough, or whatever else he had exploded all over himself while not paying enough attention to his tasks.

The water wasn’t very warm, but to Arthur’s freezing cold body it felt like fire. He let it run, rubbing the bigger chunks of mud off his face and hands and rinsing until the water was running clear. It had been a long day. But if all the effort they were putting in had even a small effect, if it gave them even the slightest advantage in terms of what was coming, he knew it would all be worth it.

“We have a bet going, Arthur.” Onna nudged Mizu to indicate just who the bet was with. “Are you going to miss the chases when they’re done? You did the best out of everyone besides Leena, who I’m starting to suspect has been cheating somehow.”

“Miss it?” Arthur cocked his eyebrow. “No. What makes you think I would?”

“Because you covered yourself in mud and freezing water to do better, Arthur. And yesterday, you tried burying yourself,” Onna laughed.

“Or the day before when you tried to build a little hut out of sticks,” Lily said. “Or the day before that, when…”

“Okay, I get it.” Arthur laughed as he filled up his big kettle from the tap. These days, he didn’t even have to lift anything to do that. Milo and Mizu had built him a big, well-fed iron box that sat permanently on its own magical heating element and let out its contents through a fast-flowing valved spout. “No, I won’t miss it. I didn’t exactly like being cold and alone in the woods while I got bit up by little tiny flying beasts. I just wanted to do a good job.”

“So did all of us.” Spiky walked into the shop himself, much less covered with mud but with his own scrapes and cuts that signified his own effort. “But nobody quite as much as you.”

“Leena,” Arthur objected, prepping boba pearls for each of his friend’s drinks. “She beat me every night.”

“She doesn’t even know how.” Spiky held up a hand to stop further argument from Arthur. “Really. She just leaves and starts walking, and then gets found last. She swears it’s a fluke, and she’s not lying. That means you’re trying harder than anyone else.”

“Well.” Arthur looked out of his shop at the plaza. Since just before coldfall, the plaza’s warm-weather open roof and wall had been closed up, the latter with a permanent glass-panel front Rhodia had spent weeks putting together. Through the giant window, he could see a good portion of what they had accomplished in the town. Not a lot, considering all he couldn’t see, but even that small bit would be a lot to give up to a monster wave. “When the news came in, it just… shook me, I guess. That all this might get torn down. It just feels wrong to me.”

“Lots of cities start from scratch, again,” Mizu said. “The monster waves never destroy everything. Most of my waterways should survive, even if the well doesn’t.”

“They’ll get the well?” Milo said. “I would have thought they’d leave it alone.”

“The runes draw them in,” Mizu said. “There’s a weller saying. Never get attached to your first well. It’s good advice in general, but they say it was written about monster waves.”

For the better part of a year, Arthur, his friends, and what was now close to three hundred demons of all shapes and sizes had been working on building up this place. During that time, they had been protected. Guided and reinforced by the force of nature that was Karbo, they had worked at thinning out naturally-occurring beasts, clearing dungeons, and even putting down monster waves in their early stages before they could get too strong.

Now, Karbo was getting called away. Some distant disaster needed more than just conventional force to push it back, which meant that their section of the frontier now had to deal with the same problems the rest of the world did.

The roving militia was still pretty strong, but without a Karbo-sized hurricane of violence at their beck and call, they weren’t enough to completely prevent the waves. And so, they were redistributed to various towns of their choosing, bolstering the forces already there to make them more capable for either fight or flight. It was getting the better of that choice, between running and making a stand, that Arthur was willing to work for.

“I get it, but there’s only so much you can do, Arthur,” Spiky said. “Really. A single person can only contribute so much to a cause, and you’re already doing two jobs at once with tea-making and mayor-powers. Giving yourself a third is a lot.”

“Everyone else is playing the games,” Arthur protested.

“Not like you are.” Lily kicked Arthur’s leg from her chair. “You’re doing it Arthur-style, and you know it. Listen to Spiky. He’s right, even if there isn’t math to say why.”

“There actually is, believe it or not,” Spiky said, and everyone believed it. “There’s a percentage above normal output that makes people tired, and a percent above that that causes mistakes even if you aren’t tired. Arthur, you’re above the first and below the second. It’s just a rule of thumb, but…”

“But the town council, most of which is here, already had a secret vote to keep an eye on you,” Milo said. “You can work, you can keep an eye on things, but we’ve put Lily in charge of making you quit working when she sees fit. And you have to do it, or Mizu penalizes you, as she sees fit.”

Arthur laughed and turned to Mizu, then stopped laughing as she gave him a cool, serious look.

“They aren’t kidding,” Mizu said. “It’s not an official punishment, but we figured you probably wouldn’t stop any other way unless we actually tied you up and locked you in a building.”

“Wait.” Arthur had a feeling this was a bluff he could call. “How would you even punish me?”

Mizu didn’t back down. If anything, she upped the ante. “Do you really want to find out?”

“Yeah, do you?” Lily said, cracking her tiny knuckles. Arthur gulped. He didn’t know what it would be, but between them, they had more than enough brainpower to figure something out he wouldn’t like much. Lily reveled in her triumph. “Nope, you don’t. So just be happy we’re letting you do non-tea things at all.”

Arthur shook his head, then went back to his tea-making. If he was honest about it, it was kind of a relief to hear he was being limited. In all his time on the Demon World, the periods he had put his tea shop second to some other goal almost outnumbered the times he hadn’t. The town wasn’t a tiny, delicate thing anymore, despite the fact that a monster wave could still wipe it off the map. There were plenty of people with all sorts of classes to cover almost any job much better than Arthur could. He could support them with drinks that made them better, and by helping coordinate the leadership. But there was no reason for him to lay a single brick or pick up so much as a single dagger.

Because in the end, that was who he was. He was a brewer of tea, someone who made people’s lives better by giving them one of the many things that made life worth living in the first place. It was his job, and he was pleased to do it.


THREE



Pointy Stick







The next day was deliciously normal. Arthur woke up in his real bed, complete with a real mattress provided by a specialty sewing class who made bed-things. It was in the demon style, which meant it was thin and firm instead of thick and fluffy. Arthur had hardly noticed the process of getting used to them. It happened when he was still getting used to his new world in general. He remembered thinking they were different on the first night, then got right back to freaking out about bigger considerations.

Now that he had more time to pay attention to such things, he realized that his new mattress was much superior to anything he had ever slept on during his time on Earth. Like with most things he owned, some sort of system-influence was in play, changing the products in subtle ways that weren’t always easy to pick up on. The mattress-maker probably could have told him, but he already knew the most relevant bits. He fell asleep faster, slept harder, and woke up better than he should have.

Arthur twisted the blankets a bit closer to his body as he listened to the sounds of the morning starting up around him. The blankets were every bit as good as the mattress, with the added bonus of actually being fluffy and soft. When the mattresser had asked Arthur his preferences, he had said to make it seem like he was sleeping under a giant, warm cloud.

The mattresser had smiled at him, said that was possible, and delivered it perfectly.

Arthur was warm, comfortable, and in one of those series of magical waking-up-great moments where just stretching out his legs under the covers felt incredible. It was amazing, not just because of the bed but also because of his stat-juiced, custom-made off-worlder body. There were never any joint aches or sore muscles. Everything just functioned and worked like a well-oiled machine. It was rare that he stopped and appreciated how well his body worked, but this morning was an exception to a lot of rules.

The best part of the whole thing was that Arthur had time. As a tea maker, he had gotten used to waking up early, and his wide-ranging list of self-imposed extra responsibilities meant he had started getting up even earlier than that. Now that those responsibilities had been stripped of him because of Mizu’s threats, which ranged from cancelling dates to reinstating her traditional greetings, he had time. Lots of it. He could probably lie there for an hour if he wanted and not miss a bit of the morning rush.

Arthur decided to do just that. He lay there stationary for one full hour, soaking in the comfort of everything the Demon World had to offer and letting all his muscles fully relax. Then he got up and took a hot shower courtesy of his magic water-heating element, put on the most comfortable outfit he owned from a closet full of majicka-enhanced clothes, and slipped his feet into shoes that made walking a joy. Even his stroll through the gentle morning sun to his shop was relaxing.

His skills had been growing. These days, skills like Teashop Brewmaster came equipped with extra little descriptors, making it more clear what they actually did now that they had reached what most people thought of as near-full maturity.

———

Teashop Brewmaster (Boba Specialty)

You make tea to make people happy. This skill helps with that, in various ways.

When someone tastes a sip of your tea, it comes with an infusion of the majicka of the Demon World and carries your own conceptions of what tea should be like. The water takes on new, complex qualities that massage complex flavors out of your ingredients. When you measure leaves, your hands are guided to the perfect proportions. When you mix tea components together, the various tastes they impart work together better, allowing the lead actors to stand out and enhancing the effect of the supporting cast.

In every facet of the preparation process, your intuition and physical interaction with the process are fine-tuned to create the finest products possible. Every single cup or glass of tea you produce is close to the best you can make, and further enhanced by the best assistance the system can provide, depending on the ambient majicka in an area.

———

Given that the ambient majicka in Coldbrook was so rich that it had literally poisoned Arthur, the assistance the system could give him was sort of a lot. These days, it was possible for him to go on autopilot and make as much conventional, non-medicinal tea as needed without so much as a strained muscle.

He wasn’t doing that today, though. No, today was going to be a very active day indeed.

Of course, not every element of the process had to be. Good prep work would give him more time throughout his workday to do fancier tea-moves. so he got started on the more boring, less majicka-intense steps of the process.

The first was filling up his giant kettle and setting it to boil, which was easy enough. Measuring out his projected use of tea leaves and leaving them to acclimate and breathe on the counter was next. And then came preparing the boba for the day from his dried pearl-stock, something that was getting to be an easier and easier task, once again courtesy of the growth of a skill.

———

Mass Prep (Skill)

You have planned out how to make a food item for a huge number of people, then followed through on that plan by focusing down on one particular component.

When preparing ingredients in advance, every bit of ingredient produced makes the next bit a little faster and easier to make. Effects dissipate once you stop a particular work session.

This achievement-based buff has now advanced to a full skill, courtesy of sustained use in your tea-preparation routine. As a result, it has gained new capabilities.

Your ability to create large quantities of supplies is further enhanced, and works even better when you pursue that task using complex machinery designed to help you do your work faster.

The ingredients you prepare using this skill also retain their freshness longer, are more shelf-stable, and contribute more majicka enhancement to the end product than would otherwise be the case.

Focused, active efforts on the ingredients for a single, bespoke cup of tea will still yield better results than mass-prepared ingredients, though only by a small margin. But most of your projects will benefit from at least some of the steps being prepared in mass.

———

Arthur could make all the boba he needed for half of his workday in one swoop. Once he got a big tub of it prepared, he could leave it covered and scoop it out as needed with no discernible loss of quality. The same went for the tea, if to a lesser extent. He could brew up a lot of leaves every half hour or so, and portion out the tea as needed.

But despite how far Arthur had come, it was undeniable that his growth had slowed down. He had always been told it was coming, but for a while he had defied expectations so consistently that he had begun to think he was immune to it. He wasn’t. Even with a few more generic achievements under his belt granting him extra class experience, he hadn’t moved very much forward in terms of levels since Milo and Rhodia’s wedding.

———

Arthur Teamaster

Level 26

Stats:

STR: 10

VIT: 10

DEX: 10

PER: 24

WIS: 34

INT: 5

Primary Skills: Teashop Brewmaster (Level 21), Food Scientist (Level 20), Medicinal Brewer (Level 20), Empathetic Host (Level 20), Comfort Baking (Level 15), Mass Prep (Level 11)

Achievements: Shop Owner, Buffer Against the Wave, Whole-Body Health, I Ate the Works, Impromptu Leader, Founder, Bad Allergies

———

His skills seemed to be settling out around level twenty, which was apparently a natural bottleneck. After twenty, skill levels came even slower and less consistently. Some of his harder-to-level skills were lagging behind that, and only his main class skill had broken through to twenty-one.

It was plenty. At least it was more than normal, according to nearly everyone’s reaction who had seen his status sheet. And Arthur had never felt hamstrung by his levels. Even when he was a lowly level one tea-person, he had no shortage of people who were glad to enjoy his product.

As his first customer of the day made their way to the counter, Arthur was just finishing all his prep and sweeping for the day. The customer was someone he knew, a rare, actual bear-demon. There weren’t as many of them as he thought, given how popular The Bear had been. The legendary demon had taken one wife, and over the course of the generations his bloodline had spread, but there were still fewer demons made in his image than other kinds.

This particular bear was having a day off, or at least that was Arthur’s best guess for what Empathetic Brewer was giving him.

“Not working today? You look relaxed, Ghuda,” Arthur greeted him.

“That’s right.” The big bear beamed beautifully at Arthur. “I finished a big, big project. I thought I’d reward myself.”

“Really? What did you do?” To Arthur’s best recollection, Ghuda was a Turner, a very specific class that worked in making poles of various shapes and sizes. That had seemed oddly specific to Arthur, the kind of class that was a bit too specialized to be useful beyond a narrow range. Milo had set him straight on that account, listing off a dozen ways very straight, strong poles could be used for various weapons and construction projects. If Ghuda was working on a big project, it could be almost anything. “Poles, I’m assuming. But for what?”

“Milo had a bunch of metal rods from the mine, and I did a quick experiment to see what I could do in terms of sharpening them. Then I got to talking with Puka… you know him?”

Puka was a trapper, which was a full dungeoneer support class. Arthur hadn’t ever seen the new demon’s shop, but he was reliably informed by other crafters that it was a confusing, scary place.

“I know him.”

“Well, he bought them from Milo and asked for as many as I could make. Milo only has so much metal, so I got into using Slapstone, then wood, then normal stone. I even had Rhodia work with me to make some out of clay. They didn’t work, but guess what happened after that?”

“New skill?”

Ghuda grinned even wider. “New skill. It’s called Pointy Stick. It buffs poles that are going to be used for traps or weapons, especially if the pole is the weapon, with no other big modifications. So then I reworked all the poles I had made so far, leveled the skill, then reworked them again, and… well, you know how it is.”

“They are pretty good sticks now, I’m assuming?”

“The best. And there are hundreds of them, with more to come. Puka and I are planning a major project to completely trap the approach to the town’s entrance. It won’t stop the wave, but it will make the approach to the town much, much harder on the monsters,” Ghuda said proudly.

“That’s great!” Arthur liked this idea a lot. Anything that trimmed down the monster wave without putting his people in danger was an absolute positive in his book. “How far along are you?”

“Well, not that far yet. We sort of wanted town approval before we got started. Especially if we loop in Milo, which we want to.”

“Ah.” Arthur kept forgetting he was the mayor. “Yes, please do. I’ll clear it with the town council later, but this is the kind of thing everyone wants. We’ll find the money. In fact, give me a receipt for everything you’ve spent so far. We pay for research and development on accepted projects now.”

Ghuda’s eyes went wide. That last part of reimbursements was new, something Arthur had thought up to encourage people to take bigger risks with their dreams. He had been trying to figure out a great way to announce it, but now he probably didn’t need to. Ghuda wasn’t a quiet person. He’d get the word out.

“That’s amazing. Thank you, Arthur. I’m going to get started right now,” Ghuda said as he stood up.

“No, you aren’t,” Arthur said. “Because it’s your day off, remember? I have a day-off drink for you right here. You can’t waste it.”

Ghuda slapped himself softly on the forehead as he sprinkled some coins on the counter. “That’s right. I almost forgot. Yes, please.”

Arthur took the minimum, non-tip payment and slid the rest of the coins back.

“No tips when we discuss town business. It’s appreciated, but just get me some other time. I want to keep those channels well and clear of each other.”
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Ghuda went to a table to enjoy his day off, immediately pulling out some sketch pads and working on ideas for improved poles. Not everyone liked to think about work during their off-time, but Arthur had learned that demons were generally the type to do so. Because their jobs weren’t stressful, people’s zones of what I have to do and what I want to do tended to have significant overlap.

Mizu, notably, never stopped thinking about wells unless she was embarrassed. As a result, Arthur tried to embarrass her a lot when he could without being mean.

The next group of customers, all combat classes, got a full load of whatever majicka Arthur could spare, shoveled into several cups of combat-enhancing tea. Fighting teas were pretty hard, as magical teas went. Arthur’s process for making a tea that actually did something or fixed something involved a lot of visualization, which was fine in most cases but hard when it came to running at, stabbing, and crushing scary monsters. That just wasn’t his thing.

Still, he did his best to get at least the gist of it while putting in whatever workarounds he could. The group got a tea that amplified their personal athletics as much as possible, with a slight buff to both judgment and bravery. That would let them get their jobs done a little faster, which was the main thing at the moment.

“How far out are you all going today?” Arthur asked Corbin, who was along for the ride with the other warrior-types that day.

“Miles and miles,” Corbin said. “Well into the city-side of the road.”

That was a bit of local slang that had popped up in the last year. The town-side of the road was the amount of thoroughfare that Coldbrook had managed to put up before their road connected with the old-world, city-built roads. It wasn’t exactly halfway from Coldbrook to the nearest city, but working the city-side of the road meant they were much further out than Arthur would have expected.

“That far? You guys have been fast. I can’t believe you’ve cleared that many dungeons.”

“Well, it’s easier now that we have them all cataloged. The really hard part was dragging Spiky and Leena through them so they could identify what we were actually fighting. Most of the monsters around here aren’t like what we’ve dealt with before, so once we knew their weak spots, it got much easier,” Corbin laughed.

“That’s not even the big news.” Lily came up behind them. “Stop burying the big story, Corbin. Tell him about Rumble.”

Rumble was a Prata, one whom Arthur had once helped by getting his mother Daisy out of a pickle. Daisy had considered the debt of saving both their lives big enough that she had made a pact with Arthur, obligating each of them to protect the other’s interests when possible. Rumble had made no such pact, but had grown up so thoroughly surrounded by demons that he was now an ally by personal choice.

The two bear-like creatures had prowled the outskirts of the area controlled by the town since then, keeping the local population of dangerous beasts to a minimum as Rumble got bigger and bigger and bigger.

“Oh, Rumble? What’s he up to?” Arthur asked.

“He followed us into the dungeon the other day,” Corbin said. “And had a hell of a time with the monsters, at least judging by the noises he made. I think he ate four of them. We barely got any experience at all.”

“Is that a problem?” Arthur said. “I could try talking to Daisy. I don’t know how much she understands, but she might do something.”

“Not at all.” Corbin waved off the worry with a sweep of his hand. “Speed is more important right now anyway. He rips through monsters so much faster than you’d think, even with how big he is. If he keeps helping, we should be able to clear an extra dungeon a day, maybe more.”

That was a big deal. Monster waves were the product of overflowing dungeons. The demons could never clear all the dungeons, since there were so many of them out in the wilderness. And when a monster wave hit a dungeon that otherwise wouldn’t have overflowed, it sucked out whatever monsters the dungeon had. Spiky had called it sympathetic overflow, which sounded nice right up until Arthur understood what it was. The more dungeons the team could clear and keep cleared in the coming weeks, the better off the city would be when the wave hit.

After a bit more banter, Corbin managed to pry his group away for another hard day’s worth of combat. Arthur finished dumping majicka into the drinks, helped along by Lily’s ambient mana-lantern ability as he did.

The past year in Coldbrook had been good to Lily, and her skills were now at the point where they had gone from a hard-to-notice buff to something big enough that Arthur could notice when it wasn’t there.

Liy did a couple of turns around the shop, straightening things. Then she posted up on a stool as Arthur made her some tea. He had a particular concoction he made for her, not a named drink but something that he suspected was as close to a personal unique as he could get while still being able to make it every single day.

———

Sugar Majicka Tea

For the young demon on the go, food energy is always, always at a premium. This tea uses the sweetest juices, a mild pepped tea, and the heaviest creams. Most of your teas are about a quarter of a meal, all by themselves. This is a full meal that fits in around the corners of another full meal, a food-bomb with the predictable result of the drinker feeling very, very full.

In addition to the ingredients, this tea has been majicka-enhanced to push the user’s majicka regeneration as high as possible for as long as possible. This effect is very slight to slight, and lasts for four hours.

———

All demons ate a lot of food, but Lily was now officially hitting growth spurts and had been sucking down provisions like a starving man dropped into a hot dog factory. This beverage was no exception. She took it down like a hyena, or whatever the demon world equivalent of a hyena was.

“Ah, that’s good.” Lily sat back after drinking it, rubbing her stomach. “You really are a magic man, you know that?”

“I do try. What’s on the docket for today, work-wise?” Arthur asked.

“Well, I can’t help the stampers much. They’re reshaping the ground outside the gate. And Karra got my help yesterday building the wall, but today the mortar needs time to set. I’m thinking about helping Rhodia or the farmers.” Lily scoffed at something as she chewed the last of the ice from her drink. “And of course I still can’t help the warriors because of this stupid skill.”

Arthur loved the skill that Lily called stupid. It was as if the system could read his mind and help keep his little orphan friend safe. Lily’s majicka-lantern group-enhancing skill didn’t work very well in combat situations, unless her life was actually being threatened in an unavoidable way. Otherwise, he was convinced that she would have dived into the dungeons every day, exposing her cute feathered head to danger whenever possible.

“Rhodia or the farmers both sound like good choices. And tomorrow, help Ghuda. He’s going to be working with Puka and maybe Milo all at once. It’s weird, so it should be good experience. Plus, you have those ideas.” Arthur bumped her little brilliant head with his finger. “They can probably use the help.”

“Oooh.” Lily perked up and puffed out her chest at the thought of being more than a portable magic-reservoir. When she could understand things that were going on and improve the process with her input, it was more than just a leveling tactic. It made her feel more useful, and it legitimately helped the people with what they were doing. Newer, odder projects were especially good for that. “Yes, I absolutely will. What are they doing?”

“Making the front of the town spikier, I think. I’m not sure of all the details but I’m betting eventually they’ll be working with the stampers too. Maybe even the wall-building corps.”

“What about you? Gonna go out there?” Lily asked.

“No.” Arthur shook his head. “Stop testing me. I’m staying here as much as I can for the next few days. I got the message.”

“Good,” Lily said. “Now remember to make yourself some tea, too. You can’t do all this on an empty stomach. I’ll have some breakfast sent over.”

Arthur did make himself some tea, just a strong pepped thing to give him the energy to keep up with the morning rush. For whatever reason, his own teas didn’t work on him that well when it came to enhancing performance, and usually, his majicka was better spent on someone else who was doing something bigger and better that day.

The good news about this was that his efficiency was at all-time highs. He couldn’t give every single customer an enhanced tea, but every hour or so, he could push out several drinks that helped a couple people to some extent or another.

Arthur could have charged extra for those, but he didn’t. The people he selected to get them were usually so happy that they tipped plenty. His purse was now overflowing, filled with more coins than he had good uses for. As he finished up with the last of the morning rush, shopping was at the top of the to-do list. There were neat things to buy, and he had kept so busy in the last several months that he hadn’t bought anything yet.

And it wouldn’t do to depress the local economy, now would it?
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Shopping was perhaps one of Arthur’s favorite parts of his new life.

At some point during his old life, he had been actively afraid of shopping. He’d feared that he’d go into a store, find he wouldn’t really know what to get, and know that he couldn’t get good help from the exhausted, underpaid retail worker manning the till. He didn’t blame them, since very few people’s life-dream was to sell denim jeans. And then there was the fact that every time he bought something, it was saying no to a whole range of other things he could have bought with the money.

In this new world, though? It was the complete opposite thing. Here, the person manning the denim sale was working as much as they wanted, typically as their own boss, and pursuing their dream of doing just that in a fully sincere, unironic way. If Arthur wanted help figuring out what to spend his money on, there would be someone in every shop who would help him do just that to the full extent of their substantial abilities. And better yet, he and everyone else had enough money to buy all the things they needed or wanted, as long as they didn’t go entirely overboard.

Today, Arthur declared, was going to be a shopping day. And he was going to have fun.

The hours before and after the lunch rush were free to use as he liked. He’d have to be back when people came for dinner and relaxation, but that was enough time to do a lot of things, or just a few things for a long time, depending on how things played out.

Both were fine with him, so the real choice was what he’d do first. He stood in the road looking at all the shops, hoping one of them would speak to him in particular.

I have to trust in the heart of the cards, Arthur thought, willing the destiny of the shopping trip to seize the thread of his fate and whip him in the right direction.

Suddenly, it did. He saw one shop in particular and felt the sweet draw he had been looking for. He immediately moved in that direction. Shoes. I’m going to spend as much money as possible on shoes.

Arthur’s current shoes were fine, a demon world design that was something like a short-topped boot, meant to be versatile in a lot of situations. The world didn’t have rubber or plastic, but that didn’t matter, given the fact that the leather workers were pretty damn good and worked with an improved palate of materials courtesy of various majicka-jacked monster hides.

And so, Arthur had been wearing the same pair from the city’s tailor shop for a long time, and had put uncountable miles on them.

Minus Karbo-rides, the demon world was mostly a walking place. Almost every destination required some combination of walking, running, or skipping. That gave Arthur a new appreciation for footwear in general, and while his current pair of shoes were good, he was pretty sure there was still some headroom in terms of what was possible, as long as he was willing to spend for it. And he was. Even a slight improvement would be a big deal today.

“Arthur!” The town’s leather worker perked up when he saw Arthur walk through the door. “Didn’t expect to see you today. Mayor business?”

Arthur shook his head as he crossed the shop. The whole place smelled pleasantly like leather, a sort of earthy new-baseball-mitt smell that would have been too strong if it didn’t smell so damn good.

“Rebes, good to see you. And no, not mayor stuff. I’m a customer today,” Arthur said.

“Oh, really? I’m surprised. Your current shoes looked pretty good to me. How are they now?”

“You checked my shoes before?”

“Arthur, I’m a cobbler. I look at everyone’s shoes. It’s a curse. You’re at a party and a good-looking woman walks by, but she catches you looking at her feet. Giving the wrong impression is a hazard of the field.”

“It sounds rough,” Arthur said.

“Eh, it could be worse. I know a guy who works in supportive undergarments.”

Arthur made the obligatory sympathetic yikes face before continuing on.

“Well, fair enough. These aren’t worn out. I just haven’t been shopping in a while, and I have coins burning holes in my purse. I just wanted to see what was possible, if that isn’t too annoying.”

“Annoying?” Rebes let loose a single loud laugh and slapped the counter in front of him with an open palm. “Arthur, that’s best-case scenario for a guy like me. Absolutely. Let's see what’s possible. What are we working with now?”

Arthur reached down and unlaced his shoes before throwing a questioning gesture at the counter. Once Rebes indicated it was okay, Arthur laid the shoes on the counter, where the shoemaker immediately started examining them with an expert eye.

“These aren’t bad. City-made?”

“Yeah. I picked them up at my tailor’s shop. I assumed they were pretty good.”

“They are. He probably contracted his shoes out. Whoever made these was a higher level than me. The stitching alone shows that.”

Arthur’s heart sank. “So you can’t do better?”

“I didn’t say that. These are great shoes, but they were just another day at work for the guy who made them. I can’t do better than this other cobbler’s best, but I can do better than his normal if I give it my all. It will just take time.”

“That’s actually what I was thinking of,” Arthur said with a smile. “I figured for the kind of thing I want, it would be a project. I came in here ready for that.”

“Wait.” Rebes got suddenly serious. “Arthur, I want to be clear. Sometimes people come in here saying the kind of stuff you are saying, and then I start talking exact numbers, and they break my heart. I’m going to roughly estimate the costs we are talking about here at a couple different levels. You can tell me if you still want it after that.”

Rebes pulled a box from under the table and extracted several leather samples from it, explaining what each one was and why he used them. Some were for different parts of shoes and emphasized either toughness or flexibility, but there were also different tiers of each, all with different associated prices. None of the prices were low. These were monster materials, things the leather worker had bought from the town’s stocks or directly from dungeoneers and then processed himself.

Rebes then went through choices he could make on how he made the shoes. It wasn’t especially detailed, since he seemed to understand there was only so much Arthur could take in at a time. But the implication was clear that more money bought more shoe-making time, which meant better shoes.

As Rebes kept talking, Arthur did some quick mental math. The best leather with the most time-consuming techniques would cost the Demon-World-to-Earth equivalent of somewhere between a nice vacation and a brand-new car. That shocked him for a moment, until he realized the shoes would potentially last the entire rest of his life and were, for all intents and purposes, pretty much fulfilling the same purpose a car would on Earth.

And Arthur had the money. This would be a big enough purchase to put a dent in his funds, but it wouldn’t get anywhere close to bankrupting him. When he first started drawing an income in the Demon World, he was confused about how people actually managed to spend all the money they were making.

Now he had the answer. Necessities were cheap, even good necessities from the hands of skilled craftsmen. But it was now clear that actual money was spent on custom, time-consuming goods ordered by people who particularly wanted the best in a particular category.

Arthur held up a hand, cutting Rebes off as politely as he could. Briefly he wondered if this was the same experience as going into a running shoe store on Earth, though there probably weren’t shoes there that would cost a car.

“I think I get it now,” Arthur said.

“It’s a lot to take in, I know. Sorry.” Rebes looked like he was entirely expecting Arthur to back out, and started loading the leather samples back into the box. “If it’s not what you were expecting, I do have some very nice stuff on the shelf.”

Arthur grinned. “Nope, that’s all fine. I’ll take the top stuff. Materials and technique.”

“Really?”

“Really. And I want to talk about what enchantments might be available for them,” Arthur said as he did a finger dance on the countertop. “Anything that will make my feet happy. I’m assuming you have to contract that out, right?”

Rebes blinked at Arthur, looked down at his leather samples, and took a deep, steadying breath. As Arthur watched, he strode around the counter, grabbed both sides of Arthur’s face, and laid a loud, comic kiss directly on his forehead.

“Sir, may you live one thousand years,” Rebes said. “I mean it. These are going to be the best shoes I’ve ever made. What design do you want?”

“You’ve seen how I spend my days. Use your professional judgment.”

Rebes kissed him on the forehead again. Arthur let it slide. It seemed to be his language.

“And, actually, could you double up this order?” Arthur asked.

“Arthur, these shoes are never going to wear out. I mean that literally. You simply won’t be able to break them. I promise.”

“I don’t mean for me. I mean for Mizu. I’ll send her by for measurements. Just don’t tell her what it’s for if you can.” Arthur pulled out a sum of money big enough to cover the construction of both pairs of shoes and the enchantments that would go on them later.

Rebes stared down at it and started mumbling. “Two pairs of shoes. Best I can make. Paid in advance.” He grabbed a tape measure off the counter and ducked down to Arthur’s feet. “I’m going to do some measurements, and then you’re going to the enchantress to talk about what you want out of shoes. I’ll compare notes with her later and finalize the package. I’m kicking you out.”

“Did I…” Arthur made a confused face as Rebes individually measured each of his toes. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No. It’s just that if you stay in my shop any longer than that, I’m going to try and adopt you.” Rebes rolled the tape measure back up as he stood. “And I don’t want to deal with that much paperwork. I have shoes to make.”
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Getting to the enchanter was almost a hike, which spoke to the growth of the town.

Before, Arthur would walk out of his house and be, well, everywhere. All the houses and shops with anyone in them were within a few steps. Now, he sometimes had to make a small walk, especially if the person he needed to see was a recent arrival or the place he needed to go was just built. The town stretched much farther towards both the beach and the canyon opening than it had before.

It was actually Karra who had proposed that the roads should bend and wind slightly as they went through the town instead of being ramrod straight. She had said, and most people agreed, that this would help each new section of the town around a bend in the road feel like its own place. When Spiky pointed out that this would also help control ambient noise a bit as things filled up, that was that. Arthur was now walking through winding streets towards his next goal, happy as a clam at the decision.

Like all enchanter’s shops, Lina’s was nearly empty besides a few shelves carrying everyday goods and a large worktable. Enchanters worked with fine, precious-metal needles and their own majicka and precious little else. The hippo-demon had no problem spotting Arthur as he came into the shop and worked her wispy form around the counter to meet him.

“Arthur!” Lina called. “Finally. I was wondering when you’d actually shop.”

“Is it really that widely known?” Arthur asked.

“Among us newbies? Yup. We’ve talked about how little we see you compared to everyone else.”

“Well, I’m trying to make it up today.” Arthur wasn’t big on reputation, but it wouldn’t do to be thought of as a money hoarder. That wasn’t good mayor behavior. “I actually know the first thing I need already. Rebes sent me down to talk about shoes.”

Lina clapped her hands together in joy. “Oh, good. If it’s not the normal enchantments I put on his mass-produced stuff, you must want something special.”

People keep thinking I know things lately, Arthur thought. It’s nice.

“Well, actually, I don’t know exactly what I want. I was sort of going dealer’s choice on this one. Whatever you think is best for the way you’ve seen me live my life,” Arthur said.

“Oooh.” Lina smiled. “Working for crafter-types is so much better than people who think they know exactly what they need. I have a lot of ideas, lately. Want to see?”

“Absolutely.”

Lina’s work was complex. Like Mizu, she made stacks of runes, each of which had to work together perfectly or risk failing entirely. Some things went with others, while others conflicted. Some of the strongest versions of runes didn’t play nicely with others, but could be watered down to mostly-the-same-effect cousins that were weaker but combined better.

“Now remember, it’s not about the individual runes. You want to think about it as the effect of the whole stack.” Lina eyed Arthur up and down. “About ten vitality?”

“Yup. Good eye.”

“It’s part of the job. One of the nice things about ten vitality is that comfort makes a bigger difference. If you had the kind of vitality Karra has, you’d hardly notice.” Lina made some notes on a pad. “I’m assuming speed isn’t a big priority?”

“Not really. Maybe a bit, but…”

“But you don’t want to leave your friends in the dust or for them to leave you. Got it.”

They spent about an hour setting priorities. Unlike Rebes, Lina implicitly assumed Arthur was willing to pay, maybe because he had visited the shoe store first and gotten this far in the process.

By the end, they had a fair idea of the direction they wanted to go. He’d be a little bit faster and a lot more stable on his feet. Lina said the latter would make him even faster than the speed enhancement, considering the wonders it would do for his stride. The shoes would be waterproofed, dirt-repelling, and self-cleaning to some extent. But those were all little, standard things. The vast majority of everything else went to Arthur’s main goal, the thing he thought was most important of all.

“That is…” Lina blinked at her pad. “That’s a lot of comfort runes, Arthur. It’s the most I’ve ever seen anyone order at once. You are sure you don’t want to run faster and jump higher? Most people do.”

“I want happy feet.” Arthur nodded decisively. It was a thing he had learned about himself today. “So long as all the comfort runes will work together, I want all of them.”

“It’s actually weird.” Lina made some quick sketches on her pad. “People don’t usually put this many comfort runes together, but I think I can make them fit. It’s like they are designed to.”

“Maybe they were. The system seems to like things like that.”

“So she does.” Lina was apparently in the the-system-is-a-mom camp of things. “Is that it? Just the shoes?”

“Oh, no. We haven’t even talked about socks yet. Or the enchantments for the shop,” Arthur said.

Lina was not Rebes and did not kiss Arthur’s forehead. He suspected she wanted to, though. By the time they were through talking, they had built up quite the little list of items.

———

Invoice: Arthur Teamaster

Shoes, Two Pairs, Custom Stack

Socks, Fourteen Pairs, Custom Stack

Shop Structural Enhancements, Standard x7

Shop Equipment Enhancements, Standard, x50

Shop Equipment Enhancements, Custom, x5

Shop Furniture Enhancements, Four Interior Table Sets, Five Stools

Shop Apron and Uniforms Sets, Standard, x8

Bedclothes, Sheets, and Blankets (If Possible to Improve, Custom Stack, Fees Waived)

Shop Clothing Acquisition Fee (Waived)

Analysis and Consultation Fees (Waived)

———

“Are you sure you should be waiving all those fees? It seems like a fair amount of work,” Arthur said.

“Arthur, do people tell you to shut up very often?”

Arthur nodded heavily. “They do.”

“This is… what you’re spending with me must be your accumulated fortune of the better part of a year. Of course I’m comping those things.” Arthur saw Lina’s fingers twitch as if contemplating a forehead flick, which was an oddly universal gesture among the youth of this world. “It’s a lot of money. Are you going to have anything left?”

He wouldn’t have much, honestly. He had originally planned to get Lily some things, but now was running low enough that he needed to conserve funds for his day-to-day needs. He’d just recommend nice things to her. She had her own money burning holes in her pockets these days, and probably wanted different things than Arthur did.

“Not much. But that’s what it’s for, right?” Arthur smiled. “This is going to make me work so much faster.”

“True. The enhancements to your dish-cleaning basin alone are a lot.” Lina sat down and fanned her face as if calming herself. “It’s a big investment, but most of these runes will last forever unless they’re mishandled. So long as you don’t change size too much, you should be able to use those uniforms for years before they show any wear.”

His purse was very, very light by the time he made it to the tailor’s and explained his sock needs. The best socks the tailor could do weren’t cheap, but were luckily orders of magnitude less expensive than the boots and enchantments costs.

I’m so glad I’m not a combat class. Arthur really was. Combat classes made a lot of money depending on how often they went into dungeons, but had to spend an enormous amount on enchanting equipment, then replacing and re-enchanting it as it wore out from the duress of fighting big, scary things. Most of the enchantments they bought were utilitarian keep-me-alive type stuff too. Granted, high physical stats made a lot of the comfort enchantments moot, but it was still a rougher life.

After the socks, Arthur was completely tapped. Every aspect of his waking and sleeping life was about to get better, so he considered it worth it. Still, he was glad that he grew the majority of his own materials these days. He’d have to count coins for the next few weeks, something he hadn’t done in a while.

“Arthur, are you shopping?” Karra asked. “Damn, I guess I lost that bet.”

“There are bets?” Arthur’s jaw dropped a bit before he snapped it closed. “About me?”

“There are bets about everything. But yes, especially you. They do a long pool for a couple of bets related to how long you can go without calming down and taking a break. I couldn’t bet on some of them because I’m in the council, but I bet on when you’d go shopping. Looks like I lost.”

“Sorry,” Arthur said sheepishly.

“No worries. It was just a few coins. I can lose a few coins here and there,” Karra laughed. “By the way, come to the wall when you can. I need you to look at something. Don’t worry, I told Mizu. She won’t kill you over it.”

Arthur thought about going right then, but realized the lunch rush was just about to start. He excused himself as politely as he could and rushed back to his shop to do prep. Suddenly, making money seemed like a much more immediate need than it had that morning.

As Arthur tidied the shop and got the boba ready for the next wave of customers, he got to have some fun anticipating the improvements that were to come.

All of his furniture would become slightly more comfortable and temperature-regulating, something he was going to pitch to the town council as an upgrade for all the furniture in the public spaces if it turned out to be affordable. His floors wouldn’t completely clean themselves, especially when he spilled things, but both they and the walls would stay naturally cleaner. All his heating equipment would be supercharged and better at regulating things at the temperatures he needed, which were custom jobs he hadn’t even known were possible before.

“Hey, Arthur!” A large aardvark who had joined Karra’s building crew bellied up to the outdoor counter. “Can I get what I got yesterday? It’s another cold one today.”

Arthur nodded and built up a warming tea for the guy, who also wanted as much pep as he could get, in as spiced and strong of a brew as possible. Not every worker-class was like that, but most of them were. They went for strong, powerful drinks that could keep them going at their jobs. This particular worker didn’t need an extra strong drink enhancement today, but Arthur was glad to lay down some weak ones for him.

The drink orders came fast and heavy after that. Lily stopped in for a while between jobs, expediting all his orders and reacting with glee when she heard how Arthur had spent his day. Given that she had a good idea of how much money he had on hand, her eyes went wide when she found out he had spent nearly all of it.

“Good gods, Arthur. You are going to be a walking ball of majicka. It was good you didn’t get me anything, by the way. I have some ideas for that, and I’m growing out of a lot of my everyday things,” Lily said.

“Glad to hear it. I will, of course, reserve the right to get you presents once I’m not broke,” Arthur laughed.

“And I’ll take them,” Lily said. “Just not clothes.”

“I was thinking maybe a tiara. For parties.”

Lily puffed up in a way Arthur knew meant she was slightly offended for a moment, probably because of the little-girl connotations of an actual princess tiara. They were just as common in Demon World literature as they were on Earth, but were a distinctly little-kid thing to own.

After a moment, something else inside Lily grew strong enough to cancel the puffing, and Arthur had a good guess as to what that was too. After all, she was, in fact, a kid. A little one. One who was not, as he predicted, immune to the calls of looking especially pretty and magical.

“A real one?” Lily asked, quietly. “A pretty one?”

“As pretty as Milo can make. But I have to save up.” Arthur was pretty sure Milo would comp the work using his limited amount of available free jobs, but he still needed to provide the metal. That meant melting literal coins for what he had planned. It wouldn’t be cheap. “And I want when to be a surprise.”


SEVEN



Free Time







Lily had stayed just long enough to help Arthur keep things organized, which in turn let him clear out the lunch rush without too much trouble.

As always, the bigger majicka-draw orders for people who needed an especial push had taken it out of him. Before he got around to cleaning up, he ordered a big fried noodle thing with meat that he had recently learned could be made as a sandwich. As the cook across the way worked it up for him, he returned to his own shop to make himself a tea for a well-deserved break.

These days, Arthur had been trying to take it easy on the pep. He had mostly succeeded too. Once the withdrawal headaches had waned, he had managed to keep his consumption down to a few lightly pepped drinks a day at most.

Today, though, he decided to reward himself. He made up a pot of a strong-flavored tea, something he usually took without milk and just enjoyed the flavor of. Pushing the last little dregs of his slightly-recovered majicka into his teapot, he juiced it to the limits. In fifteen minutes, he’d be as awake as possible.

“Oh, darn.” Arthur heard Mizu behind him. Lately, she had been experimenting with cursing, something his system auto-translation was informing him was a task she didn’t want to fully commit to yet. “Shoot. I was hoping I’d catch you in time to get you to add some pep.”

“Long day?”

Mizu sighed and kicked some mud off her boots before entering the shop. “The longest. One of the auxiliary wells kept wanting to break down. I had to do some emergency repairs on it to keep it going.”

“We have to get another weller here,” Arthur said as he pulled a chair for her. “Sooner rather than later. It’s too much work for just one of you, Mizu. Should I write another letter?”

“To the demon government? You’ve already written four. There just aren’t that many wellers to be had right now.”

“Well, something has to give. Is there anything Milo can do? With automation?”

“Nothing we’ve thought of yet. Anyway, that’s not why I’m here. I’m here to spend time with you and not work. And to find out what you did to that poor boot maker.”

“Oh, Rebes?” Arthur couldn’t imagine how an interaction between the two of them had gone, but he wasn’t surprised that Rebes had found her. “That’s a… surprise. Why? What did he do?”

“He said that Arthur Teamaster, of Earth, wanted him to ask me about my feet. He seemed very eager to let me know you were involved so I wouldn’t think it was weird,” Mizu said as she slumped down on the table.

“What did you tell him?” Arthur asked.

“Basically just that they get wet. A lot. And muddy. He seemed satisfied with that, then measured my foot, then left.”

“Ah. I can see how that would be awkward.”

“Yes. Especially since the entire time he looked like a child at a coldfall celebration. I swear, you crafters and your little projects.” Mizu leaned over suddenly and kissed Arthur on the cheek. “Thank you for whatever present you are getting me, though. It’s very sweet.”

“You are welcome.” Arthur poured both of them a glass of tea just as the cook came up to the counter, dropped off the food, and left with a nod to go back to his own work. The sandwich was gigantic. Arthur cut half of it off for Mizu, which still left more for him than he could eat. “Hopefully the present helps with your work a little when it’s done. I just wish I could do more.”

“It’ll be fine. Eventually, another weller will come. And if worse comes to worst, I can backtrack some of my rune stacks to make them more manageable.” Mizu scrunched her nose, indicating how little she wanted to do that. “I don’t want to think about that, but there are options to reduce the work. We’d just give up a little bit of water quality.”

They sat and ate for a while in silence. As much as Mizu was downplaying her problems, Arthur knew they were bigger than she was saying. According to both her and Skal, good water enhanced every single thing that a town could do. Arthur’s unique tea-making was incredible to people because it was so new and because it had a visible effect every time. But if anything, Mizu’s water had a bigger impact, split into smaller, less noticeable chunks as people used it in every aspect of their lives.

And with what was coming, they’d need every edge. Arthur shuddered a bit as he thought about how much money he had just invested into his shop ahead of a major event that might destroy everything in and around it. The monster wave was coming, even if they didn’t know exactly when. He had no doubt they’d rebuild faster and better if it destroyed everything, but he hated to think of all that lost progress. If only there was a way to stop it…

“Stop that,” Mizu said. “I can see you worrying from here. You’re supposed to be resting.”

“Sorry.” Arthur patted her hand. “I really am trying. It’s in my nature, I guess.”

“At least talk to me about it. It’s no use keeping it all inside.”

“Tell me what you are seeing,” Arthur said. “I’m watching a wall go up that we don’t have enough people to defend. This whole area is a funnel. Everything is going to hit the coast and then come down this way. It’s going to be huge.”

“Not everything,” Mizu said. “Half the monsters will go somewhere else. It’s a fifty-fifty shot. And you don’t know that the hunters and warriors won’t be enough. They’ve been getting pretty good lately. If we can get word out when we see the wave coming, or if scouts notice it early enough, we might even get help.”

“Still,” Arthur said. “You know how big those waves are. There were thousands and thousands of people In the city, and it took all of us plus a giant wall to deal with a wave. Even if it’s smaller here…”

“Which it will be. You heard Spiky’s report.”

“Yeah, and it’s good. But even if it’s smaller, I just don’t know how we make it through this. I guess at least there are the escape boats.”

One of the few advantages demons held over the monster waves was the fact that every single dungeon in the world was an above-water, land-based thing. As such, so were the monsters they spawned. Very few of them could swim, and the small amounts of them that could usually didn’t do so well enough to get to a settlement before some bigger predator fish scooped them up.

So for Coldbrook, it was really a land invasion that they needed to prepare for.

They first made a secondary wall in front of the docks, one that would buy the town some time if they needed to launch the lifeboats and take themselves away from the monsters. They were safe, at least in terms of their own bodies and lives. It was the town that was in danger.

“Which we probably won’t need. Really, Arthur. I don’t think you understand how many geniuses this town really has. Milo. You. Lily. Puka, who, by the way, you made very, very happy by giving him soft approval to set his traps. Oh, and Karra.”

“Karra?” Arthur thought of Karra as bright, sure, but her work didn’t seem to take a lot of real thinking. It was mostly moving heavy things. Although having moved some heavy things himself, he now knew even that wasn’t as simple as it seemed. “Why Karra?”

“Because she is. You need to go talk to her about her plans for the wall. I did, yesterday. She’s changing, Arthur. This town is changing her. I think she might have a class advancement,” Mizu said encouragingly.

“Advancement?” Arthur blinked. “Like, a better class?”

“Not exactly. A different, related one. When people’s classes advance, it’s usually generalists like her moving to something more specific. Their current primary skill becomes a secondary supporting skill to whatever they do next,” Mizu explained.

“Like when a class is rejected?”

“Yes, but not nearly as bad, if class rejection is bad at all. People who advance classes keep most of what they can do already. And I’ve seen her eyes, lately. She wants more than she has. And she’s not the only one. Everyone is growing, Arthur. They are growing fast. We have a chance at this.”

“I hope so,” Arthur said. He wiped the last little bit of sandwich sauce off his mouth and cleaned the dish it had come on while putting his other tea things into his washing basin to soak. “And I guess it’s time for me to go take a look at Karra’s wall. She mentioned it earlier.”

“Tomorrow,” Mizu said. “Tonight we have plans.”

“Plans?”

“Plans. But I have to get cleaned up first. Go change into some fun clothes. I’ll find you after.”

Mizu walked off towards her house with a hint of mischief in her steps. Arthur watched her until she turned around the bend, then decided that he had been in the shop enough today. Going towards his house, he took another long, hot shower and looked through his clothes for something appropriately fun for whatever Mizu was plotting.

After some deliberation, he decided on his coldfall garb. It was, in terms of being built to look good, the best outfit he had. True, it was meant for a festival the town had already had and was slightly too formal for just walking around in. But it also had some two-can-play-at-that-game implications for fighting back against Mizu’s tendency to always have the upper hand in their relationship. For whatever reason, when Arthur dressed in coldfall garb, Mizu got goofy.

Arthur brushed his hair, donned the clothes, and slipped back into his shoes just in time to hear Mizu knocking on his door. He opened it, watching her face move from bemused superiority to shock to a sort of dreamy look before she finally shook her head clear and looked up at him, a faux annoyance in her expression.

“Arthur Teamaster, you aren’t supposed to wear those outside of actual coldfall.” Mizu set down a large basket she was carrying and touched the fabric of his jacket. “They are special event clothes. For special events.”

“I think this counts, whatever it is.” Arthur shrugged his jacket a little straighter on his back. “There’s no law against wearing it out-of-season, right?”

“No, no law.” Mizu moved into his arms, then immediately shook herself free. “No, not yet. We need to walk.”

With determination, Mizu picked up the basket and made a beeline down the street, keeping Arthur out of her sight as much as she could. He chuckled and followed along, trying to pry loose the location they were headed to with no luck. Finally, they arrived at the foot of the stair to Arthur’s platform in the sky.

“I haven’t been up there in a long time,” Arthur said. “Almost since Milo’s wedding.”

“I know. Everyone in the town uses it more than you. I thought I’d force you to appreciate it.”

They climbed the stairs. It took a while, and Arthur was genuinely blessing the points he had dumped into his vitality stat by the time they reached the top. There were a few people around on the platform, here and there, but nobody so close that they didn’t feel like they had much privacy. Mizu led him to the edge of the platform, to one of the stone tables the town’s stone workers had donated to the park project. Setting her basket on the table, she motioned for Arthur to sit as she started unloading her things.

She had everything. Just at a glance, Arthur could see cheese, crackers, wine, cookies, bread, and an assortment of fruits and other snacks.

“I didn’t make the tea. I just stole leaves from your house, earlier, and brought hot water,” Mizu said as she presented the mini tea-making setup.

“Good. I’ll handle that. Mizu, this is a lot.”

“Well, you have to spend your new free time somehow. I thought you might not mind spending it with me.”

“Not at all.”

Arthur pulled Mizu in close. It was chilly on the platform, but Mizu had planned ahead by bringing a portable heating device with her. By the time either of them remembered the food, the water for the tea was already cold.


EIGHT



The Wall







It was already late when Arthur slipped through the front door of his house and pressed the switch for the majicka lamp in his bedroom. He wasn’t going to get a full night’s sleep, but it was fine. He didn’t need quite as much sleep these days to begin with, likely a byproduct of vitality or majicka or a mix of both. Losing a few hours a single night wouldn’t hurt him much.

Before Arthur actually made it to his bed, he saw a small note pinned to one of the sheets. Nobody in town really locked their doors, but there were only a few people who would have felt comfortable coming into his house, and especially his bedroom, without him there.

That shortlist established, he reached down, pulled the needle securing the note to his bed things, and read it.

Arthur,

When talking to Mizu about her shoes, I learned you were going to be out for most of the evening. Since you gave me free rein to do my work whenever, and since I wanted to get a head start on it as a form of a thank-you, I took the liberty of letting myself in and putting some work in on your blankets and things.

I only did one set, but given how clean you keep them, that should hold you over until I have time to do the others. Enjoy. I also did your pajamas, but some of the clean ones. Look on your side table.

Lina

“Oh, hell yes.” Arthur shimmied out of his coldfall garb and into his sleeping things, and then more or less catapulted himself into bed. He was almost too excited to go to sleep, something he was able to worry about for almost two minutes before he was out like a light.

Waking up in the morning, he considered how subtle the effects of the enchantments were. It wasn’t anything he’d notice outright, which was probably a good thing given how light some people slept. Instead, everything was just a little bit softer, a little bit dryer, and a little bit warmer, like all the materials had just come out of a drying machine and were in their ideal state.

The effects didn’t just end with comfort. Arthur woke up completely fresh, like he had achieved a state of nirvana just by sleeping like a sedated rock. He would have liked to spend some more time in bed, just soaking in the feeling, but he had places to be.

Being relatively small, the town was a relatively easy-to-get-around place. The furthest from Arthur’s house was the wall, which was getting much more built up these days. Where it had been maybe twice as tall as he was and narrow enough that he would have had to concentrate to balance on it, the wall was now broad enough for two people to walk past each other on top without brushing shoulders and roughly half the height of the cliff.

Rather than staircases, the wall had slapstone ladders which, because of the material’s self-healing properties, melded into the other parts of the wall. It was a little harder to use, but much quicker and much easier to chip out and replace in a different location as the ever-morphing design of the town’s protective barrier forced adjustments.

The crews were already hard at work as he walked up, some of them looking at him with hopeful faces before realizing he wasn’t carrying tea. But it didn’t take long to find the person Arthur was looking for. She was a bit hard to miss, especially since she was standing on top of the wall and barking orders.

“Karra!” Arthur yelled up. “Do you want me to come up there?”

Karra’s head swiveled around as she spotted Arthur, shook her head, and said a few more words to the other workers.

“Nope! I’ll come down. One second,” Karra yelled back.

Grabbing the sides of the ladder, she slid down to ground level like a red fireman, grasping just tight enough to get the friction she needed to slow her fall. She still hit hard, puffing up dust as her feet collided with the ground.

“You made it. Those guys up there didn’t think you would. They don’t understand you and Mizu like I do.” Karra gave Arthur a quick hug and pivoted towards the wall. “What do you think?”

“Did it get even taller?” Arthur asked. “I thought we decided against that. Something about it staying stable as it grew.”

“Yeah, it did. One of the workers figured out that if we pinned it to the cliff every so many feet, it wouldn’t fall. There’s no shortage of bricks and stone, these days, so we just went for it,” Karra said.

“That’s great.” Arthur looked to the sides of the walls. Through a clever use of slapstone and a bit of tunneling, the wall was now screwed into the cliffs. “It’s now a bigger problem for any monsters that want to try us.”

“Yup. And I’ve been meeting with your trapper about how to use the extra height best for some things he and Milo already have planned. Which is kind of why I wanted you out here.”

“I should have already given them clearance to do what they wanted. Did they just want confirmation?”

“Not them. Me,” Karra said. “This wall here is about the best we can do on a single wall. We could make it thicker, but that doesn’t help as much as you’d think it would. It’s already thick enough that anything the dungeons could throw at us would bash off it like a ball off a cobblestone street. And we’re limited by the confines of the cliff.”

“So you are done?” Arthur felt a little disappointment deep in his heart. If they were through with the productive work they could do on the wall, then their safety now rested in the hands of the defenders of the town, along with whatever tricks and weird stuff Milo and the other crafters could think up in time. “You don’t need the council’s permission to stop, if you are.”

“I might be done.” Karra was still looking at the wall. “Or I might not. Do you know what the problem with walls is? Any wall, I mean.”

“They fall down?”

“That’s it. Or part of it. They fall down, or they can be dug under. Or they can be bashed through. Or melted with acid, or a dozen other ways monsters can make stone fail. Repair crews can help with that, but eventually a wall fails. Otherwise, people wouldn’t have to deal with monster waves. They could just wait the monsters out behind walls until they starved or wandered off.”

“I’m missing the point, I think.”

“So was I. And I thought about it some more, and I realized that’s because we’ve always lived in cities. Most towns have a turning point where they can finally build a wall around themselves that’s big enough to circle everything, then another point when they have enough people to actually defend it from a wave. That takes a lot of people because the waves are huge and they circle the entire town. They have to be strong enough to take down the wave before it takes down the wall,” Karra explained.

“And we don’t have that many people yet,” Arthur said.

“Probably not. But we have some advantages they don’t have.”

“The cliffs?”

“Yes. And not just the ones here.” Karra pointed to the big, looming cliffs that bordered the town, then looped her hand a bit to indicate slightly more distant objects. “Once you get past these big natural walls, you get to the cliffs that fall off towards the ocean. And nothing could survive that drop. So if the monsters want us, they have to come at us dead on. And that means we can buy time.”

Karra guided Arthur to a table where she had a rough drawing on a large sheet of paper weighted down by bricks. It wasn’t a pretty drawing, but it got the general impression of her plans across just fine.

“You want to build more walls, behind the main wall?” Arthur asked.

“As many as we can before the wave hits. They don’t have to be as tall as the main wall. But once that wall falls or is breached, it gives us a place to fall back to where we can fight again.”

“This is brilliant,” Arthur said. “But won’t the first wall take down the others while it falls?”

“Not if we build it right,” Karra said. “I used to help with demolitions. If we weight it right, we can control the direction it falls, mostly. The secondary walls won’t give us all the time the first one did. But they’ll give us some. And with enough time…”

“We can multiply our chances of beating the wave,” Arthur finished.

“Right. Actually, one second. This’ll be quick.”

Karra pulled away from the table and ran over to a couple of her work crews, delivering a couple different sets of instructions on the fly. Arthur was impressed. When Karra first showed up at the town, she had done all her work to order, waiting to be told what to do or joining already-in-progress jobs and adding the muscle that made them go faster. Now, she was the de facto leader of the town’s entire laborer class. They looked to her for direction, and she served as a bridge between them and the town’s designers and leadership.

“Sorry, Arthur. They hadn’t heard the updates for some of today’s work yet,” Karra apologized when she came back.

“No problem. So, this all looks great. Why do you need me?” Arthur asked.

Karra looked at Arthur blankly. “To approve it? I’m not going to start an entire town work project without approval, Arthur.”

“Hmm.” Arthur looked up at what she had already done, a giant main wall that seemed solid and unmoving. It was safety in a physical form. “If you say we should do it, then it’s approved. I mean, you’ve built all this by yourself. And it’s as good as any wall I’ve ever seen.”

“Not by myself.”

“You know what I mean. We gave you approval to build a wall, and you built it. You led the whole thing. Is anyone in town more qualified to do that than you? Would anyone be right if they said you were wrong about some aspect of building a wall?”

“Well, no, but…”

“Then consider it done. All of it, however many layers, whatever you think is right. I mean, work with Milo and everyone else, but… Karra, you knew your idea was the right one. If it wasn’t, someone would have spoken up when you showed it to them before I got here.” Arthur paused. “How long did you delay, waiting for me to get here?”

“A day at most.”

“That’s a day we don’t have. Everyone trusts you, Karra.” Arthur waved his hand majestically. “I hereby deem you the head of the entire wall-building effort, with approval to do anything that isn’t incredibly weird or dangerous. Congratulations.”

Karra was going to argue. He could see it in her face, right until her eyes went suddenly blank and she fell like a flat slab of stone. Arthur tried to catch her and missed, leaving her to fall straight down. She hit her head so hard on the table that she took off a bit of wood on the edge. Arthur was worried, but he was pretty sure that it’d only be a bad bruise with Karra’s sky-high vitality score.

“Karra!” Arthur signaled over a few people who had heard the crack and gave them quick instructions to go find the town’s medic. “Get someone here now. Something’s wrong. Karra just fainted.”


NINE



Knocking People Down







As Arthur knelt over Karra, her eyes suddenly fluttered.

“No, don’t call the medic,” Karra said, still lying on the ground. “It’s something system related.”

“Maybe, but that was a nasty hit. You are getting checked out.” Arthur waved off the worker, who sprinted back towards the town to find medical help. He looped his arm under one of Karra’s, helping her sit up as she wobbled dizzily back and forth.

“Whew. That was really something,” Karra said.

“And you said it was system? New skill?” Arthur asked.

“I’m checking that out now. Just as soon as my eyes focus.” Karra looked down in front of her chest for a few moments before taking in a sudden, sharp inhalation of air. “Oh, wow. Arthur, you have to see this.”

“What?” Arthur asked.

“Just look.”

Karra made a quick hand motion and a series of windows opened up in front of Arthur.

———

Class Advancement - Foreman

You have taken on a leadership role in your community, not only participating in jobs but actively determining the direction of projects. You’ve organized work crews, coordinated different aspects of ongoing work as performed by large groups of people, and established a reputation as someone who not only knows what to do but the best ways to go about doing it.

Your previous class assumed you’d always know what direction you were moving in because someone would tell you what to do and where to go. You’ve grown past that now. You’ve accumulated expertise and judgment that come not from your class, but from your own mental acuity and comprehension.

As a Foreman, you will retain most of the abilities you had in your previous class. Like before, you will be stronger and faster when participating in some kind of heavy work. But rather than progressing in a direction that absolutely maximizes your ability to do work, your class will now grow in a direction that splits the difference between labor and leadership. You will have an easier time comprehending the details of plans presented to you by others and relaying information to other workers involved in the same project, and you will provide small buffs to workers under your direct authority.

Most importantly, the end results of any project you have headed will be slightly enhanced compared to an identical structure built without your leadership.

Your previous class skills will be rolled up into a slightly weakened amalgam version of their previous functions. You may refuse this advancement within two days of this time with no penalty. Any works-in-progress at the time of the awarding of this class will be retroactively enhanced in this fashion

———

“I guess that explains why you took such a hard dive. If that whole wall was drawing majicka at once, that’s a lot. But I guess it could have been worse,” Arthur said after reading the system description.

“If you felt this headache, you wouldn’t say that.” Karra rubbed her temples. “I don’t really see how it could be much worse than feeling like you have a nail in your brain.”

The next few windows were about what Arthur would expect given the class description. There was an overall communication skill, a few passive skills related to improving the work of others, and not many details explaining things outside of the main system window. Worker classes, as he understood them, were get-the-job-done types. This class was no exception, despite being significantly more complex than what Karra had before.

“So do you think I should keep it?” Karra asked, scratching the side of her head in a mannerism she must have copied from Karbo. “I don’t have that much time to decide.”

“Sure you should. Why not?” Arthur asked.

“I never really expected something like this. I was going to… you know. Spend my whole life lifting things. It was fun. And simple. It was fun because it was simple.”

“Ah.” Arthur hadn’t really considered the personal side of it. Karra was about the most straightforward person he knew in a land where almost everyone was frank and direct. She fit her old class perfectly. On the other hand, Arthur was always glad when his class picked up extra aspects, but he was a guy who appreciated complexity and got bored easily. He could understand it feeling a lot different for someone who had spent their childhood dreaming of lifting the biggest bricks possible and was now being told they needed to stop lifting as much and coordinate with other people more.

“I won’t pretend it wouldn’t help the town.” Arthur pointed at the wall. “It probably already has. That’s a class-built wall now. If that buys an extra minute, then that’s one more minute of safety. But in the end, it’s… it’s a difference that also affects you more than anyone else. If there’s one thing I know about the system, it’s that it doesn’t seem to give people things that they don’t want or need.”

“That’s what I’m worried about.”

“And I can’t answer that question for you. I don’t think anyone can.” Arthur rocked back and forth a bit on the ground, thinking. “I know from what people have told me that you’ve been moving in that direction. Leading people, directing them, all that. Unless you forced that, it can’t be completely unnatural to you.”

“It isn’t,” Karra said, then grabbed her head. “This headache is killing me. It makes it hard to even think about.”

“Then don’t think about it. Can the work go on without you today?”

Karra looked at her crews, all of which were hard at work already. “Yeah. It probably can.”

“Then come to the shop. I’ll make some tea for that headache, you can get checked out by the medic, and then you can take your time thinking about what you want to do.”

The medic found them halfway back to the shop, professionally annoyed that Arthur had let Karra walk before he got there. After a few short minutes, he gave her an all-clear to walk around, but reinforced Arthur’s day-off order in the strongest possible terms, both for her safety and the safety of anyone else she might drop a big rock on.

A half hour later, they were halfway through a bowl of meat and vegetables and a hastily-made migraine tea that was just enough to take the edge off Karra’s majicka-drain headache. As Arthur worked the morning rush and picked at his food between orders, Karra devoured her late breakfast and used him as a sounding board for her concerns about her new class.

Once they realized they were circling around the same concerns again and again, Arthur fetched a pencil and paper and started writing the issues down, which simplified things a bit. There were about five distinct things Karra was mulling over, and none of them were silly. She really was a good worker as it was, and she really would be slightly worse at her current work with this new class, both now and in the future. Things were already going just fine without a foreman, so far, and they wouldn’t be without a construction-leadership class forever as the town grew.

And it really was a big change. Arthur wasn’t willing to tell her outright which way to go in any case, but it turned out the problem was big enough that he wasn’t confident about even his own opinion on the matter. It took Lily showing up to check on Arthur to move things forward. Once Lily heard what had happened, she commandeered the list, scanned it, and set it down.

“All these worries are the same thing, right?” Lily said. “You have it as a list, but they are all the same worry.”

“What do you mean?” Karra said. “What does she mean, Arthur?”

“I don’t know either. We thought it was pretty distinct, Lily.”

“It’s not. This is a list you make when…” Lily looked for the words. “When you are worried you can’t do a new thing. I made a list like that in my head when I went to work for you the first time.”

“You did?” Arthur asked.

“Yeah. It was like… do I really know how to wash dishes? Can I trust him? Is it fake? The only reason I kept doing it was because you really didn’t seem to be able to do it alone. I’d show up and you’d be too busy, and when I helped, you’d be a bit less busy.”

“I’m not sure that’s the same thing,” Karra said.

“It is. I knew I could do it because I was already doing it. That’s you, too. The system didn’t give you this class because you were begging for it. I know what that’s like. It gave you this because it was looking at what you were doing and figured this would help you do it better.” Lily walked around the counter and made herself a drink as she talked, sipping on it as she finished up her monologue. “Think about it. If you were someone else, just arriving at Coldbrook, who would you replace you with? That would do a better job, I mean.”

Karra’s eyes lit up as she reflexively tried to answer, then darkened as her brow dropped in thought. “There’s… Hmm.”

“That’s right. You’re already in charge,” Lily said triumphantly as she puffed up as big as she could. “I know from working with them that the rest of the workers are good at what they do. But you’re the only one who can do this.”

And then Lily passed out too, almost taking out a tray of drinks as she fell.
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“What in the skies is going on today, Arthur?” the medic said. “Try not to go anywhere else, for the gods’ sake. I’m busy enough without whatever’s going on around you right now.”

“Yes. Sorry.” Arthur brushed off the flack and moved towards the important bit. “Lily’s fine?”

“Yes, she’s fine, as you can see.” He nodded towards Lily, who was being all but held down by a very concerned Karra. “She just overdrew her majicka. It’s very normal and not at all dangerous in general. What’s odd, if you need something to be odd, is that she could do it at all.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning that her skills, as she explained them to me, are either a very slow-draw skill which can’t overdraw her majicka in the first place, or else a skill that empties out her majicka to transfer it to someone else. But skills like that have built-in safeties. She shouldn’t be able to get it to give that much away in the first place.”

“She wasn’t doing that. Using her skill, I mean,” Arthur said. “Both me and Karra were full on majicka and didn’t need any more. She was just giving advice.”

“Does she have a skill for that?”

“Huh.” Arthur paused. “She does, actually. Something that gives her insight when she’s helping someone with something. But that should only be when they do a job.”

“Hmm.” The medic looked at Lily, shrugged, and started loading his gear back into his bag. “Skills are odd, Arthur. I’m not going to pretend to know what went on here. But if I had to guess, it was that whatever advice she was giving was very close to what the system wanted to be heard, close enough that it shoved something into her skills that didn’t quite fit. And that might explain why it drained her so badly.”

“If that’s true,” Arthur said, standing as still as a statue, “it means she was speaking with the voice of the system.”

“Maybe. If the system has a voice it wants heard, that is. And that’s a bigger question than I can answer for you.” The medic shouldered his bag and waved over his shoulder as he left. “She’s fine now, anyway. Same orders as before. She’s not allowed to go back to work today. And Arthur? Please stop knocking people down if you can. I’m trying to keep an eye on the warriors, and this really isn’t helping.”


TEN



A Little Spin







Arthur managed not to knock anyone down for the rest of the day. And Lily recovered enough to start helping all the cooks in the plaza, which kept her from going stir-crazy about not being able to work as hard as she’d like.

Arthur slung tea until the morning rush broke, then sent the still-conflicted Karra back to her house to take a nap. Somehow he also managed to complete the much more difficult task of getting Lily to do the same thing, convincing her that the quickest way to the end of the day was to be unconscious for part of it. When he finished cleaning the shop and snuck in to check on her, Lily was already peacefully snoring in her half-sized bed.

After that, it was time to find Milo. Or Onna, or really almost anyone from the council. He had been authorizing an awful lot of people to do an awful lot of things over the past couple of days, enough that when his day finally slowed down, he started to worry about it. It was very easy to say that he’d confirm everything with the council but then forget to actually do that.

Arthur suspected that most people didn’t mind when he jumped ahead in that way, but he minded. If nothing else, it put all the responsibility for mistakes firmly on his own shoulders. He was sure that he’d be forgiven immediately if something did come up, but that didn’t matter to him much. He’d still feel bad about it. Somehow, making sure everyone else would have made the same decision was the only thing that would help.

These days, the council was still mostly early residents of the town. Milo, Mizu, Rhodia, Onna, and Arthur all fell into that group, as did Skal, who filled out their old-but-wise quota and mostly sat quietly in meetings unless he saw some horrible mistake that he needed to prevent. Talca, on the other hand, was too immediately important to the town’s interests to be excluded, and thus was the newest member in the official seven-member council.

That number, Arthur was told, was so traditional and proven as a decision-making council size that nobody dared buck it. With that said, there were also far too many different interests in the town for a mere seven people to represent all of them.

Meetings were not only public, but they were also whole-town conversations in which the voice of the people had a sort of unofficial veto power.

From Arthur’s experience so far, demons weren’t a power-hungry race. Very few people coveted Arthur’s job, including Arthur himself. When the format of the town meetings was explained to him, he had expected it to be a massive, chaotic mistake. Somehow, it wasn’t. Most people just wanted the town to do well. They showed up, didn’t talk unless it made sense for them to, and had such a positive attitude towards local government that it was, from Arthur’s point of view, bordering on nonsense.

It all worked, though, something that he was absurdly glad about given his current set of responsibilities.

“Arthur!” Milo popped out of his workshop before Arthur could even yell to let him know he was there. “I was looking for you.”

“In a good way, or in a ‘I messed something up’ way?” Arthur asked.

“In a good way. I think.” Milo set down his hammer on a workbench, where it settled with a thunk. “I’ve been working with Puka on his trap ideas, and it’s turning out there’s a pretty big synergy between machinists and trappers.”

“Yeah? That sounds promising,” Arthur said.

“It is. There are places I want to use a giant mechanism, but Puka knows of some trap format that will do about the same thing, in a simpler way. Or places he wants a trigger that doesn’t exist in his class, but does in mine. Or at least I can invent something for it. It’s been getting pretty crazy.” Milo grabbed a flask of water off the workbench and took a swig, then grimaced. “This is warm. How did it get warm?”

“It’s right by your shop,” Arthur answered as he gestured at the forge. “I think you forget how hot it gets in there. I can barely stand here without feeling sunburned.”

“Right. Anyway, I’m so deep in the process that I can’t tell what is real and what’s just my imagination anymore. Puka is the same way. We have a lot of good ideas, but most of them will take a lot of work to get off the ground,” Milo said, not at all concerned about the fact that he was losing grasp of reality.

“Well, good news, then,” Arthur said. “I’m here to call a town council meeting. Get washed up. We have to get the word out.”

“Ugh. Yeah. Give me a few.”

Ten minutes later, Milo was out of the shower and dressed in some of his nicer walking-around clothes. His hands were still a bit dark with coal dust, but they nearly always were. There was only so much that soap could do for that problem.

“Come on. I’ll buy you a juice at the plaza and we can start to get the word out,” Arthur said.

The juice at the plaza was great. Arthur’s tea shop was no longer the only game in town as far as beverages went, which was also great as far as he was concerned. There was only so much business he could or even wanted to handle. And variety was just as important to him as it was to anyone else.

The town’s juice vendor had worked hard all through the warm season gathering local fruits, domesticating what he could, and juicing all of it to preserve in jars for the cold season. Through the magic of his skills, the drinks were almost as good during the off-season as they were during the warm parts of the year.

As Arthur worked on his berry drink and Milo finished his citrus drink from some preserved concentrate, the bird-demon took care of the publicity for the meeting.

“Hey, Olata. Town council meeting tonight. Be there,” Milo yelled.

“Tonight? That’s quick,” Olata yelled back.

“What, you have a big date?”

“Kind of.”

“Then have it here. Food’s on the town for council meetings.” Milo turned to Arthur, slurping the last of his drink while Olata went to tell her date about the change in plans. “She’ll get the word out, especially when there’s food involved.”

“And I’ll go find Spiky or Leena before the meeting so neither of us has to do minutes.”
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The sun set, and the town came out, picking up dinner from the cooks as they found places around the plaza to sit. There weren’t nearly enough tables and chairs for the entire town, but people knew enough to bring their own. Before too long, the tables were all out of the way, and everyone had plates or bowls in their hands as they ate and waited for the show to start.

“Hey, everyone,” Arthur yelled. In the first town meetings, he had tried to talk in a loud, projecting voice that wasn’t a yell. After a couple tries, he had given up and just started yelling. Once the crowd quieted down, he’d be able to talk in a normal voice and count on the all-stone acoustics of the space to make it carry. For now, hollering was the only way. “Thanks for coming out.”

The town quieted down pretty quickly as Arthur moved through the initial important bullet points.

“I don’t know any nice way to say that this is a tough time for the town, but I think you all know. With Karbo gone, we aren’t as protected as we used to be. Trouble is coming sooner or later, probably sooner. And every single one of us has been working hard in the ways we can help to get ready for that,” Arthur said.

The audience let out a short clap at that.

“Right now, we’ve got a lot of ideas. Karra has some ideas about how to improve the wall. Milo and Puka have some thoughts on how to take out monsters that are trying to tear the wall down. And I know the rest of you have ideas too. We’re going to talk about what we have first, then I’ll open it up for anyone.”

The discussion among the council members didn’t take incredibly long. Each of them had at least some idea what the others were doing, either from talking with each other or from Spiky making his rounds and keeping them all up-to-date.

The rest of the town was hearing about some of these plans for the first time. There weren’t many questions about Karra’s design, since more walls seemed clearly better to everyone. Milo’s and Puka’s ideas were more complex and got more questions.

“So no saws, then?” someone in the audience asked.

“No. And it wouldn’t do us much good even if we could build them. You’ve all seen monster waves. They pile up,” Milo said. “Sooner or later, anything we put up is going to get clogged. We have to plan for a case where the monsters start piling up.”

It would be a worse problem for Coldbrook because they had so little wall compared to most cities. That fact was also the only reason they had a chance to win out over the monsters in the first place. They just listened and contributed what they could to the plan.

“I do see a problem,” Talca said. “All those traps are going to take a lot of metal. Correct me if I’m wrong, but you were just asking me to bring some back from my next trip last week.”

Arthur looked at Milo, fully expecting him to have an answer for the question. To his almost-comical horror, Milo was frozen in place.

Oh no. He hadn’t thought about materials. It wasn’t a problem Arthur had, but it was a common problem among crafter types in this world. In a lot of ways, they were more artists than manual laborers. Milo fell into the category who was fully practical and reasonable when it came to what he was making, but often let that wisdom fall by the wayside when it came to things outside of the discrete task of making things.

“I, um. I might have forgotten about that,” Milo mumbled.

“Is it that a problem we can’t get past?” Arthur asked. “Can’t we just make more?”

“Not that much.” Milo continued to look trapped in a pit of his own digging. “Not that quick. I’m the only person who can make metal here, and I can only make so much per day.”

Arthur felt the bottom fall out of his stomach. The traps were the most hopeful thing he had heard of since the town started building up its defenses. If they worked, they might save the town. Having the prospect pulled away so quickly left him with a lurching feeling in his gut.

“You could get more,” Skal said. “It’s not as if ours is the only town in the whole Demon World, boys. Some of them make iron. Hell, some of them only make iron. There are whole towns like that.”

“How much would we need?” Arthur asked. “Realistically, I mean.”

“A couple of wagon loads, at least,” Milo said. “Anything extra we can use for weapons, but we need quite a bit for cables and hooks and that kind of thing.”

A couple of wagon loads wasn’t nothing. When Arthur had first met Milo, he was reusing a lot of the iron in his pieces, either remaking failed projects or scrapping them for the metal.

That said, the city’s coffers would more than cover it. Transport was a harder thing, but it could be done. Probably.

“Iron is harder to transport than you think,” Talca said, disillusioning Arthur of the idea that it was going to be an easy fix. “And good transporters are going to be in short supply right now.”

“What’s the closest town that would have that much?” Milo said. “I mean for sure, that they could sell.”

“Land’s End.” Talca nodded decisively. “It’s a bit farther than where your dad was laid up, but there are good roads now. We could probably get there in a day and a half.”

“We?”

“Me and someone who can negotiate with town funds. Preferably someone nonessential to the defense plans.”

That settled it. There was only one person who fit that description.

“All right, everyone,” Arthur said. “Looks like traps are a go. Talca and I are going to take a little spin to get supplies. We’ll be back before you know it.”


ELEVEN



Getting Out of the Way







“You?” Mizu said. She wasn’t trying to be quiet. And Arthur supposed the question was relevant for the audience too, if not quite as much as for his girlfriend. “Why you?”

“Because each and every one of you are needed besides me,” Arthur explained. “The most I can do at this point is to supply some tea when the attack comes, and we haven’t heard a thing from the scouts indicating there’s anything that close.”

“Still. Someone else could go. Spiky could,” Mizu said.

“Spiky could, but then you’d be out an expert on… well, you’d be out the town’s expert on everything.” Arthur nodded at Spiky, who nodded back in appreciation. “Same with Leena, but for different subjects. You need to work on water. Milo needs to work on traps. Skal is too old.”

“Arthur!” Rhodia looked aghast. “That’s mean.”

“Naw, he’s right. I’m far past my time on emergency trips at breakneck pace.” Skal motioned generally at his body. “Stats help, but only so long. I’ve lived past that.”

Arthur prudently decided not to point out that he had seen the man wrestle a fish bigger than he was out of the water within the last few weeks. It seemed like it would muddy the discussion more than it would be funny. In balance, now wasn’t the time to be counterproductive.

“And that leaves me,” Arthur finished. “I can’t be useful right now, anyway, outside of my tea.”

“Fine,” Mizu relented. “But be safe.”

“Actually, your boba is an important part of our tactical plan. Tea of the Rock Thrower made a big difference in the city, and it will make a difference here,” Onna said, loud enough for Arthur to hear but probably not loud enough for the crowd. “If it’s not available, we lose something real.”

“Not as much as you’d think. At this point, Lily can make a tea from my premade stuff, as good as the one I made for the last monster wave.” Arthur did make sure to say that loud enough for the crowd to catch. “My prep skill has been getting better and better.”

Talca raised his eyebrows. “I did not know that. We should talk about it later. Once this is all over.”

Arthur nodded and turned back to the crowd, who had been waiting patiently. “Hey, everyone. I’m going to be going on a trip to get the iron Milo needs. While I’m gone, I’ll have Spiky filling in. Any objections?”

There were none. That meant the hard part was over. The easier part was coming up, and it was something he had talked over with the rest of the council members beforehand.

“And while I’m gone,” Arthur said, “I really want you all to try to bankrupt the city.”

There wasn’t as much as a laugh from the audience. Arthur had a sudden sense of having overplayed his hand.

“That was supposed to be funny. Guess I missed. But I am also serious. We have a certain amount in the coffers, and people have recently been coming to me and asking me if this project or that project that might help us defend this place is okay. The quick answer to any question like that is yes. Use every material. If your project might get in the way of another, coordinate. I trust everyone here. If it helps the town, start working. We can make it up out of the monster materials after the wave, but only if we defeat the wave.”

There were a few questions after that, but not many. If anything, the biggest learning done was by Arthur, when he saw just how many ideas everyone had. All they needed was a bit of a push, especially when the town was offering to pay for it.

That didn’t mean there wasn’t risk for the townspeople themselves. A lot of them would be investing their personal materials and time in the projects, and they’d only see a return if the town won. If everything was demolished, they’d need to wait a long time before receiving compensation.

But most of them were excited to take that risk anyway. There was only so much they could carry with them if they had to flee. It was a good gamble to improve the stock of the town, especially since many now had pretty strong attachments to their new homes.

Then the meeting was over. With everyone in one place, it was now time to party, in a low-key sort of way. The town had promised dinner, which in the local economy meant a buffet. With a band pretty much always ready to go, soon there was music to keep the mood bolstered and dancing to encourage the musicians. Arthur found himself making tea, despite having told himself he was on mayor duty tonight. It wasn’t long before his friends started to find him.

“Good speech up there, son,” Skal said. “And a good thought. Sometimes you just have to get out of the way. I am curious about one thing.”

“What’s that?” Arthur handed over a soothing tea, something that would help Skal’s supposedly ailing joints get him home.

“What do you expect out of them? The dungeoneers and hunters will fight. But what’s a tailor going to do? A woodcarver?” Skal asked.

“I don’t know. I bet people once asked what a teamaker could do to help in a monster wave, but I figured it out.”

The old man started laughing, almost falling out of his chair as he rocked back and forth while holding his ribs. Arthur spent a long moment wondering if his drink would survive the bout of laughter, and then another waiting for Skal to calm down enough to get a word in edgewise.

“What? I’m missing the joke,” Arthur asked.

“Boy, it’s just that you said that like you actually think you’re an average person.” Skal huffed. “My eyes aren’t what they once were, but even I can see you aren’t.”

Arthur shifted uncomfortably.

“Maybe. I think I am, maybe I’m not,” Arthur said, serious now. “But the Demon World didn’t send us their worst. I’m not even sure they have a worst in a way I understand. There’s a lot of smart people here. I just want to get out of their way. I don’t know what they will do. But I’m excited to see it.”

“Now, that I understand,” the old man said, as Lily sidled up to him. “You ready to go, young lady?”

“Yes.” Lily turned to Arthur. “Skal asked me to walk him home. He says it's hard in the dark.”

“Good. Thanks for doing that.” As Lily turned and walked on, Arthur leaned in closer to Skal. “And thank you.”

“She was falling asleep at a table. I figured I’d help out and make sure she got home to her own bed. Plus, I’m not that far behind her. I’m really not getting any younger.”

Arthur watched the youngest and the oldest members of his community walking away, each committed to making sure that the other got safely home to sleep, and suddenly felt very sleepy himself. He managed to work a little longer, making a bunch of drinks and leaving them out for whoever might want them, then found Mizu just long enough to tell her he was going home to bed.
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The next morning was a challenge. Arthur slept just as heavily as he had the night before, but for about twice as long. He woke up so comfortable that it was hard to imagine a world outside the bed anymore. If it wasn’t for the loud banging on the door, he might have stopped even trying.

When he finally managed to untangle himself from the blankets and stagger to the door, he found a very annoyed-looking Talca standing outside his door beside a very large and equally annoyed-looking Hing.

“Talca, what the hell?” Arthur asked grumpily.

“Did you forget? You booked a trip, Arthur, all the way to an iron mine. And you seemed like you were in a hurry,” Talca said.

“Oh, gods,” Arthur said. “Would you believe I forgot?”

“I would, actually. Since we aren’t on the road, despite it being late.” Late for Talca was a pretty strict concept, considering it was still pitch-dark outside of Arthur’s door. “Get your bags packed. Three days of clothes and whatever food you can pack. And tea. I’m charging you in tea.”

Arthur wanted to argue that Talca should take money, before reflecting that the town was Talca’s home too. If this was how he wanted to get paid, Arthur was going to let him.

“Fine. But I have to make a stop before we leave town,” Arthur said.

“No. We needed to go an hour ago, Arthur. I’m not waiting any longer.”

“Fine.” Arthur decided to play his trump card. “But once we get back, you get to explain to Mizu why I didn’t say goodbye.”

That put things in a new light for Talca.

“Oh, gods. Yes, go say goodbye. I don’t want to be rude. Between you and me, that girl terrifies me, especially where it concerns you.”

Arthur didn’t comment on Mizu’s terrifying-ness. Instead, he went and threw some things in a large bag haphazardly before heading a bit down the road to Mizu’s.

With Talca going ahead to ready the wagon, Arthur paused at the door, preparing to knock. Then he decided to listen to something Mizu had said a long time ago and just let himself in.

He found Mizu asleep, sitting up on her couch, sketches of runes he didn’t understand on pads of paper all around her. He shifted some out of the way and sat himself, pulling her close to him. She took a sudden breath before opening her eyes and focusing them blearily on her face.

“I wondered if you’d remember.” She snuggled into his shoulder. “I was going to stay up all night and catch you if you didn’t.”

“You shouldn’t do that. You need your sleep too,” Arthur said.

“Girlfriend’s rights.” Mizu yawned. “I’m allowed to not sleep if I don’t want to. For relationship purposes.”

“I don’t have a lot of time,” Arthur said. “Talca wanted to leave an hour ago.”

“It sounds like him. You’ll be gone three days?”

“If everything goes well.”

“Make sure it does.” Mizu reached to the counter and grabbed a flask. “For you.”

“Special water?”

“Special water. Use it for today’s tea.”

He pressed his cheek into her forehead, then tilted his head just enough to kiss her.

“Go to bed, okay? I’ll be back before you know it.”

After the warmth of Mizu’s couch, the cold outside was miserable even through Arthur’s enchanted jacket. He stumbled down towards the gate, pulling himself up into the driver’s bench beside Talca slowly and with what must have been obvious reluctance.

“Oh, get it together. You’ll see her again in a few days.” Talca rolled his eyes. “You’d think you were going away to war.”

“You’ve never had a really long-term relationship, have you, Talca?”

“I haven’t. Why?”

“Just wait until you do. You’ll understand then. Besides, I’m not going towards war. I’m going away from one. What if something happens while I’m gone?”

“It won’t,” Talca said. “I’ve been a lot of places, and I’ve delivered a lot of emergency supplies. When danger is close, real danger, you can feel it in the air. It’s like a static charge. You can see it on people’s faces. And it’s not here yet. Trust me.”

Arthur decided to, as much as he could. He nodded, then pointed at the gate. Talca gave Littal a pat on his back with the reins, and they were off.


TWELVE



Life on the Road







Hours later, they were so far from home that it didn’t even seem like the same planet. The distance from the constant sounds and smell of the ocean were part of that, but far from the entirety of the alien impression. The trees were different. The rocks were different. The soil itself was a different color and produced a different feeling in the wagon as the wheels careened over it.

“This feels even faster than before,” Arthur commented.

“That’s because it is. These are the newest-edition shocks, or at least were when I left to join Coldbrook permanently. Just before we got these fitted, Littal and I picked up achievements on some quickest-time runs between towns. Those are small percentage increases to what we can do, but that’s a big deal when we’re already fast,” Talca bragged.

“Littal can get achievements? I didn’t even think he had system access.”

“Not as such. I get achievements that I share with Littal. He’s had some increases too, but it’s hard to say what they are. Every time he tries to show me through our link, I just get confusing static. It’s like he’s working with the system in a different way only he understands.”

“Do you think all beasts are like that?” Arthur asked.

Talca shrugged. “No idea. I don’t know that much about beasts generally. It’s always been more about my friend here. But for him, he seems to understand that there’s something or someone helping him out. I’m not sure if he knows that because I’ve been around for him so long or if he’s always known.”

Regardless of the source of the new speed, they were absolutely ripping down the path towards the iron mining town. The roads were new, and were just about as flat as glass despite being unpaved. And with Littal being equal to even the steepest grades any road builder would dare attempt, there was very little in the way of slowing down.

“So what’s this going to look like?” Arthur was a bit worried about the actual process they were going to go through. “Lots of negotiation, I guess?”

“Maybe not. We’re a new settlement, and nearly everyone wants to help those out. If we can find someone who has the entire amount of iron we need just in a pile ready to go, who doesn’t mind selling it all to one party, we’ll be out of there in five minutes,” Talca said.

“But that’s not going to happen,” Arthur said, hearing the tone in Talca’s voice.

“Nope.”

“Care to share why?”

Talca took a gulp of the tea Arthur had made him, and made a satisfied ahh sound after the sip, just as he had for every sip from the glass so far.

“Sure. If for no other reason than to pay you back for this tea. The deal is that every settlement is in the same boat you are, at least the ones under Karbo’s protection, which is more of them than you think. And they’re all going to need iron. It’s not like you took a lot of time once you found out Milo needed iron, but everyone’s going to have been buying at an accelerated pace.” Talca paused as he put the tea down. “There might not be the iron you want, and there might not be what you want all in one spot.”

“What do we do then?”

“We improvise. Places like that are always making more. They even do it right up to monster waves when they expect to get wiped out. The monsters don’t have any interest in the iron, so it’s there when they come back.”

“Does this place do that all the time? Abandon the town, I mean?”

“Yup. Every time.”

“Seems rough. Having to rebuild like that.”

Talca reached down and scratched the small of Littal’s back. “Well, sure. But this town isn’t like Coldbrook. There’s hardly any reason to be there at all besides the mines. Almost everyone there is connected to the mine in some way or another, besides a few cooks. It takes them about a day to get the buildings back up, and that’s that.”

Arthur tried to imagine a life like that, and for some reason the part that stopped him was losing his lamps. He hadn’t been that excited when his house finally got magic lighting. It had just seemed like another day. But coming home to a crumbled house, putting it back up, and not getting the lamps back in the process was a step too far for him. There was just something barbaric about it.

“Why live there at all, then?” Arthur said. “It’s not even a home.”

“No, it’s really not. But it’s not supposed to be, either. It’s a mining town.” Talca’s voice became a bit nostalgic. “Most of these people are coming in, spending a year or so doing all the mining they can. They get their levels up, then move to some other place and hang up their own shingle as the official miner for a town somewhere. It’s a choice they make.”

“What about people who come into a town like ours and just mine there? They seem to be progressing fast enough.”

“That’s another choice. But that’s only because you’re a frontier town. And not every frontier town is like Coldbrook, Arthur. Having so many deposits of so many different things just outside of town is unusual. And there’s no telling when they will give out. Everyone matures their class in different ways. And it ends up being best that way.”

The rest of the day was relatively uneventful. Talca had a bunch of roasted and salted fish he’d picked up from Skal, who was unsurprisingly good at creating simple dishes from his catches. They ate through their stock of it while drinking tea, sometimes talking but also spending entire hours just watching the terrain melt by. Arthur didn’t complain about the boredom. Anything that made the trip go faster was fine with him, including a temporary all-fish diet and long periods of quiet. He wanted to get the iron and get back to his friends. Those were the only things on his list.

Dinner that day was a quiet thing.

“I was surprised you didn’t want to take the detour to that town. We could have slept in beds, and eaten at a table,” Talca commented.

“I didn’t want to burn the hours,” Arthur said. “Let’s just get this done.”

Arthur looked down at his dish of preserved fish and various reconstituted dried vegetables and considered the alternatives of warm bread, freshly roasted meats, or whatever else the anonymous-to-him town on the edge of nowhere might have provided. While he did, he shivered against the cold, despite the fire. He’d be sleeping in a pack on the ground that night, the furthest thing from his newly perfected bed he could imagine, and also next to Talca, who snored.

It was still worth it.

“Spoken like a transporter,” Talca said with a smile. “You would have been a good one, you know.”

“Me?” Arthur didn’t doubt that he could have built a relationship with an animal and figured out how to drive a wagon. But the social aspects of his life were so strong that he couldn’t imagine where Talca had got this opinion from. “I haven’t spent a day in this world when I wasn’t surrounded by people.”

“True.” Talca stirred the fire, letting the flames roar up again around the pots hanging over it. “But just because that’s what you’re used to doesn’t mean you couldn’t have gone another direction. I’ve seen how you handle quiet. Most people get antsy. You sink into it. That’s the sign of a transporter, I think.”

They sat around for another few minutes before Talca poured the uneaten portions of dinner into jars for a cold breakfast the next day and climbed into his tent.

“Get to sleep as soon as you can. We aren’t doing a full night’s rest tonight,” Talca said as his parting words.

Arthur only had trouble with the hard ground for a bit before the fatigue of travel took him into a deep slumber. He dreamed of monster attacks successfully repelled and of attacks that left his home in flames until Talca shook him awake before morning came.

The cold was horrific. Arthur’s clothes were pretty good, but with the fire dead and no way to get himself any warmer than his body could do on its own, it felt like the chill was going to sandpaper his skin raw.

“It won’t be any better when the wagon’s moving.” Talca noticed Arthur’s discomfort, and grimaced as he imagined what was coming. “Once we get over this next ridge, it should warm up. Before then, it’s going to be rough.”

The time before the ridge gave Arthur a new appreciation for what Talca did for a living. The rough, fast travel on previous trips with Talca were the easy-mode beginner’s stuff that the man did for passengers.

Normal Talca meant waking up before anything else and moving through the silence of the sunless hours of the early morning, all to hurry to a destination. Normal Talca meant spending hours in a high-speed climb against a frozen wind. Normal Talca meant a rough and comfortless ride, prioritizing speed and ignoring his own numb fingers as he pushed through bad conditions to get to better ones sooner.

Arthur thought of all the tales Talca had told about delivering in emergencies, and how preciously he had to treat every minute. It wasn’t possible for Talca to treat his job as just another day at work most of the time. It just wasn’t in his character to take it easy when other people weren’t watching.

Not every day was cold like this, and not every delivery called for cutting into his own sleep time in favor of speed, but there must have been enough of those sacrifices that Arthur suddenly downgraded his mental estimate of the likelihood that Talca was right about his suitability for transporting. It went from Oh, probably, but I’ll act humble and became I have very sincere doubts this could be true. There was nothing about Talca’s lifestyle that crossed paths with his own.

Just as Arthur became lost in his thoughts, they cut through one last swath of trees, went over a short level area, then started descending the hill. Like magic, the temperature jumped from absolutely miserable to pretty tolerable, then kept getting warmer as the wagon shot down the mountain.

“Are we on another planet?” Arthur felt the feeling seep back into his fingers as he shivered away the worst of the cold. “It’s like it’s a different season.”

“It’s like that, sometimes,” Talca said. “The mountain holds back the warm wind from the other side. It’s still not really warm, by the way. It just feels that way after that horrible wind on the other side.”

Once Arthur had full use of his hands again, he made tea that sped the warming-up process even more, heating up the remnants of the previous night’s dinner at the same time. They ate in silence, drawing in what sunlight they could from the beginning of the dawn as they whistled down the road.

Talca had estimated a day and a half to get to the iron, and that estimate was holding strong. Arthur’s rejection of creature comforts in favor of speed hadn’t sped the timeline up. By the time noon hit, Arthur felt like his seat was made of fire. He was antsy, something that didn’t go unnoticed by Talca.

“Calm down. See that hill ahead of us?” Talca pointed. “By the time we get over it, you should be able to see the town. We’ll get lunch and then go to work finding iron.”

“I’d rather just get the iron first, if we could.”

“Bad idea.” Talca shook his head. “You don’t negotiate on an empty stomach. It makes people impatient and upset. Just trust me on this one. We’re going to eat, and then we’ll find your iron. In that order.”

Arthur suppressed a huff and settled back into his chair, whining mentally about the delay as the town finally came into view. It was barely a town. A couple of concentric circles of near identical buildings made up the bulk of the structures, which were set just off to the side of a massive, demon-dug hole in the ground.

“Strip mining?” Arthur was surprised to see how thoroughly the terrain had been altered by the digging efforts. He had seen that before, with a quarry, but hadn’t imagined they did it for metals. “I didn’t expect to see that.”

“I’m surprised you even know the term. Remember what I was saying about people coming out here to level? Not every ore deposit is created equal. This is one of the big ones. It goes deep, and it stretches wide,” Talca said. Even while talking, his hands never left Littal. “In most places, it’s not worth it to strip mine. Here, almost every pick swing yields up some metal of some kind. Or so I’m told.”

The town was remarkably uninterested in their arrival, even considering how many people must have come in and out to buy and haul off iron. Not only did nobody come out to meet them, but the few people Arthur saw on the street gave them little more than a glance before continuing on with their business.

“Not the friendliest place,” Arthur said.

“Don’t judge them based off this, Arthur. They’re trying to get what work in they can before the whole town gets demolished. Something that could happen as soon as the next couple days, as far as they are concerned. It’s not exactly the best conditions for hospitality.”

The town’s cook was a bit more friendly, at least.

“Oh, welcome.” The wolf-demon looked up from a large pot of stew, waved, then went back to stirring and seasoning. “A coin will cover both of you. It comes with bread. I’m sorry I can’t do more, but most of my things are packed right now.”

“No problem.” Talca tossed him a coin and got two large bowls of stew with big hunks of bread in return. “Any word on the wave?”

“Not yet, but I’m expecting it any day now. It’s in the air. I’ll need all the time I can get to get around it. Non-physical class, you see.”

Talca and Arthur sat down on a nearby bench and started tearing into the stew. It was simple, but after a day of fish and dried vegetables, it might as well have been a four-course meal. It was the first true rest Arthur had since the trip began.
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Arthur took a look around the town as he ate, and finally started to understand what Talca had been talking about when he said that the town was built to be torn down and rebuilt again and again. It was the most spartan-looking town he had ever seen, mostly half-built wood buildings that seemed slapped together.

There was nothing here that would stand up to a monster wave. But once the people evacuated and the wave passed, they could toss up another handful of buildings again in an afternoon and go back to work.

It also helped him understand why the town stayed small. The miners came here because the mining was so good. But nobody would settle here, or think of it as a long-term home. Sooner or later, they’d top out on what levels the mine could give them and move on, trying to put stakes down somewhere else. They’d have families and lives there, not here.

“Where do you think we should go after this?” Arthur asked. “Just straight up to the pit?”

“No. Miners mine. You want a smelter or a refinery. Smelters get the metal out of the ore, and refiners purify it. Milo can work with the smelted stuff, but it’s not much more money to get it refined and it’s going to save time,” Talca said.

“Okay. Sounds good.” Arthur turned to the cook, who had been unsubtly listening to the conversation the entire time, looking bored enough that Arthur forgave him immediately for the slight impoliteness of the choice. “Who is our best bet?”

“Hune,” the cook said without a moment of hesitation. “Big building at the end of town, back of the shop. And I mean the back. Outside. If anyone has iron right now, it’s gonna be Hune.”

“You sound like you don’t expect him to.” Arthur tried not to sound worried.

“Honestly? I’m not sure. Lots of wagons in and out of town these past few days. And everyone has been anxious to get rid of their stock before they move on. A good portion of them aren’t coming back. It’s always that way.”

“How long have you been here?” Talca was talking through a mouthful of stew, too anxious to get a real meal in his stomach to wait. “Sounds like at least a couple of cycles.”

“Three. But this is the last one for me. I got the achievements I came to get last cycle, and stayed on this time for my brother. He’s a mass mover. But he’s going to be with some stampers after this, getting boulders out of the way of new roads.”

“And you?” Arthur asked.

“Wherever they need stew, I guess. There’s no shortage of work.”

Arthur made the conscious choice to eat faster, even though he knew that his eating speed wouldn’t make much of a difference to whether or not Hune had iron left at this point. After he finished, he sat feeling foolish as Talca ate the rest of his meal at a normal, savoring pace, enjoying it as it deserved to be enjoyed after a long wagon ride to a new place.

The big building at the end of town was further than they had thought. Past the cluster of buildings was one more, a big smoke-stacked warehouse off away from both the mine and the town proper. The main smokestack was quiet and smokeless as they approached, but plenty of heat was issuing from behind the building itself as a very small rabbit-demon woman angrily and expertly cursed at a tall, narrow clay structure.

“And your mother and grandmother and grandmother’s mother as well!” she yelled, kicking at the walls of the giant oven-like apparatus with what looked to be actual, honest-to-god iron-clad boots. The clay burst apart as she did, scattering red-hot coal all over the ground around her feet as the entire structure started to disassemble itself.

“Might want to get back!” the rabbit woman yelled, probably at Arthur and Talca but maybe at herself as well. She took her own advice in either case, kicking backwards into a sort of hopping backpedal that barely brought her clear of the scattering chunks of molten metal and flaming carbon before they began to hit the ground in earnest. “Damn. That was my best shot, too.”

“At what?” Arthur asked without introducing himself. The rabbit seemed to have jumped entirely past that point. He was now pretty sure he was dealing with Hune, who he had imagined as a man without the cook in the town square actually saying so. “Burning down this building?”

“Making another batch of iron before the wave hits. What you two odd-looking out-of-towners are gazing upon is the wreckage of the last working ore furnace in this town.”

“Everything else is broken? All of the melting equipment went down at once?”

“At once? No.” Hune waved her arms in a whiplike motion at the ground, shedding her thick leather gloves and leaving them lying in the dirt as she made her way over to a pail of water and dumped it over her head. The water carried off some soot from her face, but nowhere near all of it. She was pretty, Arthur thought, as far as rabbit-demons went. “Nothing in this town is built to last. It’s not worth it. We build a bunch of equipment at the beginning of a cycle, and let it break down as we go. It’s usually enough to get through. Usually. Was that your wagon pulling up earlier?”

Arthur looked at Talca, who was never not eager to talk about his wagon. Or almost never was. This time, Arthur found the transporter was not only reluctant to brag up his vehicle, but seemed actually incapable of talking at all. His eyes were wide with shock as he looked at the lagomorphic foundry runner, seemingly having forgotten that anything else existed.

“The cursing,” Talca muttered to himself, barely loud enough for Arthur to hear. “I’ve never heard anything like it. It was so thorough.”

With his friend out of commission, Arthur leapt back into what he suspected was going to turn out to be a fruitless conversation.

“That’s us. We were hoping to bring some iron back to our town,” Arthur said.

“Which town? I thought I had all the local ones accounted for, supplies-wise. Everyone did. People have been packing up all week, assuming no more orders were coming in,” Hune said.

“Coldbrook. It’s about a day and a half from here.”

“That new one, out by the coast? Like hell it is. That’s a three-day trip, easy.”

Arthur looked at Talca, who normally would have basked in the glow of explaining how very good he was at driving wagons and how very strong his best goat-beast friend was when pulling them. Rather than jump at the opportunity, Talca continued staring at the rabbit. Arthur tried his best to keep up the conversation before it got awkward.

“Talca here is pretty good at driving. Probably the best. So we got here a little quicker than most.” Arthur motioned at the wreckage of the furnace, vaguely. “So did you actually get any iron out of that before it blew? You were saying everyone else had quit work, but if you managed to get any bars made, we’d gladly buy them.”

“Nope. I patched that thing up all week with clay just to get a chance at making more. Didn’t work, but at least it kept me from going crazy with boredom,” Hune replied.

“Why not just go home?”

“Because I don’t have one. At least not close enough to get to. I’ve been camp-to-camp for ten years now. I managed to get farther from where I started out than I planned, over that time.” Hune gave a large piece of smoking pottery another kick for good measure as she shook the water out of her fur and walked a bit closer. “And before you ask, there’s no iron for sale in town. I watched the last of the town’s stocks go out yesterday. Unless you wanted raw ore, that is. I could sell you plenty of that.”

“No, that’s fine.” Arthur’s shoulders slumped. “We have plenty of ore, we just can’t refine it fast enough. That’s why we are here.”

“I could give you plans for a furnace if you want. I’ve got a pretty good one somewhere that anyone with a metal-working class can use.”

“We’ve got that too.” Arthur felt like crying, but was trying to stay polite. “Our smith has been working on it as much as he can. A big thing, maybe twice as big as yours was.”

“Damn, how much iron do you need? That should have been plenty to keep ahead of a new settlement.”

“Not ours. We’ve been growing too fast. Milo uses every speck of metal he makes, and runs out constantly. He complains about it.” Arthur sighed. “I guess we just need to go back. Fast. If there’s not going to be any iron, at least I can be there to defend the town.”

“Huh,” Hune grunted. She suddenly walked up to Talca, regarded his stupor for a moment, then stomped with medium force on his foot. Arthur saw one of his smaller future problems disappear as the pain seemed to be just enough to shock Talca back into the real world.

“Ow! Arthur!” Talca shouted, before realizing exactly who he was shouting at. “I mean, hi. Hello. I’m… Talca. We’d like to buy iron.”

“I gathered.” Hune looked at him, very slightly bemused. “But there isn’t any. Which I’ve just explained to your friend here. At length. Now go water your Hing and get ready to go. This… shaved bear-demon? Arthur? He’s in a hurry to get home.”

“Oh. Right.” Talca reluctantly tore his eyes away, then just as grudgingly turned to walk towards the wagon. A few steps away, he turned, opened his mouth to say something, then panicked before turning back towards his cart and walking away at a much faster speed.

“Huh. I’ve never seen him like that,” Arthur said, almost laughing. “I’m a human, by the way. From another world.”

“Oh, really? That would explain it.” Hune stooped to the ground and grabbed her gloves, tossing them on a table with a few other tools. “Not him being that way. I think I understand what’s going on there. I mean you looking like a boiled monkey.”

“Some people like it,” Arthur said defensively.

“To each their own. Anyway, give me a few minutes to get my gear and to get that cook to throw together some traveling food, and I’ll be right there.”

“Right where?” Arthur asked.

Hune enunciated each word of the next sentence slowly, like Arthur was dim. “I… will… meet… you… at… the… wagon.”

“I got that part. I don’t get why.”

“Arthur, right?”

“Right.”

“You just explained to me that you come from a settlement that is always out of iron because it doesn’t have a smelter class on site, with an ore deposit rich enough to have supported its growth, and which is at least good enough for you to want to defend it. Did I get all that right?” Hune said, her tone reminding Arthur of an old but feisty aunt.

“You did,” Arthur said meekly.

“And I just explained to you that I am evacuating this camp, which is going to be leveled in the next week or so, and that I have nowhere to go,” Hune explained.

“Oh.” Arthur blinked. “I just… didn’t think you could make a decision like that so quickly. I hadn’t even thought of it.”

“It’s camp life, Arthur. You go where you need to go, when it’s time to go there. This is a gamble, but it sounds like a good one for me to make. Can I have a house when I get to… Coldbrook?”

“A house? Sure. There’s plenty.”

“Then we’re in business. It’s the best kind of deal. Everyone wins.” Hune looked over towards Talca and Littal thoughtfully, biting her own lip a bit as she considered them. “Plus, that transporter just fell in love with me, I think. That’s never happened before. Might be worth checking out.”
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It was hours on the road before Talca was able to talk normally. Until then, it was a combination of grunts, various hand gestures, and a patient, almost obsessive refusal to look directly at Hune. She humored it for a little while, mostly talking to Arthur over tea and dried fish. Then she gave up, rolled her eyes, and climbed from the back of the wagon to join Talca on the driver’s bench.

He almost fell off the wagon, and the whole trip would have gone off-road if Littal hadn’t known his business and kept everything going in the right direction. After Hune caught the transporter and straightened him up in his seat, she said something to him that Arthur couldn’t quite hear, which seemed to bring Talca around to looking directly at her. But it did the trick. They were off to the races, and their conversation continued until it reached a volume where Arthur could make out the contents.

“....he does look like a shaved bear!” Talca slapped his leg. “Only a lot flatter. I stopped telling him that. He doesn’t react, anyway.”

“Yeah, it was disappointing.” Hune laughed with Talca. “I guess it’s normal enough once you realize he came here knowing he looked weird.”

“Ah, you get used to it. And he’s pretty good with tea.”

Arthur believed, on a deeply spiritual level, that he needed to help Talca out in any way he could. The man had lived the majority of his life on the road, and built up a social life made entirely of short-term, occasional connections. And as much as he said he was fine with that, Arthur worried about him. Talca now lived in a town filled with people much younger than him, without much chance for romantic connections besides occasional meet-ups with other transporters. This probably wouldn’t be his only chance at love, but it was a chance, and not one Arthur was going to allow him to let slip by.

“So, Hune. Where do you want to live?” Arthur said. “There’s the ocean side of the town, and the gate side. The ocean side is nice, but it’s getting pretty crowded recently.”

“Oh, not there, then,” Hune said. “Where’s the mine?”

“Outside of the gate, then a pretty good walk,” Arthur answered.

“Any problem setting up some furnaces right by the mine? My plan is to make as much metal as I can, as long as the ore holds out.”

“No problem except the monster wave. It’s all outside the gate, so…”

“Huh. Yeah. And it takes me a while to make one of those furnaces. I’m not the best with clay.”

“Oh!” Talca almost shouted. “Rhodia! We have a ceramics-maker. Pretty good at general stuff too. She should be able to slap several of them up, as soon as we get back.”

“Really? That’s good. And I can put one behind the gate, for good measure. Your iron problems are solved, so long as we have a bit of time,” Hune said.

“We should,” Arthur said. “Oh, dang. I just realized.”

“What?”

“Well, by the time the night hits, we will be on the cold side of the mountain. And we just have Talca’s tent. It’s gonna be a tight fit.”

Hune gave him an odd look. “Why wouldn’t I have my own tent? I work camp to camp, Arthur. I own a tent.”

“And you brought it?”

Hune nodded towards her bags, which were a few big, almost-duffel sort of bags. “I remembered to bring everything I own. Tongs, crucibles, a bit of food, a few changes of clothes, a tent, and a sleeping bag.”

“And that’s it?” Arthur asked.

“And that’s it. It’s more than you’d think, when you have to carry everything on your back.”

Dinner that night was a smattering of fresh ingredients they’d been able to buy from the cook over plenty of grain. It was more than plenty, Arthur thought, until Hune demolished multiple heaped bowls in mere minutes.

“How?” Arthur gaped at the tiny rabbit-demon in awe.

“I missed lunch. Because of you,” Hune said, as if that explained everything.

“No, I mean this literally. You are tiny. Where’s it going?”

“Physical class, Arthur. I spend all day lifting ore into fire. You burn off a lot of energy that way.”

With Littal giving the group dirty looks for not leaving any leftovers for two nights running, everyone went to bed. After a full day of avoiding anything that might embarrass Talca, Arthur was almost twitchy with a need to talk about what was going on. As soon as the tent flap closed, he was on the job.

“You love that demon,” Arthur said.

“No I don’t,” Talca tried.

“Liar.”

“I just find her impressive. She’s very good at her job.”

“And?”

“She’s really smart.” Arthur watched as Talca forgot he was supposed to be denying his obvious affection for the woman in real-time. “She’s been almost as many places as I have, but she’s spent more time in them. And she’s… oh, this won’t make sense to you, but she’s an adult. You and your friends are figuring stuff out. She has it figured out already. So do I. And she’s pretty. And…”

Arthur raised his eyebrows at Talca. Finally, the transporter cracked. “Dammit, okay. I like her. She’s neat. Are you happy?”

“I really actually am. This is good, Talca,” Arthur said.

“It’s a mixed bag. I have to figure out how to actually tell her I like her.”

Arthur laughed. “You think she doesn’t know?”

“How would she know?”

“Talca, you stood back and gaped at her for the better part of the day. I think some of the trees know.”

“Well, damn.” Talca flopped onto his back hard, pulling the top of his sleeping bag over his head. “I guess I’m not sleeping. You couldn’t have told me that in the morning, when it wasn’t going to keep me awake from embarrassment all night? Leave me alone. I’ll figure it out tomorrow.”

Despite saying that he would be up all night, Talca was snoring within minutes. Arthur lay there laughing for a bit before getting thoughtful. Talca had been a lot of places he hadn’t, and seen a lot of things he hadn’t, and had to handle a whole bushel of different kinds of problems that Arthur couldn’t even imagine. And yet here he was, young in love. Not only young, but younger than Arthur by years.

Arthur didn’t think that it was his Earth-life history bleeding into the matter and making it more complex. He could remember his past, but only in a filtered way. Even if he had a ton of experience with romance in his last life, and he didn’t, it wouldn’t have influenced who he was now or how he felt about things that much.

Talca really was ten years Arthur’s senior, but love seemed to be an untouched territory for the older guy. Arthur would have worried about him, if it wasn’t for the fact that Hune seemed to have the matter entirely in hand. Talca was probably worried he’d mess it up, but the only failure mode Arthur could see was if he just never calmed down enough to have normal conversations with the woman. Besides that, Talca was a decent guy. Arthur figured Hune could see that too.
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They had covered less ground than Arthur would have hoped yesterday. It wasn’t Talca’s fault. As love-struck as he was, the man was still a professional. It was simply physics. The trip from Coldbrook to the mining town was about a day and a half, which meant that spending a few hours in the town ate into trip time.

It meant they had a miserable morning ahead of them in the cold, followed by a longer-than-a-day dash towards home if they wanted to make it that night.

Arthur wondered if Talca could even do it.

“Oh, I can do it. That’s the tricky bit about the end of a journey. We couldn’t push through much farther last night because it was cold and dark and we were far from home. Tonight, we’re going to be close enough to the town to hear the call of our own beds. That will guide us in alright,” Talca proclaimed.

Instead of taking Hune aside for a very serious talk, as Arthur had half-feared he might, Talca seemed content to talk to her throughout the day much as he had the day before. Arthur wasn’t excluded, especially by Hune, who made sure she asked him questions to keep him in the conversation. He was still a third wheel and everyone there knew it, even if nobody there really had a problem with it. By midday, he was slinging tea and hastily prepared meals-on-the-go and just listening in to their talk.

“That was you?” Hune stared slack-jawed at Talca. “I knew there was a driver who took the two inventors on a trip, but I had no idea it was you who first tested shocks. And believe me, I heard about it. All our iron supplies went to making those damn things for months after they came out. Do they really work all that well?”

“I mean.” Talca gestured his hand palm-up at the trees as they whizzed by. “You can see.”

“Yeah, but you seem fast anyway. I can tell when someone’s good at their class. I’m not a kid. How much faster are we talking?” Hune asked.

“Ten percent, probably, on this kind of road. When it gets rougher, maybe two or three times that.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s true. It’s a much larger effect than you’d think. Especially with passengers. The ride gets a lot rougher when it’s just cargo. Stuff that doesn’t mind the bumps.”

“I don’t think I would either.”

“Well, I’ll take you out sometime. We can see.”

Arthur looked around him. Everything was going just fine for Talca now, but there was no place Arthur could really escape to. He decided to stay as busy as he could with his tea, which really wasn’t that busy. It did give him an excuse to be on the other end of the wagon though.

By the end of the day, even the two romantics were tapped out on conversation. The wagon blurred through the night as the unrelenting Littal pulled and pulled, almost like he knew Talca was working to impress their new friend. Arthur sat in the cold air, starting to recognize more landmarks and watching as the trees and rocks started to look familiar.

It was late beyond late when they made it through the gates of the town, which Arthur literally had the key to. They’d be replaced by iron soon enough, but once the wooden doors were unlocked, Littal was more than strong enough to nose them aside and work his way home towards his barn.

And on the ground outside the barn was a very asleep, very blue girl.

“Hey, you.” Now it was other people’s turn not to get in Arthur’s way, and he figured they owed him more than enough that he didn’t have to feel bad about taking advantage of that fact. He lifted Mizu’s chin as she opened her eyes, so his eyes would be the first thing she’d see. “It’s cold outside. You should be in your bed.”

“I’m warm.” Mizu lifted up her coat sleeves to show Arthur why, then looped her arms around him. “Very warm now.”

“Still. I would have come to tell you.”

“Maybe. You forget things. I couldn’t take that chance.”

“My sweet innocent non-physical gods, Talca. You didn’t tell me about this.” Hune almost squeaked. “This is… absurd. It’s so sweet.”

“Oh, yeah, those two are always like this, unless they’re completely calm. It’s like a switch they throw.”

“You can’t make me feel bad. Arthur’s back,” Mizu said defiantly. Noticing Hune was a new person, Mizu nodded at her from Arthur’s shoulders. “The wells my people dug in recompense for our relentless attacks were slipshod work, functional but with little artistry.”

“It’s nice to meet you too,” Hune said. “I’m Hune.”

“And what brings you here? We sent them for iron.”

“Oh, you’ll get iron. Just point me towards the mine tomorrow morning. I’ll melt all the iron out of however many rocks you bring me.” Hune flexed a tiny arm at Mizu and pointed at Talca. “But in answer to your question, besides the iron, I wanted to see what this one was all about.”

“Good choice.”

“I think so.”

Talca’s mouth dropped open and worked on unspoken words as Hune grabbed his wrist and dragged him towards his barn. “Come on, wagon man. Let Littal go home and then make me some dinner. You can give me a house later.”

Hune dragged the speechless Talca off as Mizu rose to her feet and hugged Arthur tighter.

“A smelter, Arthur? That’s so much better. And I like her. A lot,” Mizu said.

“She’s great. I want to have her and Onna arm-wrestle,” Arthur joked.

“There’s not a table in town that could facilitate that match. Come on. I’ll feed you before you go to bed.”

Mizu took Arthur back to her house, where she pulled the kinds of foods she could serve cold from a box, making a plate of meat, bread, and cheese in the fastest way. Arthur hadn’t realized how hungry he was until all the food was gone, and barely noticed when a laughing Mizu took the plate back to the kitchen to refill it.

As soon as his brain caught up with his stomach’s signals about how much of Mizu’s food he had eaten, Arthur drooped. It had been a very, very long three days.

“Over here.” Mizu patted the couch next to her. Arthur staggered over, feeling like he weighed an extra hundred pounds all of a sudden. “Tell me about your trip.”

“It was fast, sort of. And slow. Nothing happened until everything did.” It was nonsense. Arthur pressed on, leaning back as Mizu settled into his side. “So I don’t have much to tell you, except it was a long time away.”

“It was. Hune really likes Talca,” Mizu said.

“Does she know that?” Arthur asked.

“Probably. Does Talca?”

“He knows he likes her. Even he couldn’t have missed that. He probably thinks he’s still in the interview phase with her though.”

“Interview phase?”

“An Earth thing where one person is still deciding how they feel about the other person. Like when you talk to someone about a job.”

“How horrible!”

“Actually, yeah, sort of. Not finding out about someone. But the phrasing, yeah.” Arthur felt his mouth going lazy as everything around him began to feel softer and warmer. He shifted his weight to stand up, afraid he’d fall asleep there.

“No.” Mizu held on. “Just a few minutes more.”

It didn’t even take a single minute. Arthur was asleep in the next ten seconds.


FIFTEEN



Hospitalitea







The sun was up, and so was Arthur, staring down at the girl asleep on his arm and wondering if it was appropriate to escape. Not that he was desperate to get away, but he had woken up about an hour ago and had spent the time since then appreciating just how lucky he was to have someone like this.

Now, he was worried it was starting to get creepy and his arm was getting very numb, but there was no good solution on how to extricate himself. He didn’t want to wake Mizu up, considering she had been up until the late hours of the night waiting for him. He also didn’t want to sneak out, have her wake up, and see he had left without saying goodbye. They had enough trust between them that Mizu would know he had good intentions, but that trust had been built by not doing stuff like that.

Arthur was just starting to figure out the practicalities of prying his arm out of her death grip when she woke up.

“You were trying to leave,” Mizu said in a flat voice.

“A little. I didn’t want to wake you up,” Arthur admitted.

“It’s okay. I can wake up. But it’s not time for work yet.”

“I don’t know. I haven’t worked in the past three days. At all.”

“You’ve done nothing but work.” Mizu patted him on the arm. “Good work, too. Now go make us tea.”

There was no boba in Mizu’s kitchen, which made the process of making the tea interesting. Arthur usually had a lot of different things to balance when he was making a drink, from flavors to milk or cream to which kind of boba he was using. Even ice was a more complex thing than he’d ever imagined it would be with shape, size, and age. This time, there was just hot water, a pot, and tea he had grown himself in his garden specifically for his very special customer.

Arthur got into the swing of things, bringing the water to a boil without any of his normal tools that would help him fine-tune the temperature. At this point, though, he had a pretty good feel for how water looked and sounded at different temperatures, and probably got it pretty close. He dipped the tea into the water, and steeped it to the perfect color and strength for that particular leaf.

It wasn’t a work of great precision. It was just the best he could do for someone he cared about in that moment, using every tool he had at his disposal. And when he felt his eyes go a bit fuzzy, he knew something had happened, even if it was a smaller thing.

———

Hospitalitea (Achievement)

Sometimes, and maybe too rarely, things are too much about perfection. They are about performance and precision and doing a perfect job in the most perfect way. While that’s always been an element of your tea making, it’s also never been the whole story. It was, for you, always about the people.

This achievement is something that in some senses you could have got on your first day making tea. But, like tea, it was better if given time to steep. From now on, when you make tea in lower-pressure, non-commercial situations, it will be just a little warmer or colder, as the situation calls for. It will taste a little better to whoever drinks it.

This is what others will inform you is sometimes called a friends-and-family achievement, something that enhances your own quality of life as much as it does others, and is more about living life than succeeding in work. While it won’t help your career, don’t worry too much about that. It won’t slow it down, either, except as it slows down as you live your nonwork life.

And that’s no loss at all.

———

If both Mizu and the System were telling him that it was okay to take a little time for life around all the worrying and work, Arthur wasn’t going to argue. Sighing, he felt some majicka flow out of him to up the pep content of the tea just a bit, and set it before Mizu.

“Some sort of skill?” Mizu asked, having long understood every little motion of Arthur’s.

“An achievement. One that says we should stay in all morning.” Arthur smiled.

“Oooh. My favorite kind.”

Somehow, Arthur had the idea to catch a passerby and get them to ask one of the cooks to bring him breakfast. Though he didn’t know it, in doing so, he was the first person in the entire history of Coldbrook to successfully order in. He and Mizu had a huge breakfast of eggs and sausages, then just sat listening to the water and catching up on each other’s weeks until it was finally time to open the doors and let the world back in.

Arthur kissed Mizu goodbye and walked towards his shop. Earlier, he had been eager to get to the shop, to make the tea that helped the town run and to catch up on work he felt he had missed. Now, he felt ready. It wasn’t pressure. He just wanted to.

It was a good feeling.
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“It’s the power squad.” Lily was excitedly explaining what she had been up to all week and puffed up like a balloon made out of feathers. “It’s me and Karra, when she’s not actively working on the walls, and Milo, although we might lose him here in a little once he gets more metal, and Rhodia. We’re the power squad.”

“And you’ve been doing what with the power squad?” Arthur asked.

Arthur yanked the broom from Lily’s hands, having waited a few minutes to see if she’d calm down enough to actually sweep. She hadn’t. He picked up the excited owl and set her on a stool, putting a majicka-enhancing tea in front of her which she promptly picked up and started sucking down. She was so jazzed about giving her update that she didn’t complain about any of this, and might not have even noticed it.

“Everything, Arthur. Everything. Between us, we can do anything. Karra lifts. Milo makes little gizmos and gadgets, which he can do even if he doesn’t have a ton of metal. Rhodia makes weird stuff out of clay and fires it up. And I juice everyone so they work faster and go ‘hey, have you thought of this’ and make them stop doing things in weird ways.”

“And this has worked?”

“It has, Arthur. It really has.” Lily launched into a long list of what they had accomplished in just the past few days. There were some real wins in there, ones that even Arthur could understand.

The walls had been improved, courtesy of a drill Milo had built that could poke holes in the walls for spears or swords to go through. Normally, the slapstone would heal those holes right up, but Rhodia created a glass glaze that would keep the damage from being repaired. The glass would probably break during the battle, but slapstone wasn’t fast enough at sealing for that to matter. Karra used the drill, and Lily was the one who found all the right spots for holes that would maximize damage and minimize losses.

Lily had even talked to the town’s ranged fighters to see what they needed to do their jobs better, and came up with a crazy kind of platform that would slightly overhang the monster horde and give them a better vantage.

It wasn’t just them. The whole town was pitching in for the defense, coming up with their own ideas thanks to Arthur’s encouragement and Lily’s support.

They had a local alchemist who was just starting to get some serious levels after figuring out what local plants could be used in pills. The power squad, as Lily called it, constructed a garden, got local farmers to absolutely juice the hell out of it with their magic agricultural powers, and then automated a bunch of the pill-forming steps with machinery.

Lily also noticed that the alchemist was focusing on a few very powerful pills instead of tons and tons of weak ones. The right idea in peace time, but with a monster wave, the town would pick up lots of little injuries which meant a need for lots of weaker pills. And since they still had plenty of emergency pills piled up from their initial government-provided supplies, there was no real loss as far as the healing they’d need on hand for the battle went.

The list went on and on.

Most things weren’t so absolutely huge that they’d make a noticeable difference all by themselves. But over the past three days, the group had put in place about a dozen optimizations that would all affect the battle in some minor way or another, not counting the few long-shots they had taken.

They had been busy, and Arthur was glad to see it.


SIXTEEN



That’s a Promise







“That’s great, Lily,” Arthur finally said when Lily finished her big list of updates. “So what’s today?”

“Today is metal. Nothing else that’s big can move on without it. Milo’s making a bunch of molds that Hune says she can pour metal directly into. And she’s making all the iron she can besides that.”

“Already? How?”

“Rhodia made her a bunch of chimney oven things and Karra carried them out to the mine. We have plenty of charcoal that’s just going to go to waste if the monsters trample it, so that wasn’t a problem. And the miners made her a big, big pile of ore. Rhodia asked her how many ovens she needed, and she said she could use as many as Rhodia could make, so I think there’s going to be a lot of iron by the end of the day,” Lily said. The words just kept tumbling out of her like they were fish caught on Skal’s line.

Arthur thanked the gods and the system that they had seen fit to guide Hune to Coldbrook. He very much doubted either the gods or the system worked like that, but on the off chance they did, they deserved the praise.

“So what’s Karra doing, then?” Arthur asked.

“She’s helping Puka with traps and loading ore into the furnaces when they need it.”

“Those two jobs aren’t that close to each other.”

“They aren’t, but since she’s carrying stuff back and forth every time she does it, she’s getting her speed bonus.” Lily puffed up even bigger, to the point where Arthur was afraid she’d go red from the strain. “We are moving so fast now, Arthur. You have to come look.”

He couldn’t come look right away, given that the morning rush was still on. After giving out as much tactically important tea as he could, Arthur finished up by making as much normal, highly caffeinated tea as anybody wanted, cleaned up the shop, and went to look at all the much talked about improvements to the city.

When Arthur had come back into town last night, he had been just awake enough to notice that the walls had changed, but it had been too dark and too late for him to take a closer look. Now he saw that the footings and first several layers of four subsidiary walls had been added, complete with the spear-holes Lily had described.

As Arthur walked through the walls, he watched Karra’s work crews actively building up their heights at a speed so fast, he thought they’d probably be done with them in the next few days.

Outside the wall, things were crazier. Puka was suspended from a rope at the highest level of the wall, drilling holes with one of Milo’s crazier apparatuses and mounting big, thick metal hooks to them by slipping them entirely through the wall and yelling at some unseen worker on the other side to secure them down.

“Is that safe?” Arthur yelled. “You aren’t going to fall?”

“I should be fine!” Puka waved a giant steel hook at Arthur, grinning like a madman. “The ropes are local-made. The best we can do right now. But they won’t break.”

“How many of those are you putting up?”

Puka was nearing the end of a row of hooks near the top, but he still had tons of the things weighing down his pack.

“Several rows! You’ll see later. I have to focus on this, now!”

Arthur had apparently missed a lot in his time away. Off the main road but starting to branch into it were rapidly growing trenches and pits, none of which were loaded with nasty things yet, but he imagined all of them would be in short order. Some of them were sloped in odd ways he didn’t quite understand, or shapes he couldn’t comprehend the purpose of. He figured someone would explain it to him eventually.

“Furnace eight, Karra! A layer of charcoal, then a layer of the crushed ore. Jakk, keep at it. You are doing great. It melts much faster when it’s powder like that,” Hune shouted.

Hune was hard at work running her foundries, but starting to look ragged. Pushing a dozen iron-melters at once probably took quite a bit out of her, majicka-wise. Arthur walked up, tapped her on the shoulder, and deposited a drink in her hand.

“Here. It won’t help much, but it will help some,” Arthur said.

“With what?” Hune asked, less out of suspicion and more out of just exhaustion.

“Majicka regeneration. Just drink it.”

Hune ripped the top off the cup and guzzled the beverage, chewing the ice and dumping the boba into her mouth over the lip. Once it was down, she sat straight on the ground and held her head.

“Thanks for that, Arthur. It really is helping. Not nearly enough, but some,” Hune said.

“Can you slow down?” Arthur asked.

“I can. I’ll have to in a few minutes. But having the help to really work this many furnaces is addictive. I got an achievement and a level just this morning. Apparently, the system supports your defense efforts.”

“Running a small city’s worth of foundry equipment solo probably helps.”

Hune grinned painfully, then held her head again. “Yeah, probably.”

Arthur glanced at Lily, who pointed at Hune questioningly.

“Yeah, go ahead. No more today, though.”

“What?” Hune gripped her head tighter as Lily sat down, focused on her, and invisibly infused the smelter with most of her own majicka stores. “Wait, what just happened? I feel a ton better. There’s no way this tea is that good.”

“Lily. She dumped her majicka stores into you,” Arthur explained.

Hune’s eyes went wide. “You have a freaking majicka torch here? I thought she was an assistant.”

“A little of both.” Lily held her own head now. “You have big majicka stores, I can tell. Mine won’t help for long. Try to ration it.”

“I’ll do my best. No promises though. I probably have a few hours before I have to drop down to just one foundry.”

“That should just about do it for the big stuff.” Milo was watching a big sand mold fill with iron, slowly accumulating a large metal plate. “I’m glad we don’t really have to refine for these.”

“No kidding. Any refinery work will be tomorrow. I just don’t have the energy for it today.”

“This is plenty.” Milo dipped a long metal rod into the iron. A bunch of random black stuff floating on top of the iron seemed to stick to the rod. Banging it off on a big rock, he nodded with satisfaction. “Of course, tomorrow we need to make the big block we talked about. I’ll have to figure out how to elevate one of these for that.”

“Can’t you…” Arthur tried to imagine pouring a big block, and there seemed to be an obvious answer on how to do it. “Can’t you just dig out a square hole in the soil, and pour it into there?”

Milo, Hune, and even Lily gave him fishy looks all at once.

“Are you trying to get us killed on purpose, or do you really not know how water works?” Hune asked.

“I guess I really don’t know. That would be bad, I take it?” Arthur asked.

“Real bad.” Milo pointed at the ground. “There’s lots of snow and rain trapped in that soil. It’s wet. If you pour molten iron on something wet, it turns all the water to steam. Fast.”

“It makes a leak?”

“It makes an explosion.” Lily flung her hands apart, pantomiming a huge disaster of some kind. “Melted iron everywhere, burning holes in things. There’s no amount of vitality that can heal that damage fast enough. If you can’t keep it off you, it’s bad.”

“Oh. Don’t do that, then, I guess.” Arthur looked at Lily. “How do you know that? I get the other two, but how do you know?”

“Because I read, Arthur. My class rewards knowledge, remember? I’ve read all of Milo’s smithing books.”

“And you’ll read some smelting books too. I have some. Mostly technical handbooks, but there’s good information in there.” Hune shook her head. “A majicka lantern assistant. It really is quite the town.”

Besides slinging drinks, there really wasn’t much Arthur could do to help. There wasn’t even that much he could learn, besides watching to see what people seemed to be doing. Everyone in town with anything resembling a crafting or labor class was in full swing, their potential unlocked by the arrival of nearly unlimited sources of metal and permission from the town to work on whatever crazy ideas they might have.

Arthur sat and watched for a bit, letting his majicka trickle back up to full before he made the long walk back to his shop to continue doing the stuff he could to help everyone out. As he watched, he suddenly felt a presence appear off his right shoulder. He knew who it was immediately.

“Corbin, you know I don’t mind, but you have to stop doing that. It startles people,” Arthur said without turning.

“Yeah, sorry. I’m just in a hurry.” There was worry and stress in Corbin’s voice as he talked. To the extent Arthur knew, he was coming back from a five-day jaunt through the woods, ranging out farther than he had before. With Corbin’s speed, that meant a pretty big scouting loop. “I have news.”

Arthur looked up at Corbin’s face and found it filled with apprehension.

“You found it?”

“I found it.” Corbin nodded. “Not the biggest wave I’ve ever heard of, but not a small one either. We’ll have our work cut out for us.”

“It’s headed here for sure?”

“Yup. Unless something crazy happens, it will hit the coast and find its way here.”

“How far out is it?”

“Three days. Maybe four. The waves don’t move that fast. But it will be here, Arthur. No way around that.”

Arthur sighed. Knowing that the wave was really happening didn’t make his tension higher. Or lower, for that matter. But it did change something in him. There was a feeling of calm in the grimness of knowing that disaster was on its way.

“Okay, then. Come with me. Don’t tell anyone yet. I want to let them work until tonight without this hanging over their heads,” Arthur said. “I’ll get you some lunch and a drink. You’ve earned it.”

Corbin nodded, and re-stealthed as the two of them walked back into town. By the time they got to the plaza, he’d be a little less noticeable in the crowd. People would still see him and know there was news to be had, and they might wonder why it wasn’t being announced yet. But if Arthur could give them another productive day before they had to panic, he’d do it.

“What kind of composition did the wave have?” Arthur handed Corbin a nourishing, restful tea, something that would help him get fed back to normal levels after nearly a week on road rations. “I know some of them are worse than others.”

“Not the best. Not the worst. It’s like the system sent us the most average wave there is.” Corbin slurped some of the drink and took a bite of noodles and meat from his plate. “Some flyers, which isn’t good, but there’s not a lot of them. Lots of diggers, but the slow, weak kind.”

“And big terrifying things, I’m sure,” Arthur said.

“There always are. But that’s what the wall is for. And we have a good one.”

They did. It didn’t make Arthur feel much better.

“You look down, Arthur.” Onna walked up from outside the plaza. “You too, Corbin. Which is less normal. Monster wave, I take it?”

“Yup. Three or four days out.” Arthur sagged as he made Onna a cup of tea. “We’ll have some time to get ready, at least.”

“Lots of it. More than you think.” Onna reached over the counter and clapped Arthur on the shoulder. “I’ve seen how everyone is working. They’ll make the most of those minutes. We’ll be ready, Arthur. More ready than any town of our size has ever been.”

“You think we’ll make it?”

“I didn’t before. But now? Seeing everything everyone is doing? I think we have a fighting chance. We’ll have to get tricky, but we have tricky people. It’s possible. And if we don’t make it this time, we will next time. That’s a promise.”


SEVENTEEN



Preparations







“That’s reassuring,” Arthur said. And it was, in a way. It wasn’t the everything-will-be-all-right-starting-exactly-now statement Arthur wanted, but it was also not the situation where they were constantly rebuilding everything, time after time. As much as Arthur loved this place, it was hard to imagine living in it if every few months a wave of terrors came along and ripped everything down. The impermanence might have been something he’d get used to eventually, but it wasn’t something he thought he could live with forever. “Thanks for that.”

“You feel better then? Good. Because we are going to need a speech tonight,” Onna said.

“Specifically from me?” Arthur asked.

“Who else? Milo will talk about metal the whole time. Rhodia doesn’t like speaking on stage, Mizu flat out won’t, and I’ll just be mean.”

“Skal could do it.”

“He could, but he won’t. Doesn’t want to tip his hand on whatever he really is.”

Arthur huffed. She wasn’t wrong, which was the worst kind of right.

“All right. But we are keeping it short. And someone else needs to get the word out.”

“I’ll put Spiky and Leena on it, right after they squeeze information from Corbin.”

“Got it. I’ll start thinking about what to say.”
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Tea was now a welcome distraction. After months and months of work building up the town and getting it ready for attack, Arthur now had to get in front of everyone he knew and tell them real danger was on the way. As various people who were especially close to him came in to say hello, he thought about telling them in advance, but decided that one more day of peace wasn’t a small gift in the grand scheme of things. He’d hold off as long as he could.

During one of the lulls in the customer flow, he took a break and headed down to the docks by the beach. They had gotten much bigger in the past few weeks, growing visibly even in just the few days he was gone. They were now lined with dozens of rowboats, with more on the beach itself. If the time came that they needed them, every person in town had a seat on one of these boats, clearly marked with bright red paint for efficiency. Arthur didn’t doubt that every single demon in Coldbrook had already memorized where they were supposed to sit, probably in a thoughtful moment just like he was having now.

He imagined them all out on the water, rowing away from the wreckage of their town. They’d be safe, sure, but not a person among them would be happy. Milo and Corbin would probably pretend, and tons of others would put on a strong face. But they’d all be watching their homes burn. That wasn’t a good thing, no matter how much Arthur tried to think of good reasons.

“You look down, kid.” Skal looked up from his fish-roasting fire, examined Arthur’s face, then brought him a fish on a stick. He almost had to have a skill for just that kind of cooking, Arthur reflected. Nobody could make fish smell that good. “Here. Eat. Tell an old man why your world is ending.”

Arthur did. Skal had been through a lot in his life, so Arthur didn’t worry about bringing him down. He just dumped everything on the old dude. At some point, Arthur realized he had been talking for the better part of ten minutes, going in circles repeatedly as he stomped over each and every worry again and again.

“Sorry, Skal. I guess I said that already,” Arthur said.

“Once or twice.” Skal smiled from his fire. “Feel better now?”

“A little. But I really don’t know what to do about it. Everyone is working as hard as they can. We have as many resources as we are going to get. I’m making as much tea as I can, as little as that will help. What’s left?” Arthur looked at the old man hopefully. “What am I missing that I can do?”

The old man gave a half-smile in the direction of the burning coals of his fire.

“Nothin’,” Skal said.

“Nothing? Really?” Arthur asked.

“Really and actually, young man. You’ve done more than anyone thought you could just by bringing that foundry girl back. You make tea, son. Did you really think you could carry this whole thing on your back?”

“There has to be something else.”

The old man grabbed his fire-stirring stick in his gnarled hand and jabbed it generally in Arthur’s direction, complete with an accusatory manner mixed in there somewhere.

“Would you say Milo isn’t doing enough? Lily? Mizu?”

“No.” Arthur was almost angry at the suggestion. “They are working their hands raw.”

“All they are doing is class things. Maybe a bit extra here and there, but what they are good at. You are doing twice that, and every day one of those kids comes down and tries to get advice from me on how to calm down hyperactive off-worlders. Like I’d know.”

“You don’t?”

“I’m old, Arthur. Not all-knowing. But I’ll tell you that you running out of things to do isn’t a bad thing. You have to get ready for what’s coming. If that means a day or two of not moving mountains, then some mountains just need to go unmoved.”

Arthur accepted what Skal was saying, at least temporarily. He wished he had a way to accept it permanently. It would take a pretty big let’s-have-a-serious-talk-with-Arthur load off his friends’ backs if he could.

“So what do I do?”

“Can’t tell you that. I can tell you what I’m gonna do, though.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m gonna see what happens. Sometimes, you’ve just gotta sit back and see if all your preparations were enough. That’s you too, now, probably. You gotta trust your friends have done everything they can, and that the warriors will fight, and that you’ve got a way out if things go bad. And that people will come back to you, even when things are hard.”
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“Thanks for coming out, everyone.”

Arthur looked out over the whole town, sharply aware that they had already figured out what this meeting was about. To the extent anyone was waiting to hear the topic of the meeting, it was for confirmation, not to get new information.

“I know you’ve probably already guessed this, but the monster wave is coming. Starting tomorrow morning, we have two, maybe three days before they get here. As you know, I don’t like doing the whole speech thing. Onna is making me, so I can’t avoid it.”

Arthur was gratified that even with the heaviness of the situation, the picture of Onna browbeating him into public speaking was enough for a small laugh.

“I wanted to start out not by telling you a lot of things you already know, but by asking questions.” Arthur pulled a small piece of paper out of his pocket and pretended to reference it. “Did anybody here not do their best? I mean, was anyone being lazy or not working their jobs? Raise your hand if that’s you.”

No hands went up. The majority of the audience looked confused at the suggestion.

“Good. Does anyone have any good ideas they haven’t started to get into motion? Defenses they could build but aren’t trying to make, and that sort of thing?”

Zero hands rose.

“Good. And one last one. Is anyone done trying? I mean that. Is anyone giving up on their jobs or planning on not doing every single thing they can before the wave hits? Nobody? Good.”

Arthur sat down heavily in a chair someone had dragged up beforehand for him.

“Look, guys. I know the answer to all of that without asking, but I wanted to ask to make something clear. I was talking to Skal today, and he was telling me that I had already done everything I could do, besides just doing my job and waiting to see if it’s enough. I think there are some big changes we can get into play in the next few days, and we’re all going to work hard doing them. But he’s right. At some point, we have to trust that everything we’ve done is enough.”

“Is it?” a paper-maker in the back yelled up. He was a pretty new arrival to the town, someone Arthur knew but didn’t know well. “Enough, I mean. I’m a stationer. There’s only so much I can do myself.”

“Honestly? No idea.” Arthur rubbed his temples. “I want to think that it is, but it’s unpredictable. And after I talked to Skal, I spent some more time thinking about that. The part where it’s unpredictable. And the only thing I know is that if the monsters do get through and ruin everything, if they break everything we’ve built, I’m coming back. I can promise you that much. I’ll be the first one back, breaking up slapstone and building my house and garden again. I’ll be here, day one.”

“Me too.” Lily stood up. “If it comes down to it, I’m coming back with Arthur.”

“You know I’m coming back,” Milo said. “I can reforge whatever needs to be reforged. It’s easier to work from scrap than ore.”

Mizu moved to Arthur’s side, put her hand on his shoulder, and nodded. One by one, the rest of the council confirmed they had no plans to abandon this place. And then, in a confused jumble, the crowd did too. Arthur could see it wasn’t all of them, but it was the vast majority. They were almost all committed to this place, even if the situation changed to one where most of the parts that made it a physical location were torn down.

“That’s all I have for you tonight. We are going to talk about plans for a bit now, but enjoy the food and get ready for work tomorrow. It’s going to be a busy couple of days. We’ll do all we can and then see what happens. To try our best. That’s all anyone can ask for.”

After a short cheer for Arthur, the town got down to business. Milo and Puka were still hard at work with traps, and some of the miners and stampers had been requisitioned to help them with something called the ramps. Mizu had the water supplies about as secure as she could get them, and was in the process of installing some iron plates Milo had poured for her that might keep the monsters from ruining the most important of her runes.

Every crafter in town had some crazy idea they were going to try, something that might either make a wall hold up a bit longer or clear out some portion of the monster wave. Not everything would work, of course, but it was all worth a try and no danger to attempt. The only people who would be seeing a real, physical risk to their persons were the hunters and dungeon fighters, who were all going on a trip starting early the next morning.

“So you trim off the wave ahead of time? It’s hard to believe that could work. There’s so many of them.”

“It’s not about numbers.” Onna shook her head. “It’s about composition. We will work around the edges of the wave, where it’s thin, trying to take out flyers and diggers. If we can get a fair amount of those, it makes everything we do easier.”

“It doesn’t sound safe.”

“It’s not safe,” Corbin said. “It’s a thing we have to be really, really careful with. It doesn’t mean it’s the most dangerous thing ever either. We’ve picked up a lot of levels. That’s one of the reasons we hunted for you and the rest of the town before. It was to make sure we could run if we needed to. Everyone’s fast enough. Trust us.”

And Arthur would. The town would be mostly without defense for the next couple of days, besides a few hunters who would stay to bulk up the town’s meat supply. And, now that he thought about it, the Pratas.

“Has anyone seen Daisy lately? Or Rumble?” Arthur looked out over the crowd. “I haven’t. Do we know where they are?”

“No,” Lith said. “Ever since the last day Rumble went with us to a dungeon, we haven’t seen them. But that happens. Sometimes beasts hole up when danger is on the way. Or when they hit certain points in their development. Rumble ate a lot of monsters that last run. It could really be either.”
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“Should we be worried about them?” Arthur asked. “Maybe find them and put them somewhere safe?”

“No, no.” Lith shook his head and looked like he was trying to picture Arthur herding the Pratas. “Monster waves don’t move that fast. The quicker monsters are held back by the slower ones. Pratas are pretty quick for all their size. They’ll take care of themselves.”

“Okay then. Anything else, anybody?” Arthur looked at the rest of the council, then the crowd. As many worries as they probably had, nobody else raised a hand to speak. There was plenty of work to do, but the productive talk related to it would mostly come in the day-by-day, on-the-ground coordination between people. For now, there was no more use in additional words. “Good. Enjoy your food, everyone. Let’s all do our best.”

When Arthur made it back down off the stage, his reflex was to expect various people to come up to him and ask him what to do, or how to handle their projects. They always had before, until the meeting before this one had given them the agency to pursue their own projects. After a few days of independence, they quickly broke into their own groups. To the extent he heard anything about projects, it was when passing people who were discussing this or that thing they might do, saying technical things he didn’t understand and knew he shouldn’t meddle with.

All that was fine. It meant that he could enjoy himself.

“So what’s next?” Mizu asked. After he found seats for himself and Mizu, Arthur was digging into his meal with real enthusiasm. Something about being on the other side of the stress of an upcoming speech left him starving, and he was glad to have an easy solution to that problem. Mizu was approaching her meal at a much more dainty pace, one that left her with space to talk as Arthur chewed. “Is it just making tea?”

“Tea, and things for tea.” Arthur washed down a particularly big bite of noodles with a drink of juice, and paused his eating to respond. “It’s going to take a lot of prep work to make sure everyone can have a drink at all times. Water alone will be a huge job.”

“Water is covered.” Mizu twisted some noodles up on her fork and nodded towards the wall. “I have pipes going to each wall. You can just pull what you need as you need it.”

“How did you do that?” Arthur asked.

“Majicka. And work.” Mizu grimaced. “A lot of work. Water doesn’t like to go straight up, especially that far.”

“What happens when the monsters wreck the pipes? It seems like it would be a pretty big leak in the system, and we know that first wall is going to fall at some point,” Arthur said.

“Milo made me some valves, so we can just turn each one off as that happens. Plus I have some plans for that.”

“Plans?” Arthur perked up. Mizu was, despite her quiet nature, a tricky person at heart. Her eyes had filled with mischief, and there was suddenly nothing in the world Arthur could think of that he wanted to know about more. “What plans?”

Mizu almost told him, then stopped and reconsidered. “You know what? I’m not going to tell you. You could use a surprise. Don’t worry, it will be fun. Exactly the kind of thing you’ll like when it happens.”

“Oh, come on. Give me a hint.”

“It has to do with water.”

“That’s expected!” Arthur leaned over the table with conspiracy in his eyes. “Come on, tell me. I’ll keep it secret.”

“No.”

“I’m the mayor!” Arthur said. “I’m supposed to know!”

“I know!” Mizu was positively gleeful now. “That’s why it’s so funny.”

“Fine. Be that way. I’m not going to tell you what I’m going to do with my tea, then.”

Mizu lifted up three fingers on her right hand, touching her upraised index finger with the other before bending it down. “Let me guess. First, you are going to make as much boba and harvest as much tea as you can.”

“That’s a given.”

“Second, you are hoping to level up your skills, and if you get any, you'll make as many new ingredients with those as you can before you run out of ingredients. You’ll sort the new stuff so it goes first, and only make tea using the old stuff if you really need to.”

“Good guess. What about third?”

“Named drinks. You’ll be overdrawing your majicka all day until the waves get here trying to make something special that can give us an edge.”

Arthur slumped. Those really were his plans. “I guess that wasn’t as hard to figure out as I thought it was.”

“Nope.” Mizu patted him on the shoulder reassuringly. “But don’t worry too much. You’ve already been surprising enough. You got a whole smelting class here, remember? Milo won’t stop talking about it.”

“That wasn’t me. If anything, it was Talca,” Arthur said.

“Sure, sure. Not like she got caught in the Arthur vortex or anything like that.”

Once they had finished their meal, Arthur and Mizu made their rounds, finding Milo locked in a discussion about smelting techniques with Hune as Talca held her hand and listened to every word she was saying like it was the most important thing ever.

“No, see, that doesn’t work,” Hune said loudly. “If I make the furnaces hotter, it breaks the clay that much faster. If I make the furnaces bigger, it’s more to lose on each one.”

“But you could do more total. More furnaces with more metal,” Milo argued.

“Nope. My class counts the total mass of metal I’m working on. I’ve tested it before, on little furnaces. If it’s twice as much ore, then it’s twice as much draw. Trust me, I’m topped out. I wouldn’t have even lasted this long at this pace if it wasn’t for Lily,” Hune said while glancing at Talca.

“Milo, are you giving her a hard time?” Arthur pulled out a chair for Mizu, then sat down himself. “It’s only been a day of almost limitless metal, and you are tired of it already?”

“No!” Milo almost shouted, sending a half-worried look at Hune. “I have more metal than I can actually use. She’s a monster, Arthur. I’ve never even heard of anyone making this much iron at once.”

“I do have more help than smelters generally get,” Hune admitted. “But yes, I’m pretty great.”

“Then what’s the concern with output?”

“She’s trying to get an achievement. Another one, I mean. She feels like she is on the cusp of one.”

“It’s this close.” Hune held up her hand with her thumb and forefinger less than an inch apart. “I can tell.”

“Is that really even the kind of thing you can feel? When I get them, it’s like…” Arthur tried to remember the exact sensation of getting hit with a new achievement or skill. “Like I’m drunk all at once, for just a second or two. But it’s always a surprise.”

“Maybe not. But it’s worth trying, anyway. If it works, everyone gets more iron and I get the achievement. If it doesn’t work, everyone still gets more iron,” Hune said. “But most of the ways I could speed things up either aren’t safe or take more majicka than I have. Even with Lily, who helped me get the last one.”

“Well, do whatever you need to do, but be safe,” Arthur said. “I don’t think we can do the other things we need to do without you, and nobody wants to see you get hurt.”

Arthur ended up having a couple versions of the same conversation with different people who were pushing the limits of their own classes as far as they could. He even had one in the other direction, with Rhodia having the presence of mind to remind him that there were limits to how far he should overdraw his own majicka.

Arthur would have loved it if there were more conversations about things that weren’t the monster wave or the preparations for it, but everyone else was similar to him in that they couldn’t fully ignore the looming challenge before them. It was almost the end of Arthur’s evening when someone finally managed to break the pattern.

“Can you come by the shop tomorrow? I need to do a few more measurements,” Rebes, the cobbler, said. “I thought you’d check on the progress of the shoes or something by now, but nope. I had to chase you down.”

“Yeah, sure. No problem,” Arthur said. “When is good?”

“Early, if you can. Dawn?”

“Works for me. I’ll see you then.”

Mizu jokingly asked if Arthur wanted to come accidentally fall asleep on her couch again, but both of them had their own work to rest up for. Arthur would have never admitted it to her, but he was also so eager to get back to his own bed that he was almost more excited about that than he was about spending more time with her. Almost.

The magic sheets were just as good as he remembered. Despite his worries, he was asleep almost immediately, curled up in a cloud of comfort.
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Arthur was up before dawn, eager to get to work but with a stop to make. Throwing on his clothes and old shoes, he made his way to the cobbler to take the new measurements. But once he got there, he found it wasn’t going to be quite what he expected.

Of course, they did this. Once Arthur cracked the door, he saw an enchanter and a cobbler standing before him, looking enormously pleased with themselves and holding their arms outstretched over a table of completely finished goods. They’re demons. They couldn’t resist the pageantry.

“We rushed it.” Rebes grinned. “Couldn’t resist. It was too good of a job. We worked a couple of overnights to make sure it got done.”

“Not that I’m not excited, but…”

“Don’t worry. There are only so many projects that need either of us right now. After this, I’m pretty much done until the attack, and Lina couldn’t start working on the wall until today. Nobody lost anything except a couple nights of sleep, and we weren’t going to sleep much these days anyway.”

“Yeah.” Lina nudged the table a fraction of an inch towards Arthur, actually sliding it over the wood floor in her excitement. “So shut up and try them on. Hurry.”

Arthur threw his hands up in mock resignation, grabbed a pile of the clothes, and went into Rebes’s back-of-shop area.

The uniform went on first. Arthur had better walking-around clothes than this, but compared to his old work things, the various comfort-and-cleanliness enchantments on the new uniform made them feel a mile better than before. The shoes and socks were a different story. As he slipped the socks over his feet, Arthur realized he was in a whole different world of footwear, watching a beautiful fabric vista open up before him. His feet immediately felt dryer, healthier, and better kept. He eyed the boots suspiciously. If the socks were more of an afterthought in this whole project, he couldn’t imagine what the star of the show would feel like.

Arthur lifted one of the boots respectfully from the floor, loosened the laces, and slipped his foot in. It slid into place like he was sliding on a second layer of skin. He quickly shoved his foot into the second boot, laced both up, and took a few practice steps. It felt like the world had snapped into place, that the planet itself was a better, more trustworthy surface to walk on now. And that was before he even got to comfort.

“Guys, this isn’t possible. This feels like… I don’t even know how to describe it. I’d say it’s like walking on clouds, but it’s not,” Arthur said.

“You’d be surprised how many people request walking on clouds. It sounds good, but word choice and shoe design rarely line up perfectly,” Rebes laughed as he glanced down at Arthur’s shoes and checked the fit. “What you have there is a pair of shoes that makes you feel like you have better feet.”

“Much better.” Arthur bounced in place a few times and thought he could walk across the continent without getting tired. “How much of it is shoes, and how much of it is enchantments?”

“Not possible to say,” Lina said. “When you get to this level of project, the enchantments interact with the materials and vice versa in such complex ways that you can’t really know who contributed what aspect of things. Rebes is a little better of a cobbler than I am an enchanter, but I think he will back me up on this.”

“I will, partially. She’s a little lower level than I am, but not a worse enchanter. She’s right about the contributions to the project getting mixed up, though. It’s like trying to say what ingredient made a meal delicious. It just doesn’t work like that,” Rebes said.

“Ah. I see.” Arthur bounced a few times in his boots again, absentmindedly. They were much, much better than what he had been wearing, the best shoes he had worn on two different planets. They were going to improve every moment he spent standing up, and while it hadn’t been cheap, they didn’t feel like a waste of money at all. “How do I maintain these? I feel like I am going to be a bad boot owner if you don’t tell me. Do I… oil them? Is there magic boot oil?”

“Arthur, you naïve, beautiful man.” Lina walked up to him and held his cheeks between her hands. “It’s a great question, but no, you don’t have to maintain these. They are made out of the best parts of horrifying monsters that took the efforts of teams of people to kill, and overlaid with rune structures that would have usually taken me a week of work to compile.”

“She’s right. Bring them in every couple of years for a check-up, but these should outlive you. I’m not exaggerating. On a non-combat class, these are an heirloom-quality pair of shoes,” Rebes finished.

“Well, thanks so much.” Arthur tried to find the right words to express how happy his feet felt. “They feel so nice that I feel like I don’t deserve these.”

“That’s… hmm.” Rebes looked at Lina. “That might be the perfect customer reaction.”

“No kidding. Thanks, Arthur. And don’t worry about the rest of the uniforms. I’ll deliver them to your house sometime today,” Lina said.

“You sure? It’s no trouble.”

“I’m sure. I’ll have a lot of downtime between rounds of working on the wall. I’ll have to take plenty of strolls to recharge, and I can just take care of this on one of them.”

“Good stuff. Thanks,” Arthur said. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to go try this stuff out in real-world situations.”

“Run them through their paces. And Arthur?” Lina handed Arthur a piece of paper. “That’s a voucher. I didn’t start on any of your shop improvements yet. If there’s… I mean, if the shop doesn’t…”

“I get it.” Arthur lifted the piece of paper up a bit. “I appreciate this, Lina. We’ll be just fine, but thanks for thinking of me.”

The morning rush at the shop came and went fast. In a weird way, it was like the boots were a passive form of entertainment. Every time there was a lull, Arthur remembered just how good the shoes were and marveled at how much less strain his knees and ankles were under. He would feel like a nerd for loving his shoes so much, stop, and repeat the entire pattern a few minutes later. It was a vicious cycle of noticing comfort after he had already benefited from it, and one he was glad not to escape from.

Arthur held back just a little bit of majicka as he gave out drinks, preparing for the big draw on his powers he knew was coming. He had just finished cleaning up the shop when Lily found him.

“Hey, Arthur. It’s prep day, right?” Lily asked.

“Yup. I’m just about to go back to the house and gather tea. Then I’m coming here and making boba the rest of the afternoon. I figured the tea-picking will give me time to recharge, so I’m doing it first,” Arthur said.

“Good plan. Let's go. I’ve got the whole afternoon, just for this,” Lily said happily.

“Wait, what? You should be at the wall. Or with the stampers. Or something.”

“Nope. I talked to everyone last night. They even made a note.”

Lily produced a small envelope, which she handed to Arthur. He extracted the note inside and read it. It was about what he expected.

Dear Arthur,

Shut up and take the help.

Love,

Everyone

“Dammit, Lily, I’m not the most important thing right now,” Arthur said.

“See, that’s not true. You are prepping tea we’re going to be using the entire wave. If it’s a little better, everyone else is a little better,” Lily said.

“A fraction of a fraction of a percent,” Arthur tried.

“Which matters.” Lily hopped off the stool she had climbed up and started pulling Arthur towards the edge of the plaza. “Everyone gets a turn, Arthur. And I think you know this, but I’m your assistant. For everyone else, I’m just out on loan. It’s your turn now. So stop pushing me away.”

There was no way to dissuade Lily and it was doubly true when she had the backing of the entire town council behind her. Arthur chatted with her as they picked leaves from a good half of his tea plants, then went into the back of his house and fired up his Milo-crafted processing equipment.

“So this is part of the process too? It takes majicka and everything?” Lily asked.

“Yeah. Not a lot, per pound, but when you make a lot of it like this, the drain gets pretty bad,” Arthur said.

“How much does it affect the end product?”

“Not a lot. It’s a lot cheaper to make the final product, when the time comes, but it’s less flexible. That’s what this is about.”

Arthur pulled out a small box he’d had Milo make months ago. It was iron with a thin leather strip on the lid that helped seal it. Into it, he loaded the best of the tea they had picked, stocking five or six varieties on top of a bag of normal, unenhanced boba. He sealed it back up, then tossed it in his coldbox for the time being.

“See, if I have that, I can make whatever I need for specific people that need a specific boost,” Arthur said. “And the rest of it I need to design to be a lot more general.”

“What are you thinking? Vitality and strength?” Lily asked.

“Back in the city, I made a Tea of the Rock Thrower.” Arthur paused. “But our walls aren’t tall enough for me to make a tea like that again. I think we go for something different. I’m doing three different teas. Vitality and strength, vitality and dexterity, and wisdom and intelligence. If I’m working all day for the next two days, I think I can split it up like that.”

“I see what you are trying for.” Lily nodded. “Let's get to it.”

Over the course of the next hour, Arthur drained his majicka reservoir twice. He was sitting back and drinking a glass of water when Lily slapped a majicka-restoring pill in his hand.

“Don’t argue. We have plenty,” she said.

Arthur took the pill, feeling his majicka regeneration kick to a slightly faster level as he did. It was a bigger, stronger effect than he could get with his own teas, and it wasn’t just by a little. It was humbling. He was the world’s worst alchemist, besides the one little detail where his work was additive to theirs instead of a substitution for what they could pull off.

“What are the alchemists types up to, these days?” Arthur said. “I know you must have worked on that a little.”

Lily frowned. “I did. It’s the worst. You know how my powers work better when I understand what’s going on?”

“Yeah, I know that,” Arthur said.

“Well, alchemist work is the worst. It’s worse than enchanting. I don’t understand what they’re doing at all. It’s not like cooking, like you’d expect. It makes my skills itch,” Lily complained.

“The town salutes your sacrifice, anyway.”

“Yeah, thanks. But they are almost done with prep. There’s only so many pills people can take, and they have one for almost everyone, for almost every minute of the day.”

“What, you mean… customized?”

“No, of course not. It’s a lot like what you are doing here. They have pills that stack alchemy effects in different ways for different purposes. It’s all general. But it’s a pretty strong effect, and everyone will be running it at all times.”

Arthur did some quick mental math. “That has to cost a fortune.”

“Nope. At least not as much as you’d think. I heard Spiky and them talking about it. Most of what they’re making comes from local stuff the scavengers can find. We scavenged for miles and miles, but they got a lot of it. Spiky said it won’t scale for once the town gets bigger, but for now, everyone is covered and it mostly just costs cheap stuff and time.”
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After recharging a little while longer, Arthur made a third round of tea, one that would help mental classes with their stats. This was the smallest batch he’d make, not because mental-stat focused classes were that rare, but because most of them wouldn’t have anything especially useful to do with their classes during the wave. They’d be chucking rocks with everyone else.

After that, they went down to the shop. Arthur had sacks and sacks of root flour there already, and his machinery for making the pearls was in the back of the shop. The pearls were the tricky part of Arthur’s boba teas. Tea went further and kept longer, and was less of a problem in general. Boba pearls, on the other hand, were far more finicky.

“Three batches of boba, too?” Lily asked.

“Nope. At least not if I can get this stupid idea to work,” Arthur said.

“What idea?”

“It’s something I came up with after talking with Mizu about how her runes work. Some of the runes do things like pump water or purify things. But one time, she told me that some of them don’t do that. They draw in majicka and feed the other runes. They’re more like… gears, I guess.” Arthur tried to sharpen his vision for what he wanted to do.

“You can’t make runed boba, right? That’s too much even for you,” Lily said.

“Not runed. But just as a power source, to feed other things? I think I can do that just fine. It’s just going to take a hell of a lot of majicka.”

The first batch of flour was worked into dough and sent through the forming machine. Arthur did every step with his own hands. That was important, he had found, especially with the machines in the mix. He needed some minimum level of involvement, or the system wouldn’t recognize his efforts. It wasn’t a big batch, just something he was doing to experiment with his idea. It was for five or ten glasses of tea, enough that he felt the punch of the lost majicka but not his entire reservoir.

“Did it work?” Lily asked.

“Take a look for yourself.” Arthur flicked over the screen that had popped up as soon as he had completed the batch. “Pretty good, I think.”

———

Powerplant Boba

A bit of honey adds energy to a drink, and a bit of warmth helps someone save the energy they’d otherwise use shivering. Every element of a recipe does something, whether it’s adding flavor, making a meal nourishing, or promoting a certain texture.

In your medicinal teas, ingredients often work the same way. These days, you are less reliant on medicinal ingredients and more on the manipulation of your majicka and intent, but the same rules broadly apply. An element might work to comfort while another works to strengthen or heal.

Your newly created Powerplant Boba pearls serve a purpose as well, even if it’s not a purpose of their own. By storing your majicka, each pearl reduces the eventual majicka cost of the teas you make with the pearls, allowing you to prepare for a major event in advance and to do more over a short period of time than you’d otherwise be able to accomplish.

The conversion rate between majicka spent on and recovered from each pearl is not without loss, but the difference varies based on several factors best learned from trial and error.

———

“That’s pretty vague,” Lily said. “Is it a ten percent efficiency? Fifty? It feels like that matters.”

“It does, but it doesn’t matter right now. Even if it’s one percent, it’s energy I can store for the big battle. It means I can do more when it matters,” Arthur said.

“That makes sense. Shall we keep going?”

“Yup. Just keep your little majicka lamp shining, and I’ll empty out my majicka stores. Let’s see how good that pill I took really was.”

By the end of the day, they had about a fifth of what Arthur wanted to prep, but it was a start. He hung a quickly drawn sign on the front of his shop letting people know it was all conventional tea for the evening, and started slinging tea for the rush. Out of all his close friends, it was Milo who found him first, dragging Puka behind him.

“Arthur, I’m buying this guy a drink.” Milo was covered in scrapes and dirt but beaming ear to ear. “Because he’s a genius and he deserves it.”

“I’m buying. No question,” Puka said. “The levels I’ve gained, Arthur, just today, are more than I’ve got in the last year. The entire year.”

“Things are going good, I take it?” Arthur handed over a couple cups of tea based entirely on what Empathetic Host was telling him they might like.

“Great. We finished a couple of the big traps. I’ll show you them tomorrow if you want. If they work, they’re going to make a big difference in how this fight feels.” Milo shoved Puka. “It’s this guy’s ideas, mostly. My mechanics driving them.”

“It will kill that many monsters?” Arthur asked.

“Not just that.” Puka lifted himself onto a stool, grabbed a notepad from his belt bag, and set it up on its edge on the counter. “Imagine this is the wall. Ours is much smaller than most cities that try defending themselves. And that’s a strength, because we can concentrate a lot of force on that spot. It’s a small fraction of the overall force at any given time.”

“But it’s also a problem.” Milo moved his hand to the base of the pad. “Because all the force from the monsters is also focused on that one spot.”

“And it breaks down the wall?”

“Worse. The monsters pile up, which means the monsters climbing over the dead bodies are hitting the wall higher and they get better leverage. Plus, a lot of our defenses, like the holes in the wall the warriors are stabbing through, get pushed out of position,” Milo explained.

“And the traps… help with that? How? It’s going to be tons of monsters.”

“Wait and see. Mizu told us not to tell you in advance. She says you love surprises.”

“I hate surprises!” Arthur let his voice rise a bit, then controlled it back down to a normal level as he put the two cups of cold tea down in front of Milo and Puka. “Or at least I don’t want to wait to know all this stuff.”

“She said you’d say that.” Milo winked at Arthur as he grabbed the drinks and slapped a few coins down on the counter. “Come on, Puka. I’ll get you some food. You’ve earned it.”

Puka and Milo’s argument about who would pay for dinner got intense enough that both of them failed to notice Rhodia walking up behind them. As they left, she looked after them and sighed.

“He’s like that every time he gets into a project, for the record.” Rhodia shook her head as she watched the two friends walk off. “He’s a crafter, so when an exciting crafting thing happens, he ignores everything else for a little while.”

“On Earth, I think a spouse would get pretty mad about that,” Arthur offered. “Some of them, at least.”

“Oh, maybe. But remember that I’m a crafter too. So it goes both ways. Tea?”

“Sure.” Arthur mixed up something for Rhodia in equipment she had helped build and handed it over in a glass she had made entirely herself. Rhodia was an interesting class for Arthur. Most people’s professional paths got more and more specific as they progressed. Rhodia had gone the other way since she got to Coldbrook, getting more and more generalized and capable over a wide range of objects. Everyone generalized a little, as was the case with Arthur’s baking skill even though he was a teamaster, but most people stopped after a certain point. Rhodia jumped into generalist-mode headfirst.

“Can I ask you a question about your class?” Arthur asked. “There’s something about it that I don’t understand.”

“Sure thing.” Rhodia sipped her tea. “Shoot.”

“So don’t get me wrong when I say this, because you’ve been really, really useful to the town the last couple of months. But I’ve been watching how you grow, and… I don’t know how to say this, actually,” Arthur said.

Rhodia laughed. “And you are worried I’m over-generalizing, and hurting my class for the sake of the town. Something like that, right?”

“Yeah, basically. I don’t think anyone would want that.”

“Oh, I might. If it meant that I could help the town, I might burn my class entirely and start over with something else. I mean, you’d do it, right?” Rhodia didn’t wait for an answer to that, which was good because Arthur wasn’t sure he had one. “But no, I’m not hurting my class. I’m not a chaser in the first place.”

“A chaser?”

“Yeah. Like Talca, or Milo. Or you, for that matter. People who chase after the top spot in their class. They push on every limit they can, focus hard on specific goals, and try to do… I don’t know how to put it. Big special things. Things that people will remember throughout the entire world.”

“Ah. I’m not sure that’s me.” Arthur did try to progress in his class, but he wasn’t sure he even cared if anyone knew it. “The fame part, at least.”

“Oh, it’s not for Milo, either. But people will remember him, all the same.” Rhodia glanced at her husband lovingly as he clapped Puka hard enough on the back that the trapper almost choked on a mouthful of fish. “There’s nothing wrong with that. Those people push the world forward. It’s just that I’m not like that. I never have been.”

Arthur gave another cup of tea to an incoming customer, then leaned on the counter. “So what are you like then?”

“I want to make things. I like that,” Rhodia said softly. “And I think I want… Okay, so imagine I had a shop. I will someday, I think. And imagine someone moved into town and they weren’t able to bring many of their things with them.”

“Like Hune.”

“Exactly. I want that person to walk into my shop and be able to get everything they need. Dishes. Pots. Vases. Big bathtubs. Whatever. And I want to get to figure out how to make all those things too. It might not be the absolute cutting-edge drinking glass that will change the entire world, but who wants everything like that anyway? I’ll just make very good stuff people can use, and a lot of it.”

“Hmm.” That made sense to Arthur in a Goose Sage kind of way. “Well, you’ve been essential for the town. Those furnaces you made for Hune are game changers all by themselves. What have you been up to since then?”

“I’ve been trying to make ammunition. Milo suggested it, that I see if I can make something with ceramics that’s better than rocks would be,” Rhodia laughed.

“How has that been going?” Arthur asked.

Rhodia wobbled her head a little. “It’s a mixed bag. Ceramics isn’t really a warfare skill, you know. But I might be able to get something that works by the time it matters.”

“Is that the best use of your time?”

“The funny thing about an incoming monster wave, Arthur, is that people tend to stop ordering cups. Imagine that.” Rhodia stood up. “It’s probably time for me to round up my husband. I’ll bring back your glass later.”

Arthur shook his head and went back to his work. A few more people came to get tea over the next few minutes, but after that, he got the distinct sense that the town’s nightly post-work semi-party was wrapping up. Ducking into the back of the shop, he managed to make a pound or so of boba pearls before his energy stores bottomed out again, then went home and hit his new, absolutely lovely, sheets.


TWENTY-ONE



Battle for Coldbrook







Arthur woke up sore, not in his muscles, but in the non-physical parts of him that managed his majicka. Other people would also empty their majicka stores, but Arthur had noticed that they didn’t seem to take the same hit from it that he did. Lily had once said that Arthur’s majicka was delicate, which he figured was about as accurate as anything. Where other people encountered Coldbrook’s abundant majicka without so much as a sniffle, Arthur got seriously sick. Where they drooped a little when they overused their majicka, Arthur fully wilted.

His actual body felt fine, which meant getting out of bed was more of a matter of willing himself past the desire to rest more than it was about actual physical stiffness. For all that his majicka stores felt, they were still full, and he had tea to make.

The town felt a little different on his walk to his shop than it had the last several days. Before, there was a certain focused bustle to it all. Every person he had seen those days was walking somewhere with a purpose, like they had a specific task to accomplish on a specific schedule that they were unwilling to fall behind on. Now, that focus was gone. Mostly. People weren’t exactly milling around, and some still had the same laser-like intensity they had before. But overall, things seemed a little slower and less focused.

Arthur asked Karra about it once she showed up for her morning tea, which she drank alongside a huge breakfast of sausages and fresh bread.

“Unfocused? I hadn’t noticed that, but yeah, I think I see what you are saying. It’s not that surprising though.”

“Is it something I should… address, I guess? Try to fix?”

“Nope. At least, probably not.” Karra cut a huge sausage in half and impaled it on her fork, holding off on eating it while she thought. “Most people chose their projects thinking they’d want them finished before the monster wave hit. A lot of them are finishing up now. For them, it’s the calm before the storm. There’s not enough time to start anything new, so they’re just recharging. Waiting.”

“That sounds like a lot of stress.”

“It honestly probably does.” Karra finally took a huge bite of sausage, letting her hunger overwhelm her politeness.

“So I wanted to ask,” Arthur said as he settled a bit more into his seat. “Did you end up deciding for your class? Did you become a Foreman? Or I guess Forewoman?”

“I did,” Karra said. “It made the work go so much faster. The wall is just about finished, and the last of the workers I assigned to Milo’s traps were done yesterday. I’m taking it kind of easy today while the last of the work finishes up, so I’m ready to bolster the walls whenever the attack comes. They’ll last a lot longer if we reinforce them as they get damaged.”

“So you’ll be like them tonight,” Arthur concluded.

“Waiting,” Karra sighed.

Arthur paused. “What’s wrong? The class isn’t to your liking?”

“No, it’s not that. We worked so much quicker when I took the class. I’m just afraid that we won’t have much need for the class once this is all over,” Karra admitted.

“Definitely not,” Arthur said. “Coldbrook’s only a town. If we hold off the monster wave, we’ll start building it toward a city. And that means a lot more work for our new Forewoman. I promise.”

“Thanks, that helps.” Karra smiled at Arthur. “One thing at a time for now. How are your preparations for the wave? All done too?”

“Nope. I’ll be working right up to the wave,” Arthur said. “I need to make as many boba pearls as I can. Every one of them counts. That’s it, though. I’m closing the shop after the morning rush today and not reopening until after the attack is resolved, one way or the other.”

“It will be fine, Arthur.” Karra patted her friend’s hand. “I really think so.”

“Yeah.” Arthur wished he could feel the same way. “I hope so too.”

Just like the town in general, the rest of Arthur’s day settled into a tense sort of calm. Alone in the back of his shop, he pumped out pearls. He’d make a batch, rest, then make another. A few people stopped by during the process to say hello, Mizu among them, but eventually filtered back out to deal with their own business. Arthur kept at his own work, draining his majicka directly into the ingredients that would boost his efforts during the battle. He even got a nap in there somewhere, which helped a lot.

Lily wasn’t helping today, which Arthur was fine with. Wherever she was presumably needed her more. The pattern seemed to hold true for all his friends, outside of the short visits they had made. When he finished the last batch of boba pearls he could productively make that day, he closed up his shop and walked home without seeing a single soul he knew well enough to need to stop and have a conversation with.

He planned on spending the evening doing something productive. There was still gardening he could do, and his house could always use a bit of extra cleaning. There would be something, no matter what it was, that could keep his hands busy and put him a little bit more ahead of the game.

But as soon as his butt hit the corner of his bed, those plans changed. The same pre-battle doldrums he had just talked to Karra about hit him like a cruise missile. All the motivation and drive that had sustained him over the last few months suddenly puffed away from him like fluttering white seeds from a blown-on dandelion, and he was left with a bare stalk of laziness and nothing more.

Arthur wasn’t sleepy, but he lay down anyway. It was funny how easy it was to hold still. Normally, he’d be antsy for work. Or to see Mizu. Or to make some use of his time. Instead, for the first time in months, he was fine doing nothing.

He lay on his back, lifted his arms, and flexed his hands open and closed a few times as he idly considered how much they had changed. They were more calloused and rough than they’d ever been on Earth, and even more than they had been in the city. It was a rougher life out on the frontier.

And yet, he wasn’t worn out by things. This wasn’t a collapse because of stress or because of worry. Both those things were confusingly absent from him. He was just calm, and a normal kind of post-work tired. He just needed rest in a different way than sleep.

When he finally went to sleep, it was a decision. It was just late enough for him to get a full night’s sleep in before dawn, plus a few hours for good measure. He closed his eyes and winked out almost immediately, sleeping dreamlessly until he suddenly awoke and found a feathered hand on his arm.

“Hey, Milo. It’s time?” Arthur asked.

“It’s time. The warriors got back a few hours ago,” Milo answered.

“I understand.” Arthur rose from bed and shrugged into his toughest multipurpose clothes, then his brand-new boots. “Let’s get to the wall.”

It seemed that the entire town was moving in the same direction. There was a familiar-looking tension on a lot of faces, something Arthur recognized from sight as the same kind of apprehension he was feeling himself at that moment. But there wasn’t any panic. Everyone knew their jobs, from the lowliest rock-thrower to the operators of the highest-importance stations.

Onna found them on the way there, trotting up to their side and matching their pace. Arthur nodded at her in greeting as they kept walking.

“Everyone made it back?” Arthur asked.

“Yeah, it was a good trip for the warriors,” Onna said in a loud voice. “I don’t think we got as many of the burrowers as we wanted, but we managed to pick off almost every flyer in the horde. It should make things easier.”

“And everyone will stay behind the wall now?”

“Mostly. We still have some tricks up our sleeve, so there might be some exceptions to that rule. And we have one more decision to make beyond that too.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

Onna pointed towards the top of the wall. Standing there, un-stealthed and uncharacteristically serious, was Corbin. “There he is. He’s the last undecided bit of this whole thing.”

“Corbin? Why?”

“He’s the only person who can safely leave at this point. The Hings are behind the wall, and we’re about to close the gates for good. Corbin is the only one of us who can get past the wave safely if we wanted to send him. So now’s the time to make a choice.”

“Send him where?”

“Ask him.”

They climbed the wall, nodded at the people who seemed to need nods in passing, and made their way straight to the stealth-cat.

“Hey, Arthur.” Corbin didn’t take his eyes from the tree line for a second. “You can’t see them yet. Should be another hour before they actually get here.”

“Onna says you want to sneak out before then,” Arthur said.

“Kinda. I’m a stealth user, you know. I’m not very strong. Up on the wall, I’m going to be about as useful as a crafter. A bit better than that because my dexterity is so high, but not much,” Corbin said.

“And out there?”

“I was thinking today about how there’s still a militia out there. Most of them got stationed in various towns to cover retreats, but Chuck and some others are still out there. They aren’t enough to take care of a whole wave, but if they knew one was attacking here, I could probably convince some of them to work on chewing up the back of it. That way, the wave would thin out on both sides.”

“Could you do it and keep yourself safe?”

“Of course,” Corbin said with a hint of a smile. “In a wave like that, most of the monsters couldn’t find me unless I actually touched them. And the ones that can won’t be able to move through the others fast enough to get to me, even if I wasn’t faster than them. And I am.”

Arthur doubted it was exactly as safe as Corbin was representing it to be, but he also knew that the cat-demon wouldn’t have lied outright. If he was saying it was completely safe for him to go, it probably really was mostly okay. He looked at Onna questioningly, and she confirmed his thinking with a nod.

“What are your chances of finding Chuck and the others?” Arthur asked.

“Probably about one in three. They move around a lot, taking care of whatever monsters and dungeons they can as they go. I’m a fair scout, but it’s a big wilderness. I’d have to get lucky,” Corbin said.

That was about what Arthur had expected. He worked the balance of the odds and rewards in his head. He’d lose Corbin for the duration of the fight, but he stood to gain a small, organized fighting force of warriors if the bet paid off. And as much as he liked Corbin, his presence really wasn’t a make-or-break thing for the town during the battle.

“You can go,” Arthur said. “I mean can, by the way. You don’t have to, and I’m certainly not ordering you. But if you want to and you think it’s safe, you can.”

“Good.” Corbin nodded as he took one last look at the tree line, then turned and clapped Arthur on the shoulder. “You’re a good mayor, you know that? Probably the best.”

And then he was stealthed, presumably on his way to wherever he thought was best to look for Chuck and the others. He must have let the gate guards know as he passed because a few seconds later, Arthur heard the gate shutting.

“Will he really be okay, do you think?” Arthur asked. “I wouldn’t have sent him if he didn’t seem confident, but now it’s starting to seem like a mistake.”

“That guy? Nobody can find that guy. He’s the best, Arthur.” Onna’s eyes glinted. “You’ll never find a better stealther than him.”

Arthur laughed. “That’s a terrible joke. I feel bad for laughing at it.”

“But you did laugh.”

“He did.” Lily had just arrived over the ladder and walked over. “He’s a sucker for puns.”

“I can’t help it. I’m getting old, I guess.” Arthur patted Lily on the head. “How are you holding up?”

“Fine. It’s the easy part now. I can’t give much majicka to people who are fighting, but I hope the system at least lets me help out a little. If it doesn’t, I’ll just stay with the stampers and builders the whole time and help them bolster the wall.”

“I’m done too.” Mizu finally made it up the wall as well. “So I’ll just be throwing rocks.”

“What about your surprise?” Arthur asked.

“Don’t worry. You’ll see it,” Mizu said with a blush.

One by one, all of Arthur’s friends joined him up on the wall and watched the tree line. There wasn’t much talk beyond greetings and figuring out where each person would be that day. The entire town council had decided to take the first shift, just so everyone could see them up there from the very beginning. After that, they’d be scattered. People still had to sleep.

And then, much more silently than Arthur had imagined it would, the monster wave began to seep out of the trees.

There were clawed things, things with fangs, and things with tusks. Some of them had fur, while others had scales or exposed hide. Most walked. Some rolled. Thankfully, very few flew. The town’s monster wave-raiding party had seen to that. But a good many of them seemed like they could burrow, which meant they’d have to be constantly on guard for monsters that managed to make it under the wall. Only warriors would be allowed on the ground, ready to pin down anything that made it through.

The wave moved slowly as the entire first shift grabbed rocks and gripped them in preparation for its arrival. And then, finally, the first rock flew. Arthur never knew who had thrown it, but as soon as it made contact with a monster, the entire wave roared, as if they knew things were starting too.

The battle for Coldbrook was on.


TWENTY-TWO



Tea of Sustained Defense







Arthur jetted around the wall, distributing tea. The town’s wall was much smaller than the city’s had been, which meant he had no need for helpers to get that part of the job done. He balanced a couple trays on his hands as he made his way to the far right of the wall for the last group of un-boba-enhanced defenders.

“Oh, there you are. I was wondering if you forgot us.” Skal grinned and freed up his hands with a no-look rock-chuck at the monsters that had piled up against the gate. It whooshed through the air, flying much faster and straighter than Arthur thought was possible from Skal. “Glad to see you didn’t. These old bones need all the help they can get.”

“Someone had to be last.” Arthur set down the trays on the lip of the wall, handed Skal his drink, then went to work distributing glasses to everyone else there. “Figured it might as well be you, since you were going to complain either way.”

“Fair.” Skal took a sip of his drink, making a small, refreshed ahh sound after swallowing it down. “Tastes good, anyway. You getting much out of the prep work you did?”

“A bit.” Arthur was understating things. The tea he had made for the city during its monster wave had helped, but that was mainly because there were so many people to drink it and because their defense system was already so optimized. Even the tiniest of buffs could make a difference.

This time, he was going for something bigger, and it turned out that the majicka he had stored in each of the boba pearls was abundant enough that it was almost overkill for his plans. His back-of-the-envelope calculations said that he had enough of the pearls for at least two days of siege, and during that time his majicka consumption for general drinks would be basically nil.

And now that I’ve covered the group, it’s time to zero in on the key people.

The first group that he could give exceptional, targeted drinks to were the warriors down on the ground. Arthur ran at a dog’s trot pace back to his equipment and cracked open his box of unenhanced ingredients.

In his mind, he carefully balanced an image of what he wanted to make for the warriors. He wanted them to feel confident without feeling out of control. He wanted them to feel like he had sometimes felt on Earth when he had done exceptionally well at a game of pool or foosball, like his muscles just knew what to do. Into that impression, he mixed feelings of how he felt after a good night’s sleep, an experience he had plenty of lately.

The results he got were pretty good.

———

Tea of Sustained Defense

This tea makes the drinker capable of fighting just a little harder for just a little longer while experiencing a slightly higher level of focus than they would normally be capable of.

While under the effects of this tea, the drinker will have an increase to their vitality and dexterity stats, as well as a generally easier time keeping their full attention on a task.

The effects vary drinker to drinker, but should generally range between a slight and moderate increase to each affected stat.

———

Arthur would absolutely, one-hundred-percent take that kind of an increase. Between his new prepped ingredients and the kind of specialized drinks he could dump his remaining majicka stores into, he was a getting a best-of-all-worlds effect.

“This is really good, Arthur. I can feel the effect over the pills, and I’m not even that sensitive to that kind of thing.” Onna thrust her halberd through a hole in the wall, eliciting a shriek from some distant enemy that had made the mistake of standing in front of Coldbrook’s not-yet-famous stab points. “Everyone, drink up. We can afford to take a break right now.”

“Is it just me or does everything seem to be going surprisingly well?” Arthur asked. “It seems like we’ve kept the wall mostly clear so far.”

“Don’t be fooled.” Onna shook her head and looked grimly at the writhing mass of monsters just outside. “It’s always easy at first. Right now, we’re dealing with the fastest cohort of monsters in the wave, which means they are lighter and easier to kill once you get them crammed up into one space. Later, the big ones are going to pile in.”

The ground near Onna’s foot started to stir, which she reacted to by drawing a short sword and plunging down into the dirt. “Oh, yeah, one piece of good news is that we’re probably getting to the end of the small burrowers. We got more of them than we thought, I guess.”

With the melee fighters tea’d up and stabbing happily through their wall, Arthur was free to make a more dexterity-heavy version of the same thing for the archers, which came out just as well.

———

Tea of General Ranged Combat

With no muss and fuss, this tea enhances the dexterity and perception of anyone who drinks it by a slight to moderate amount. In addition to the raw stat increase, anyone wielding a ranged weapon consistent with the intentions of their class will see an increase in any other effects the drink produces.

Effects will vary from drinker to drinker, but should range between slight and moderate.

———

A slight-to-moderate increase was among the biggest effects Arthur had ever produced, but the fact that it was then multiplied by the ranged slight-to-moderate buff meant that there was a math problem to be solved here in just how effective the drinks were. Leaving that work to some post-battle version of Spiky and Leena, he delivered the drinks to the various archers working the wall, who liked them just fine.

“Don’t give that one to me,” Lith said, as Arthur tried to push a drink on him. “Give it to her. She’s got a thrower class. I’m already taking down the biggest monsters I can and your tea won’t change much.”

“You sure?” Arthur asked.

“I’m sure.” Lith leaned on his bow. “Hunter classes are nice for smaller prey, or non-monster beasts. On this crowd, the main way I’m better than a normal rock-throwing crafter is that I can pick my shots. Onna has me looking for burrowers that would dig down into the ground. It’s the best I can do, but enhancement won’t help me do it.”

“No problem.” Arthur handed the tea to the rock thrower, whose eyes went wide as she drank it. She immediately launched into an ever-so-slightly better round of pelting monsters with stones. “How do you think it’s going?”

“Good enough. This layer of rock should last today, at least,” Lith said.

“Not longer? It doesn’t look like it’s taken much damage at all,” Arthur said. The wall seemed as strong as before.

“Looks are deceiving.” Lith inspected his bow, smiled in satisfaction as he found it intact, and then pulled another arrow from the ammo-barrel nearby. “Ask Karra about it. I need to make sure a few mole-looking monsters don’t make their way to our nice warrior friends down below.”

“Shift!” Arthur heard Onna’s voice from down on the ground. “Second level!”

Arthur poked his head over the inside lip of the wall and watched every warrior abandon the ground-level line of stab points they had been using, then run up a short staircase to a wooden scaffolding about an average demon’s height above the ground. From there, they immediately started stabbing through a second, higher line of holes. It had been something that Onna and Karra had dreamed up together. As dead monsters piled against the base of the wall, it would make the holes useless. Making a second line of openings meant they could keep up the attack longer, even though the monsters would eventually pile up against that too.

Having pushed as much tea as his majicka could fuel, Arthur joined the other mundane attackers on the wall, chucking rocks with all his might and counting on gravity to make up the slack his own soft muscles left wanting. It mostly did. Arthur was never sure what his individual rock was hitting, but each wave of thrown rocks would leave a section of monster-attackers battered or broken. The warriors at the bottom were doing a lot of good work, but cumulatively, the town and gravity probably had them beat for sheer violent capacity.

Of course, that was only good so long as the wall held up, and the monsters were piling against the base faster than Arthur had ever imagined they would. Even though it took a lot more monsters to block the second line of stabbing holes than it did the first, soon the pile of monsters was so high, it had almost done that. Once it did, the speed with which the defenders could eliminate the attackers would be halved, and the wall would fall that much faster. Arthur didn’t see any way around it.

And if the first wall falls that fast, there’s no way we can hold out the entire time. Is it done?

Luckily for the town and Arthur, none of their surprises had been activated yet. He still didn’t know what the first one would be, but a yell suddenly alerted him to whose surprise would be revealed first.

“The chute!” Milo yelled. “Activate the chute!”

The warriors on the ground all ran as one to a series of large levers on the ground, pulling them with all their might. A creaking sound issued from the front of the wall as the road broke apart, broken by some unseen mechanism to reveal a long, polished chute of stone beneath the level of the ground. As it did, dozens of monsters fell in amongst the fragments of road, hitting the chute and madly trying to scramble over the wreckage of the bricks and slapstone.

They didn’t do a good job.

“The monsters are pretty coordinated, but there’s no way they planned for this. It’ll take them a bit to adjust.” Milo grinned as he watched the crush of the monster wave pushing more and more monsters into the chute, where they fought against the monsters already there for priority in escaping the confusing space. “They’ve only got a dim sort of intelligence.”

“Like you!” Rhodia said. “I wondered how you got so deeply into their psychology.”

“Har har, dear. Har har. The point is, we’ve probably got a full minute of them knocking each other into that hole before they figure out they need to jump over it. And in the meantime, the rest of them are getting shoved down the chute,” Milo said.

“Which goes… where?” Arthur craned his neck, but the actual path of the chute went underneath the ground again once it got past the space the road had once covered. “Some sort of pit?”

“You could say that.” Milo grinned again. “It dumps them into the ocean.”

Some monsters could swim, Arthur knew. Most couldn’t, and those that were very good at it generally were so specialized to water that they didn’t join a dungeon break event. Still, some of the monsters might have survived, if into the ocean was the only concept they were dealing with. But Coldbrook was built on the edge of the ocean in a region laden with cliffs. The two cliffs which bordered the town were higher than the rest of the terrain, but that didn’t mean the space off to the side of them was a gentle slope down to the beach.

Arthur heard distant roars as the first of the monsters hit the end of the chute and began their hundreds-of-feet fall to the water below.

“Okay, that’s a pretty good surprise. The chute won’t get clogged?” Arthur asked.

“Not unless something bigger than the chute falls into it. We carved it pretty steep. The poor masons were terrified they were going to fall in,” Milo laughed.

“Warriors! Push!” Arthur heard Onna yell below as the warriors ran back to the first, ground-level layer of holes in the wall. From the ground, the warriors picked up long poles connected to big blocks of wood, a kind of blunt spear-thing that looked more like a ramrod than anything else. In teams, they went to each opening and shoved the rods outwards, straining against the weight of the piled-up monsters.


TWENTY-THREE



Our Place







Even with everything that people were doing, the monster wave was getting closer. The better climbers climbed over the worse ones, who were generally bigger, stronger, and slower builds. Arthur could see a mass of smaller, faster enemies on top of the whole shape, just about ready to leap out and get back to terrorizing the town.

But before they could do that, the monsters in the chute slipped down even further.

“The trick is carving the bottom of the tunnel in a V shape, like the end of an arrow. It makes it hard to balance in there,” Milo said happily.

“This is insanity, Milo,” Arthur said.

“Right? I love it. Not my idea, though. I only figured out how to shatter the road. The rest of the credit goes to Puka.”

“What do we do now? Cover it back up and wait?”

“No. I couldn’t figure out how to make a sliding plate big enough to do that. The monsters would wreck any mechanism like that. But it’s a terrain hazard, and I think that’s probably almost worse than keeping the element of surprise. These things aren’t exactly orderly. See? Look.”

The monsters had learned to avoid the chute and focus their attack on other parts of the wall. They’d leap or step over the chute without much trouble. But without much trouble didn’t mean no trouble at all. They were badly slowed by it, and every so often a monster from the wave would get jostled into the pit and either have to climb out or else be jettisoned into the sea.

The ones that did get over the pit found themselves in the jaws of the pole-arm holes in the wall, getting stabbed as they landed before they could set themselves into a more defensive posture.

They’re getting less done at a higher cost, Arthur thought. That just might save the wall.

“Is there any reason this can’t go on forever?” Arthur was genuinely curious. The monsters’ slowed pace made it seem an awful lot like that was possible. The wall was taking some damage, but he could see Karra and her crew doing mysterious things to the wall, aided by the town’s enchantress. It wouldn’t be literally forever, since they couldn’t repair the damaged side of the wall. But it seemed sustainable. “I’m not seeing how they beat this.”

“Well, for one, we can’t reset the trap. Sooner or later, they’re going to clog it. The bigger beasts are in the back,” Milo explained.

“So at some point we are reduced to just throwing rocks?”

“Something like that. But don’t think we don’t have some tricks, Arthur. There’s always a new trick.”

Over the next several hours, the monsters continued to assault the wall, getting cut down in the process. The cycle of stab-shove-watch-as-they-careen-down-a-ramp would have been beautiful if it wasn’t for the fact that there was no end in sight to the monsters, which not only stretched back behind the tree line but visibly jostled the tops of the trees for miles and miles.

And then, like all good things, the ramp’s days were suddenly numbered. A huge, lumbering creature that looked oddly like a cat made out of bones made its way to the ramp, took a look, and then attempted to jump over. It lost its footing, was shoved back by the horde of smaller threats, and fell into the ramp.

The monster snarled and tried to climb out, before being wedged in by its own exoskeleton. Other monsters were still falling into the chute, but half of them could now find footing on the bony thing’s body, and were eventually able to scramble out.

“So that’s it?” Arthur asked. “Should we evacuate to the next wall?”

“Not quite. Mizu, are you ready?”

“Yes,” Mizu said. “Whenever you say.”

“Hold off for a bit. I see another big one coming.”

Another large, less bone-clad monster did fall into the chute, fully blocking the tunnel as it struggled to climb out. Milo held up a hand indicating Mizu should wait and turned around to shout down the wall.

“Cleanout shove! We’re about to activate the spout.”

The workers and fighters at the bottom all put their backs into shoving the living monsters and corpses towards the chute. In the chaos, the chute quickly filled with living and dead monsters alike. After a few blinks, the chute was invisible, covered by a high mound of struggling monsters.

“Okay, that should do it. Any time, Mizu.”

“We did not build to last when we equipped your villages with wells,” Mizu said. “We denied the spirit of our peace-settlements, creating un-lasting works that failed after only a few generations.”

Mizu reached down to the battlements and lit up a hair-thin rune. Arthur watched as the majicka-glow dove down the wall towards the ground, then arced to the sides of the chute. Once there, a brighter glow began to build. And build. And build.

“Watch this.” Mizu grabbed Arthur’s arm as she pointed to the chute. “This is the fun part.”

A loud crack sounded from the ramp. Arthur tried to remember where he had heard that exact sound before and gasped as he suddenly placed it. It was a rune-failure sound, the sound Mizu’s waterways had made when they broke down.

“You didn’t.”

“I did!” Mizu grinned maniacally. “It’s much easier to dig a big well when you don’t care about quality. I decided the monsters didn’t deserve quality.”

A massive wave of water rushed out of the broken well, washing over the monsters with tons and tons of force. At first, the monsters didn’t give at all, fighting back against the flow of the liquid with beast-strength and standing their ground in a way that was strangely admirable.

“It’s not working.” Mizu frowned at the exploding well. “They aren’t going to clear.”

“They will. We did the math with Spiky, remember? It’s going to be fine.”

The most water Arthur had seen Mizu channel was when her runes had failed and covered half the town in water. This was the same thing, an intentionally sabotaged well, broken simply and in pursuit of just pushing a lot of water through. It could hardly not work.

There was a scraping sound as the weird bony cat thing broke loose from its wedged position and moved down the chute. The other monsters were immediately shoved that much further back and scrambled to find their footing.

The momentum of the water continued to build. Finally, it hit a breaking point, and the monsters suddenly were swept away at incredible speeds like a clog clearing out of a storm drain pipe.

“Whoa,” Milo said. “That worked better than I thought.”

“Should I do the others?”

“Oh, not yet. Wait for it, Mizu. We can get so very many more.”

Arthur was smart enough not to ask what the other wells were meant for. By now, he was sold on the whole fun-surprises-for-Arthur concept. It really was helping with his stress levels.

The monsters continued coming all day, but Arthur wasn’t there for all of it. The defense went in shifts. The warriors swapped out, working the bottom before moving to the top of the wall to throw rocks themselves. Meanwhile, Arthur was sent away to rest with the other first-shift fighters.

“Will the wall last overnight?” Arthur was drinking a calming tea, a rare everything-he-could-put-into-it brew meant for himself that had taken a good chunk of his majicka. “It’s taking damage now.”

“It will. I promise,” Milo said. “Karra’s work crews know their stuff, and the enchantress is refreshing the self-healing runes as fast as she can. That’s where Lily is putting her majicka right now. It will hold.”

“I feel bad eating good food while the other shift is up there fighting.”

“Don’t.” Rhodia was working on a giant monster-meat steak. The monster had been drawn up with hooks and ropes by Puka, who had wanted to see if that was even possible and had almost been pulled down from the wall for his curiosity. “The people who are up there now ate good all day. Resting is part of your job right now, Arthur.”

Arthur nodded and did his best. Everyone around him looked like they were in about the same boat. They were trying to rest and recover for their next shift, something that was only so possible amidst the sounds of the distant shrieks of monsters falling off cliffs or getting the business end of falling rocks.

“A walk, Arthur. Down to the beach.” As they finished their meals, Mizu grabbed his arm and dragged him from his seat. “It will be good. I promise.”

Arthur walked with her, gazing wistfully at his beautiful town. If he read Milo right, the first wall would hold until morning. At the same time, he was pretty sure that it wouldn’t last much longer than the morning. There were a lot of unspoken things in the air, and Arthur had seen the looks on the more construction- and defense-oriented townspeople. It was a matter of time before the wall fell.

“Look.” Mizu broke Arthur out of his trance by shaking his arm. “Do you see?”

“The water?”

“Kind of. Look closer.”

Arthur did. There were a few monster bodies bobbing here and there, but he assumed that wasn’t what Mizu was pointing at. It was ten seconds or so before he calmed down enough to see what she was actually pointing at, and he immediately had to admit it was beautiful. The stars and moon were in the water.

“Does it always reflect like that?”

“Not always. It has to be a pretty clear night to be this good. But the air is dry today. And cold. Cold air is even drier.”

“Is that a thing?”

“It is. I think. That’s not the point, Arthur. Isn’t it pretty?”

“It actually really is.” Arthur guided Mizu over a log someone had set near the high-tide mark. They sat a few feet from the water lapping up the beach and stared at the ocean. “You know we won’t have much time to look at things like this if all the walls fall. Rebuilding takes a lot of doing.”

“It does. But that’s not what you should be thinking about. We get to be here right now. We made this place. Right now, we have it. And you said yourself that it’ll be worth having it again, right?”

“I guess.”

“He guesses.” Mizu pinched Arthur’s arm. “You know. And next time, we will build more walls. More traps. We’ll know what we have to do and have more time. And more people. But for now, we have what we have. And it’s all good things.”

It really was all good things. One of Arthur’s favorite people in the whole world was sitting by him. But there weren’t any bad people in town, that he could tell. The demons didn’t seem to manufacture them. There weren’t bad buildings or ugly parts of town. There weren’t things that were broken that nobody had any interest in fixing. Eventually, the town would spill out of the valley and even more people would come, building the town into a city.

Eventually, though. Not necessarily now. The town might still be rubble tomorrow. But for now, Mizu was right. It was all good.

“I’m making a rule. Whenever you’re on this side of the walls, you have to think about how good the town is before you say anything. Just to focus.” Mizu clapped his knee. “Think about the water. Or the people. Or your store. Things that we won’t lose, or that we can get back. This is our place, Arthur.”
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The wall was still there the next day.

Arthur wasn’t surprised that it was, considering people with a better eye for structures than him had told him it would be. But he became much, much more perplexed on the how of its continued existence once he climbed the ladder to his post, distributed his tea, and finally peeked his head over the wall to take a look.

“How? There’s… nothing there. It’s like it’s standing on a toothpick at this point.” Arthur goggled at the impossible sight of a wall balanced on what amounted to a sliver of rock at its base, a narrow enough foundation that it should have long ago tipped over or crumbled entirely. “It’s not possible.”

“Oh, Arthur. You thought I’d build a wall that fell down for just any monster horde?” Karra slapped him on the shoulder. “It’s not falling down because it can’t. We’re reinforcing the base where the warriors were standing, and the whole wall is more or less pinned to the cliffs on either side.”

“So what happens when the bottom is out completely? Will the wall just hover?”

“Ha, I wish. It needs some contact with the ground. There’s no way around that. There’s some time before the monsters take out enough of the supports for it to actually fall. Eventually though, we’ll have to move on to different plans.” Karra swiped a tea off Arthur’s tray. “The wall falling was always part of the plan. We just have to make it take as long as possible.”

The first step in delaying the wall’s fall was a sortie, a military force launched from a protected position to clear the monsters. The various warriors in town were geared up, pumped up, and generally ready to cause some violence.

“This can’t be safe,” Arthur commented.

Onna rolled her eyes.

“It’s not safe, Arthur. Warrior work isn’t. Ever. The point of what they do isn’t to stay safe. It’s to keep the danger within acceptable margins. This is what they do. You have to trust them.”

“And the monsters won’t get in when we open the gates?” Arthur glanced down at the big iron gates, which were so thick and anchored so far into the wall they were impossible to take down without destroying the wall around them. “There are a lot of monsters out there.”

“Arthur, just watch.” Onna grabbed onto the ladder and set herself to slide down. “Trust me. It will be quite the show.”

“Over here, buddy. I’ll help you understand what’s going on.” Milo waved Arthur over. “First things first, you are going to want to watch the wall right about there.”

“There?” Arthur squinted his eyes at the ground-level section that protruded just past the gate. “It looks like normal rock.”

“And it is. For about an inch. Behind that, it’s all secret tunnel.”

“What?!”

“Secret tunnel. It was deemed best not to tell you about it,” Lily said, approaching bleary-eyed and sitting on the edge of the wall. She had slept up here, Arthur was told, waking up periodically to dump her majicka stores and then going back to whatever sleep she could get on a stone wall surrounded by monsters. “Mizu said you’d freak out.”

“She’s right. And honestly, I’m not sure I believe you guys.” Arthur looked at the wall again, suspiciously. “It looks like normal rock to me.”

“And to the monsters. It’s why they don’t bust through.”

“But what keeps them from busting through the tunnel once it’s open? There are hundreds of monsters down there. They will just get swarmed.”

“About that. Puka, are you about ready?”

“Just about. Say the word.”

Milo grinned. “The word.”

Puka leaned far over the wall, catching the end of a rope tied through a hook and pulling it. The knot it was connected to gave way, and a dozen or so feet down the wall, a big net chock-full of rocks lurched visibly.

“Once that rope is loosened, the others aren’t strong enough to hold up the rocks very long. They should be breaking just about now,” Milo explained.

A couple more ropes did give way, dumping the contents of the net bag to the ground below. And contents, Arthur felt, was not a strong enough word to describe what he was seeing. Up on the wall, it was hard to get a sense of the scale of what the trapper had managed to accomplish in terms of total suspended load, but now that the rocks were falling, it was clear that the net didn’t just hold a small, kill-a-few-monsters payload.

It’s a landslide. He contained a whole landslide somehow.

The rocks thundered down, hitting the big pile of monsters and careening out wildly in all directions. The rocks the town was throwing down from the wall weren’t small, ranging from baseball-sized to larger, human-head-sized projectiles. These were bigger, beyond what the average crafter would have been able to lift. Given that they were all more-or-less round, the extra heft didn’t seem to hurt their ability to travel at all.

“Oooh, that’s a good result for the small ones.” Lily yawned and stretched as the rocks below created large-scale chaos in the ranks of the dungeon monsters. “I thought it would do less.”

“The small ones?” Arthur looked down at the crushed front-line of the enemy army. “There’s a big one?”

“Of course there’s a big one. You’ve seen it, Arthur. The small ones were mainly to create a harder surface so the next rocks could bounce better. We didn’t want all the force to be wasted on something that doesn’t need it.”

As Lily finished up her speech, Arthur turned to see Puka struggling with a much larger rope, heaving his body back hard to finally detach it from the hook. Again, the weird perspective kept him from really appreciating what was happening until it happened. If the previous net contained a landslide, this one might as well have contained a mountain.

The rock really did bounce off the previous round of rubble, going much further and faster than the rocks from the first net had. It was a demon-made natural disaster. When the dust cleared, the approach to the town was clean of living monsters. As far as the rocks had reached, nothing lived.

And then, with a shout, the warriors emerged, charging across the rubble like it was flat ground and smashing into the front line of the monsters. As many dungeon beasts as might have been in the surrounding area, only so many of them could get between the cliff edges at once. When faced with the organization of Coldbrook’s fighters, hunters, and combat support classes, they were stopped cold.

“That’s terrifying. How do they stand up to that?” Arthur said as tried to imagine himself fighting the monsters.

“They’ve practiced for it as long as they’ve had their classes. It’s nothing they haven’t seen before.” Puka leaned on the wall and watched as the monsters slammed against the warriors, getting slaughtered for their trouble. “It’s just more monsters than what they usually encounter in the dungeons. They can handle more. For a while, at least.”

“And then they run?”

“And then they run. Don’t worry. Onna’s with them, and she’s cautious. The other warriors had to talk her into this in the first place. She’ll pull them back when it’s time.”

And she did. When a visibly bigger and heavier beast came forward and she saw that it managed to push back the demon line, Onna called for retreat. In seconds, they were all running away at full tilt back towards the gate.

“Won’t the monsters follow them in?” Arthur glanced at the gaping hole in the cliffside. “They can use tunnels, right?”

“Not this one.” Milo shook his head. “This one is booby-trapped with a big cube of iron. It took us forever to figure out how to keep it in the air over the tunnel. As soon as the warriors get through, they’ll knock out the supports and it’ll block the way behind them.”

“And the monsters can’t get through that?” Arthur asked.

“It would be easier for them to get through the rock. And you’ve noticed they aren’t trying that.”

The fleeing demons were easily outpacing the monster forces and, at first, it looked like they were going to get back to the town pretty clean. That plan was ruined when a warrior Arthur couldn’t identify due to the distance suddenly fell down, then rose to a crouch without actually getting back to his feet.

“Oh, gods, that’s bad,” Puka said. “They broke something. The others are going back.”

“Do they have time for that? And to get back safely?”

“Let’s hope.”

The three of them watched as the group reached their fallen member and started to work to free them while the monsters crept closer and closer to their position. Finally, the group started moving again, dragging their injured member with them. It was too late. The monsters were surrounding them on three sides, and closing in on the fourth. Only the flashing steel they held in their hands was keeping them back.

“Milo? Puka? Please tell me there’s another surprise that’ll fix everything,” Arthur said as he gripped the wall’s palisades.

Milo shook his head. “From this far? No. And everyone we have that can actually fight is out there. They’re going to have to fight their way through.”

“How? There are thousands of those things. They’re pinned down.”

“I don’t know, Arthur. Just… pray. For something.”

Before Arthur actually tried to pray to this world’s gods, a roar unlike those of the beasts suddenly went up, and he looked down just in time to see several of the monsters hurtle through the air in the wake of a huge, brown, furry arm.

“Oh, I was wondering where Rumble got to,” Lily said. “I guess they were right that he was going through some kind of change. He’s bigger.”

“Bigger? He’s huge.” Arthur watched as the Prata snarled and crashed through monster after monster, shredding through the mob like a sharp wrecking ball. “He must be four times as big as Daisy.”

“That’s how they are.” Spiky had just run over from his position on the wall. “Males are bigger than females in their species. Just not usually that much bigger. It must have been the monster meat. They don’t usually get any.”

The chaos Rumble caused in the monster ranks gave the warriors more than enough cover to get moving again. The monsters suddenly had a much bigger problem to deal with, and ignored the warriors completely until they were through the tunnel and Arthur heard the crash of the iron tunnel-blocking apparatus slamming down. Rumble continued fighting, clearing out dozens upon dozens of beasts before a few well-placed shots from the monsters left him scraped, cut, and bleeding.

“Run, Rumble, run.” Lily watched as Rumble charged at a thinner part of the monster wave, breaking his own way out with his bulk as he ambled towards freedom and safety. “Do you think he knew we needed help, Spiky?”

“Maybe. Or else he just got tired of monsters in his territory. Pratas aren’t usually friendly animals.”

“He’s nice to us, but...” Arthur waved his arm at the general wreckage the Prata had left in his wake. “I’m not sure anything that can do that is nice.”

“What about Karbo?” Lily asked.

“Touché.”
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The wall did not last much longer, but it did last almost to the end of Arthur’s shift. The demons threw rocks and shot arrows as best they could, but the blocked stabbing-holes and used traps meant that there just wasn’t much more they could do to keep the monsters from carving away at the wall.

It wouldn’t have lasted even as long as it did if not for the fact that some monsters tried to climb the wall itself to attack the defenders. That meant the monsters were split, with only some of them working on the wall itself. And because of the rocks and debris, the monsters never quite had the opportunity to get completely through the wall at any given point. As they chipped away at the wall, they’d be forced a few inches higher every so often, constantly degrading the wall but never actually penetrating it completely.

Even that couldn’t last forever. Arthur felt the shaking of the wall as it got less and less steady under his feet, and was ready when Karra finally came to announce that the first line of defense was ready to fall.

“All right, everyone. The next shift has taken their positions at the second wall. You are all officially off defense duty until the morning.”

“Is the wall going to fall?” Arthur said. “Or stay up for a bit longer?”

“It’ll hold for about an hour. But we need that much time to cut all the anchors that hold it to the cliff. No use letting it go to waste.”

“To waste?” Arthur perked up. “There’s a use for it?”

“I’ve already said too much. Just hang out for an hour or so. You’ll see.”

Arthur withdrew to the second wall and watched as the work crews dropped themselves down on ropes, using chisels to cut the anchors that had held the wall steady as its base was eroded by the steady pressure of the monster wave. At the same time, he watched in interest as several of Hune’s iron-smelting furnaces were lifted up the ladder and set up at evenly spaced intervals at the top of the wall.

“What’s that about? Last minute reinforcing?” Arthur looked to Lily for answers. He knew she had them. “It has to be too late for that.”

“It is. Just wait,” Lily said. “And eat. I brought snacks for this part.”

The foundries smoked as Lily tried to keep Arthur’s mind off things. It took the hour that Karra had predicted and then another half hour besides before the wall actually fell. The monsters got louder and louder as they packed in closer and closer around the doomed wall. Finally, Karra signaled for the workers, warriors, and lone metal refiner to retreat.

Arthur’s eyes were drawn to the base of the wall as he heard a loud crack and saw a sharp, metallic-looking horn burst through the rock. It then swept side to side, clearing out bricks and fragments of slapstone until there was room for the boar-like monster to come through. Having finally breached the defenses, the monster looked up at the secondary wall and brayed in both aggression and victory.

“Oh, that was a mistake,” Lily said. “And he doesn’t even know it yet. How cute.”

In the hole the boar had bored in the wall, fragments of rock and brick were still falling. Not only that, but the amount and size of falling fragments was increasing faster and faster. Once a truly big chunk fell, one that was big enough to startle the boar that had made the hole, Arthur realized what was happening. The wall was collapsing forward. It was just a matter of gravity and time now.

“I talked to Karra about this,” Lily exclaimed as she puffed herself up. “And the trick to it is that the wall is leaning ever so slightly forward. It’s not the kind of thing you could see if you weren’t looking for it, but there’s only one way it can fall.”

“Oh, sh…” Arthur began to say, only to be drowned out by the cataclysmic failure of the wall in its entirety. With an unearthly whooshing of wind and a sound that would have deafened anyone without a few points in vitality, the wall came down, tipping forward as it did until it finally slapped into the surface of the Demon World. Arthur couldn’t even see what effect it had on the monster wave, given that the whole world was dust and the still-loud sound of settling rock. And in that moment of blindness, he had an odd thought that he probably should have had a week ago.

“The stream,” Arthur yelled. “Didn’t that bury the town’s stream?”

“Oh, absolutely. That’s why we diverted it. You’ve really been in your own head for the last few days, haven’t you?” Lily punched Arthur softly in the arm. “You’ve walked over the dry bed at least a few times that I’ve seen.”

“Oh.” Arthur was sheepish. “I guess I have. Will we get it back?”

“Yup. We’ll just dig it out later. There wasn’t any way to do the traps without it. Mizu’s well used the water from the stream. I can’t believe you didn’t realize that either.”

After a few minutes, a chance breeze came through and whisked away the worst of the dust, laying bare the devastation that the wall had caused. There was rubble and a large empty space, bordered on one side by the town’s second wall and the other by a still-endless wave of monsters.

“Are those… metal?” Arthur said. “There’s a shiny line at the edge of the monster wave.”

“Hune thought that one up.”

“The smelters that they put up?”

“Yeah, there were little canisters of water in each of those. When they came down, the canisters broke, and…” Lily made a little motion with her hands. “Boom. Liquid iron everywhere.”

“So what does that mean?” Arthur asked. For some reason, the monsters were still waiting at the edge of the metal line.

“It buys us some time. And makes the monsters’ lives harder. It’s like walking on a very spiky beach. It’s not fun. Every little bit helps.”
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Somehow, impossibly, the defense of the town felt like routine when Arthur got up the next day. Most of the big surprises were gone. Milo and Puka had a few more traps set up, mostly of the pitfall and rock-slide variety. The terrain outside the town was much harder for the monsters to navigate now, and every trap meant mass casualties in the attacking force. But soon enough, even those had run their course.

The second wall had more pokey-holes reaching higher on the wall than the first, by virtue of the wall being built later in the process. It was also thicker, if not quite as high. By any objective numerical measure, the monsters were losing. Thousands and thousands of them had fallen, without causing so much as a single serious injury on the Coldbrook side. In return, they had taken down one wall. But with only two more walls between the town and a disordered retreat-by-sea, nobody seemed to feel good about those numbers.

The better part of two days passed that way, with the town chipping away at the monsters as best they could. Another sortie was launched, through yet another tunnel. Milo confirmed that would be the last. The monsters were mostly unintelligent, but some were bright enough to catch on to patterns. After the second attack was finished, Arthur saw some of them poking at the rock wall, as if searching for another tunnel. It wasn’t safe to give them another opportunity to break through.
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“I wonder how Corbin is doing.” Arthur put down a tray of food he had retrieved from one of the cooks, setting it next to a similar platter of juice drinks he had bought for everyone. “I guess he couldn’t sneak back in through that.”

“No, and he wouldn’t. If he didn’t find help, he would go to another town to wait this out. That was always the plan, whether he said so or not,” Milo said.

“And he didn’t find help,” Arthur said. “At least not yet.”

“Oh, he might have.”

“I don’t see any of them out there.”

“You wouldn’t.” Lith sipped on a drink before pulling over one of the plates of roasted vegetables and meat pastries. “They’d work from the other side. They can’t very well get to the town, but monster waves tend to move in one direction with more focus than you’d expect. If Corbin found help, they are all working on the back of this wave.”

“Ah,” Arthur said. “Not much help to us at the front.”

“It’s help.” Mizu sipped on a glass of water, drawn from the dedicated well in Arthur’s shop. “Remember that this is about numbers. If we can defeat all the monsters before the last wall falls, we win. It doesn’t matter where they are defeated so long as they don’t get in.”

“War of attrition?”

“Right.” Onna speared a broccoli-stem-like vegetable they had recently begun growing and chewed it, continuing on with her mouth partially full. “We just have to wait for the rescue. We hold out as long as we can for that.”

That night, Arthur broke the council’s rule and worked outside of his shift trying to invent a new tea, anything that would give just a little more power to the fighting forces of the town. Any edge would help, but an entire half of the night spent in furious research and development yielded nothing but exhaustion and the accompanying baggy eyes the next morning.

At the wall the next day, Arthur saw Skal standing alone in the center of the platform, holding a rod. Against all good sense, he was angling.

“Skal.” Arthur climbed up next to him. “What in the name of the gods are you doing?”

“You shouldn’t be up here, son. They should have stopped you at the third wall.”

“I’m sneaky like that, I guess. You didn’t answer my question.”

“Just a little angling,” Skal said. “You work as long as I have, you get some odd skills. Some of them combine in odd ways.”

Skal flicked his wrist, sending an absurdly long fishing line whipping through the air, carrying a hook as big as the palm of Arthur’s hand. Another flick brought it down into the throng of monsters, where it caught something big enough to stretch the line taut and bend the rod to near-breaking.

“This is the fun part. I have an achievement, won’t tell you how I got it, but it’s called Leviathan Landing. Lets me lift a living being with my rod a certain distance, regardless of weight.”

Skal pulled up on the rod, and a loud shriek from a very surprised monster sounded as the huge, armored beast rose above its friends and then was redirected downwards with yet another flick of Skal’s wrist. It slammed into the ground in front of the wall and skidded back away from the angler, taking out any smaller monster in its wake until it finally bashed into a piece of rubble large enough to eat up its remaining momentum.

“That is neat. Why aren’t you doing that all the time?”

“It’s an every-once-in-a-while kind of skill. I have a few charges of it. I was waiting for a calm time to use them, and this seemed like it.”

“Ah.” Arthur sat on the battlements. “So I gather this wall is coming down, too?”

“Any minute now. How are you holding up?”

“Fine. As fine as I can be, anyway. How do you think we’re doing?”

Skal shrugged and cut the line on his pole near the top before disassembling the whole thing and stowing it in a wooden box. “No way to tell. Past the trees, there could be a million of them. Or six. This is the kind of fight you just keep fighting until you see if you’ve won.”

“Do you at least have a best guess?”

“If you force me? Sure. Even chances.”

“Echh.” Arthur grimaced. “That bad?”

“Arthur, a month ago, if I was honest, I would have said five-to-one. You kids have done well here. No matter what happens, you’ll have that. People will talk about this. Win or lose. And that’s important. The expansion was never meant to be easy. Monster waves, in some ways, are a great way to test if a new society’s experiments are sound. To see if they’re worth keeping around. And what you’ve done here is worth keeping around. I’ve seen what everyone has invested in this town. All that the town needs now is faith. And once you’ve conquered a monster wave, the town will have that.”
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With his limited fishing-combat resources expended, Skal led Arthur away from the doomed wall to their last intact layer of defense. The second wall fell much like the first one had, causing widespread destruction and an empty gulf in the battlefield that was filled in almost immediately by the monster wave. There was still no end in sight.

Arthur almost would have given up his new boots for a clear sightline to the end of the wave. Almost. He remembered what Mizu had said and wriggled his toes around in them a bit, feeling the supreme comfort before he went back to worrying about the wave. And, like magic, things really were a little bit better. The boots were nice, and so were the people who made them. It was a little easier to face the stress in front of the wall by remembering the good that was currently behind it.

After staring out at their foes for a bit longer, Arthur went to work on his morning’s tea. If he was being honest about it, his heart wasn’t exactly in tea-making for the first time. The people on the wall changed that. There wasn’t a single demon who wasn’t chucking stones with all their might, cheering and pointing as they cleared out just a little bit more of the enemy forces.

The archers had moved to platforms on the cliffside which gave them slightly better sightlines. They worked hard as well, shooting arrows at a blistering, almost-unaimed pace meant to put as many arrows into the air as possible. Arthur saw workers carting barrel after barrel of the arrows, and he was dimly aware that there was a whole team of people working to make sure the archers didn’t run out.

The town was like that. Below him, he could hear the increasingly ragged-looking enchantress shouting out updates to Karra as she dumped her majicka into the wall again, keeping it standing much longer than it otherwise would have. He could see Karra using her new class to maximum effect as she ran from group to group and optimized their efforts to keep the wall as reinforced and shored up as it possibly could be.

Arthur could see Lily productively resting and dousing the entire lot of them in majicka. That was a new thing, the product of a level up and an achievement that widened the scope of what the skill considered a project. She could now power the entire mass of people at work on the wall. It was heavily penalized in terms of efficiency, but Spiky and Leena had spent over an hour on the math verifying that it was still a net gain.

Everyone was putting their backs into the entire project, doing what they did best. In the end, all Arthur had to contribute was tea. And as he began adding the water to the tea leaves in a big pot, he found a new sense of purpose. Even tea had its place. He was going to put every single bit of effort he could into the drinks.

And then the world started to go dark. Arthur had enough presence of mind to place his finished drink on the table before he began to stumble forward. And being on the wall, he became aware that if something didn’t stop him soon, he was going to overshoot the battlements on the wall, plummet some dozens of feet, and head-plant directly into the monster wave itself.

Before he could stop himself, his sight went entirely black.

When Arthur came to, he found himself propped up against the battlement and staring right at his spiky friend.

“Wow. Arthur, I think I’ve probably mentioned this before, but you have a tendency to get a little too wrapped up in your work. I can almost feel the majicka gap around you right now.” Spiky shivered a little. “It’s prickly.”

“Wha happen?” Arthur slurred. “Just made tea.”

“Yeah, about that,” Spiky said. “I’m not too familiar with how your skill works, but even I know that tea is not supposed to glow like that.”

Mizu was suddenly there, followed directly by Lily, both of whom stubbornly refused to allow him to inspect his new creation until he could form complete sentences. In his daze, he was vaguely annoyed by that.

“I’m fine.” Arthur struggled to steady the words in his mouth. “Have to tea.”

“No you don’t.” Mizu reached down to a flask on her hip, then seemed to reconsider and rooted around in her pack until she found another smaller container. “Drink this, Arthur. Or I’ll throw you over the wall myself.”

“What this?”

“It’s water. Of a particular kind. Stop talking and start drinking.” Mizu lifted the flask up to Arthur’s lips, blocking further argument by pouring a good portion of the contents directly into his mouth. “Now swallow.”

Arthur did, and felt his tongue unlock a bit almost immediately. “It makes my hands tingle.”

“No, Arthur.” Lily flicked him. “It makes you recover enough to realize your hands and feet are asleep. Now, where’s that medic?”

“Here.” The medic came up from behind, kneeling by Arthur. “What did he do this time?”

“Something with tea.”

The medic held his hand up to Arthur’s forehead and concentrated for a moment.

“Yup. Checks out. He’ll be fine, just majicka deficiency. I’m assuming whatever made that tea glow is at fault.” The medic took a majicka-recovery pill out of his pack and moved it towards Arthur’s mouth, shoving it in before Arthur could complain. “Quiet, you. We have plenty of these left and no place to dump them. I’m guessing whatever that tea does more than makes up for the cost.”

“What else should we do? I’ve never seen him this loopy before,” Mizu asked.

“You want my professional opinion, Mizu?” the medic said.

“Yes.”

“Stop being nice to him when he does it.” The medic stood up and started going to the next place that needed him. “If I had a girlfriend and a little owl-demon who were sympathetically supportive every time I did something stupid, I’d probably get hurt all the time too.”

It was another two minutes before the girls would let him up to look at the tea. Arthur finally got a notification for it the moment his eyes settled on the glowing-gold liquid.

———

Our Home (Named Unique)

Most of the time, your tea-making skills work off your memory. You imagine some sensation, then try to duplicate it in the tea. In doing so, you infuse your skills with the power to bring that fantasy into reality, in however small a way.

But what would happen if you did the same thing while staring at the inspiration full in the face, present and actual? And that you, fearing nothing, added your own hopes and emotions on top of the fully visible thing you were hoping to enhance?

Well, on top of a very significant headache, you’d get this tea.

Our Home is a tea of possessive feelings, fondness, and dedication to a place. It’s the difference between living in a house that someone else erected and one you built with your hands. It’s eating vegetables you grew in soil that you turned yourself. It’s the difference between the affection you feel for your own creation and someone else’s, even if you are fond of both.

And, more importantly, it’s a tea that enhances efforts to nurture and protect that place.

Our home can only be created in a time of pivotal importance for the place you yourself call home, and only once during a particular period of that nature. It has a moderately positive effect on the drinker which varies from person to person depending on their own talents and thoughts regarding the town.

———

“Oh, wow. Lily, tea assistant time. Old-school style. Get me cups and trays, now.” As Lily fist pumped in joy at a rare return to her old job, Arthur started piling majicka-enhanced boba into cups, throwing ice in for good measure and dipping generous portions of the tea out. This was supposed to be the batch that lasted the entire shift, so there was plenty. “Start getting this out. Mizu, could you find Onna and tell her to figure out how to get the archers some of this? I think it’s going to be important.”

“Absolutely.” Mizu started walking away, then turned just before dropping down the ladder. “And it’s good to see you smile again, Arthur.”

Arthur hadn’t known he was smiling, but a quick feel of his own face confirmed that he was beaming, ear to ear.
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The wildly different effects on each drinker made it hard to fully understand what impact Arthur’s tea was having. Was this archer firing faster because of the tea, or because they were naturally a fast shooter? Or was the tea helping a particular worker to carry heavier loads, or was that worker just more excited because of the monsters? It was hard to say. But a simple glance over the wall revealed what looking at the individual demons couldn’t. The cumulative effect of the drink was substantial, and that was evident in the pace at which the attacking monsters were put out of commission.

As the hours wore on, Spiky told Arthur that the tea had probably given something like a ten percent increase to the efficiency of the town’s efforts overall, something he was only able to calculate because of his own cup of tea. Arthur wasn’t sure he believed that, but he could see the kind of effect Spiky was talking about here and there. Runes were now putting off more light. Efforts to shove monster piles away from the wall were actually working. And somehow, in ways Arthur didn’t even think was possible, the rocks were heavier. Or at least they were acting like they were, so long as a Coldbrook-ite was throwing them.

The monsters, however, had a strength all their own. No matter how fast or how efficiently the town pushed them back, they just kept coming. There was still no end in sight that Arthur could see, and they were steadily chipping away at the wall.

The third wall was the hurried job, the shorter and less heavily constructed of all the walls Karra had been able to push up. The monsters did more damage when they scratched at it. The rocks accelerated less and hit lighter because they were thrown lower. The tea was helping, but the third wall was never expected to last as long as the others. By the end of Arthur’s shift, the monsters were shaking the wall with every solid hit they managed.

“It’s almost over, Arthur,” Karra said. “I know it’s not what you want to hear. But it’s true. There’s a half hour left.”

“That’s all?” Arthur’s face fell. “Nothing we can do?”

“We could probably make it an hour if you wanted to risk a messier retreat. Your call.”

Arthur wanted those thirty minutes. He really did. He stared out at the tree line, where he hoped reinforcements might appear. Another thirty minutes might just give Corbin and the warriors time to get there and save the day.

But it probably won’t. Time to be the mayor.

“No, let’s not,” Arthur said. “We need to be safe. Tell me when to give the order, and I’ll give it.”

A wave of relief passed over Karra’s face. “Thanks, Arthur. I appreciate it.”

The town still fought on, more desperately now. They could all tell the time was coming to an end. Rocks flew. As the archers worked through the very last of their arrow stock, they came down from the cliffs and threw stones themselves. The construction crews climbed up on the scaffolding on the safe side of the wall, ready to push it over and buy a few moments of chaos if circumstances demanded it.

Arthur barely saw any of that. He was looking out over his perfect, beautiful town. It would be ruined in an hour and flattened within the day. And there was nothing to do about it anymore. Somehow, he found some peace in that. He had really tried his hardest. Everyone had. And they all knew it. They’d be back to try again one day.

He sighed.

And then his sigh was cut off by a gasp. He turned to see Lily looking wide-eyed at the forest. Then he looked to the forest itself, where he saw nothing that exceptional.

“What is it?”

“An arrow just hit a monster at the tree line.”

“Wow. What a shot. That’s… farther than I thought our archers could shoot.”

“No, Arthur. Look.” Lily grabbed Arthur’s head and cranked it to a particular spot. “It hit him from behind.”

Another monster fell, then another, each sprouting arrows out of their backs, And then steel flashed and armor shone as the monster wave finally found its end, and a group of ragged, exhausted warriors emerged from the forest and let out a simple, ferocious battle cry.

Corbin was at their head, smiling like an idiot. He had done it. The cavalry had arrived.
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“Arthur, decision time.” Onna heard the cheer and was on top of the wall so fast Arthur suspected she had Karbo-jumped to the top. “Are we still retreating? The safe bet is to run. There are hundreds of monsters out there. Maybe thousands. If we’re caught when the wall goes down, it’ll be bad.”

“And how much time does the wall have left?”

“Minutes,” Karra said. “Or more. It’s impossible to say right now.”

Arthur stared down at the monsters. There were still too many of them to count, even despite Corbin’s heroic charge at the back of the wave. If anything, the ones that were left looked especially tough.

“What are the chances someone gets hurt?”

“Honestly? Fifty-fifty. Seriously hurt, maybe twenty-eighty. But that’s without considering your tea. There’s no telling what it will do.”

“What does everyone want?”

“With hope so close, they want to stay and fight. But that’s why it’s your decision. Do we take the risk, or do we play it safe? The fighters were particularly vocal.”

“Let me go talk to the fighters.” Arthur walked to the ladder and slid down to the ground-level of the defense efforts. The warriors were still pushing the monsters away from their stations but perked up as Arthur arrived. “You all want this? To fight out there?”

They all nodded as one. Nobody talked.

“We still need someone to cover the retreat. Just in case,” Arthur said.

“I’ll do it, Arthur,” Onna said. “Guard, remember? I get perks for that.”

“Okay. Fine.” Arthur climbed up the ladder and back to the wall as the warriors cheered. He caught Karra’s eye and nodded. “Everyone! Listen!”

The whole town, admirably, kept throwing rocks as they quieted down in expectation of whatever he was about to say.

“Crafters and non-combatants, get to the boats. Workers, get ready to tip this wall. The warriors have asked to fight it out, and I decided to let them. Unilaterally. This is on my head.” Arthur gulped. “I’m staying with them. Keep a boat warm for me, okay?”
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As the wall crashed down, Arthur got a notification, one he had to shove aside to watch as the final defense of Coldbrook began. The warriors waited just long enough for the wall to crumble before charging, taking the monster hoard by surprise. The archers had dipped into some super-secret tactical reserve of arrows, and followed the group of melee combatants, alternating between firing over their heads and picking off the few monsters who managed to squeeze by the formation.

Almost immediately, Arthur knew it wasn’t going to be enough. The monsters weren’t falling fast enough. From his vantage on top of Talca’s barn, he could see that the monster wave was surging harder and faster than any of them had expected. And the fighters, despite their spirits, were exhausted. The monsters were gaining ground, and every second the fighters waited was a bit of extra danger. They’d have to retreat.

Or they would have. Rumble and Daisy chose that moment to appear for the second time. The two Pratas came from beyond the tree line, cutting laterally across the remnants of the monster wave and wreaking havoc. Rumble, especially, seemed right at home fighting the monsters, likely thanks to the dungeon delving he had done earlier. The Prata charge broke the monsters just enough to let the warriors hold on.

For a few minutes, things looked hopeful. The monsters were disorganized, the Pratas were invincible, and the warriors were holding up just fine. Then one of the front line fighters took a bad step on uneven ground and tripped, getting a wound to their chest in the bargain. The others started to pick up nicks and scratches here and there, and then more substantial injuries as things started spiraling in a negative cycle.

Corbin’s cavalry in the back were still pushing hard, but they were still too far away from the front line action. There was only so much a group that small could do.

It was once again time for Arthur to make the hard decision. Without his orders, someone was going to get badly hurt or worse. He’d have to pull them out. Nobody else could.

And he only had seconds to decide to do it. In those seconds, he grasped desperately for a way not to fail, not to collapse when the light at the end of the tunnel was fully visible in the distance. Scrambling for anything, he finally brought up his notification.

———

Mayoral Powers Increased!

You have made a hard decision for the town in a time of peril, taking heavy responsibility firmly on your shoulders. As such, you have unlocked two potential options for the management of your city. Only one may be deployed at a time, with a one-week cooldown if you choose to switch between them at a later time. Choose wisely!

———

———

Defensive Blast Rune

Working in conjunction with the town’s enchanters, you may take control of a rune array built to store massive amounts of majicka over time and release them in a single, powerful blow to a large area either in or outside the city. Alternately, you may narrow the beam to one exceptionally dangerous target.

The damage dealt by the beam scales with the size and quality of the rune array attached to it, as does the recharge rate of the weapon.

———

———

Mayoral Buff

You may buff a small group of workers, combatants, or crafters who are exerting themselves to better your city or town. The number of workers affected by this buff is limited to twenty individuals and the power of the buff varies depending on the duration chosen.

———

———

Alert! No rune array detected. Defaulting to Mayoral Buff.

———

Damn, Arthur thought. I would have loved to have a death laser right about now.

Still, the buff was something, and Arthur was glad for a lifeline, no matter how small. He gritted his teeth and selected the shortest possible duration for the skill, which ended up being ten minutes. And then he hit yes on the system screen. The option for using mayoral powers grayed out on his screen, and the warriors started to glitter. Not a lot, and not from their bodies. But their weapons and armor began to look just a little brighter, then to move just a little quicker as they fought.

And the monsters began to fall faster and faster. Daisy and Rumble had apparently been included in the buff, and they roared in satisfaction as they sent monsters flying. It was working. The tides were shifting.

Arthur watched in wonder. Later on, he’d learn that the mayoral buff was a thing that worked better the more desperate a situation was, and most settlements used it far earlier than when Arthur powered it for Coldbrook. But he really hadn’t known it was an option until the very last moment, when it would work to maximum effect.

For now, he could see that it wasn’t a small thing. And five minutes later, he saw Lith raise his bow and the last arrow in his quiver for a final shot at a monster, only to find there were no targets left. The field was absolutely clear.

Arthur heard the warriors cheer, but didn’t see the celebration. Tears had blotched out his vision. The town had done it. They had won.
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Dungeon monster meat was not a delicacy. Delicacies were little bites of things you’d have at great expense, things you’d parcel out over time because you’d bankrupt yourself otherwise. Delicacies were supposed to be delicate too. They were fine desserts after meals, or small appetizers before them. Monster meat was none of these things. Monster meat, Arthur was finding, was the stuff of feasts.

But the celebrations didn’t happen until later in the night. First, they had to sweep the countryside for a few hours, looking for straggler monsters that might still pose a threat to Coldbrook. Then the workers, crafters, and fisherfolk recovered everything they could from the battlefield outside the wall and the ocean below the cliff. Only after all of that was done did the hunters and warriors start bringing in just the right monsters for feasting.

Fires were started, cooks went crazy, and hundreds of pounds of meat were cooked alongside biscuits, breads, cakes, and cookies. There were soups. There was alcohol, which several of the town’s inhabitants had learned to drink from the swarm of moms earlier in the season. Fish were cooking on sticks above coals. Tea was brewing. It was a hedonistic display on par with anything Arthur had ever seen.

Everywhere, people were eating and laughing, clapping each other on the back and surveying the battlefield in triumph. They had made it. A few people had thought they would, but nobody had been confident. The relief was so great that everyone’s laugh was a little bit louder. Everyone had a full plate of food and a full glass of drink.

Arthur sat quietly and took it all in.

As the stress slipped off his shoulders, a new problem emerged. At peace for the first time in months and full of roasted meat and bread, Arthur was beginning to doze off. He would have fallen completely asleep if Mizu hadn’t seen it, grabbed his wrist, and pulled him to his feet.

“Not here, Arthur,” Mizu said. “I don’t want to carry you home. Come on. I want to show you something.” That something ended up being a hammock. Suspended between two poles was a net made of thick ropes, swinging gently in the breeze. “We thought it would be a fun trophy for you. You had talked about them before, that it was an Earth-thing you liked.”

“A trophy?”

“Yes. That’s the net from Puka’s traps. It’s strong. It should last for a very long time.”

“Shouldn’t that go to Puka, or Milo?”

“There’s plenty of net to go around, Arthur. Now get in. Go.”

It wasn’t a warm night, but it also wasn’t so cold that Arthur couldn’t get comfortable in the hammock by means of his enchanted clothing and general stat-enhanced sturdiness. It wasn’t his bed, of course, but he was so sleepy that it hardly mattered. The only hard choice was between staying in the hammock or fulfilling his mayoral duties, which called for him to mingle and cheer with everyone.

“I should be back there.” Arthur yawned. “Celebrating.”

“There will be plenty of time to celebrate. The day after a wave is a holiday, remember? Besides, if you go back, you’ll miss it.”

“Miss what?”

“This.” Mizu jumped lightly into the air and settled gracefully into the hammock beside him. “I’m here, not there. Make your choice, off-worlder.”

It wasn’t that hard of a choice.
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Arthur woke up with Mizu already gone. That was sad in a way, but happy in others. For one, he didn’t have to figure out the delicate balance of leaving while she was still asleep, or finding a way to get comfortable without waking her up. Those were both things Mizu didn’t care about, outside of using them to make gentle fun of Arthur, and only then because she could tell he really did care a lot about them. But it was nice not to have to think about them this morning.

The happiest thought was that he could make a beeline for his house. More specifically, his bathroom. The defense of Coldbrook had included a lot of tea, which meant Arthur was waking up in a panic. He quickly dismounted the hammock and took care of that problem before turning to the next one, which was that he was filthy.

After a day of being hit by dust from various explosions, sitting on roofs, and generally exercising, Arthur looked and smelled like a coal miner who had just participated in a marathon. He blessed the weird, possibly nonexistent gods of this place that the town’s water supply had somehow managed to get through the whole ordeal unscathed, and that he had splurged on a good, solid hot-water apparatus just a few weeks earlier.

Soap was pretty good in the Demon World. They were a bar-soap race, while Arthur had been a gel-soap-and-loofah kind of guy back on Earth. Here it didn’t matter much. Demon-made soap, in whatever format, cleaned better, rinsed cleaner, and soothed skin like nothing else.

That was good, because he needed it right now. He let the water rinse out the coarser bits of the dirt for a few minutes, waiting until the flow finally wiped away the worst of it. He then got to work with the soap, which effectively stripped away the rest of the grime, leaving him pink and shining. Arthur was glad nobody could see him right now in his red-from-steam form. It would have confirmed once and for all the idea that he was just a shaved ape.

Clean now, Arthur reached for the valve to turn off the water, but paused his hand halfway. Were there demons who wanted tea? Probably. But there was also the feeling of just-hot-enough water washing down on him. And the water was winning right now.

Forget it. They can wait just a bit, Arthur thought. It’s a holiday, after all.

A half hour later, he emerged, put on his comfiest new socks, donned his uniform, and put on his boots. He probably didn’t need the uniform, but it was a holiday, and on holidays people did what they wanted to do. Today, Arthur just wanted to be a tea-maker. And he was going to do just that, as soon as he surveyed the wreckage outside the gate.

“Oh, there you are.” Karra was standing and eating an enormous bread-wrapped breakfast meal, gazing serenely out over the tons and tons of rock that now covered the only way out of town. “I wondered when you’d get up.”

“Yeah, sorry I’m late,” Arthur apologized.

“No, it’s good. That way Lily doesn’t have to yell at you for not getting enough rest. You came to look at my rocks?” Karra guessed.

“I did. It looks like a job.” Arthur frowned at the sheer scope of the work to be done. “Are you ever actually going to be able to clear that?”

“Oh, sure.” Karra took another bite of her breakfast and used a gulp of juice to wash it down. “It won’t be a small job, but we can just shift it all to the sides while we repair the road, then use it to build up the wall. It will be ugly for a while, but the road should be usable in… oh, I’d say three or four days from now.”

“That’s fast.” Arthur tried to visualize what that would look like and couldn’t. “You know I come from a world without stats, right? The idea that people could move that much stone by hand that quick is still crazy to me. I don’t think I’ll ever really get used to it.”

“Huh.” Karra took the last bite of her breakfast, chewed it carefully, and swallowed. “So it would be a crew of guys like you trying to move everything?”

“Pretty much. Although we had better machines than you do here. I’m not actually sure how long the job would take on Earth with the same number of people and those machines to help.”

“I’d like to see it if I ever get the chance. Anyway, here’s the breakdown of how I have it planned. I figure if I tell you, that cuts both of us loose for the rest of the day just to enjoy ourselves.”

Karra’s plan was to cut a narrow pathway through the rubble so people could get in and out, then to move the rest of the rubble layer by layer, starting at the top and working down. Once it all was moved, the construction crew would start fixing the river’s course and patching over the holes the traps had left in their road, then reconstructing the road in general.

After all that, she’d start on the walls. The monster wave experience had given her a lot of ideas, which she was eager to implement into the coming project.

“Is there any chance we get another monster wave? Like the one we just got, but before we are ready?” Arthur asked.

“I asked Onna the same thing, weeks back. Apparently we’re in the clear, unless something weird happens. Monster waves tend to soak up any monsters that are in the vicinity as they approach, so we’d have to get spectacularly unlucky for any groups of monsters bigger than a few strays to get to us,” Karra said.

“Well, good.” Arthur smiled at that, took a deep breath, and felt much, much better. “Can I offer you a cup of tea, Karra?”

“Absolutely, Arthur.”

They strolled back to the plaza, where half the town was already milling around, eating and celebrating.

“Hey, everyone!” Arthur yelled. “It’s a tax holiday for the rest of the week, and we will be distributing three quarters of the monster corpse materials for free to anyone that can use them. If anyone put out expenses that can’t be recouped from monster materials, let the council know. Not today though. Today, I’m making tea.”

The town cheered, and Arthur got to work. Lily found him almost immediately, and he was enormously pleased to see she was already in her little work uniform and ready to get to tea-making.

“Pep!” Milo pulled up next to him on a stool. “I want an enormous amount of pep, Arthur.”

“Way ahead of you.” Arthur had a pot of generic pepped tea so big it bordered on being a literal barrel, and kept it stocked until the town was awake and lively. He then started making novelty teas, something he had been messing with before the monster wave had become an issue but hadn’t had much time for in the last few months. Now he did, and if he wasn’t going to take advantage of that, then his name wasn’t Arthur Teamaster, of Coldbrook.

———

———

Tea of Jumping

This tea helps people jump higher and more easily, in addition to making them land slightly softer. Because it doesn’t work in combat conditions, this effect is slightly larger and lasts slightly longer.

———

———

Tea of Musicality

This tea gives a very slight buff to general musicality and ability with musical instruments. While a very slight increase might seem small to you compared to some increases your abilities can now make, you should ask musicians how they feel about it once they’ve drunk the tea.

Since the practical applications of this tea are very limited, the effect will hold for an entire day and production of the tea requires less majicka than you’d expect.

———

———

Tea of Dancing

Like the tea of Musicality, this is an extremely focused drink with no practical applications outside of making one dance slightly better. It has a very slight long-lasting effect on footwork as it relates to moving to music in visually pleasing ways, as well as allowing a willing drinker to believe they are dancing slightly better than they are.

Arthur was pleasantly pleased to find that this particular genre of let’s-all-have-fun tea pulled on his majicka so minimally that he could pretty much churn them out indefinitely. Once he produced drinks in accordance to all his own ideas for what would make the town festival better, he started taking requests, giving each person who asked a very specific, mostly-useless buff that enhanced their enjoyment of the day.

Skal’s particular ask was an absolute win, something that Arthur was shocked he hadn’t thought of sooner.

———

———

Aperteaf

This tea is specifically made for drinking with a meal, and very slightly enhances the drinker’s perception of the flavor they get out of their food. It has a similarly intense effect on how satisfied the drinker feels after their meal is done, making them feel slightly more hungry at the beginning of the meal and very slightly more comfortably full at its end.

“We withdrew from interactions with the outside world for months after the war, refusing to socialize until verbal apologies had been issued and slowing the reconciliation process between our peoples,” Mizu said.

“Oh, gods, Mizu.” Arthur winced. “What did I do?”

“Explain why I was handed a box of shoes this morning. Rebes pounded on my door while I was taking my shower and wouldn’t stop until I got dressed and opened it. And then, when I tried to figure out why, he just said to ask Arthur,” Mizu said sternly. “This has something to do with the measurements he took earlier, doesn’t it?”

“Oh, that,” Arthur said. “I won’t explain them.”

Mizu flicked him. “You better. I’ll get Onna.”

“Just put them on. You’ll see.”

Mizu gave Arthur an uncertain look, but took the shoes out of the box and began to unlace her old footwear. Once the new shoes were on her feet, a dawning sense of realization washed over her face.

“Arthur, what are these? They feel like… like…”

“I can’t describe them either. The best I have so far is that they feel like the essence of happy feet. Did you get the socks?”

“There are socks?” Mizu fished through the box until she found a single pair of socks tucked away underneath the paper the boots had been packed in, then almost tore off the shoes to put them on. Once everything was in place again, she walked around the front of Arthur’s shop, bouncing up and down experimentally.

“Is your girlfriend in a shoe-daze?” one of the newer town residents asked. “I didn’t even know shoe-dazes were a thing.”

“They are pretty good shoes,” Arthur said as he finished making another cup and handed it over.

“They must be. How much did they cost?”

“Don’t ask.”

After Mizu managed to shake herself out of her newfound pumped state, she approached the counter looking sheepish.

“So I’m forgiven?” Arthur asked.

“Arthur, how long have you been planning these shoes? They must have cost a fortune,” Mizu said.

“Well, the money has to go somewhere. I thought you deserved them.”

“This is…” Mizu bounced in her shoes again, sighing at the sheer experience of them. “Give me tea. Something for weller work. I’m going to make you special water.”

“Mizu, it’s a day off.”

“Shush, you. There is a gift-imbalance in our relationship. It cannot stand. Tea. Now.”

Arthur brewed up some tea. Once he handed it over, Mizu was gone, muttering to herself about shoe-worthy water.

“Do you think she’s going to be okay?” Lily looked up at Arthur. “I guess she probably will be, once she gets used to them.”

“You don’t get used to them. It’s like that all the time. You just learn to hide it,” Arthur said.

Lily digested this for a moment.

“How much did you say those cost again?”
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The party continued all day. Whatever must-do work people had to finish before letting off steam was more or less complete by evening, which meant the plaza was packed until some of the cooks got wise and carried their gear up the cliffside staircase for a bigger space and better view.

Out in the town, people played games. Arthur joined in as best he could, doing acceptably well in a crafters-only game of handball before settling in and watching the combat classes play the adult, full-contact version of the same game. If he played with them, Arthur was sure it would go about as well as if he played with full-grown rhinos. They were in a different league, with physical stats even the worker-class folks would have a hard time keeping up with.

Between rounds of brewing tea, Arthur downed his own dance-enhancing brew and took to the floor with Mizu, doing his best to ignore that at least some of his new dance moves were coming from the drink. They danced for almost an hour, to fast songs and slow, before they both turned to each other at the same time to signal for a break.

“That was nice,” Mizu said. “I don’t want to dance that much every time. But it was nice this time.”

“I had fun too.” Arthur winced. “Though I must have looked ridiculous.”

“You mean your dancing? It was fine. And I was glad to see you look happy. It’s been a while.”

“Was I that bad?”

“You were working hard. That’s fine. I’m just glad to see it’s over.”

Mizu led Arthur back to his shop, where she made them both a glass of ice water. Arthur could feel just enough majicka stirring to know she had done something to it, and didn’t think it was his imagination when he found it especially refreshing.

“What do you want to do now?” she asked. “I’m getting a bit tired of the crowd.”

“Me too,” Arthur said with a smile forming on his face. “And we should go say thanks to our friends who aren’t here right now. Are you up for a walk?”

Mizu was. There were a few stops to make first, but after a quick walk over to the baker’s shop and a fast visit to a very confused Skal, they were on their way. It took them quite a while to make their way over the rubble of the old walls, but soon enough they were walking through the tree line into the forest beyond.

“It should be safe.” Arthur led Mizu by the hand through the trees. Luckily, he had a lot of experience navigating the forest at night, thanks to the games they had played before the monster wave. “The warriors have been through here already and there weren’t any stragglers that they could see. And even if there were, I think Rumble and Daisy would have got them.”

“Do you think we’ll see them?” Mizu asked.

“If they want to be found. But if this is just a nice walk through the woods, that’s fine with me too.”

It was a nice switch from the warm loudness of the plaza to the cold quiet of the forest. Any animals that would normally have made noise had either fled or been consumed by the wave, and they were left with a quiet so complete that Arthur could hear every twig snapping underfoot and every breath Mizu took as they wove through the trees.

Daisy, it turned out, wanted to be found. Rumble trailed behind, massive beyond belief now.

“Hey, you two.” Arthur walked forward and patted Rumble on the neck, stepping back as the huge Prata leaned into the sensation. “We wanted to thank you for what you did. Whether you understand it or not.”

Rumbled huffed and lay down on the ground, angling his head until Arthur was petting him behind the ear. Daisy tilted her head at Arthur, then pressed against his leg for a moment before sitting down herself. It was the first time he could remember that she had given him physical contact without a clear purpose.

“We appreciate your help. And we brought snacks,” Mizu said, reaching into her pack and pulling out a few dozen cookies and cooked fish. Rumble’s nose twitched as he caught the scent, but he waited patiently until Mizu brought the cookies to him, taking a few of them out of her hand and chewing them contentedly as he continued to take his pets from Arthur.

By the time they ran out of food, both Daisy and Rumble were stretched out and satisfied on the dirt. Pratas didn’t purr, but Arthur was pretty sure that both of them would have if they could. They had eaten a dozen cooked fish apiece and a few pounds of cookies on top of that.

“You saved the town, Daisy. You and Rumble. Don’t think I forgot that this protection pact goes both ways. If you ever need us, let us know. The whole town will help,” Arthur said as he cleaned up.

The Pratas huffed in response.

With their mission done, Arthur and Mizu took it slow on the walk back to town.

“Do you think Daisy understood what you said?” Mizu said.

“There’s no way to tell. I don’t even know if she knew she was defending us when she and Rumble attacked,” Arthur said. “But it doesn’t matter to me. If they came through on accident, they still came through. They deserve their reward.”

After the two of them got back to town, they decided to check out the party up on the cliff platform. It was a lot like the one below, just with fewer people. They joined a card game of sorts, one that Arthur didn’t know but did his best to keep up at anyway.

After a bit, Mizu started to droop. It made sense. She had spent a good portion of the day working on water after getting up earlier than he had. Arthur walked her home and kissed her goodnight, only to find that he himself was about as far from sleepy as he could be. And he didn’t feel much like being in the crowds again.

Thirty minutes later, when Milo found him, Arthur was working on his garden, having found there was just enough light to do that without ruining things.

“Hey, buddy. You doing okay?” Milo asked. “This is normally your morning work.”

“I’m good. Great, actually. Just not ready for sleep. You?” Arthur said.

“Fantastic. I think between me and Puka we probably set a new record for most achievements gained in a single week.”

“Anything big?”

“Lots of experience and a few minor buffs when I’m building something for town defense. Nothing huge, but every little bit adds up. You know how it goes.”

“Every bit counts. I’m happy for you.”

Milo came over and sat on one of the chairs Lily had dragged out at some point.

“Arthur, do you get the feeling that life doesn’t get better than this? Like we have it all right now, and whatever happens next, it’s going to be different?”

“I know what you mean. I must have showered for an hour this morning, just enjoying it. But different doesn’t have to be bad.” Arthur stabbed his shovel into the ground and came to sit by Milo. “Where’s Rhodia? Is she still beating the other crafters at handball?”

“Naw. She tired out and went home. Right now, she’s probably making a special teacup or something. You can never keep that woman away from clay for very long.”

“How’s that going?” Arthur poured Milo some water, which he accepted. “Marriage, I mean. I know it’s hard at first sometimes, and I feel like I haven’t been checking up on you as much with the monster wave and everything. You know.”

“Marriage?” Milo scratched his cheek. “It’s different too. I guess. Not just compared to not being married, but different than I thought it would be.”

“Harder? Anything I can do?” Arthur offered.

Milo laughed. “Not harder, Arthur. It’s great. It’s just… different. Like you said, different doesn’t have to be bad. I had this idea of always being together, or having kids right away, or a bunch of stuff. You know, that kind of thing. I don’t even know where I got the idea from. Mom and Dad were never that way.”

“Would you rather have that?” Arthur asked.

“Not on your life. I do my thing, she does hers, and then when it works out, we do stuff together,” Milo said as a twinkle came into his eyes. “It’s… we aren’t always together, but when either of us needs the other one, we are there.”

“It sounds nice.”

“It is nice. There are ways it’s not that different than what you and Mizu have, honestly. But overall, it’s just… different. More permanent. More good, all around.”

Arthur ran the idea of being married past himself again, trying on the idea for the first time in a while. It still didn’t fit. It wasn’t an unpleasant thought, but it still just wasn’t time for it. He didn’t know when it would be, either, but that felt okay. It would happen when the time was right.

“How do you feel about the town?” Arthur asked, steering the conversation in a different direction.

Milo looked at Arthur. “How do you mean?”

“I mean, we’ve beaten a monster wave. We weren’t supposed to do that yet. And we might end up having the only intact town nearby. How does that affect…” Arthur waved at the town. “Things?”

“A lot. Remember when we found slapstone, and people swarmed in? This will be like that. Some of them won’t even mean to move here. They’ll just come to see how we did it and find out it’s nice here, and stay.”

“The town can hold… what? Eight times as many people as it has right now, before it busts out from between the cliffs?”

“Probably six, if we want parks. And we want parks. But yeah. Not much more than that.”

“Can we build a wall that big? To hold on next time?”

“With six times as many people? You bet. We’ll always have less wall to defend than other towns would because we back up against the sea. From here on out, the town is safe. Trust me. I’ve been listening to Spiky talk about population-versus-risk ratios all afternoon. We’ll be just fine.”
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The first day of the post-wave holiday had been a little off-brand. These days were meant for celebration and rest, but they were first and foremost about commerce. And in the excitement for a giant party, Arthur had forgotten about the more technical aspects of the Demon World.

But early the next morning, when Arthur saw shopkeepers out hawking wares, everything felt right again.

There were a few problems to solve, such as the lack of materials after the wave or a glut of products that clogged local consumer demand. Lily came to the rescue.

Down in the ocean where the cliffs dropped away to the water were thousands upon thousands of dead monsters, all preserved in near-perfect condition for the moment. If people needed materials or wanted new things, all they had to do was try their luck at fishing up the right monster.

It was like a weird scavenger hunt, especially for people like Milo who could make good use of monster parts. The warriors and fishermen carted the demons around the scene, pulling particularly armored monsters out of the water to make armor with, or particularly sharp-looking monsters to convert into weird specialized weapons.

Not everything was worth taking though, and Skal said that was a great thing for him, since the monsters would draw in fish for months to come.

After the assembled townsfolk had drawn in hundreds of monsters and found the more intact monsters on the land-side of things, they all approached the pile to take a look at the beginnings of the riches they had found.

And it was a lot.


THIRTY



Seaside and Peaktown







“Don’t bruise that.” Rebes was circling around a couple heavy-hided monsters nervously. “Do you have any idea what that is?”

“No,” Arthur said, gently lowering the beast onto the pile where they were sorting the leather-based monsters. “What is it?”

“It’s belts, Arthur. Belts that repel water. That never break. That never stain.”

“That sounds like all your stuff.”

“Yes, but this self-fits. If you put it on a clip, you can just thread it around you and it tightens. No adjustment needed, so long as it’s close.”

“What possible purpose could that serve for the animal?” Arthur’s mind flicked over what little he remembered about Earth’s evolutionary theory, before giving up after he realized his knowledge stopped and started with remembering there was one. “Why does it need this?”

“Arthur, I don’t know. What I do know is that if you manage to bruise the leather, I’m going to stab you with an awl. I have those. They’re meant for leather. Let's keep it that way.”

Arthur continued sorting with Rebes for a while, then moved to help Milo with his increasingly large pile of scales. Milo tossed Arthur a crowbar, which he used to pry huge scales off of some armored thing before clanking them over on the small mound next to the monster. Milo, at least, did not complain about bruising.

“How did we even kill this?” Arthur asked. “It’s huge and these scales are inches thick.”

“Either someone caught it in the eye or it got crushed internally. Scales are good for stopping stabs and punctures, but not so great at keeping force from spreading through your organs,” Milo said.

“Fun stuff,” Arthur said in a flat voice. “What are you going to use the scales for?”

“These? One of them is going to be my new hammer. I’ll need it once my old one breaks.”

“Is it that close?”

“I’m going to break it making the new hammer, almost guaranteed. I’ll make backup hammers to make sure I can even finish with this. But the new thing should be really something.”

“What do you even use for a handle on something that has monster scales for the head?”

“Traditionally? Wood. And I’ll see what Kout has ready. But if we get really lucky, there will be one of those big frog-looking monsters. They have a bone in front of their heart that’s pretty stiff, but won’t snap. It’s the stuff of wonders.”

Every alchemist, builder, and crafter was busy taking everything they could carry back to their workshops, stocking themselves up with above-average materials in quantities that would last them months, if not years. It was wealth that was going to flow out almost immediately in the form of processed goods, medicine, and tools that would further increase the productivity of future work.

On top of that, Coldbrook was going to stash a full quarter of it. Normally, cities got more, not only to fund operations but also to dole out as needed to enable various must-have projects, or to sell and bring in resources the town otherwise couldn’t get. In this case, that didn’t seem like much of a problem.

“It’s too much, Arthur. It’s still too much.” Spiky was sitting on a chair with an open ledger in his lap. “When cities get monster waves, it’s a nice bump. When a town as small as ours does, it’s… wealth. Unbelievable wealth. People are going to walk away from this wave and have five-level years just working with what we have.”

“It must happen any time a small town repels an attack.”

“Nobody as small as us ever repels a wave that big!” Spiky slammed his book shut. “You don’t understand the hundreds of things that had to happen just-so for this to go off well. Or maybe you do. But the point is, it’s too much. We don’t have enough labor to spend it all on projects, at least in the short term. We could sell it and get money, and we will with some, but…”

“But we don’t need that much money either. We’d just be hurting someone else’s economy.”

“If Karbo had wiped out the wave, the city would have got most of it, and the government would have got another chunk. That still would have left us with a lot. This is madness.”

It was what Arthur thought of as a good problem. They had more monster meat than they could eat, and then more than they could preserve. They had more hides than their leatherworker could cure, more alchemical components than could be converted to pills before they spoiled, and just generally more material than they knew what to do with.

Some stuff was nonperishable. Most of the kinds of things Milo wanted, like durable bones and scales, would keep almost forever. Some things could be ground to powder and kept in jars for use as dye or reagents.

But there were also perishables. And no one had a good answer for how to put those to use.

Arthur was momentarily distracted from trying to figure out what to do with an impossible amount of monster materials when Corbin destealthed less than a meter away.

“Dammit, Corbin. You’re going to scare people,” Arthur yelled.

“People, sure. But I’m trying to scare you. Why don’t you ever scare? It’s a big downer for me almost every time,” Corbin said.

“I don’t know, Corbin. Maybe because you have been doing it to me ever since I got to this world. What’s up, anyway?”

Corbin sat down in the dirt, glancing at the piles of monsters with only moderate non-crafter levels of interest. “I just got back from a very interesting scouting run. I thought you’d be interested to hear what I found out.”

“You shouldn’t be working right now,” Arthur said.

“I was bored. Live with it.” Corbin scratched his kneecap with his long nails and then flopped over into the dirt. “And I’m tired, so listen up so I only have to say this once.”

“Deal.”

“First the good news. Karbo is back. It looks like he finished up fighting whatever monsters needed to be splashed elsewhere then tried to get back here in time to help, and only missed by a few days.”

“Well, that’s nice. Good to know we have cover until the wall is back up.”

“Yeah. But the bad news is a doozy. It looks like Coldbrook wasn’t the only town to get hit by a monster wave. That iron town you visited is gone, but it always is. Two other frontier towns like ours got wiped out as well.”

“Oh no.” Arthur felt that one deep in his gut. He knew how it would feel to have something like that happen. “Did they… did they get away?”

“Yes. But Seaside and Peaktown are rubble. They didn’t have as much to lose as we did, but it’s all gone now.”

“Terrible.”

“Yeah. Karbo apparently swept through both areas like an avenging god, so most of the monsters are gone, but they have a week before they can go back.”

“Why not now?”

“It’s a rule. A law, even. Trying to get back to a demolished town too soon is dangerous. You can’t be sure the monsters have moved on, even if Karbo is on the job.”

On Earth, Arthur had been as guilty as anyone of hearing about terrible occurrences in far-off places, momentarily feeling guilty about them, and then forgetting them forever. But these places seemed a lot closer, both in terms of location and how heavily he identified with them. On top of that, this was the Demon World. It was a neighborly place. It wasn’t the kind of place where you just shrugged off other people’s trouble.

When he looked up from that thought, Corbin was already gone, or at least appeared to be. That was convenient because Arthur had an idea.

“Spiky, listen. I need help writing a letter,” Arthur said.

“On what subject?” Spiky asked.

“On the subject of the people in those demolished towns coming here with whatever wagons and packs they can wrangle up. Hell, we can probably get Talca into play on this one as well. If they have to go back to ruined towns, I’m going to send them back loaded.”
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Before the trade holiday was fully done, refugees were reaching Coldbrook. Most of Peaktown was already there, and Corbin delivered the message that most of Seaside was within a day or two’s journey. Demons of all kinds were shuffling into the town, looking exhausted and depleted.

Coldbrook had remedies for that. First, they had food, tons of it, all fresh and ready to be roasted, stewed, or fried by the cooks of the town. Second, they had roofs. The town always had at least a couple houses in reserve, and most of the people in town were more than happy to give up a couch or spare bed for a visitor.

Third, and possibly most importantly, they had a mountain’s worth of coin in the form of monster parts, all bundled up and ready to go.

“This is too much. It’s worth more than our whole town was.” The snake-demon woman who had been in charge of Peaktown looked in awe at the pile of materials, some of which various Coldbrook residents had already offered to process into tools and medicine before the week’s time limit was up. “We can’t take this.”

“Oh, be quiet, Zelk. We can too,” a small badger following her around interrupted, shoving her to the side. “Arthur wants that, right? All of Coldbrook?”

“We do. And it being too much is sort of the point,” Arthur said. “We can’t use all this. We figure that if you get the head start this stuff can buy, you might be able to get a wall up and grow a little faster than you otherwise would, and be ready for the next wave.”

“I still don’t get how you all did that. You don’t have any more people than we did,” Zelk said.

“No, but we have geology. And we got lucky with a lot of our ideas working out better than they had any right to,” Arthur said.

“And Arthur makes magic tea,” the badger added. It seemed that he had already been talking to Coldbrook residents.

“And I make magic tea, yes, although I feel a need to stress that it makes a small difference.” Arthur suddenly had an idea, and snapped his fingers. “I can send you guys back absolutely loaded with tea, now that I think about it. My garden has been going crazy.”

“Before the tea, as good as this is, and it really is good of you to do it, I still feel as if we should pay you back in some way.” The turtle in charge of Seaside pushed up his spectacles and sighed. “I just don’t know when we are going to be able to. Or how. It’s quite a bit to repay.”

The badger who was tailing Zelk looked around the town, as if his eyes were about to magically land on some answer to the question of how to pay Coldbrook back immediately. Then they lit up, and he broke out into a wide grin.

“What about that?” he said, pointing. “Would that do as a start?”

“Oh, huh.” Arthur smiled. “Yes, that would be great.”
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“All right, all heavy lifters go with Brian.”

There was somehow a Brian on the work crew. In a world of Karbos, Karras, and Liths, somehow Brian turned out to be one of the few universal names that both of Arthur’s worlds shared. Karra pointed at the rabbit-demon man, who looked small but strong, and a good fifty people joined him.

“Construction folks are with me. Everybody else, find a crew that looks empty and join it. Remember not to hurt yourselves. Every rock helps. No need to injure yourself over this. Are we ready?”

A cheer went up, and people scattered as they prepared for the day’s work. There were rocks in the road, and three towns had come together to move them.


THIRTY-ONE



Friends







“Arthur! Over here!” Zelk’s smaller companion waved Arthur over. “The name is Crue, by the way. And this is a lot of rock to pick up. Are you sure your town isn’t called Rocktown? Or Stoneplace?”

“We needed every bit of it for the walls. I wish we had twice this much,” Arthur said.

“Well, we’ll get it moved. What do you think of my crew so far?” He motioned at his crew, by which he appeared to mean the entirety of Peaktown. “Satisfied?”

“Very.”

It had been a couple hours, but the hard, combined effort of three towns had already removed a good portion of the rubble. Coldbrook was working alongside the other two towns, and had made a good showing. With that said, they fell far, far short of the sheer muscle of Peaktown’s people, at least on average. They were strong, almost all as strong as the heaviest lifters Coldbrook had to offer, now that Karra had changed her class.

“Are you all manual labor classes?” Arthur asked.

“Not all. But close. We’re miners. We haven’t hit anything really worth mining yet, of course. Just some iron and a bit of silver. But soon enough we will, and then the town will blow up. We’ll get our crafters then,” Crue said.

“Is that what it takes? It seems like we had ours right from the beginning. But then again, I’m a crafter myself,” Arthur said.

“That’s also how you sold yourself, right? Half of your founders were crafters, and you had a builder and weller from day one. Even if you didn’t ever find much to export, this was always going to be a nice place to live. By the way, is the mouse girl single?”

“Rhodia? She’s married.”

“See, that’s what I mean. People already married. It’s a nice place to live.”

“How is Peaktown, though? It must have its points.”

Crue started expounding on those points right away. Peaktown was, first and foremost, a cold place. It wasn’t exactly on a peak as the name implied, but it was at a high altitude, much like the cold region Arthur had crossed with Talca. In the winter, it was so miserable that about half the town opted to live in houses mined out of the solid granite to insulate from the weather.

“It’s nice in the summer, though. Or with good enough cold weather clothes. You can stand in one spot and see ten peaks. It’s why we named it that,” Crue said.

“And all it will take is one big find to make it work?” Arthur asked.

“Usually. And it’s there. I know it is. Some rare metal, some useful mineral. We just have to go deep enough and we’ll hit it. Then we can export, bring in the stuff we can’t make ourselves, and get the town really moving.”

“Great. We’ll help any way we can.” Arthur was thoughtful for a moment. “Just one question, though.”

“Shoot.”

“Why didn’t you just seal up the mine and stay in there? Why run in the first place?”

“All it would take is one leak. Then where would we go? Imagine being alone in the dark at some end of a tunnel, and the monsters are just coming for you, and you can’t tunnel through solid rock fast enough to get anywhere. That’s why.”

Arthur shuddered at the thought. “Fine, you win. I take it back.”

“It’s okay. We lost some buildings, but we’re lucky in some ways. We still have places to sleep out of the cold until we can get everything back up and running. I am going to take you up on that offer for help, though,” Crue said.

“Yeah?”

“Yup. I need your weller.”

Arthur tried to look casual.

“What for?”

“What do you mean, what for?” Crue was confused right until he started laughing. “Oh, I get it. She’s your girlfriend?”

“She is.”

“Well, good news, it’s nothing like that. It’s just that we need wells. A couple of them. Nothing fancy, just something with better pressure and output than we can do ourselves.”

“Ah.” Arthur nodded. “I can’t speak for Mizu, but if she wants to do it, we can probably spare her for a bit.”

“It’s a lot to ask, but we’d appreciate it. And it would make our work a lot faster. You wouldn’t believe how much water a mining operation blows through.”

“Can I ask a question?” Arthur said, and continued when Crue nodded. “Why aren’t you the mayor? It seems like you’re doing a lot of that kind of work. At least from where I’m standing.”

“Oh, they asked me. I said no.”

“Why?”

“Lots of reasons. Some personal. I’d like to stay in Peaktown forever, but at some point I might not be able to. If that happens, I don’t want to leave them in the lurch.”

Arthur nodded. He got it. Not the problem where Arthur might leave, but the idea that he might be leaving Coldbrook worse off in some way by being the mayor. He was liking Crue better and better by the moment. The badger was rough around the edges, but had a good heart.

The work moved faster than Arthur could have hoped. With new people to talk to and a friendly inter-town competition fast developing, there was a visible, real difference in the amount of rubble to be shifted by the end of the day. That night, everyone feasted, laughed, and then went to bed much earlier than was normal for any of them, comfortably worn out by the day’s work.

Arthur made himself a cup of tea before bed and considered juicing it up with a sleep-enhancing effect. When his head started to droop before the water was even boiling, he abandoned that plan. He sank into his mattress, magically fluffy and comfortable. For once, he wasn’t asleep before he could enjoy it. Arthur soaked up the softness of the sheets and the warmth of the blankets for five minutes this time before his brain finally shut down.
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“Okay, everyone. We’ve heard the requests from, well, all of you. Your little competition is now official.” Karra swept her arm over the rubble. “You will observe that I have driven stakes into the ground, cutting the rubble pile into three sections. Each town will work on their own area today. The pile that gets lowered the most is the winner.”

“Can we toss rocks onto their pile?” Milo raised his hand, keeping his face admirably straight.

“No. No shortcuts at all. Seaside has the middle pile, which is already a bit lower. No complaints about that, either. They have to cross over your piles to get rid of their own rocks, so that’s only fair. Otherwise, the same goals from yesterday apply. We are shifting the rocks to the side of the road as fast as we can, then building up our wall again. Let's get as close to that as we can.”

The crowd cheered, and then, to Arthur’s surprise, actually ran to get started on the rocks. He shook his head and started on tea. Would he make some for everyone? Of course. Would Coldbrook’s tea be just a little bit better than what the other teams got? Absolutely it would. The other towns would get good tea, of course, but this was a competition. It only made sense to make sure his own guys had a little edge.

The tea was made and drunk, and the hours flew by, with Arthur joining the Coldbrook group and working up a sweat with everyone else. It felt a bit futile when Karra could move five times what he could without even breathing hard, but every rock really did matter. Even the Seaside crew, who were mostly dexterity-based people used to working on water, were working hard enough to keep things close.

Nobody wanted to break for lunch, but Karra forced them to. Arthur didn’t realize how much he needed it until he sat down and felt his legs complaining about what he had already put them through that day. He gripped his fork with blistered hands and ate as much as he could, then creaked back to a standing position to return to the rocks.

Aches and pains tea. That’s what we need, Arthur thought. Thank the gods for Itela’s teaching. Otherwise, I’d have no idea how to make it right.

About halfway through the second half of the day, Arthur caught Lily edging further and further away from the road, looking suspicious. He caught her by the collar when she tried to run as he approached, then knelt down to confront her on whatever she was up to. He didn’t know what it was, but it didn’t seem good.

“I’m just testing the range of my skill,” Lily said, puffed up in defiance. “I want to see what its limits are.”

“Right now? When you could be moving rocks? I didn’t take you for lazy, Lily.”

“I’m not! I’m just… Never mind. I’ll figure it out soon. There’s no problem.”

The guilty glint in Lily’s eye finally struck a chord in Arthur. “Oh, I get it. You are seeing if you can loop our team into your majicka lamp, while keeping the others out. Is that it?”

“Something like that.”

“Well, don’t,” Arthur said. “It’s not fair. We can’t have that big of an advantage and still feel good about it.”

“Fine.” Lily pouted, but accepted it. “Although I did taste your teas earlier. Don’t tell me ours wasn’t better than the others.”

“I won’t. If you can find just a little, tiny edge to give the team, fine,” Arthur said. “Just make sure it’s nothing they’d notice, okay? They’ve been polite enough to keep all their little tricks invisible. We owe them the same courtesy.”

As the last hour of the workday hit, it was clear that Seaside was out of contention. They had performed well, but they couldn’t keep up with Coldbrook’s numbers or with the sheer rock-manipulating class superiority of Peaktown. They eased off, almost stopping as they watched the other two towns break their backs in pursuit of victory.

Arthur strained every muscle in his body as he moved anything extra he could, even if it was just a rock as small as a pebble. The minutes ticked by until only seconds were left. Finally, Karra called it.

“Sorry, folks.” She smiled and looked out over the road. “We’ve moved a truly massive amount of rock today, but it’s too close to call. It’s a tie. Sorry, Seaside. Looks like you’ll be cooking dinner for everyone tonight.”

Arthur moaned and collapsed on the rocks, where he was joined by an equally exhausted Lily and Mizu.

“I can’t believe it. It’s really too close to call?”

“Maybe,” Lily said. “Or maybe Karra just wants the same amount of rock moved tomorrow. We really got a lot done today, you know.”

It was true. By the end of tomorrow, they’d be racing to see who cleared their sections first, not who made the biggest dent in the hills of rock. The day after that, they’d be at work on the road, bringing the river back to its normal course and making everything look at least mostly normal again. It was a massive speed-up in the schedule, something they hadn’t expected to have done for weeks. If Karra was being a little tricky to make that happen, Arthur couldn’t blame her.

Seaside was as good as their word, working with Skal-caught seafood to make masterpieces of nautical cuisine Arthur hardly would have thought possible if he had tasted them back on Earth. Afterwards, Seaside also provided entertainment, borrowing instruments and singing songs of the sea. They were much, much rowdier tunes than Mizu’s ditties about water. Arthur wondered if it was all the salt that made the difference.

Listening to the music, Arthur realized for the first time that he’d miss these people when they were gone. Not that there weren’t enough people in town already to provide company, but the other frontier settlers had melded in so completely that he could hardly imagine them leaving. They would, of course, leave. They had to. They had their own classes to advance and their own lives to live.

But one way or another, I’m going to make sure we keep in touch. These are friends now. Friends don’t just go away.


THIRTY-TWO



A Generalist Mayor







The road cleanup continued on. The competition the next day wasn’t as fierce, but casting it as a town-versus-town battle for road-clearing superiority continued to make the work go just a little faster than it otherwise would have. By the time they were done, the rocks were fully moved off the road, then carted in appropriate numbers to where they’d serve as salvage for the newer, thicker walls Karra intended to put up.

She was planning for rammed earth walls, essentially two full-thickness walls encasing tons and tons of dirt and rock between them like the filling in an ice-cream sandwich. When the monsters breached the first wall, they’d then have to get past the packed earth and stones, which would then fall down and smother them as they tried to reach the second.

It was a rad plan, based on what she was telling him, and most of the more-damaged rubble was being set aside for that purpose. The better-preserved stuff would go into the new wall, supplemented by new bricks and stone.

The now-cleared road changed from a cleanup project to a reconstruction, with all the town’s stone workers working to re-brick the pathway. Arthur had never realized how artful Karra and Rhodia’s road-building had been until he saw the bed of the river restored beside the new road, just as it had been before being diverted and then ripped apart by thousands of terrifying monsters.

Halfway through yet another day of hard work, Arthur stood in front of the assembled population of three towns, covered in grime but smiling brighter than the sun.

“I never asked to be mayor, and frankly there’s a lot of the job that I’m not all that into. I don’t like telling people no. Gods, I don’t even like the idea of people waiting for me to tell them yes. I’m far too dumb to keep track of all the things I’m supposed to keep track of, and I don’t deal well with stress. At all. Ask my friends. They will tell you.” All of Arthur’s friends nodded in agreement as the other mayors looked on in sympathy. “But this? This I can get behind. I’d love to announce what’s going to happen, but I didn’t earn it. Karra, if you please?”

Karra stepped up, winged on each side by the Karra-equivalents of the two other towns.

“We managed to do two weeks of work in about four days. I can’t express to you how impossible that seems. Our road is fixed. Our walls are ready for rebuilding. And now, after today’s work, our river is ready to run again. It’s because of you all. You sweated with us, and we won’t forget this.” Karra looked up at Milo, who had his hand on a lever and nodded to indicate his readiness. “And now, it’s time for the river to flow. Milo, let it rip.”

Milo pulled his lever. Far off in the distance, a rumbling sounded. The enchantress had laid just enough runes to activate one of Milo’s machines, which pulled open a small gate and then tucked itself under the road.

The water rushed in fast, filling the town’s river channel with burbling, rushing water. Arthur hadn’t realized how much he had missed the sound until it came back, louder than usual for a few seconds until the water settled into its normal sedate flow and filled the town with wholesome, natural white noise.

“Thank you, Karra. And thank you, everyone.” Arthur’s eyes teared up as he tried to steady his voice. “I can’t explain how much this means. I think I speak for the whole town when I say that you’ve done enough to repay whatever debt you feel over the monster materials. You have no idea what it means to have the river back. You can’t.”

Every Coldbrook resident cheered in agreement. Zelk looked like she wanted to disagree, but a quiet word from Crue apparently convinced her to accept it. The ledgers were balanced now. Nobody owned anyone anything.

The town took the rest of the day off. After an hour in which virtually everyone spent some time bathing, reclothing themselves, and otherwise getting fresh, the whole place was lively again. Arthur spent a few hours with Mizu before she went to talk with a member of Seaside’s infrastructure team about their water supply, then just sat around his shop watching other people enjoy their days until Crue found him.

“Hey, Arthur. Can I have another one of those teas from yesterday? The really sweet one,” Crue said.

“Sure. You want any effect with that?” Arthur asked.

“Nope. Just normal is fine.” Crue stretched his arms above his head, popping his back in the process for good measure. “I’m feeling good enough now that the job’s done that I’m not sure what I’d even ask for.”

“Got it.” Arthur went and brewed some tea before adding a liberal amount of sweetener syrup and fruit to the mix, just as Crue seemed to like it. Crue took a deep draw from the drink, sighing in satisfaction as he chewed on a few boba pearls.

“That’s really good, Arthur. I almost feel sorry about what I’m about to do.”

“Oh?” Arthur wasn’t that worried about Crue, but gave him a closer look anyway. The badger really did appear nervous about something, or regretful, or some other emotion in the generally negative range of things. “And what’s that?”

“I’m going to tell you that you can’t be mayor anymore.”

Arthur opened his mouth, then closed it as he realized he didn’t know if he was trying to agree, disagree, or just register general shock. To buy time without looking like a glitched robot, he poured himself a light-flavored tea from his always-ready stock of more generic bases and took a sip.

“I see I’ve confused you.” Crue winced. “My fault. I don’t know a good way to say this. It’s gonna sound weird.”

“Weird is normal for me. Just go ahead with it.”

“You don’t want to be mayor. You probably never did, right?” Arthur thought for a moment, then nodded. Him being mayor was entirely other people’s idea. He had done his best to return that trust with real positive results, but it had never been his idea, just his responsibility. “And you don’t have any skills for it. In terms of your system class, I mean.”

“I don’t, at all. I just make tea.”

“And it’s incredible tea. That’s a big deal, Arthur. It’s just that it doesn’t help you much with actually running the town. Like, who has been telling you how to do the more complex stuff?”

“You know Spiky and Leena?”

“Yeah. The librarians, right?”

“Right. They do all the math stuff for me. Everything else is a combination of other people giving me advice, or just flat-out telling me what to do.”

“That’s what I’m saying. In a mining town, the mayor is almost always a miner because they get a synergy with what the town is trying to do. The mayor of Seaside is a net-maker and that makes sense for them. Coldbrook isn’t specialized like that, and even if you were, it’s not in tea. You need a generalist mayor, Arthur. Someone who understands more, and can use the mayor skills better. I think you know that.”

If Arthur had to find an Earth-equivalent of Crue, the badger was like one of those hardened people you’d meet in a bar. Someone who had seen things, done things, and knew enough of the world to be confident in his interpretation of things, even if it was sometimes wrong.

In the Demon World, he also had a special level of credibility, simply because he had turned down his own mayor role for the sake of his town. If anyone had asked Arthur yesterday to stop being mayor, he would have voiced a strong rejection. But a part of him also knew that it was the right thing to do. He had even said as much in his speech earlier that day.

“I can’t say you are wrong. But won’t it set us back? I just got access to the defensive stuff for the town.”

“It will set you back. But if I understand what’s happening right, now’s the safest time for a transition you’ll ever have. Once you get a defensive rune array in place, it should transfer power between mayors more smoothly. But I think even now it’s gonna be fine.” Crue, for all his loud confidence, looked supremely uncomfortable by this point. “I hope I haven’t… you know. Been rude. But I felt like you needed to hear this from someone. And it wasn’t going to be any of your friends. They love you too much to even think about choosing someone else.”

“It’s gonna be weird. I’m so used to being… part of things. Not about being in charge, but just there.”

“Oh, you still will be. Some people are in charge on paper, but every place I’ve ever lived has had other people who advise those people, or who smack them down when they need it. It wasn’t that way where you came from?”

Arthur thought back to the city. Pico had definitely done a good job as the mayor, but he wouldn’t cross Ella unless he absolutely had to, and seemed even less eager to take on Itela. They weren’t in leadership positions, but they were leaders in their own way.

“Yeah, it was,” Arthur admitted.

“If I’ve got the feel of everything right, you aren’t respected because you have a title. You have the title because your friends respect you. The respect won’t go away if you give away the title. If anything, it will grow.” Crue finished his drink, swirled the ice, and handed it back as he slapped another coin down on the counter. “I want another one of these. And I hope I haven’t been too forward, here. Believe me, I know it’s not really any of my business.”

“No, it’s okay.” Arthur dumped the glass and started mixing another brew. “It’s not like you are wrong. I just don’t know how to have those conversations yet.”

“What do you mean?”

“You saw how the speech went today. When I was talking about how I didn’t fit the job very well, people rolled their eyes. They think I’m kidding.”

“You sort of were.”

“Maybe. But when I go talk to them, they’re going to tell me I’m overreacting.”

“So don’t leave it up to them. You might not be the mayor for much longer, but you are right now.” Crue took his new drink, stood up, and started to walk away. “You have authority at the moment, Arthur. Use it.”


THIRTY-THREE



Demon Law







The next day, it was time for the three towns to end their integration and become separate settlements once more. The quarantine on the old towns wasn’t over quite yet, but it was going to be a long walk, and there was no rule about when they could start making their way back.

“Are you sure you don’t need any wagons, or anything? Seaside took some when they left,” Arthur offered.

“Wouldn’t do us much good. We don’t have great roads all the way up to our town. Not that we couldn’t get a wagon up there, but it would be easier to just backpack everything in.” Zelk clapped Arthur on the shoulder. “We are miners, Arthur. Our strength scores are high. We can handle carrying our ill-gotten wealth home, I promise.”

“Not ill-gotten. Earned. Just look at that road.” Arthur smiled at the entrance to the town, a completely involuntary response that happened anytime he looked in that direction these days. “You’d never know it got attacked by an army of monsters.”

“You know as well as I do that you could have hired that work out for a fifth of the price. Maybe less.” Arthur didn’t, in fact, know that. But Spiky was nodding along like it was the truth. “We may not have a debt, Arthur, but Peaktown will never forget this. Really. Honestly.”

Zelk hugged Arthur, Spiky, and the rest of the council, then nodded and turned on her heel to go help her people with their last-minute organizing. Crue lingered behind, motioning to Arthur to follow as he walked a bit slower towards the gates.

“So, are you going to do it?” Crue asked.

“I think so. Once things settle down a little. Tonight, maybe tomorrow. You aren’t wrong about right now being the time for something like that. And you weren’t wrong about what I should do,” Arthur said slowly.

“Glad to hear it.”

“What about you? Zelk is like me,” Arthur said. “And you’re you.”

“Oh, that’s fine. We work together pretty well,” Crue stated.

Arthur could almost imagine the same setup working out in Coldbrook. Him being the mayor in name while someone else helped with the day-to-day operations. Arthur shook his head to clear out those thoughts.

Oblivious of Arthur’s internal turmoil, Crue continued, “When it comes down to it, I don’t have any problem being loud if I need to. There’s more than one way to lead.”

“I see that.” Arthur held out his hand. Crue looked at it for a moment before grasping it. “Thanks, Crue. If Peaktown needs help, just call. We’ll be there.”

Arthur couldn’t have known it then, but his unique way of sealing a deal would ripple into a series of events that linked the fates of Coldbrook and Peaktown together. And somewhere in that mix was Seaside, albeit with a smaller role. Today, it was Coldbrook that had been in a position to help the other two towns, sharing goods and giving hope. But now, if a weight came along that would have crushed any individual town, the other two would be ready to help bear the load.

While Arthur didn’t have a skill that could let him see into the future, the idea of Coldbrook and Peaktown being friends felt right. He couldn’t explain why he felt it, but he knew that some victory had come to the town in a distinctly Arthur-way.

Arthur sat on a bench and watched as Peaktown walked away, hitting the tree line and disappearing from view. Just like that, Coldbrook was just Coldbrook again, safe and sound between the cliffs and the sea, but never alone.
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The council gathered that night, not for a public meeting, but to prepare for one. A lot had happened in the last week or so, and now that the monster wave was done, there was a subtle lack of direction. Before, they had all been thinking about how to prepare for danger. Now, after months of focus, a tough battle, and a fun festival, the town needed an inspiring target to work towards again.

“The problem is,” Milo said, “that at this point we need to just be a town again. Right?”

“Well, yes,” Spiky said. “But it’s more complex than that. Eventually, yes, people would settle down. The walls would be built, everyone would be safe, and we’d continue to grow. But we’d have let an opportunity slip away.”

“What opportunity? To be worried about monster waves all the time?”

“It’s not that,” Spiky said. “It’s not that at all. It just seems that way. What we have now is a group of people who got a taste of civic responsibility. They saw what they could accomplish if they all worked together. And now they want to do more than what their classes imply. Maybe not a lot, but something.”

“Huh,” Lily said. “Yeah. I feel that. Spiky put it into words. I’m the same way.”

“But what are they going to do?” Milo asked.

“I’m thinking that we go to the town and tell them about civic work. Something like everyone getting together for an afternoon once a week and working for the betterment of Coldbrook.”

“Doing what?” Karra asked. “I can think of a dozen things the work crews could do, but most are things that they’re already doing.”

“Oh, various projects. It’s all in here.” Spiky patted his notebook, then turned to Arthur. “I can explain it here, but it’s going to take longer than the time we’ve set aside tonight. There are lots of ways to keep everyone working productively on bettering our town.”

That’s as good of a lead-in as I’m going to get, Arthur thought.

“Actually, about that.” Arthur tapped nervously on the table. “I don’t think I’m really the guy you should have to explain it to.”

“You’re the mayor. You have to at least understand it a little,” Spiky protested.

“If I was the mayor. But I’m not so sure that I’m the right person for the job. I almost got us in a lot of danger with the monster wave, and I don’t know anywhere near enough compared to Spiky,” Arthur said. “It’s time for me to be Arthur again. Not mayor of Coldbrook, just Arthur of Coldbrook.”

There was a sudden burst of chatter around the table as every single one of Arthur’s friends tried to disagree with him at once, their words tangling together like a pile of cables stored in a milk crate.

Arthur held up a hand. “No, I’m serious. Spiky, correct me if I’m wrong, but you have all this planned out already, right?”

“I do, but…”

“And you aren’t wrong about your plans, right?”

“Well, I don’t think I’m the one to say something like that…”

“See? You know those plans are right. You spend more time explaining your plans to other people than you do making them. And I’m the dumbest person here. No offense, Milo.”

Milo smiled. “None taken.”

“I’m the mayor because it made sense back when we needed a leader who was the spiritual center of the town,” Arthur said slowly. “And at that point, I might have been the right person. Okay, I was the right person then. But times have changed. Coldbrook doesn’t need a spiritual center anymore, and I’m not the right person for the new job.”

“I don’t know.” Mizu frowned. “We all know you want the best for the town. It’s easy to be sure of that because you are Arthur.”

“Well, I’ll still be around. I’m not leaving the council. I’ll still be here for input.” Arthur sighed. “Look, it’s not just leadership. You all saw me during the wind-up to the monster wave. Every single one of you spent at least a few minutes a day telling me to calm down. That it was okay to just do my job making tea. That I didn’t need to be stressed. But I was stressed. The whole time. And I’m never stressed when I make tea, right? Because I’m supposed to be doing that. Being a mayor was… something I was supposed to do for a while. Now I’m not. I can tell.”

“It was true that you didn’t handle the pressure well,” Rhodia said evenly, then held up her hands defensively. “Don’t look at me like that, everyone. We all noticed it.”

“And you noticing it saved me. I think I like being just Arthur better. Believe me, that’s fine.”

The room went quiet for a moment as everyone considered that, and Arthur saw acceptance seep into every face in the room. Spiky, who was always a bit ahead of everyone else, was the first to move onto the practical problems presented by Arthur’s admission.

“But who will be mayor then?”

“My first thought was you, Spiky,” Arthur said. “Nobody knows more about the town than you. I don’t know how you fit everything in that notebook, but you do.”

“It’s not my only notebook,” Spiky explained, before realizing that wasn’t what the situation needed. He went to the bag of papers he carried with him and fished around until he found a particular book, opening it to a well-worn page. “This is demon law. You can’t just appoint me as the next mayor. We have to have a vote.”

“You didn’t vote for me,” Arthur protested.

Lily groaned. “Yes we did, Arthur. I’m guessing Spiky didn’t mention any of this because it didn’t matter, but when we made you the mayor, we all agreed on it beforehand. There was no real question of who it was going to be. We had a vote, even if it was an informal one.”

“Gods, it’s more than that. We have to have a whole election. Candidates. Speeches. Campaigning. Ooof,” Milo groaned and frowned. “Spiky, if you’re a candidate, then who’s going to set everything up and document things?”

“Well, Leena can,” Spiky said. “I’ll tell her as soon as I see her.”

“Is it a lot?” Arthur was suddenly beset by vague memories of Earth politics, which were never pretty. “Are people going to make enemies over this?”

“Oh, Arthur. Who would make enemies just to be in leadership?” Skal said. “It’s not like being mayor is an easy job. You have to make sure everyone’s happy, all the time.”

“Or else what?”

Skal looked confused. “Or else they are sad! You should know this already. You had the job. It’s still gonna be a hell of a thing. People will need a chance to say their piece. People will have to know when the speeches are so they have a chance to hear it. Which means running around the town to make sure nobody misses it. Maybe even multiple speeches as new issues come up.”

“That’s necessary? We can’t just count on word-of-mouth?”

“By demon law, no. It would be easier if we had a gazette, or something. But we don’t. We have to make sure word gets out in a reasonably universal way. Counting on gossip leaves too much to chance.”
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Arthur went to bed that night with a lightness in his spirit, not least because he no longer held the responsibility for the whole town on his shoulders. He checked, and he no longer had access to the mayor window. As soon as he put his thoughts to words, the system had acknowledged it and taken the burden off his back.

That wasn’t the only reason he felt good though. It also wasn’t because there wasn’t a monster wave coming for them, or the fact that Milo and Rhodia had invited him, Lily, and Mizu to dinner the next day.

Arthur felt good because he lived in a place where the biggest problem politics presented was getting the word out. It was a scheduling problem. He lived in a place where the biggest problems related to politics were just related to making sure everyone had a chance to know which good choice was their favorite.

As fuzzy as his memories of Earth might be, Arthur knew this was much, much better. He fell asleep grinning.


THIRTY-FOUR



Gazette







“So are you running?” Arthur dished up Lith’s drink, which was a sleepy-time tea despite it being the early morning. Lith’s work hours tended to swing wildly depending on what he was hunting, and the influx of beasts coming back after the monster wave meant he was taking a few night shifts to bring in the game. “You would probably do well with the hunter and warrior classes, right?”

“I always forget you are an off-worlder.” Lith sipped his drink. “Well, no, I don’t. But I forget the implications. No, I wouldn’t do well with them.”

“Why not?”

“They’re some of my most loyal friends. They’ll step in front of a charging monster with no hesitation to protect me, or give up on a great kill if it’s what I need for my class right then. But that’s different. Warriors won’t vote for other warriors for civil leadership. Ever.”

“Why not?” Arthur stepped back into the shop and took a look at a big pot of boba pearls that had almost but not quite reached the right consistency. “Seriously. If there’s an obvious reason, I’m missing it.”

“Part of it is that we know ourselves. Most warriors aren’t dumb, but they are smart in specialized ways that have to do with fighting. They pay close attention, but only to fighting.”

“Ah.” Arthur remembered the example of Karbo. A genius at fighting and not so much at other things.

“And that’s not even the big part. The big part is that the work warriors and hunters do happens outside the town. That’s not true during a monster wave, but it’s true every other time. I’m just working alone most of the time, going off gut decisions. We have the world out there handled. It’s the world inside the city walls we don’t get. For that, you don’t want an athletic, outside kind of guy. You want… well, I don’t know how to put this.”

“An inside kid?”

“Ha!” Lith snorted. “Yes, an inside kid. Or if you can’t get that, someone like Karra, who maybe isn’t that good at writing things down but who spends a lot of time seeing what everyone else is up to.”

“Would you vote for Karra?” Arthur asked. “Honestly. Between just you and me.”

“In a vacuum? Sure. But there are other people running. If I’m being honest, my money is on Spiky. Or Mizu, if she runs.”

“Mizu?” Arthur hadn’t thought about that. “It’s hard to imagine her in that job. She doesn’t like to give speeches.”

“Maybe not, but she’s smart. And scary. That’s a good combo, I’ve found. Do me a favor and find out if she’s running when you get a chance. I’ll vote for her, if she is.”

Less than an hour after Lith left, Arthur got that chance. Mizu came into the shop, saw Arthur was busy with customers, and retreated to a table near the back. In peaceful times, this wasn’t rare at all. She would spend her extra time relaxing in sight and hearing range of Arthur. For a while, back in the city, Arthur had assumed she needed his attention from time to time when she did that, and made a point of periodically checking in with her so she wouldn’t feel ignored.

Eventually, he figured out it wasn’t like that at all. If he had time to talk with her, she enjoyed him taking a few minutes for her. If he didn’t, she didn’t mind at all. She was fully capable of enjoying herself by herself, and treating Arthur and the shop as a pleasant sort of background noise. If he wanted to deal with other things before talking with her, he had all the time in the world.

He had no intention of doing other things. Today, he had tea, and not just the drinkable kind.

“Mizu,” Arthur said as he made a fist with his hand and held it in front of his chest. “There are rumors and speculation that you might be running for mayor, in a shocking reversal of expectations. Do you have any comments for the viewers at home?”

“For the what?”

“Our television audience.”

“If this is Earthman stuff, Arthur, I’m not following.”

“Oh, it is,” Arthur said. “It’s off-worlder nonsense. But still. I just had someone ask me if you were running, and it’s not like you’d do a bad job. Have you thought about it?”

“For a moment,” Mizu admitted. Arthur arced his eyebrows in surprise. “A short moment. A very short moment. I’d have to talk all the time. And keep track of things that didn’t have to do with water. I could do it, but…”

“But you don’t want to,” Arthur finished the sentence for Mizu. The bell on Arthur’s door rang as Onna, wearing street clothes, let herself in and plopped on the chair next to Mizu. It looked like they might have coordinated their days off to spend them together. Arthur was glad, if so. He had seen a lot of friendships put temporarily on hold while the town dealt with its crisis. Seeing those relationships rekindle, even in small ways, did his heart good. “Did you hear, Onna? Mizu doesn’t want to run for mayor.”

“It’s a shame. She’d be good at it. Especially once she got used to making speeches,” Onna teased.

“Agreed.” Arthur nodded. “What about you? You could run. I know guards are kind of warrior classes, but it seems like that’s only about half of what you do.”

Onna waved her hand dismissively. “That’s half too much. Warriors shouldn’t be mayors, Arthur. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that?”

“Lith did. Not in those words,” Arthur said.

“Well, he was right. Actually, that’s part of why I’m here. I figure if anybody knows who is running right now, it’s you. Being in one place and talking to so many people, and all.”

“I’m afraid not. Spiky is in the running, but you know that. Karra’s workers are trying to get her to run, but I don’t think she’s decided she wants to do that yet. Otherwise, people either haven’t decided to run yet or aren’t telling me about it.”

“See, this is the problem with a new town. In the city, you could just read the gazette,” Onna complained.

“That’s the second time I’ve heard someone mention that.” Arthur plopped a cup of tea in front of both Onna and Mizu, then sat down again himself. “And I lived in the city for a while and never even saw one.”

“You did so,” Mizu said. “It was a little piece of paper, maybe this big. People carried them and handed them around when they were done.”

“That was the gazette?” Arthur remembered what Mizu was talking about, but it was roughly the size of a single piece of notebook paper, maybe a little bigger. “I thought those were just business reports or something.”

“I mean, how much news do you think there was in a typical day in the city? It mostly was business reports. How much of whatever rock got mined that day and that kind of thing.”

“No human interest stories? I guess they’d be demon interest stories here, but stories about people? None of that?”

“Oh, they had them. Usually, one a day. ‘Boku the herder lost a sheep, and found it in the mouth of a Grouk. Knowing the Grouk’s weakness for cheese, he quickly hatched a plan.’ That sort of thing.”

“Huh.” Arthur wondered how many stories he had missed out on by not reading the small piece of paper. “Well, we don’t have one for now. Is there anyone in town who has that skill?”

“Leena and Spiky are the closest, and they stay busy.”

“Then we’ll just have to make do. It’s not the biggest problem.”
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Most Demon World problems had a way of working themselves out. If the system hadn’t taken Arthur at his word that he was quitting the mayor job and removed his leadership window access, he might have known this particular issue was well on its way to being resolved. As it was, he had to find out the old-fashioned way, like everyone else.

“Oh, hey.” Arthur glanced up and saw a larger bird-demon taking a seat at the outside counter of his shop. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Arthur. Are you settling?”

New arrivals to the town weren’t rare, though they had been somewhat on hold during the monster wave period. Most people weren’t willing to take a risk on a town that would most likely be leveled within a week or so. It made more sense to wait until the town was destroyed, come in then, and start on a more-or-less even footing with everyone else. This was the first new face Arthur had seen since the waves became a threat, not counting the temporary influx of people from Seaside and Peaktown.

“I’m Sett.” The bird shook his head. “And no, not a settler. Just passing through.”

“That’s rare,” Arthur commented.

“Is it?” The goose unslung a large leather bag from its shoulder, placing it on the stool next to him and pulling out a pad and paper. “In a lively town like this, I would have expected more visitors.”

“Settlers, sure. People coming here for business aren’t rare, either. But passing through?” Arthur nodded towards the cliffs and ocean. “Where would they be passing through to? We’re sort of at the end of the world here.”

Sett jotted something down on the paper with a pencil, then let loose a honking laugh. He was either a goose- or swan-demon. Arthur hadn’t entirely figured out which just yet.

“Ha! Yes, I suppose that makes sense. I’m going to Seaside after this, then Drysand. Just a general tour of the ends of the Demon World,” Sett said.

“Seaside is a nice place, at least judging by the people. Drysand is a new one for me. What’s their story?” Arthur asked.

“They’re a desert town. It’s just a few buildings in the sand, from what I hear. They run a mining operation.”

“In the sandy desert? What do they mine?”

“Sand.” The goose made another note in his book. It was suspicious that he kept doing that, but he also seemed harmless enough that Arthur decided to just write the note-taking off as a quirk. “There are a lot of uses for sand. Making glass, filling in pits in the ground, that sort of thing.”

“Huh.” Arthur wondered if Karra could use any sand for her packed-earth wall design. That would mean holes in the wall could more or less self-fill, and he figured sand might just be better than normal dirt for that purpose. “Any idea what it costs?”

“Not me. I’m a humble demon of letters. Plus, I haven’t even been out there yet. This is just what I’ve heard.” The goose-demon glanced up to the menu again. He had been looking at it off and on since he sat down. “You are going to have to help me with this. What in the world is a boba?”

Arthur ran him through his usual explanation of all things boba. Yes, it was a drink. Yes, it also had food in it, kind of. No, it wasn’t meant to replace meals. No, it probably wasn’t as weird as the new customer thought, and Arthur recommended he just try something that sounded good.

The goose ended up ordering a full-pep tea with some of Arthur’s darkest, fullest flavored leaves. Arthur let Empathetic Brewer take a look at the goose’s preferences and found Sett wasn’t kidding or trying to put on a pretense of liking serious, heavy-flavored drinks like some people might. Arthur brewed him the strongest, darkest tea he could, relatively impressed at the hardcore nature of the goose’s palate.

“Oh, that is really good.” The goose had allowed Arthur to add just the smallest amount of cream to the drink to round out the experience, and gulped greedily on the straw as he got his first few tastes of the drink. “And these boba things are… interesting. Some kind of jelly?”

“Not really. They’re made of root flour. I released a pamphlet on it with my town’s librarian once.”

“Oh, really? I’ll have to track that down.”

The goose kept drinking as his eyes dropped to his notepad, and he hurriedly scribbled out several lines of text. Soon enough, the drink was empty, and the goose patted his stomach as he let out a little ahhh of satisfaction.

“Well, thank you for this. And the conversation. You are the mayor, right?”

“Not as of a few days ago. We have an election coming up to deal with that change.”

“Interesting!” Sett bobbed his head and put his empty cup down on Arthur’s counter. “I’ll make sure and gather some impressions from people in the town about that.”

[image: ]



A couple hours later and unbeknownst to Arthur, Milo was entranced by the idea of printing presses. After an all-nighter with the put-upon goose journalist, they had a working prototype of a press that was enough to get out an early pamphlet about the elections.
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“You saw this, right?” Lily knocked on Arthur’s door early the next morning, gripping a piece of paper gingerly. “It’s pretty good. It has all the candidates on it and everything. And a bunch of comments about you. What did you do to this guy?”

“What?” Arthur took the piece of paper and read over everything. “Oh, Sett. I just met him yesterday.”

“Oh, I get it,” Lily said. “First Arthur contact. Yup. That would do it.”

Arthur was beginning to see the various puzzle pieces related to Sett start to fit together. It would be weird timing if he was right about who he was dealing with, but Arthur found the system soft-worked that way. It piled on coincidence after coincidence if it meant a beautiful world, shamelessly pushing the limits of probability to make sure everything was nice at all times.

A couple minutes later, Arthur found the goose in the town.

“Hey, Sett?” The goose turned around as Arthur called him, expectation on his face. “I don’t think you ever really told me. What do you do again?”

“Like I said, I’m a man of letters. A gazetteer, out to do a survey of the frontier and bring stories back to the cities. If you know of any interesting ones, let me know. I’m always looking for things to print,” Sett said happily.

“Nothing springs to mind, but I’ll let you know.”

Arthur let Sett go. He was tempted to try to convince the gazetteer to stay right then and there, but something told him he’d only turn the goose off the town entirely if he was pushy like that. It was better to let him take a look around first and draw his own conclusions. He doubted this would be the last time he saw Sett, in any case.

The next meeting between the two came sooner than Arthur thought. As Arthur walked around town between the morning and afternoon rushes, the goose found him and approached him at a pace that could be defined as chasing him down.

“Arthur,” Sett said. “You don’t brag much, do you?”

“Brag? No, I guess not.”

“Consider it confirmed that you don’t. Did you really tame a Prata?”

“I wouldn’t say Daisy is tame. She’s more of a helpful friend. If anything, Rumble is the tamer of the two, and even he just does what he wants.”

“Ah yes, Rumble.” The goose looked exasperated. “Listen, not that it’s your job to provide me with stories, but if you ever feel like being helpful to a gazetteer, know that interesting stories about gigantic, untamable beasts who just decided to work as guardians for an entire town are a very good start. Can I ask you some questions about them?”

Arthur did his best to give Sett the full picture of the saga with Daisy and Rumble, such as it was. The goose seemed particularly interested in the idea that Rumble was a fiend for getting pets, and that they had become friends after a dangerous situation. Both of those, he said, were story gold.

After chiding Arthur for not telling him all that in the first place, Sett was gone again to talk to other people in the town. It was less than an hour before he found Arthur again.

“Arthur, you… listen. How much of this town is interesting to you? I mean really interesting in a way you’d tell me about.”

“A lot of it? It’s a pretty place. We have a lot of different trees out in the forest, and…”

Sett slapped his forehead.

“Not that kind of stuff. Lots of towns have that. You know what lots of towns don’t have? Children who forced the system to give them a class years early and who somehow managed to be a majicka-sharing assistant class. Do you know how valuable she’d be in the capital?”

“She’s pretty valuable here, actually. Helps out with a lot of things,” Arthur said.

“Helps out with a lot of things, he says. Well, in a big city, she’d be a strategic resource. She’d be on a team that had another full team just to figure out the best place to put her at any given time. And instead, your town has her. Because she’s your daughter?”

“Oh, not my daughter.” Arthur paused to consider things. “Well, kind of. Or my sister. We sort of adopted each other.”

Arthur could actually see the goose getting red under his feathers. Sett opened his mouth as if to chide Arthur, choked on his words, shook his head, and walked off, muttering about how people had no sense of what made an interesting story.

“You don’t want to know more?” Arthur yelled out after him.

“I’ll ask the girl!” Sett yelled. “Knowing you, you’ll miss all the interesting parts. Now, listen. That’s it? You really don’t have any more interesting stories to share? I’ve got all of them?”

“I think so?” Arthur said with a feeling that he was forgetting something. In a smaller voice, he added, “All of them that pop to mind.”

Sett left again, a determined glint in his eye. Arthur didn’t see him again until the dinnertime rush was about to start. The goose had set up outside Arthur’s shop, spotting him a mile off and tapping his foot in annoyance until Arthur closed the gap between them.

“You know what happens whenever I talk to anyone at all, Arthur? Do you know?” Sett demanded.

“They tell you interesting things for your newspaper?” Arthur offered.

“Oh, they tell me those, all right. They say, ‘Oh, you should talk to Arthur about the time he saved three cities by sharing resources.’ Or they say, ‘Oh, yeah, Arthur makes magic tea that ignores alchemy stacks.’”

Sett was not, as far as Arthur knew, made of soap. That inconvenient fact was doing absolutely nothing to keep him from working himself up into a full lather.

“Oh, Arthur’s great friends with Karbo. That’s how he got Karbo to blow up an entire mountain that one time. Oh, that was Arthur. He convinced the best wagoneer and best smelter under the age of fifty in the entire world to move here and also they’re getting married.”

“Wait, Talca’s getting married?” Arthur’s eyes widened.

“That’s beside the point, Arthur! I just spent a day talking to an entire town about weird stuff you do. An entire day about how you drag in news once a week like a fisherman who catches whales. And that was before, Arthur, I found out you were an off-worlder.”

“You didn’t know?” Arthur motioned generally at his own body. “I mean, I look like this.”

“I thought you were a monkey or something!”

“Well, no, I’m an off-worlder.” Arthur scratched the side of his head a bit, bashfully. “I’m sorry for not mentioning that or the other stuff. I guess it all just seems kind of normal to me now. It’s how my life has been for a while.”

The goose paced back and forth a bit, visibly trying to calm himself down. He finally circled back to where Arthur was standing, looking a bit like he might actually grab Arthur’s collar to make sure he was paying attention.

“Arthur, I’m going to ask you one more time. Do you know of any interesting stories in town? Anything that I might be interested in that you can tell me about, so I don’t have to spend a bunch of time digging it up?”

“No.” Arthur was confident. “I think you’ve got just about everything. You know about the monster wave, and Lily, and me. And the town generally. That’s about all of it.”

The next time Arthur and Sett met, Mizu almost beat the gazetteer up.

Arthur and Mizu were having a pleasant stroll when Arthur was suddenly tackled from behind by a manic goose. On the ground, he turned to see Sett looming over him, a crazed glint in the gazetteer’s eye as he brandished a notepad threateningly. Arthur raised a hand to stop Mizu as she glared at this new, confusing threat to her boyfriend.

“What, Sett? I told you everything,” Arthur said. “Everything I could think of.”

“Everything he can think of, he says.” Sett glared at Arthur. “He just forgets little details. Like how one of his town’s founding members was the freaking moonlight angler. You forgot to mention that all the town’s fish are supplied by the Lines-man of the Coming Dawn. Just a little thing like that.”

“Our towns bristled with frozen spears, pointed outwards as a threat to any who might dare to attack.” Mizu’s rare foray into the more violent and threatening of her greetings seemed to give the goose pause, which was probably her intent. “Arthur, who is this violent goose-demon? And what did you do to him?”

“I asked him if there were any interesting stories in town, and he…” Sett’s voice trailed off as he looked at Mizu desperately, like she might have the sanity and grounding he had failed to find in Arthur. “Does he really feel like all this is normal? All… this?”

“Ooooh.” Mizu’s face lit up with realization. “You’re dealing with Arthur-stuff for the first time. Got it. Everyone goes through this. Carry on.”

Arthur looked at Mizu with exasperation as she stepped back, a glint of mischief in her eye. He tried his best to figure out how to patch things up with the increasingly annoyed gazetteer.

“Listen, man, I’m doing my best,” Arthur said. “Since I got here, everything has been like this. All the time. It’s my normal, okay? Fun stuff just happens. I thought it was how it was for everyone.”

“He really did.” Mizu laughed. “Like everyone has trained Pratas, and gets named most valuable contributor to a major city’s monster wave a month after they get their class.”

“Oh, gods.” Sett sat down, almost missing the bench in his annoyance. “I’m going to have to stay here, aren’t I?”

“Probably,” Mizu said blandly. “Most people do.”

“I don’t even have a printing press.”

“Oh, that’s fine. Milo will build you something.” Mizu grabbed the goose’s elbow and started leading him away. “I’ll introduce you right now, and send the bad off-worlder away before he upsets you more.”

“Mizu!” Arthur exclaimed.

“Now, Arthur, leave the nice goose alone. Give him some time to acclimate.” Mizu almost skipped away as she left with the gazetteer. “Just go make tea or something, and be glad you caught another one.”


THIRTY-SIX



Ideas Person







The next day, Arthur sat Lily down and cooked some eggs and sausages he had in his cold box, letting the oil from the latter mix in with the former until he had a couple piles of heavy, meaty goodness for their breakfast. Cutting some bread and pouring some tea, he sat down to eat and take his first good look at the town’s first gazette.

Election Candidates Revealed! The First Edition of the Coldbrook Murmur Reveals All About Your Candidates for Mayor!

There were seven candidates in total, each with little profiles about their background and what they hoped to accomplish.

Turu Merchant, General Goods Store

Turu promises a commerce-first approach to leadership, leveraging his mayoral powers to maximize trade with both surrounding settlements and the Demon World at large. Under his leadership, building efforts would focus on road improvements, depot-building, and a more refined taxation structure.

Opel Stamper, Stamping Crew Member

Opel promises a sturdy, construction-focused approach to governance, one that builds first, builds often, and builds to last. He will maximize the capabilities of the city from a structural and infrastructure standpoint. Opel hopes to fill the gap left by Karra’s decision not to run for leadership and to give Coldbrook residents a builder-focused option for their mayoral voting.

Every one of the candidates had a specific focus on top of the normal responsibilities one would expect from a mayor, all offering legitimate differences in how they’d run the town that made sense as separate options. All of them except one, that is.

Milo Metalsmith, Milo’s Metalworks and Machinery

Milo promises to focus what seems like an inappropriate amount of town resources on trying to, quote, “Get everything to have at least one gear in it.” He says he will spend his time as mayor turning Coldbrook into essentially one large, over-complex clockwork town, even where this isn’t productive or helpful.

The Coldbrook Murmur emphatically dis-recommends Milo for any leadership position at all and recommends, lightly, that he be watched so he doesn’t hurt himself.

Arthur could vaguely imagine the conversation that had led to that article and decided once more that he liked Sett, weird journalistic aggression and all. Which was good, since the next article focused mostly on him.

A Year or So of Arthur: A Profile of a Leader

No person is more visible or more exemplifies the can-do spirit of Coldbrook than Arthur Teamaster, of Earth. Though all agree he has trouble focusing on or remembering important things, he has led Coldbrook admirably through its early days. Under his guidance, the town has grown, covered its own basic needs, developed its exports and industry, and defeated a monster wave even when the most optimistic of expectations indicated failure.

This reporter sat down with Arthur repeatedly over the course of the last few days and, with great difficulty, managed to extract several pieces of information from him, in the same way one might extract a sore tooth from the mouth of a very cranky Hing.

The story went on like that for half a page, detailing Arthur’s accomplishments in generous ways that nearly made him blush while also taking every opportunity to take swipes at his apparent inability to give journalists the scoops they craved. Lily read over Arthur’s shoulder, giggling.

“He makes it sound like he hates me,” Arthur said. “People are going to get the wrong idea.”

“I think it’s probably fine. Nobody will think he’d actually write the article like this if he was really mad at you. This is probably his way of explaining why he tackled you in broad daylight yesterday.”

“Well, either way, I’m glad we have Sett,” Arthur said. “I didn’t know about at least three of these candidates.”

“I didn’t know about any of them except Spiky. And his write-up is the best.”

It was. Sett had stopped short of out-and-out endorsing Spiky, but only just. Just like on Earth, Demon World papers had bias. Unlike Earth, though, they didn’t attempt to hide that fact.

Stanta “Spiky” Bookmaster

Known as Spiky, as per his race’s norms, Stanta Bookmaster is an all-round candidate with a firm grasp of every piece of data relevant to Coldbrook. As a founding member of the town, he has spent countless hours documenting Coldbrook’s terrain, its natural resources, and every brick of every building as the town grew around him.

Spiky promises to focus entirely on what he calls “dynamic balance,” an ever-shifting, data-propelled approach to leadership that changes with the needs of the town in an effort to anticipate civic matters, material requirements, and labor supply issues before they become problems.

This reporter was impressed by Spiky’s plans and hopes to see more of his ideas regarding leadership in the future.

“Yeah, that’s about as good of a write-up as he can get,” Arthur agreed. “Will the other candidates be mad?”

“Naw. They probably think the same thing.” Lily scooped up a huge forkful of eggs, shoveling the bite down as her eyes dropped in thought. “I can’t think of a single person who would be even close to doing what Spiky can do. And that’s before his academic mayor advantage.”

“Academic mayor?”

“I was talking to Leena about it yesterday. Every mayor’s screen is different. Actual leadership classes get the most comprehensive screens, but they are rare. After that, warriors get a different kind of screen that focuses on defense.”

“I thought warriors never get elected.”

“They don’t, but they used to. Anyway, I guess if Spiky was the mayor, he’d get all the same information you’d get, just… more. More details, more kinds of information the system assumes wouldn’t be useful to most people.”

“Ah. So the person holding and using all that information would be Spiky.”

“Right. And I don’t think anyone will actually disagree with Sett.” Lily tapped on the paper. “I’m actually impressed he wrote his thoughts down. Some people wouldn’t.”

“Yeah. I just hope we can keep him, long-term,” Arthur said.

“Is there even enough news in Coldbrook for a full-time gazetteer?” Lily asked.

“I dunno. We can probably ask him. If we can find him.”

“Let's go.” Lily put her fork down on her plate, then carried both to the sink. “I know just where he is.”

Arthur and Lily found Sett sitting at a small, roughly-made wooden table packed with copies of the gazette, far more than the town would actually need and probably in excess of how many people actually lived there.

“Hi, Sett. I see you’ve been busy.” Arthur and the gazetteer nodded at each other. “I liked the article this morning.”

“Oh, good. I was wondering if you would. I figured it was more fun than if I had written the same thing, but dry,” Sett said. “It’s kind of freeing to be able to write my own opinions in the margin. I’ll have to pull back if Coldbrook grows because not everyone would have the context, but for now, it’s fun.”

“Agreed.” Arthur pointed at the stack of gazettes on the counter. “Do you really need this many? Most people are going to share theirs.”

“Oh, not for people to actually read today. But I have a whole other crate of these back at my house. People who move here later will want copies. First edition papers are like that. They are little pieces of history.”

Arthur leaned on the table. He pictured little demons reading about Coldbrook a generation from now, trying to imagine how it could ever have been so small. It was a fun idea.

“Lily and I were actually just talking about the Murmur,” Arthur began, “and we wanted to come ask you. Do you think there’s enough news in town to sustain it?”

“I’d like to say yes, especially if you keep getting up to your normal antics. But honestly? No. Usually, there’s just not enough change in a town this size to keep a daily gazette.”

“Then how are you going to make it work?” Arthur asked, suddenly concerned.

“Oh, don’t worry about that. I talked to Talca about it this morning. Once a week, I’m going to take a run over to Peaktown, Seaside, and a couple other settlements. I’ll release the Murmur as a sort of collection of everything that’s going on in this whole part of the world.”

“So sort of a frontier-news thing?”

“Exactly. Which is great for keeping up with what everyone else is doing, but I think also might make the paper interesting for people back in the cities. Sort of a way for moms to check up and see how their kids are doing.”

“You should make a section for the kids to send their moms messages, if that’s something you want,” Lily said. “It would make the moms like it more, and you could probably charge people a coin for a quick sentence.”

Sett gaped at Lily for a moment. “That’s actually a really good idea.”

“Get used to it. She’s full of them. It’s part of her class,” Arthur said.

Arthur and Lily shot the breeze with Sett a little longer, then made their way to the shop. These days, Lily was able to help around the shop almost every morning while still having some time to split off and go help with some other important project in the afternoon. In strict class-advancement terms, helping Arthur was probably a waste of Lily’s time, and he had once tried to convince her to spend her time in other ways that would be more productive for her.

Lily had shut that down fast. She became an assistant specifically to assist Arthur, and had rightly pointed out that if she wanted to use her class to do things that made her happy, it was her business alone whether or not she cared about them being efficient.

“You’re smiling,” Lily said. “It’s nice, but why?”

“Oh, was I?” Arthur rubbed his cheek, which hurt a little bit from a grin he hadn’t even realized was there. “I guess it’s because everything’s calmed down. I mean, there’s the election and all, but that’s just positive stuff. There are no monsters looming on the horizon or problems to deal with.”

“So you can just make tea,” Lily concluded.

“So I can just make tea, yeah. And lots of it, these days.”

Arthur glanced down at his hands, which were increasingly capable and could now do things he wouldn’t have dreamt of in the early days of developing his class. He hadn’t paid much attention during the monster wave, but he had picked up levels and achievements from his tea that pushed his tea-making even further, not to mention the experience he had built up from good, old-fashioned monster slaying.

“Your class is moving along? I know it was stalled for a while,” Lily asked.

“Oh, absolutely stalled,” Arthur said. It had been a while since he checked, and the last few times, it had been stuck at the same level. There was finally some change now. “And it hasn’t made a huge difference. Mainly I can just make easier teas better and for longer before I run out of majicka. Increasing the pep in tea doesn’t really cost me anything anymore. I don’t even notice the draw.”

“What’s that mean for the shop?” Lily asked. “It’s not a monster wave anymore. Barely anyone is asking for buffs now.”

“I think they feel awkward doing it. Which is a shame because I have more power than I need, these days.” Arthur pulled a lever, purging yesterday’s water from his kettles while allowing fresh liquid to flow in and replace it. “Nobody wants to seem greedy. I need to figure out how to make them feel like they can ask for things without it being weird.”

“Hmm.” Lily cupped her chin in her hands. “The only thing I can think of is changing up your menu.”

“I don’t have any new ingredients, really.”

“Not ingredients. I’m thinking actually telling people what you can do for them. If it seems weird to ask you for something that enhances stamping, you could just put it up on the board and make it clear that’s a service your shop offers. Having it on the sign would make it more normal for most people.”

“Gods. That’s the solution, isn’t it?” Arthur almost slapped his forehead. “I’ve been trying to figure out how to handle this for days, and it’s just that easy.”

“Well, that’s what I’m around for. I’m an ideas person, remember?” Lily puffed out proudly.

“You are.” Arthur ruffled the feathers on top of Lily’s head, ignoring her protest. “And I’m very, very lucky to have you.”
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That night, Arthur did something he knew was a good idea but rarely got around to actually doing. He pulled out a pen and paper and tried to put a bit of structure behind the idea of improving his menu. As he sat down at the desk in his house, he realized with a sort of subtle shame that it was the first time he had ever actually used his very nice desk for its actual, explicit purpose. He wasn’t, in the end, the bookiest of demons, and to the extent he worked with words, it was usually on the run and in response to some sort of immediate need.

The first task he tried to tackle was the most boring, mostly consisting of writing out his regular menu with a few notes for himself on each item. He didn’t keep regular notes about purchases, but he had a pretty good idea of how much each item sold in terms of quantity. Right off the bat, there were a few ingredients he knew he could take off the menu if he wanted. Most people didn’t seem to like them, and the few who did could ask for them in a special order.

He also had some new ingredients that weren’t on the signs yet, but that everyone knew about. At this point, all the local fruits and ingredients in the vicinity had been more or less brought to bear by the town’s farmers, which left Arthur with a few new flavors and a few that more-or-less stood in for hard-to-get older ingredients.

Arthur marked every change he wanted to make to the drink menu within a few minutes, but didn’t feel any sense of accomplishment at just that. This was his physical menu, the one having to do with ingredients and flavors. Not that Arthur thought he was ever going to be fully done refining the delicious-normal-food parts of his craft, but right now, he had that part of his job down.

What he needed to do, as discussed with Lily, was figure out a better way to quantify the more majickal parts of what he did. Right now, he was playing fast and loose with Empathetic Brewer, trying to figure out what other people needed. That had been a lot easier during the ramp up to the monster wave, since he only had to find a few key places to dump most of his majicka each day. Now he needed to do it dozens of times in weaker, less-precise brews he could make a lot of before he ran dry. He needed more efficiency.

Taking up his pen, Arthur tried his hand at naming the normal, less exciting types of enhancement brews he made every day.

———

Lift

Work harder and longer. This drink enhances your vitality and strength, allowing you to put more of your shoulder behind any task of the heavy lifting, bashing, and shoving varieties.

Plus Enhancement (2 Coins): Focus the drink’s effects on a particular kind of heavy labor or intense combat.

March

Juice your vitality and dexterity to allow you to travel faster and complete light labor better. If you want to work faster instead of harder while still bringing endurance to the table, this is the drink for you.

Plus Enhancement (2 Coins): Focus the drink’s effects on a particular kind of detailed labor or travel.

Swing

Built for fighters and smith-style workers, Swing brings your dexterity and strength scores up to allow for more accurate strikes that hit like a falling boulder.

Plus Enhancement (2 Coins): Focus the drink’s effects on either combat or a particular heavy-labor, dexterity-dependent task.

Aim…

———

The list went on. Aim increased dexterity and perception to let archers place shots better, or to help tailors thread needles. Etch brought up dexterity and intelligence, helping the rare Spiky-type professionals do their writing better. Scry helped wisdom and perception. Think buffed intelligence and wisdom. Arthur kept working until he had a name and effect combination for several more possibilities, some of which he was pretty sure nobody would ever want, given the lack of general crossover between stats like strength and wisdom for most classes.

In the end, he had about seven combinations that were solid. He knew there were more than that, but took the fact that he couldn’t think of anyone who would be left out by the combinations he hadn’t covered as an indication that he was probably okay with what he had.

This was progress, but it was also the easy part of the task. All these drinks put names to things people already knew that Arthur could do. It was necessary and would streamline his shop, but it wouldn’t make him truly more useful. For that, he thought back to a drink he had made days ago, one that he was holding up as a model for the real and difficult part of his plans.

———

Aperteaf

This tea is specifically made for drinking with a meal, and very slightly enhances the drinker’s perception of the flavor they get out of their food. It has a similarly intense effect on how satisfied the drinker feels after their meal is done, making them feel slightly more hungry at the beginning of the meal and very slightly more comfortably full at its end.

———

That, Arthur thought, was what he needed more of. Where drinks like March helped people work, Aperteaf was a drink that helped them live. Arthur didn’t want all of his beverages to just be things that helped people do their jobs and for people to think of them as equipment in the same way they thought of hammers, swords, and pickaxes. He wanted the drinks to be a part of life after work as well, and to be as good for winding down as they were for pumping up.

The only problem was that he had precious few drinks that did that, at least in a specific and focused way. Not that he couldn’t dull pain or help people sleep, but those drinks were different from what Aperteaf was. Whipping up another batch of the appetite tea, Arthur could feel that difference in his bones as the majicka ordered itself to enhance the drink.

He didn’t know what to call it, but teas like Aperteaf just fit into his class better, like they were sinking into a mold in his soul he hadn’t known was there, some cavity in his capabilities that the system had left open, waiting to be filled. The teas that were the most obviously like that were his named unique teas, which had clunked into place like they had always belonged in him and finally found their way home. Aperteaf had maybe a tenth of that feeling, but it was a big tenth.

Looking back, Arthur could only think of one other tea that really fit into that middle place between named teas and mundane stuff he made to help workers, and it was one of his oldest and funniest brews.

———

Hair of the Dog (Eito Festival Edition)

This tea takes simple pepped leaves, water, and an ample dose of passive majicka to offer slightly more than moderate relief to a very particular kind of self-inflicted suffering.

Crafted particularly for Eito with ingredients he is confirmed to like, this drink will work slightly better when consumed by its namesake.

———

Poor Eito’s consistent Karbo-fueled over drinking had provided Arthur with the biggest clue of how to proceed here. Eito’s drink worked better for him because it was made with ingredients specifically intended to increase his subjective experience. But that wasn’t just an effect that worked on a person-to-person basis. Reaching into his status screen, Arthur dusted off the very oldest and most neglected of his skills, shocked at how much had changed.

———

Food Scientist (Level 20)

You understand a bit more about the world around you than most. Other people might be able to manipulate it better, but you comprehend a bit about how it acts when it’s not being manipulated at all.

That knowledge grants you a better understanding of various aspects of ingredients, tools, and cooking conditions than most. At level zero, this skill will allow you to gather more preliminary information about your resources and predict the effects of various cooking techniques on them slightly better.

With your increased understanding of majicka, your excellent growth in several related skills, and your use of this skill in a variety of high-stakes situations, your level 20 performance does quite a bit more. When consciously leveraged, Food Scientist will strongly indicate an ingredient’s viability and efficacy in a particular brew.

This is true both of the flavor and recipe-appropriate elements of the ingredient, but is also now true of its interaction with majicka-driven effects such as those leveraged by Medicinal Brewer.

———

Arthur stood up from his desk, carrying his notebook with him as he went to the room in which he housed his ingredients. He creaked open the heavy door and breathed in the good tea-and-food smells as he entered, eyeing the shelves for likely candidates. Of all the possible components he could choose, tea was the easy part. He had dozens upon dozens of varieties here, most grown by himself but some imported from climates quite unlike Coldbrook’s to supplement his collection. He shuffled boxes on and off the shelves as he considered them, keeping his purpose firmly in mind and trying his best to give Food Scientist room to work. It had been a long time, or at least felt like it had, since he had really allowed the skill to run wild. And these days, there was a lot more power behind it.

———

Arthur Teamaster

Level 27

Stats:

STR: 10

VIT: 10

DEX: 10

PER: 24

WIS: 36

INT: 5

Primary Skills: Teashop Brewmaster (Level 21), Food Scientist (Level 20), Medicinal Brewer (Level 20), Empathetic Host (Level 20), Comfort Baking (Level 15), Mass Prep (Level 10)

Achievements: Shop Owner, Buffer Against the Wave, Whole-Body Health, I Ate the Works, Impromptu Leader, Founder, Bad Allergies, Talent Scout, Clutch Mayoral Action, Well-Earned Rest

———

Arthur’s highly leveled senses finally woke the skill up. It buzzed almost audibly as he passed over one particular tea. For boba, it gave a strong hit on his majicka-loaded battery-style pearls. He then spent a half hour leafing through various mosses, mushrooms, and other materials he had picked up over his career, finally landing on a combination of five or six of them that seemed suited for this purpose.

He brewed it all together, letting Food Scientist and his primary brewing skill guide him. The first brew was badly botched, but seemed to have promise. The fifth brew finally refined the ingredients to a point the system acknowledged, and to a power level that made Arthur sprint for his icebox to get some cheese after the first sip.

———

Aperteaf (Superior)

This tea is specifically made for drinking with a meal, and very slightly enhances the drinker’s perception of the flavor they get out of their food. It has a similarly intense effect on how satisfied the drinker feels after their meal is done, making them feel slightly more hungry at the beginning of the meal and very slightly more comfortably full at its end.

This particular brew of Aperteaf is ingredient-optimized to make the best use of the majicka imparted to it. Less majicka may be allotted to the process to weaken the effect to the desired level.

———

I’ll have to go easy on majicka. Arthur munched maniacally on cheese and crackers as he regarded his success. Unless I want the town to run out of food. Still, that means less expenditure for the same effect. I’d call this a win.

Arthur ate the rest of his snacks, then cleaned his dishes and forced himself to rest before he cleaned out his icebox. With a magically full-feeling stomach, he finally managed to quell his anticipation of the next day and let his eyelids droop down. He had tea to invent, starting tomorrow. And if he knew the system, that wasn’t going to be as simple and as boring a job as it sounded.


THIRTY-EIGHT



Scavenging







“Kout, I wanted to ask for a favor,” Arthur said.

“For you? Probably. Anything besides my foraging shoes.” Kout noticed Arthur smirking and looked down at his shoes. “Wait, what are those?”

“These? Just something I had Rebes throw together. You like them?” Arthur asked.

“I love them. Not exactly what I need for my job, since I wade so much.” Kout lifted his pants legs to reveal boots that extended halfway up his calf, with a more sealed-up design than Arthur’s. “But still, I have an eye for shoes, and those are really something. What did they cost?”

“Don’t ask. Or don’t ask me, anyway. If you want to get some, I’d strike while Rebes still has the best of the leather he salvaged from the wave. It is my understanding he is currently in possession of the potential to make magic belts too, if that’s your thing.”

“It might be.” Kout seemed to be honestly considering it. Living in the open as much as he did probably made clothes, tents, and shoes an even more valuable proposition to him than for most people. “Anyway, what do you need?”

“I need a tour.”

“A what?”

A day had passed since Arthur started his menu experimentation, and so far, it had been going just fine. He had managed to get Sett to put an advertisement up for him, explaining that he was looking for weird ingredients to do weird class stuff with, even including that wording. The town’s response had been immediate and overwhelming. He had mosses. He had roots. He had edible carapace fragments, ground tendon, a mysterious powder that Skal called boat sneeze, and a hundred other oddities.

Arthur had plenty of insights from looking at all those ingredients, which he thought would have done the trick under normal circumstances. It wasn’t like the drinks he was making weren’t better. They were. He was spending less majicka and getting better results from almost every one of his teas.

Where he was lacking was actual, honest-to-god new inspiration. All that practice had given him exactly zero new drink ideas, and having exhausted all the preserved ingredients in town meant he had only one last path for new recipes.

“A tour of all the ingredients you normally scavenge for the town, including the places you find them. I have a skill that assesses ingredients, and I haven’t been paying attention to it,” Arthur said. “I’m hoping that looking at the ingredients where they live might help. Or that the skill lets me identify things your skill doesn’t.”

“That makes sense. And you want to see every ingredient?” Kout asked.

“Anything a person could eat without getting hurt, I guess. The skill knows better than me what works, most of the time.”

“Not that I’m against it, but that’s probably a two-day trip. It’s a big loop. We might be able to do it a bit quicker, but it’s going to be at least one overnight.”

“I figured it might be that way. I don’t expect you to do it for free, by the way. I got you this.”

Arthur pulled a small roll of cloth from his pocket and tossed it to Kout, who started to untie the cloth strap holding it together. Arthur had spied it behind the counter of the tailor’s shop when he went to pick up the rest of Mizu’s socks for her, and had asked about it on a whim. He was glad he did. For this kind of gift-giving, time was usually a component. Normally, people wanted their clothes fitted, and different classes wanted different things out of apparel like gloves or shoes.

Everyone, though, wanted the same things out of hats. It was just a question of degree.

“This is a really, really big hat.” Kout looked at the shoulder-wide headgear with awe. “I can’t believe it even rolled up that small. It’s enormous.”

“Too big?”

“No.” Kout put the hat on and was suddenly standing in a body-sized shadow of self-supplied shade. “When you spend as much time in the sun as I do, there’s no such thing as too big of a hat.”

“It’s got the normal hat things. It’s water-repellent, and has something I didn’t quite understand called de-winding.”

“Yeah, that’s important. It doesn’t catch much wind. It makes it easier to wear during storms.” Kout reached up and straightened the hat on his head, nodding in a satisfied way. “It’s a nice hat. My last one got lost when I was running from some beast out there. I went back later, never found it.”

“Well, enjoy it. Whether you take me or not, by the way. I don’t want you to feel forced.”

“No, no. The gift of a hat is a serious thing, Arthur. I’m honor-bound to show you all my nature junk now. It’s a scavenger’s law.”

“Do they have those?” Arthur asked.

“They do now,” Kout laughed. “When can you be ready to go? If we are going to go today, we’ll want to leave soon.”

“Right now. I just have to go grab my pack.”

“You have food?”

“And tea stuff.”

“Great. See you soon.”

Arthur ran back to his house and got his pack, stopping at the town’s main well to bid a quick goodbye to Mizu and Lily. He had already done the bulk of his goodbyes earlier that day, fully expecting that Kout would appreciate the company on his rounds. In ten minutes, Arthur was back at the gate, now carrying a camping backpack loaded with lots of tea, but just enough food to get him through the next few days if everything went terribly wrong. He was traveling with a scavenger, after all. Something would have to be pretty wacky for them to run out of what they needed to get by.

The first couple of hours were mostly a tour of areas and things Arthur could have shown himself, and that he had actually mostly seen before. Here was a familiar tree, and there was a place the stream ran a little deeper, the first producing a moss Arthur had known about for months and the second bordered by some sort of flowering shrub that Kout said the alchemists were interested in.

Arthur didn’t get an especially strong ping from Food Scientist when he looked at either, but he gathered a bit of both into his pack anyway, just in case the combination of things would make a larger difference later.

A few hours more made all the difference. At some point, Kout veered off onto a footpath Arthur had never known existed and took him on a curling path that rose in altitude as they walked, stopping here and there to point at a plant or algae that did one thing or another. After a while, Arthur noticed that all the resources Kout stopped for were biological in nature, even though his usual hauls were just as much mineral as they were life-based. And he thought he knew why.

“Sorry I’m holding things up. I know you are probably missing stops because of me.”

“Just a few.” Kout pointed off to the left. “The only really big loss is a pit I’ve been digging off that way. It has some mineral in it that Milo and Rhodia like because it makes his forge and her kiln burn hotter. But I can get it some other day.”

“Why not today?”

“Well, it’s about an hour off track. And then another hour to get back on track. If I take you there, we automatically fall into the long version of this trip and you have to put up with another overnight. Which is fine with me, but…”

“You want to be polite. Because I bought you a hat,” Arthur concluded.

“It’s a really nice hat, to be fair.”

“Doesn’t matter. Make the stops you need to make, in the way that makes sense for you. I’ll walk as fast as I can to try and keep this on track. In fact…” Arthur shrugged his pack off. “You have five minutes?”

“Sure.”

Arthur whipped up a couple cups of tea, not bothering with a pot but instead making two separate, cup-sized batches directly in the cups themselves. Brewing on uneven ground with bad equipment and a travel-sized heating element wasn’t the best scenario for artistry ever, but his work with ingredients did at least prove the concept of the whole endeavor when the tea ended up being much better than his former norm anyway.

March (Superior)

This tea has been ingredient-optimized to make the most of the majicka supplied by the brewer during its preparation. Juice your vitality and dexterity…

At some point during his new menu development, the system had abandoned its own descriptors for the drinks and adopted his. Given that it was around the time he managed to get a superior rating on most of the easy ones, he regarded it as a subtle sort of system reward.

They gulped down their tea and started moving. Ten minutes later, it was evident that the tea really was helping. They were crossing more ground now, and the nagging sense Arthur had that his own cardio was holding back Kout’s pace was lessened, if not eliminated.

“So who are you voting for?” Kout said. “In the election, I mean.”

“Nobody’s really had a chance to convince me one way or another. Why? Are you campaigning?”

Kout snorted. “Me? Arthur, I hate being in the town longer than a lazy afternoon. You must have noticed that.”

“I know. You’re one of the outside kids, and the outside kids never get elected.” Arthur hopped over a fallen tree and managed not only to clear it but to stick the landing without shocking his knees, something he attributed almost entirely to the tea he had drunk. “That’s still weird to me, by the way.”

“Why? We spend most of our time outside the town, so we can’t do mayor things for it. And we want the place we come back to be nice.”

“I mean…” Arthur tried to figure out the best way to explain what he was feeling as an alien on a strange world, even if he barely was that anymore. “You never worry someone won’t look after your interests?”

“We have a voice at the council.”

“Which could be ignored.”

Kout gave Arthur an odd look. “Could, I guess. Have you ever seen anyone do that? Would you?”

Arthur chewed on that. Of course, he wouldn’t. And neither would anyone he knew, come to think of it. He was pretty sure that if he press ganged Kout into being the mayor completely against his will, even the scavenger would do the best job he could making sure everyone had a good life.

“No, I guess. And I know that’s the answer to the question, it’s just weird. Earth stuff wasn’t like that,” Arthur answered.

“Well, don’t tell me how they were,” Kout said. “I’m in the forest right now. Last thing I want is to be stressed out.”

Kout’s policy ended up being a good one for both of them. It didn’t ban talking about Demon World politics, which were stress-free, and after both of them confirmed they were provisionally for Spiky, the conversation was finally able to move on to other things.


THIRTY-NINE



Grass and Signs







“You really didn’t know?” Kout asked. “We’ve been dating for weeks.”

“But I haven’t even seen you two together,” Arthur said, trying to defend himself. Kout was apparently involved with one of the nicer stamper women, a large turtle-demon whom Arthur had talked to once or twice and found very pleasant. “Not once. You’ve never come to the shop together or anything.”

“Oh. I guess that’s true. She came with me on my rounds once or twice and I’ve hung out while she stamped. It’s an… how did you put it? It’s an outside kid romance.”

“Well, I’m glad for you, but I absolve myself of bad-friend guilt. Is that the pit?”

“That’s the one.” Kout shrugged off his pack and walked up to the lip of the world’s smallest, saddest mine. It wasn’t more than five feet deep and barely big enough for Kout. “Actually, this is going to be a lot easier, now that I think about it. I can hand you stuff instead of lifting it a foot away at an awkward angle.”

Kout went to work with his pick to loosen the rocks around the pit and lifted them out for Arthur. After a couple sets, Arthur found himself without anything to do between each set of rock removal and spent that time familiarizing himself with the surroundings. He was a bit warier than the situation probably called for as he walked around the space, making sure to give trees and bushes enough space that he would have a moment for reflexive action if something sprang out at him. The rocks were interesting enough, as rocks went, a sort of dull white that made sense to crush into powder. The trees were trees. The logs were logs. It wasn’t a show-stopper of a forest patch, all things considered, but it wasn’t bad.

It wasn’t until he got fully bored and flipped over a log that things got interesting. After dodging out of the way of a wave of fleeing bugs, Arthur got a good look at the bottom of the log. It was rotting away, having retained enough snow throughout the winter season to get good and fully soaked through. That moisture was also cultivating grass, a light-blue plant that looked and smelled truly unhealthy to him.

And yet, despite all that, Food Scientist was going absolutely crazy.

“Don’t touch those.” Kout was out of the hole and behind Arthur before he knew it. “For god’s sake, don’t eat one.”

“They’re poisonous?” Arthur asked.

“Incredibly so. Of course, a lot of stuff is, but those are particularly weird. It has what I think of as twisted majicka. It sucks it in and converts the majicka for a purpose, only that purpose isn’t so good.”

“As in what? You die?”

“You freeze to death. It lowers body temperature. See this?” Kout flipped over the skeleton of some small beast that had apparently made the mistake of risking a bite of the plant. “Lots of good nutrients in there. No wonder there’s so many of these growing.”

“Ah.” Arthur took out his knife and a jar and started carefully shoveling the grass in, making sure not to let any brush his skin.

“Did we miss the whole conversation from before?” Kout asked.

“I don’t think so,” Arthur explained. “It’s just my skill is going wild for these things. It thinks there’s something it can use them for.”

“Or it’s misfiring and trying to get you killed.”

“Either way, I’ll learn something. Did you get all the rocks you needed?”

“Nope, but I got all I can carry on this trip. I’d give you some, but it’d slow you down more and ruin the effect of all that tea. Let’s get moving.”

Camp that night was simple. Just a single tent, a small fire, and boiled vegetables of various kinds. Kout had set a snare as Arthur cooked, hoping to pick up some form of meat, but it was a long-shot bet at protein that didn’t end up paying off. After they ate, they both spent some time at the fire, soaking up heat and letting their muscles cool down before bed.

“So, you and Mizu. Things going fine?” Kout kicked a rock into the fire, watching the sparks fly into the air. “I see you together, sometimes.”

“Yeah, everything’s fine. We just aren’t real showy in public,” Arthur said.

“I get that. Although I think Posy wants more of that,” Kout said.

Flower names and descriptions, as always, translated just fine through Arthur’s system-installed language abilities.

“And you don’t?”

“It’s not that I don’t. I’m just not good at it, I think? I haven’t had much experience with things like this. She reaches down to hold my hand and it’s just a lot to deal with. I shook loose the first time she did it in front of people, and we had to have a whole talk about it.”

“Oof.”

“Yeah. She was good about it once I explained it, at least.”

“Good. She’s nice.” Arthur unhooked the food pot from above the fire, saw that there wasn’t enough left in it to try and save, and poured out the remnants of dinner on the fire to burn away. “And you’ll get better at it. There’s no way you couldn’t, unless you just aren’t trying.”

“Oh, I’m trying. She’s great. I’d be stupid not to try.”

“Do you ever wonder why they put up with us at all?” Arthur poured a bit of water into the pot, swirled it around, and dumped it out. That was all he needed. It was cheap, but adding a cleaning enhancement to camping gear went a long way. He smiled at the pretty-much-clean pot and set it down to cool before wiping it dry.

“For me? No. I’m very handsome. With you, I wonder.”

“Very funny, friend. I mean it, though. Mizu is so much better than me in most ways, it’s crazy. She could do better than me if she tried, I’m sure. But she never actually seems to get around to realizing that.”

“I don’t know much, but I’m guessing you thinking that is part of it. Adoration goes a long way, Arthur.”

“That far, though?”

“My mom used to say it’s lovely to be loved.” Kout stood, wincing as his muscles resisted the motion. “I bet you find out how far it goes when you start paying attention to how Mizu looks at you. Anyway, don’t undervalue yourself. You make a mean dinner. Now go to sleep, Arthur. Trailmaster’s orders. We have a long walk tomorrow, and I don’t think you actually know what you did to your legs today.”

“What did I do?”

“Oh, I’m not going to spoil the surprise. I want to watch as you figure it out.”
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Arthur knew he was in trouble when he sat up in his bedroll the next morning and both knees clicked like a door latch sliding into place.

“Do it.” Kout was up and about already, and came near the mouth of the tent as soon as he heard Arthur stir awake. He had a massive grin on his face tinged by a slight amount of wistful regret. “Stand. It’s gonna be funny.”

Arthur stood, and actually made it to his feet despite the sudden, horrifying sensation in his legs as a half-dozen knots ripped loose to allow for the motion. He yelped, immediately leaning down to try to massage the newfound orchestra of aches and pains he had awakened in himself.

“What the hell, Kout? I have points in my vitality. This shouldn’t be this bad.”

“Ah, that’s the rub.” Kout laughed and walked to the fire, where he stirred some boiled grains with one of Arthur’s wooden spoons. “I have more. And you took a potion so you could keep up with me.”

“My drinks aren’t potions.”

“Fine. You took a weird off-worlder beverage so you could keep up with me. Same difference. The drink let you do it, but your muscles weren’t any stronger despite working better for a while. How did you think that was going to turn out?”

“Not like this.” Arthur groaned and took a few halting steps. The only way he could get the pain to stop was by walking to loosen things up, but moving brought enough hurt that he could barely motivate himself to make the investment. “This is horrible.”

“The good news is that you’ll be fine. I took Spiky out a couple of times and he had about the same thing happen, sans potion. Give it a few minutes and it will be better.”

Arthur took a bowl of oats from Kout and decided that the wise choice would be to eat standing up. As he did, Kout took mercy on him and struck camp, getting everything packed away in their packs and lifting Arthur’s to his shoulders before moving off at a gentle pace through the trees. Arthur grimaced and followed, hoping the sun would be up soon to add warmth to the making-his-legs-not-kill-him formula.

“Did you give any thought to the grass yet?” Kout said. “I have to be honest. I’m curious what you could use them for. The alchemists said they had no use for them at all.”

“Not even for breaking fevers?” Arthur asked.

“They said attacking the root cause is almost always better. Or something along those lines.”

“Well, I’m thinking I might have it figured out. Of course, I can’t test it without talking to some alchemists first.”

Kout sped up a little, forcing Arthur to hurt his adjusting legs that much more to keep up.

“Sorry, I have to,” Kout apologized. “We have a schedule. Anyway, spill the beans. What kind of drink are you trying to cook up?”

“Well, you know that this stuff makes you cold. And you said it just does that through majicka, right? Undiluted, that can kill you. But if I diluted it enough, I might just get a chilling effect,” Arthur said.

“Why, though?”

“You’ve never wanted a colder drink on a very hot day?”

Kout thought about that a little. “Fair. But what if you accidentally put too much in?”

“I’ll figure out a failsafe. Probably I’ll just mix it into the boba flour for that drink, beforehand. It’s easier to measure right one time than it is a thousand times. I’ll pay one of the alchemists to make sure I get it right.”

“Expensive.”

“Expensive, but I’ll only need to do it once. Can you get me more of these, by the way? If I end up using a lot?”

“I doubt you could use a lot, considering how strong they are to begin with. But yes. In some parts of the forest, they’re under every shadow.”
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There were no more big finds over the next day or so it took to get back to the village. There were some smaller rewards for the trip, things that Food Scientist liked but didn’t love as much as the grass, but nothing that came with a clear-cut purpose or inspired its own drink in the same way.

By the time Arthur got back to the gates and Kout bid him goodbye to go find Posy, he was exactly one good idea richer and completely out of ways to get new ingredients to test without having Talca bring them in from outside Coldbrook. Which he would get around to, of course. It just wouldn’t help him keep his forward momentum much at all. He’d have to find a different aspect to focus on.

All thoughts of actually going to work on the drinks evaporated as he walked towards the town and was filled with a sudden sense of dread. Something had changed while he was gone, something drastic and beyond his expectations. He walked up to the first instance of the blight, sprouting up from the ground in an unholy way, almost burning his eyes as he gazed at it.

“Vote Milo!” the sign said, underneath a surprisingly good drawing of an idealized bird-man holding a massive hammer. “He’ll put gears everywhere!”


FORTY



Warmtime Chilling Boba







“Lily.” Arthur had not reacted when his favorite owl approached, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t aware of it. “What evil have you allowed to fester in my absence?”

“The signs?” Lily asked. “I like them. Mine’s over there.”

Arthur craned his neck slowly to observe this new horror, finding a sign with a finger-painting of Lily’s puffy form and the words “Vote Lily! She’s younger than you!” in big, blocky letters.

“It’s… Lily, you know I love you, right?” Arthur said.

“Aww.”

“I’m serious. And I like your sign. It’s very nice. It’s also not a Demon World thing, and you know it. Why are those here?”

“You told Spiky about how elections were on Earth. He told us. It sounded fun.”

“You aren’t even running for mayor!” Arthur felt a new worry form in his stomach. “Are you?”

“No! But that doesn’t mean I can’t have a fun sign,” Lily said. “Almost everyone has one now.”

“Uh-oh.” Mizu walked up then, kissing Arthur on the cheek. “He’s freaking out, isn’t he?”

“Just a bit,” Arthur said. “These weren’t always a nice thing on Earth. It’s a shock to see them here.”

“Oh, all ours are nice,” Lily said. “They are mostly jokes. Come on. You have to see Mizu’s.”

“You have one?” Arthur exclaimed.

“I do.” Mizu smiled. “I like it. I’ve been waiting a whole day for you to get home and see it.”

Arthur followed her numbly through the town, seeing “Vote Spiky! He’ll make you get the point!” and “Skal on me, I’ll answer!” signs everywhere he looked. Even the people who were running for mayor in earnest had regarded the signs as an opportunity for a joke rather than an actual advantage.

Finally, they came to the front of Mizu’s house, where her sign sat. Arthur looked at it for a time, his mind cracking at the simple awfulness of it.

“It’s terrible, right?” Lily asked. “We took a vote on the signs as a test thing for the actual election, and Mizu’s won hands-down.”

“It’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen.” Arthur looked at Mizu with admiration. “It’s honestly an abomination.”

“Thanks.” Mizu gripped his hand a little tighter. “I worked really hard on it.”

Arthur gripped back and kept looking at the sign. In a field of dark blue, a single lighter drop of water was drawn, next to flowing white text containing the slogan.

“Mizu for Mayor!” it said, without even a hint of shame. “She’ll do well!”
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Arthur took a shower, then a long nap. Mizu joined him, in a way, sitting by his bed in a chair and catching up on her reading while he sawed logs in his dreams. He woke up and had a sudden moment of déjà vu. The soft afternoon light leaked through his curtains, and he was wrapped in sheets and experiencing calm on a bone-deep level.

If there was ever any question of whether the old man in the place between lives had done him right, it evaporated as Mizu somehow sensed Arthur was awake and found his hand with hers.

“You never told me how your trip went,” Mizu said.

“Pretty well. I found some deadly grass that freezes you to death,” Arthur answered happily.

“Sounds like you.” Mizu folded up her book, put it on Arthur’s nightstand, then knelt by the bed and put her forehead lightly on his. “Any ideas of how you’ll use them?”

“Of course. But I’m going to have to rope in an alchemist to make sure I don’t kill myself on accident.”

“Please do.” Mizu smiled. Arthur could feel it on his cheek. “That’s it, though? Nothing else jumped out at you?”

“Not really. I got some interesting ingredients and I’ll be able to up my game there, but mostly I think I’m just going to have to spend more time with people. Do Milo and Rhodia still want to have dinner?”

“Yes. Tonight, in fact, if you feel up to it.”

He did. A nap carried a lot of power for Arthur these days. And dinnertime still left some hours of margin for him to do some work, clear his mind of impending tasks, and make sure he could actually enjoy it.

“I’m going to go find an alchemist, if that’s okay,” Arthur said. “You know how it is.”

“Grass burning holes in your coin-pouch. Got it.” Mizu stood up, stretched in a dainty, slender sort of way, and moved to the door. “I’ll finish my work as well. Sundown at Milo’s?”

“Sundown at Milo’s.”

Arthur laced up his boots and hit the streets. He had an alchemist to see.
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“Oh, wow.” The first of the town’s few alchemists that Arthur found was a cat-woman, one who had recently arrived in the town and was still putting the finishing touches on her workspace after the monster wave. Kelda had been clear when she arrived that she had no desire to work in direct competition with the town’s more mundane alchemists, which was good because they already had enough of those. “You picked these yourself?”

“I did. I used a knife to shoo them into the jar,” Arthur answered.

“Promise me you won’t do that anymore,” Kelda said seriously. “Let Kout get them. Or better yet, I’ll grow some for you in my contained garden.”

“That’s not too much trouble?”

“It’s not, especially if it keeps you from dying. My work deals with a lot of weird ingredients. It’s a research class, at heart.”

Kelda was a groundbreaker class, someone who focused on finding new ways to do things rather than doing things in existing ways particularly well. Most of her day-to-day work had to do with formulating medicines for weird, hard-to-treat diseases that nobody else had as much time for, then sending them out by post to be tried. Her actual wages didn’t come from the sale of those drugs since they weren’t really the kind of thing that could be charged for.

“Fine with me,” Arthur said.

“What are you trying to do with these, anyway?” Kelda asked. “I’ve seen them used in some emergency fever and burn medicines, but they aren’t particularly popular. They don’t like to be medicine, exactly.”

“Why’s that?”

“They are stubborn. The majicka in them wants to be cold, and nothing else. It’s hard to influence it to be subtly different, and that’s what alchemy is all about, usually.”

“Well, I make drinks. And the way I figure it, there are enough people here who get heated up more than they want often enough that an especially cold tea would be a good thing to have.”

“That… hmm.” Kelda reached for an abacus and did some quick calculations. “That might work. We’d have to dilute it way, way down, of course.”

“That’s what I’m here for. How much grass per drink, do you think?”

“Well, not much. When I said I’d grow these for you, I expected you’d end up using more of them. I’d say probably you’ll probably have trouble getting through more than one of them a month.”

“That few?”

“These things are powerful.” Kelda shook a grass around in the jar. “Just touching them can injure you. The good news is that you won’t run out. But we do have to figure out how to formulate them to make them useable.”

Kelda went to her workbench and sidled up to a particularly large grinder painted in garish orange, one that had a difficult-to-remove weighted cap on it and a large sign reading “DANGER DANGER: POISON MATERIALS ONLY” hanging around the handle that required her to unwrap it before the machine could be used.

“I clean this every single time, but you can’t be too careful. Even a small amount of contamination to something meant for a sick person can be a big deal.” Kelda opened a jar, carefully shook out a grass stalk onto the top of the grinder, then pulled a few pins out of the grinder, which adjusted something in the machine with a loud clank.

“It’s a good machine. I brought it from home. I have it set to the finest powder it can do.” Kelda turned the crank until the grass came out the bottom mostly-powdered, collected it into a pestle, then ground the hell out of it some more with a mortar. She was left with a fine, moist mush.

“Now we need to figure out how to dilute this. Normally, I have adjuvants for that. Honestly, we should be putting it into a dry powder that can be stored for a long time, and a lot of the powder to dilute it.”

“I have root flour. I’m going to be making these into boba pearls. I just don’t know how much powder to put into how much flour.”

“Well, to the flour, then.” Kelda pulled another garishly labeled pouch from a locked desk drawer and scraped the grass paste into it. After several more locking-down-and-cleaning up-steps, she was ready to go. “It’s a lot easier to carry the paste than the flour, and we can make the pearls right there. By hand. With tools you are okay with throwing away, until we get the mix right.”

They worked the rest of the afternoon on getting things just right, using specialized alchemist tools to weigh out exact proportions for tiny batches of boba until they narrowed down a dose that worked just right for cooling a person off in a noticeable, useful way without giving either of them the chills or making them feel like they had fallen into a frozen lake.

The system responded to Arthur’s satisfaction with the product with an almost immediate notification.

———

Warmtime Chilling Boba

These boba work independently of other drink effects by leveraging a minute amount of powerful poison to do their work. They can be used in any effect-bearing drink, or altered in any way you can alter conventional boba using your own majicka stores with only a slight reduction in majicka efficiency.

As a class-purposed food product, this boba is capable of bypassing poison resistance in the willing, like alchemical products, cooling the drinker regardless of class defenses that would otherwise stop its effects.

———

“Got it,” Arthur cried out.

“Oh, believe me, I know.” Kelda grinned. “That was a weird one. I’m not surprised to say that I got an achievement for it too.”

“What’s it called?”

“Weird Medicine Nineteen. I have a series of those. They clump together after hanging out in my status screen for long enough. I think it’s easier for the system to keep track of that way.”

“So that’s it?”

“Not quite. We now want to make a big batch of this stuff. How much flour do you have?”

“Barrels and barrels. I stock up.”

“Good. Bring me one.”

Arthur brought one over on a dolly, and Kelda put her hands on either side of it, then on the poison. Arthur felt the majicka stir as she scooped a spoonful of the grass out, sank it in the flour, and concentrated. After a moment, the flour seemed to shift slightly. Kelda pulled the spoon back up. It was clean.

“That takes it out of me.” Kelda huffed as she addressed Arthur’s confusion. “It’s a precision mixing skill. It’s necessary for things like this. How long will this boba last?”

“Months? A long time, anyway.”

“Good. Bring me over when you need more. I’ll charge, but not much. A large coin, maybe.”

“Sounds good. Are you sure that’s enough?”

Kelda shrugged. “It’s good experience, and not how I make my living anyway. Save me some of that cold tea, though. Some pills take heat to make. A cooling drink would be nice after that.”

Kelda departed after accepting a few coins worth of token payment and extracting a promise from Arthur that he’d never, ever try to mix the stuff himself. Arthur decided to make a small batch of boba to show at dinner before he jumped into the shower, cleaned up, and put on his clothes for the night’s dinner.


FORTY-ONE



Flaming Fruit







On paper, Milo and Rhodia had two houses. In reality, they were both using Rhodia’s place for house-purposes.

Where Milo had just picked the first piece of land he walked into after they laid out the plots, Rhodia had found a better piece of land with a nicer view. Where Milo had built little more than a bedroom, bathroom, kitchen and smith’s shop for his place, Rhodia had laid out her house with more rooms than she needed to start, and built with an eye for later additions. And where Milo had forgotten to insulate his workshop for sound, Rhodia had made sure hers was nice and quiet.

When it came time for them to move in together, there hadn’t been much question about whose house they went for.

Arthur met Mizu at her place and was glad he hadn’t misread the dress code situation. She was dressed fairly normally for her off hours, in a sleeveless shirt, one of her longer skirts, and her hair in what Arthur recognized as one of her easy-to-maintain braids. He was dressed about as simply. Men’s clothing in the Demon World had variety, but it also thankfully had a few standard looks that almost anyone could pull off and were acceptable in almost any situation.

Better yet, formal dress code wasn’t really a thing outside of a few very traditional festivals. So long as your clothes were clean and in good repair, there were very few mistakes to be made. The only real faux pas that Arthur knew of was overdressing, and that was more about how you felt about being noticeable than anyone else trying to make you feel bad. And Arthur wasn’t really the kind to try to stick out in that way.

Normal casual comes through once again. Nailed it.

“Hi, Mizu. You look pretty,” Arthur said.

“This is what I always wear,” Mizu said.

“And you always look pretty.” Arthur offered his arm, and Mizu looped hers through before they strolled down the road towards Milo’s. “Any idea what to expect tonight?”

“Well, it’s the first time they’ve entertained. Knowing Rhodia, she’s going to try pretty hard. But it’s also the first time they’ve entertained, so I have no idea what she’s trying hard to do. There should be food, I hope.”

“Can Rhodia cook?” Arthur asked. “I know Milo barely can.”

“Everyone can cook a little,” Mizu said.

“True.” Even people who said they couldn’t cook could make simple stuff, Arthur had found. In a world where delivery restaurant food wasn’t really a thing and where even the most social people sometimes wanted to stay in, everyone was competent enough to make the simple-hot-breakfast-and-sandwich. “Should we have picked up Lily, by the way?”

“She’s already there.” Mizu laughed. “Rhodia dragged her off to help. Lily knows her way around a kitchen, and I think Rhodia was a bit stressed about the whole thing. Lily’s been going a little stir-crazy since you’ve been gone, anyway. I think it will probably do her good.”

All of the founding members of the town had built their houses fairly close together, so it wasn’t a long walk to Rhodia’s. As they got close, the smell of dinner filled the air. Unfortunately, it filled it in the form of smoke, which was billowing out of a kitchen window in a thick, greasy cloud, followed by shouts.

“How do we put it out?” Rhodia yelled. “It’s powder, right?”

“Not any powder!” Lily yelled. “Some powders explode. I’ve seen Arthur do it before.”

“What, then?”

“Clay! Get clay!” Lily screeched. “We can smother it!”

Arthur looked at Mizu. She looked back and shrugged.

“I’ll go get food,” Arthur said. “Lots of it. Go… do water things, I guess? At the fire. Unless there’s grease. I remember that much.”

“I’ll tell Rhodia you have dinner covered.”

“Thanks.”

Arthur walked down to the pavilion, wondering how he was going to figure out ordering and carrying back an entire dinner for five people. He opted to go to a cook named Islet’s stand first. She was a ferret-demon and also a particularly nice woman. True to his expectations, she sympathized immediately. Exceeding them, she decided to solve the entire problem at once.

“I was just packing up, but I guess I could cook something fast. Actually, no. That would take too long. Stay here,” Islet demanded.

Arthur watched as the ferret ran into the back of her shop, crashed around for a while, then came out holding a crate almost bigger than she herself was.

“Go get the cart from over there if you could, Arthur. You’ll pull it, right? Your strength is higher than mine.”

“I can. What’s happening, exactly?” Arthur peeked in the crate and saw a jumble of ingredients, devices, and even bare knives bouncing around. “Are you fleeing the town? You don’t have to. You could just say no.”

“I’m coming over. Just long enough to cook. It will be faster, and I’m guessing Rhodia needs that right now.”

Five minutes later, Arthur was watching Mizu rinse soot off Rhodia’s thankfully all-stone kitchen as Islet went to work cooking. She was a wonder at it. Arthur could cook well, mostly as a result of Ella having poured hours and hours of her time into training him up in it. It wasn’t a class-enhanced thing, though, and it wasn’t his main focus. For people like Islet, it was both. She somehow put together just the right combination of ingredients to make the menu she had in mind, or the right menu for the random ingredients she had. Arthur couldn’t guess which, but it was impressive either way.

Even more impressive was the fact that she managed to whip together a multi-course meal within the time it took to get all the fire-extinguishing clay and smoke under control in the kitchen. As she left, she promised she’d get a baker to stop by soon with some dessert, earning herself a permanent home in Arthur’s heart in one fell swoop.

“You dear.” Rhodia walked up and kissed Arthur on the cheek, which was a welcome surprise coming from a woman who might not have been thrilled about him inviting a relative stranger cook into her house. “You absolute perfect ape.”

“I like to think of myself as a chimp.”

“Then a chimp you will be in this house, forever more. My heating element failed, by the way. I’m not a great cook, but I’m not so hopeless that I set things on fire. Lily wouldn’t have let that happen.”

Lily nodded. “It’s true. You should have seen it go. It looked like one of Hune’s furnaces blowing up, back when the wall fell. We were dodging flaming fruit like monsters dodging rocks in a wave.”

“Flaming balls of fruit?”

“Rhodia was baking apples.”

As Arthur nodded sagely and Rhodia began to fill plates around the table, Milo finally arrived. In the bustle, Arthur had hardly noticed he wasn’t there.

“Hi, honey. Dinner’s done?” Milo asked.

“Dinner exploded. This is a new dinner Arthur brought. I upgraded him from ape to chimp as a reward,” Rhodia said.

“Wow. If he keeps going at this rate, he’ll make monkey by next coldfall.” Milo eyed the food greedily. “It looks good, though.”

“It is good. I stole a bit of it earlier. Now go rinse off before dinner. Fast. We’re keeping our guests waiting.” She shoved him towards the back of the house. “And use soap. I got normal stuff so you don’t have to smell like flowers anymore.”

“I like smelling like flowers!”

“I know. I don’t like it. Now go get clean.”

To the extent Arthur had worried that Milo and Rhodia wouldn’t be able to find their own style of hospitality, he had worried about nothing. They were a casual couple-who-are-always-fun-to-be-around hosts and made everything work without any effort at all. Minus, of course, cooking dinner.

Islet had that part covered, making plenty of dinner, which meant everyone could have seconds. Or thirds and fourths, in Arthur’s case. Walking around the wilderness had taken a lot out of him. After dinner, they played an unfamiliar-to-Arthur game involving bouncing small balls into small metal cups in front of other diners, using cups Milo had built just for that purpose. Arthur was terrible at it. Lily, somehow, was an ace, managing to get a ball in everyone else’s cup and win the game in the same number of rounds it took Arthur to get one seat covered.

Everyone was still having a good time when dessert arrived, and at Milo and Rhodia’s prompting, they decided to take it out on the patio and eat it under the stars.

“This has been fun,” Arthur said.

“Well, of course. That’s not hard. We always have fun.” Rhodia tossed back a small honey-drizzled, fruit-filled biscuit with a piece of preserved fruit on it, visibly savoring the small bite of sweetness. “We are all friends.”

“Still. It was a pretty big disaster. I wasn’t sure if I should rush in and save Lily. Did you really use clay to put out the fire?”

“We really did. Luckily, there’s no shortage of it around here. It works great, by the way. As long as you keep five gallon tubs of wet clay on hand at all times.” Lily looked at Rhodia. “Don’t you think it’s about time for that surprise?”

“Oh, gods,” Arthur said. “Another surprise kept from Arthur? Is this the new game?”

“It’s not just from you this time!” Lily puffed up in joy. “I don’t know either. I’m not even supposed to know there is a surprise.”

“It’s true. I let it slip while we were putting out the apples,” Rhodia said. “Sorry, dear.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” Mizu said. “I do like surprises. What do you have, Milo? It’s Milo’s surprise, isn’t it?”

“It is.” Milo’s face lit up with a smile so bright, it rivaled the sun. “Do you remember how I sent a letter to a clockmaker, a while back? About the delivery cart system I could never get to work in the town?”

“I do,” Arthur said. The tracks for the carts were still laid, hidden under raised walls in some parts of town and underground in others. Milo had never been able to get the actual control mechanism to work, but the infrastructure was all there. “He finally wrote back? Did he figure it out?”

“Oh, Arthur. He did. And let me tell you, I would have never got it alone. It’s so far beyond what the mechanic class does, I could have worked on it for years and not understood it. It ended up being pretty simple to implement, though.”

“To implement? It’s done already?”

“I got the letter back weeks ago. I’ve been working on it every spare moment. Of which there have been more, lately.” Milo stood up and walked over to a shed in his yard, threw open the doors, and stood to the side as the porch lights suddenly shone on a mass of bronze gears and iron framing. “This is the brain of the whole thing. If you request a cart, it waits until the other carts are out of the way and sends one. If you try to send it back, it puts you into a queue. There will be a little wait sometimes, but never long. I made it work.”


FORTY-TWO



Portable Arthur







Arthur found the invention surprisingly endearing. That didn’t stop him from trying to poke holes in Milo’s logic, though.

“What if the cart goes to your house and you don’t send it back? It’s out of commission?” Arthur asked.

“It is, but the next request pulls a reserve cart. It’s quite the thing,” Milo answered.

“And you can do all that with clockwork? I don’t believe it.”

“That’s great. You’ll be that much more shocked when it works.” Milo walked to a small stone structure in his backyard, opened a hatch, and dropped in one of the biscuit desserts. “See that? That’s me loading the cart. And this is me punching your house number into the machine. And this is me sending the cart. Now come on. Let's go check.”

At Arthur’s house, Milo pried up a piece of slapstone with a crowbar, revealing a hatch just like the one at his house. Arthur only dimly remembered him installing the contraption earlier in the month. Inside the hatch was a small cart, just big enough to carry an acceptable amount of goods and small enough that the tracks could be built in the first place. And at the bottom of the cart, safe and sound, was the biscuit.

“I don’t care if you proved it. I still don’t believe clockwork can do all that,” Arthur said.

“Clockwork and runes, to be fair.” Milo lifted the biscuit out of the cart and dropped it in his mouth. “I think we all agree I deserved that. I’m a genius, after all.”

“Not to doubt, but what do you think people will use it for?” Mizu asked. “Nobody has ever had access to anything like this before.”

“Not my problem to solve,” Milo said. “I made the thing. People can decide what they use it for themselves. That’s their job.”

After convincing Lily she was too large to ride the cart back to Milo’s, they all walked back the conventional way, then sat around in the series of ridiculously fluffy couches and chairs lining the room. Sinking into them, Arthur could immediately tell what luxuries Rhodia and Milo splurged on with their extra cash. You just didn’t get this kind of comfort without enchantments.

“We end up falling asleep in these at least once a week.” Milo lowered himself into a chair and sighed. “It cleaned us out, getting these made. Totally worth it.”

“I have to say that if you asked me what the best part of dying and going to a new world was, I wouldn’t have said it was the furniture. But it kind of is.” Arthur wriggled his feet around in his boots. “And the shoes. Dear gods, the shoes.”

“What was that like?” Mizu looked at Arthur, suddenly serious. “Dying, I mean. You never talk about it.”

“There’s not much to talk about.” Arthur half-smiled, trying to figure out how to talk about his own demise. “I didn’t really die, according to the man I talked to between here and there, but I gathered that that difference was mostly academic.”

“And?” Milo had perked up. “What did it seem like otherwise?”

“I expected to be scared. When I thought about dying, it didn’t sound like something I’d enjoy. Mostly I was just confused. And then I was in a better place. Just like that.” Arthur snapped his finger.

“Was it that nice there? The in-between place?” Lily’s eyes were wide, and she was leaning so far towards Arthur in her chair, she was almost in his. Arthur reached over and patted her head.

“It was, but I didn’t mean there. I meant here,” Arthur said. “It’s a better place, here. It really is.”

Everyone digested that for a bit, just long enough for Arthur to feel a bit self-conscious about it, as people who find themselves the only person in the room to have died often do. He decided to deal with that like he dealt with most problems.

“Does anyone want tea?” Arthur asked.

“Oh, yes please. Only I don’t have tea here. We used up the last of what you gave us last week,” Rhodia said.

“No problem,” Arthur said. “Send that cart back to my house, Milo. I’ll get you set up.”

After a quick jog back and forth to his home and a few minutes in the kitchen, Arthur had a nice, warm drink ready for everyone. He thought about trying for Family, one of his named uniques he hadn’t been able to make in a while because of its requirement that he have a calm mental state. He decided against it, since the limitations on the drink meant he couldn’t serve everyone the same thing at once. Instead, he went for a normal tea, letting whatever majicka he forced into it go into feelings of comfort and contentment.

“Now this, Arthur, makes the night.” Rhodia drank sip after sip from her cup. “I can feel it all the way down to my heart. I swear it’s pure majicka.”

“Hear, hear.” Lily raised her glass, matched by Mizu, who was enjoying her drink just as much, if not quite as loudly. “I never get Arthur-tea at night anymore. It’s just when the shop is open, or when I visit his house.”

“It would be nice if we could have a little miniature Arthur,” Milo said. “Just to put in the kitchen to make tea. A portable Earthling.”

“Huh.” Arthur was suddenly struck by that idea. Not of a miniature him so much, but of a portable version of what he could do, something someone really could keep in a cupboard waiting for all the perfect moments he couldn’t actually be there. “I wonder if that’s possible.”

“Of course it’s not possible,” Lily said. “Nobody would leave you in a cupboard. You’d keep them up at night worrying about everything.”

“You know what I mean. I’ve been working on my menu, right?” Arthur smiled. “I think I just got my next idea for it.”

[image: ]



The rest of the night went well, if a little more quietly. Eventually, it petered out and everyone left for home and bed, well satisfied with an evening well spent.

Arthur got up a little earlier than usual the next day to give himself time to figure out how to use Milo’s instructions for the cart system to send enough of his new ingredients to the shop for testing. He’d be able to do more of everything now, via efficiency-enhancing ingredients.

The only question, really, was if anyone would notice the difference without him telling them he had upped his buffing game. He resolved to give everyone who knew to ask for a work-buffing drink an enhanced version that day, using the same amount of majicka he would on his older product to ensure a bigger overall effect.

Of course, the cooling tea was a different story. That was an obvious enough difference that he’d have to tell people what to expect, even disregarding the need for them to accept the effect for it to work.

By the time midday hit, Arthur had confirmation on both. The lunch rush brought with it both people curious to see why their drinks had worked a little better that day, along with another group of very thirsty-looking manual laborers anxious to cool off. The latter confirmed the same things the former had. Arthur was on the right track to helping more people feel better in more ways. He just had to do the work.

As soon as the lunch rush was over, he started on the next step. Arthur brought out his pen and paper, jotting down ideas about which part of what he could do that people would want bottled if they could get it. No one effect would really work for everyone, though. If anything, what they wanted was a blank slate that would take instructions, a sort of teamaster-on-demand that could meet their needs without the need for a thousand different premade teas to cover every eventuality.

And even that was doable, probably. Arthur spent twenty minutes with his ingredients, verifying that nothing he had in stock would actually help with the problem. There might have been some majicka-based, skill-storing grain in the world that would do what he wanted, but he doubted it after his skills didn’t so much as twitch at his entire storeroom. If there was a solution to this problem, his skill was telling him, it probably didn’t lie in ingredients at all.

Some problems still have to be solved with majicka. It’s not surprising this is one of them, I guess.

Arthur put a few pots of water on the boil, letting them heat up while he puzzled over the problem. If he wanted to make a person stab better, often the solution was to make tea while imagining them taking down a monster. The same went for helping a tailor sew or a demolisher knock down a building. The better his mental image of what they could do, the more he could impart to a tea.

This problem was harder because there just wasn’t any mental image that could cover every situation. The most general he had been able to make enhancement teas was when he covered a few stats at a time, usually no more than three before the effects got too small to be significant. To get this to work, he’d have to do something drastically different. He’d have to visualize in a whole different way.

He started thinking hard, trying to figure out everything he could about the current way he used imagination and memory to drive his drinks before it hit him.

I think I know how to do this. No drastically different techniques required.

Instead of making a pot of tea as he had planned, Arthur went to his tea-processing equipment and dumped a load of leaves in, stirring his majicka as he dropped into the semi-meditative concentration he figured he’d need to pull this off. He thought of a man, a teamaker in a strange world, doing his best to make drinks that made his customers happy. He visualized the man trying his hardest to figure out what every customer needed, then to crystallize the right kind of help to meet that need into a tangible beverage.

Arthur imagined the man really caring about if people did better and felt better about their lives. He imagined the man spending his majicka and concern to make the best drinks he could. And without trying too hard to focus on one particular problem, he imagined the man handing out cup after cup of tea, complete with the love and thankfulness this world had taught him to feel.

The majicka drain wasn’t as bad as he expected. Arthur kept on his feet and almost wasn’t dizzy as success hit.

———

Portable Arthur

This drink abstracts the essence of your class into a product. If that sounds unusual, know that every crafting class does this to some extent. In a small way, every smith, tailor, tanner, and baker leaves the imprint of their class on their work.

Where your tea differs is that where those other classes send out the completed version of their work, you’ve managed to store a primitive, weakened, and ultimately incomplete version of what you do in a product, waiting to resolve itself in the same way a spring relaxes once the pressure constricting it is released.

When a user brews Portable Arthur with a particular goal that tea can accomplish in mind, the tea will do its best to satisfy their goals. This effect is unprecedented in the classes that make up the world’s preparers of food, and is balanced with severe restrictions.

Portable Arthur makes poor use of the majicka supplied to it, giving only a fraction of the same effect a tea prepared by your own hands would give, even when seeking the exact same goals. It can’t be used to enhance stats or abilities, and can only apply for the more homey, non-medicinal purposes tea is used for.

Despite these restrictions, Portable Arthur allows a customer to take some of what you do home, for use on cozy, lonely days reading by a window or late at night when shops simply aren’t available to meet their needs.

———

And that, Arthur knew, was a success. He had three products worth advertising now, each with their own quality-of-life improvements ready to go. And he had done it without so much as a thought to combat, work, or enhancing the very effective efforts of the town’s alchemists in a way outside the normal purview of a slinger of tea.

His menu was almost there. He just needed a few more ideas, and after tonight, finding them no longer seemed like a chore.


FORTY-THREE



System and Tea







In the meantime, the system was trying to brew her own tea.

Of course, for someone like the system, an action like brewing tea had to go through several levels of abstraction to make sense. She didn’t exactly exist in the same way her children did, or interact with the universe in the same way. When she did something like baking a loaf of bread, it wasn’t something her children would recognize as related unless they knew an awful lot about how extra dimensions worked and were living at an acute angle to the passage of time. Their minds just weren’t built that way.

Bread itself had taken her a long time to get a good feel for, and it was a fairly simple thing as conventional universe objects went. As a system, she understood her children very well, and things like bread, meat, and edible plants satisfied very basic needs that she had a good understanding of. But that was on a simple, animal level. Understanding the joy of smelling it baking took her a long time. Understanding the vast web of interconnected feelings her children felt when they ate it, both conscious and subconscious, took longer.

Luckily, she had centuries multiplied on centuries to do it. These days, she understood it very well, having finally translated it to a level her own mind could understand in the same way. Bread was nice. Bread was warm. Bread was something you made when you had a house and safety, a sort of proof that you had those things, or something that made you feel like you eventually would even when you didn’t.

Tea was much, much harder. Oh, she could understand how her children related to it. She could see how they felt when they drank it. She could even enhance its ability to make them feel those ways, to add to the tea making them feel a bit more sleepy, or safe, or calm, or like they had more free time than they really did. But that was work she was already doing with demons and how they felt. It was all happening in a bubble.

Taking things out of that bubble and making them work for her was a whole different story. It might take her centuries to complete the job, working on it with her left hand while she guided her world with her right. It would be worth it, of course. When she was done, she’d understand herself a little better, which would help her understand her children a little better. She’d be able to help them that much more, and she’d get tea in the bargain.

It was a win-win-win, but one she had been putting off for centuries. Not because she didn’t see the value, but simply because it was the biggest job she had ever undertaken since creating the bridge between herself and her children in the first place.

And she might have gone on putting it off too, if it wasn’t for her little off-worlder guest. He enjoyed making tea so much. He didn’t even always know how much he enjoyed it. He’d just tinker away at his recipes or his kettle, thinking he was only working to help other people heal, while he was healing himself. He’d look so serious, but his soul would be positively humming.

Of course, the fact that he kept using his off-worlder potential and the boost he didn’t know he got from helping out his friends to widen the boundaries of what his class could do was part of her motivation here. The system did have to keep up, to nudge his skills a little to keep them from being too very overpowered. But that was a minor concern and something she could do almost pretty well.

Smiling, the system took some actions that roughly corresponded to pouring a cup of the not-quite-tea from the kettle she was not-quite-heating. With one eye on the people she protected, she diverted a small amount of her attention to actually drinking the tea. It smelled mostly right. She took a sip. If she was very lucky, there would be some progress here towards making something that was tea for her in the sense that she could understand it.

She grimaced as the drink missed the mark by a distance that would have spanned galaxies, had it happened in a normal three-dimensional space. She didn’t even know where she had gone wrong, although she suspected her understanding of the pleasant sounds of boiling water had something to do with it.

Oh well, she thought. I have plenty of centuries. I’ll get it eventually.
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The next day, Arthur had a slapped-up sign pushing his new inventions. Oddly, the initial winner of the morning was one of his old ones.

Hair of the Dog was not exactly a secret, but there had been a long gap between when he used to make it for Eito and when Coldbrook matured into regular alcohol consumption. Not everybody drank, but those who did were apparently doing so without the cure for their own excess. Some people Arthur recognized as occasional buyers of over-pepped tea immediately shifted to the cure when it was available, then went and nursed the drinks in the darkest corners of the plaza until the various cooks brought them greasy breakfasts to help them more.

“I worry that I’m contributing to a problem here.” Arthur handed Spiky a drink and a tin of Portable Arthur, which Spiky overpaid for. Spiky was one of the few wisdom and intelligence classes Arthur knew of, which made him the primary target for Think. But instead of ordering that, Spiky was working on a cold, huge cup of March, supposedly to get him ready for a long walk Leena wanted to take. “Am I going to help people be alcoholics, or something?”

“To be what, now?” Spiky asked. “Alcohol…ic? Like they enjoy it especially well?

“Like they drink too much alcohol. Too often, so it gets in the way of their lives. Or makes them sick,” Arthur said.

“Why?”

“Because they are addicted.”

“To alcohol? How?”

Arthur blanked. There were things you only realized when they came up. One of them was the fact that Arthur had never been asked to treat someone with a chemical dependence problem, or even heard of one. The closest he had come to meeting someone with one was Eito, who really only drank too much when he was around Karbo.

“There’s no addiction here.” Arthur tried to cram that knowledge into his head, and it wouldn’t fit. He tried to add more information into it. “Is it because vitality scores are higher?”

“Oh, I do know that word. People used to have that, yeah,” Spiky said. “Way in the past. Some heavy battle stimulant drugs people took constantly. Nobody would do that now. And for alcohol to do it… you’d have to drink a lot. I can’t do the math on how much. A lot, every day, for most of the day. And nobody would drink like that.”

“I think people did on Earth.” Arthur tried digging through his last-life memories, only to find almost anything to do with addiction was heavily blurred. “Maybe it took less there.”

“It must have,” Spiky said. “Nobody would drink that much here. It’s for making fun times more fun, right? And drinking too much would get in the way of fun. There’d be no reason to do it.”

“Huh.” Arthur shrugged. Regardless of whether Spiky’s argument would make sense on Earth, it sort of made sense here, and that was where Arthur lived at the moment. “Well, I’m glad this can help then. Did you get enough information to understand how the new drinks work with the new ingredients?”

“I did. I’ll update it in my books later. Just being able to make more of your buffing drinks is big in and of itself. It will matter when the next monster wave comes,” Spiky said.

“Honestly, I’m surprised the work drinks aren’t selling more. A few people are buying them, but I thought more people would be going for that, now that it’s on my signage and I can make more of it. It’s free stats, right?”

“Oh, yes. And when those stats are important, everyone will want it. I guarantee you.”

“Aren’t they important now?”

“Oh, a bit. They’d always help on a particular task. But most people aren’t stretching the limits of their class every day, and even if they are, they don’t always want tea for it. Do you always walk around with one of your tea-buffs active?”

“Well, no.” Arthur rarely did, really. He drank plenty of his own product, but most of it was conventional stuff, pep-enhanced but carrying no effects any more complex than that. “But my net gain is less. I have to make the stuff. They get it for free.”

“It’s still a small advantage for you. On some level, I’m sure you just understand you don’t need it most of the time. It feels like a shortcut.” Spiky drank his tea, which Arthur motioned at with a questioning look on his face. “That’s part of my point, Arthur. This tea won’t affect my class at all. It will make my day a little better, but all the work I do today will come from me, and what I can do. And to most people, that just feels better.”

“Is this a goose sage thing?”

“Not exactly, but it’s related. Everyone in this world is a bit wary of shortcuts. When I say someone is stretching the limits of their class, I’m really just saying they are stretching the limits they can reach in that class. At least most of the time. The drinks don’t get in the way of that, but they just aren’t always the right thing.”

“That actually makes me feel a little better,” Arthur said. “Some of my new teas aren’t really for classes at all. It’s all quality-of-life enhancements, at least so far.”

“And I think those will sell. Keep at it.” Spiky finished off his drink. “And with that, I think it’s time to go to work.”

“Enjoy it. How has campaigning been going?”

“Oh, I’ve hardly paid attention to it. I’m supposed to give a speech in a few days, I suppose, but besides that, I’m not sure I care very much to spend a lot of time on it. If people want me, they’ll vote for me. If not, I’ll help whoever they do vote for. It will all turn out fine.”

It would, too. Arthur could tell. If someone besides Spiky got hired, they’d bring their own specialties to the table and interact with mayoral powers in their own way. Spiky’s assistance would help them, as would everyone else’s abilities. It would be slightly different, but the town would still benefit in a real and substantial way. If Spiky won, he’d bring his librarian game as the primary foundational piece of the whole machine, and everyone else would build on that.

It wasn’t that there was no difference at all. Spiky was a great choice, even judged in terms of absolute effect. But like with his tea, there was only so much that absolute effect mattered. It was a soft world, most of the time. And in a soft world, you could give weight to how things felt, and not just what the math and optimizations said you should do.

And, in Arthur’s book, a world that made sure everything fit was a nice place to be.


FORTY-FOUR



Candidate Speeches







“Under my reign, steel would gleam brightly in the sun, warning away any beasts or monsters who might seek to harm our people. The streets themselves would flow with molten iron, available for any demon to dip and mold as they might like.” Milo was stomping around the stage like a maniac, doing a good job of cheering the audience up. “And also, I’d institute free-sandwich Tuesdays, funded by the Coldbrook government in furtherance of full bellies and happy hearts.”

“Ooh, that sandwich thing is actually a nice touch,” Spiky said. “Not the way he’s describing it, but some sort of incentive to try new restaurants might actually be helpful.”

As luck would have it, Arthur found himself sitting directly by Spiky, who was dutifully taking notes on every word that came out of any candidate’s mouth, even Milo’s. They were both in attendance, listening to the first batch of candidate speeches.

“Is this okay?” Arthur was laughing, but it did seem a bit much. “He’s making a mockery of the whole thing. What if people vote for him?”

“They won’t.” Mizu shook her head between laughs. “Don’t worry. People often run as a joke. It’s a sort of tradition.”

“She’s right. It’s the fun part.” Lily was across the table, tearing into an enormous chunk of meat on her plate like she hadn’t eaten in weeks. “I don’t think I’d know anything about elections if it wasn’t for the funny ones. They make it easier to sit through these things.”

“Every house, friends, should have no less than ten daggers in it. And no more than ten spears. If I am elected, the number of war swords in a home will be five. No more, no less. It’s mandatory. No, I don’t care where you keep them. And no, Coldbrook will not buy you a weaponry shed.” Milo thumped the lectern in front of him, hard. “Just put them under the couch or something, people.”

“Isn’t that too many? That’s twenty-five weapons in every house!” Arthur yelled. It was acceptable to ask clarifying questions, and this seemed like the time.

“Fifteen bladed weapons, Arthur. I haven’t even got to war hammers, or flails. People of Coldbrook, my leadership will lead to a world where you can’t even open a closet without dodging all the weapons that cascade out of it. I want them everywhere. Even in your bathrooms, you will be armed…”

Milo continued on for a while. The town whooped in laughter and asked questions as his proposals got more and more intense. By the time he got around to suggesting sealing Arthur in an iron box as part of a former-mayor preservation system, people were out of laughs. Milo seemed to take the hint once the easy smiles waned, and started winding up.

“In conclusion, Coldbrook, I’m the candidate who glistens. I’m the candidate who brings the strength of steel to your sofas, the power of bronze to your very bedspreads. I’m the person who might very well weight your eyelids with lead so that you might never see ugliness, or fill your ears with brass to blot out the terrifying rumble of thunder.”

“Is Milo scared of thunder?” Arthur asked. “Like, actually?”

“Shh, Arthur. My husband is talking,” Rhodia said. “And he’s about to unveil his new slogan.”

“I should never have told you about that.”

“Shush. Here it comes.”

“People of Coldbrook, vote Milo. Together, we’ll forge a new path forward.”

“That’s the worst.” Arthur grimaced.

“Quiet. It’s not done.”

Milo made as if to turn away from the lectern, then suddenly turned back.

“I mean that literally. I want to make a metal road. Coldbrook, goodnight.”

The crowd cheered as Milo came down to sit with his friends. His speech had come at the perfect time in the night, just as people started to sag from listening to heavier, more serious policy plans and just before the second half of speeches kicked off. He had brought life back to the whole thing, something that wasn’t necessarily easy to do.

“So how did I do?” Milo asked Rhodia, faux serious. “Am I going to get elected?”

“No doubt.” Rhodia kissed him on the cheek. “We will rule this place together, poorly.”

“It really wasn’t bad, Milo,” Arthur said. “I laughed a bunch. It was fun.”

“Well, good. Who’s up next?”

“That’s me.” Opel stood up, looming huge over the table. “Wish me luck. And thanks for the lead-in, Milo.”

Opel’s speech, unlike Milo’s, was serious. He was a real option for the town, someone who had built a good portion of the town with his own hands. And though he wasn’t Karra, he would still have his hands in almost any large-scale construction that happened from now on. Having that kind of connection to the town’s construction would give him unique interactions with the mayor menu that other people just wouldn’t have. Eventually, the town’s defenses would be harder, and its buildings would be very slightly more durable.

“Hi, everyone. There are lots of new people, but I think I’ve met everyone by now.” The crowd cheered. Most knew of Opel, at least in passing. “Good. I’m not great at talking, but if we’re all friends already, that makes it easier. I’m going to try and keep this simple, so listen up.”

Opel launched into a rough history of the town, from the time he arrived to the present. He explained how he had corrected minor problems with the houses the non-builders had already slapped up, expedited labor, and eventually worked to build a road that connected Coldbrook to the rest of the Demon World.

“So that’s how I got here. And I want to talk a bit about how I see this going from here. Either way, I’m going to be in charge of a lot of this building, and I wanted you to know how I’m going to handle it.”

“He’s good.” Milo nodded as Opel talked. “It’s a shame he isn’t really trying to win.”

“He’s not? Could have fooled me.” To Arthur’s ears, it sounded like Opel was making a real go at it. “He’s doing great.”

“Yeah. But he already told the other stampers and construction folks not to vote for him. He kept it quiet, but he can’t win without them.”

“Why? Why not get their vote?”

“Because he doesn’t want to do the job.” Milo nodded at the cook who set down a plate in front of him and began to dig in. “But this is the best opportunity he’s going to have to remind the town how important the builders’ work is, and to let everyone know what’s coming up next. He doesn’t want to be mayor when Karra’s not running. And Karra would go crazy if she actually had to handle a tenth of the people-work being mayor takes. This way, everyone knows someone’s keeping an eye out on labor-related things.”

“I’m thinking we’ll run out of buildable room within the canyon within the year. When that happens, we’ll have to start thinking about the wall differently. Lily?” Opel said on stage as he nodded at Lily, who unfurled a large piece of paper showing a map of the town, complete with mysterious half-circle lines radiating out from the mouth of the town, spaced out from each other as they got further and further from the town proper.

“As new people show up, I don’t want to tell them that their houses and businesses are closer to the wall and more in danger than our houses, just because we came first. The construction crew, led by Karra, plans to build three more walls ahead of any new construction we make, as long as we need it. Now, to keep this going…”

Opel spent another twenty minutes talking about the construction plans, which made good sense in an earthy, almost inarguable way. By the time he was done, the town was nodding along. They’d build more walls than they needed, which would mean putting money out in advance of any use they’d get from it and defending a bigger wall than they needed to. But it also meant that any newcomer could feel just as safe as the original settlers, which was exactly how the town should feel. Arthur thought so, anyway.

One more person talked that night, a stationer who was one of the few merchants representing the crafter and merchant class of mayoral candidates. She was good, Arthur thought, and would have made a fine mayor. That said, he doubted she would win. Where knowledge was in play, she brought less to the table than Spiky or even Opel, each in their own way. She seemed to know that, too. Arthur made a point to himself to talk to her later and let he know he had enjoyed it. She clearly knew her stuff, and he had a few ideas for his business that came as a benefit from listening to her.

After all was said and done, Milo was swept away from his friends by demon after demon who had enjoyed his speech and wanted him to know exactly how much. Rhodia went with him, basking in the pride of being married to a guy everyone especially liked. Lily went with Opel to go hang out with the stampers and construction people, while Spiky excused himself to go organize his thoughts and take notes on what everyone else had said.

That left Arthur and Mizu, which suited him just fine.

“Are you ready to go? I had something to show you,” Arthur asked.

“Of course.” Mizu quirked an eyebrow. “A surprise?”

“Just a small one,” Arthur said. “But something you’ll like, I promise.”

They strolled through the town for a bit, listening to the laughter and conversation from the plaza get quieter and quieter as they neared Arthur’s house. A few dozen steps out, Mizu stopped fully in the road and looked down at her feet. Arthur understood why.

“Still not used to them?”

“I might never be used to these shoes, Arthur. I would never have bought them for myself, and they improve everything.”

“Literally everything, right? They just make everything better at all times. It’s the best money I ever spent, besides that first coin I gave to Lily to hire her on.” Having reached the porch, Arthur reached up and unlatched the door. “I don’t know if anything will ever beat that.”

Mizu looked at the couch as if asking whether or not she should sit for whatever surprise Arthur had planned. He nodded, and she crossed the room and sank into the cushions with a sigh.

“I wanted to ask you about her,” Mizu said.

“About Lily?”

“Well, about you and her.” Mizu reached down to unlace her footwear. Enchanted or not, she wasn’t a shoes inside-the-house person. “Nothing important. I suppose I’m just wondering how you feel about how she’s doing. You are sort of her… what do you call it?”

“We don’t really call it anything. A guardian, I guess. I’m sort of half a father, half a brother, and half… something. It’s not a relationship that has a name.”

“Well, whatever. Do you think she’s doing well?”

“I think so,” Arthur said. “I try to remember that she lost so much before she met me. She almost never talks about it, but she spent a long time alone. I think on Earth, people would be happy if she was just functional. And she’s definitely more than that.”

“She’s doing what she wants.”

“She is. Mostly.” Arthur made a sort of noncommittal nodding motion with his head as he opened his coldbox and extracted a couple large, covered plates. “I think if she was really doing what she liked, she’d just be at the shop all the time. And I can’t let her do that.”

“Why? She loves it.”

“She does. But she’s young. She needs me, and I’m glad to be there for her. She should be able to rely on me. But it’s sort of wrong for me to rely on her. I think.” Arthur set the plates on the table and sat down. “Even if it was entirely what she wanted, it just feels like my job to make sure she learns enough to make real decisions about how she lives her life. It’s like the mayor candidate speeches. Even if she ends up voting to spend her time with me, she should at least still listen to what else life has to say.”


FORTY-FIVE



Meat and Cheese







“You are a good father-thing.” Mizu patted Arthur’s arm. “Maybe the best one.”

“Maybe the only one. Now,” Arthur motioned at the plates, “are you ready for this?”

“Sure.” Mizu nodded, and Arthur swept the cloths off the top of the plates. Mizu’s eyes went wide as the surprise was revealed, and her breath caught momentarily in her throat.

Mizu’s snacks for picnics and similar one-on-one moments she planned for Arthur ranged from full, complex dinners to simple little bowls of fruit for snacking on.

But often, just a little more often than chance would imply, she packed boards of preserved meats, cheese, and crackers. Arthur loved it, but he had never expressed a love for those things more than other parts of her preparation. At some point, he had decided that there was probably a reason for that, a preference she had but never expressed. He was betting on that now.

And as Mizu reached out a trembling hand towards pounds and pounds of thin-cut meat and cheese, he knew the bet had been worth it. It was confirmed. The girl liked charcuterie.

“Where did you get all this?” Mizu asked. “I haven’t even seen some of this before.”

“Well, the monster wave helped. There was a lot of meat flying around for a while. I talked to the preserver first thing, and she agreed that it was a good idea to focus on preserving as much meat as we could. And the cheeses have been getting better for a while. It’s not just Hings these days, you know. We have Truings and Skiols now.” The unfamiliar animal names rolled out of Arthur’s mouth awkwardly, which luckily had zero effect on the quality of the cheese. “That helps too.”

“What about the crackers? I know we don’t even have some of these grains yet,” Mizu said.

“Oh, that.” Arthur rubbed his head. “I ordered every cracker I could find about a month or so ago. Talca helped me figure out how. It took them a while to get here.”

“Every cracker you could?” Mizu asked.

“I may have gone a little overboard,” Arthur admitted sheepishly. “You should probably take some of them home with you. My closets are… full. Too full.”

“That’s a later problem. Right now, I need to eat this.” Mizu reached out her hand then pulled it back in hesitation. “I can really eat all of this?”

“Of course you can. Now start, before it gets warm.”

Mizu didn’t need to be told twice. Despite eating a full dinner, she became a food funneling machine as she wordlessly packed meat after cheese after cracker for the next few minutes. Her eyes sparkled as she demolished the food. Arthur had to wait for a bit longer than he expected for her to slow down her eating pace just a bit before he sprang the next surprise. Walking to the kitchen, he threw open a cupboard and pulled out three jars, popped them open, and set them on the table with the rest of the food.

“It’s preserved fruits and jams. The preserver told me they’d make this a bit more of a dessert,” Arthur explained.

Mizu wasted no time spreading one of the creamier cheeses on one of the sweeter crackers and heaping a sweetberry jam on it before biting it and sighing.

“Remind me to thank that woman,” Mizu said. “She’s a saint.”

“So I did good?” Arthur prepared a cracker himself and popped it into his mouth. “I’m a good boyfriend?”

Mizu swung her feet up on his lap and laid her head down on the arm of the couch. “The best one. I’m so full.”

“Well, good. I wasn’t sure this was going to be worth it, since you never actually said that this was your favorite…” Arthur’s words were suddenly cut short by a loud crack followed by a deep nearby rumbling. “Oh, gods, that scared me. Is it a sea storm?”

Demon World weather was stable. It was pretty much an always-sunny place. On the sea, it was a bit more chaotic. Clouds and violent weather would stream in almost instantly, pushed by strong winds from outside the continent. Before Mizu could even make a guess about what had happened, the sound of rain suddenly sprang up from outside, rising from nothing to loudly pouring in a split second.

“Gods, that’s a lot of water. Do you think I should go make sure Lily gets home okay?” Arthur asked.

“No. She was with Karra and the stampers. They’d fight a Prata barehanded before they’d let anything happen to her.”

“And what about you?” Arthur didn’t have an umbrella. He didn’t really need one. “You going home before it gets crazier?”

“Not unless you are kicking me out. And you want to carry me back home. I’m too full to walk.” Mizu reached into her bag and pulled out a book. “You could do that, or you could sit right there while I sing you these water-demon poems for a while. Your call.”

Arthur didn’t have to think long before he chose joy over pouring rain. Mizu shifted her feet into a more comfortable position on his leg, sat up just a little straighter, and started to sing. Arthur laid his head back, closed his eyes, and just listened as she made her way through three different songs, all about the joys of water that fell from the sky by its own choice, wetting all the things wellers couldn’t get to.

“Are you asleep, over there?” Mizu nudged him. “You’ve been awfully quiet.”

“Nope. Just enjoying everything,” Arthur said. “You really could do better than me, you know.”

“Heeeeee.” Mizu let out the word as a kind of embarrassed, happy laugh. “No, I couldn’t, you dumb Earthling.”

“There are better-looking demons. More talented people. That sort of thing.”

Mizu sat up, swung her feet around, and looked at him seriously for a moment. “Go put the food away. In the coldbox. And then come back. I want to tell you something, and I don’t want to have to look at you once I say it.”

Arthur did as he was told. When he came back, Mizu spun her body towards him, then came forward until she was close enough to Arthur’s head that he could feel her breath on his ear.

“Maybe,” Mizu whispered. “But you are Arthur. My Arthur.”

Arthur felt the weight of her head as her forehead settled into the hair above his ear.

“And that’s all you want?” he asked.

He felt her forehead scrunch up a little on his skin, the way it did when she was thinking about avoiding something.

“Listen to me. I’m only going to say this once.” Her voice dropped so low, he could barely hear her. “I’d live in a desert for you.”

Arthur held very still for a while, considering not saying anything at all. Eventually, he decided against it, future trouble be darned.

“A desert, Mizu?” Arthur asked.

“Shush, you.” Arthur felt Mizu’s face flush, and knew he should stop. He couldn’t resist one more round, though.

“Where there’s no water at all?”

“Quiet. Or I’ll make you carry me home after all.” The rain had gone from pouring outside to a quasi-solid state, like people were pouring entire barrels of it over Arthur’s windows. “In the cold rain. And I’m heavy right now.”

“Fine. But if we’re sleeping here, I get the good side of the couch.”

“The good side?” Mizu rubbed his hand with hers. “Which one is that?”

“The one next to you.”
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The next morning, Arthur woke up to Mizu at his desk, reading all his notes on his tea project.

“Is that entertaining for you?” Arthur said, blearily. “I would think it would be boring.”

“Not at all. It’s interesting seeing how you think about this. It’s all about how people will enjoy the tea. Even when you don’t say that.”

“I guess.” Arthur rubbed his sleepy eyes, trying to convince himself it only felt early because the sky was so black outside. “That’s probably how everyone is, though.”

“No. It’s how everyone wants to be. But when I make water, it’s easy to focus on numbers and facts. It’s much harder to think about the people who will drink it and bathe in it. It’s one of the main things that holds wellers back.”

“Can’t have hurt you much,” Arthur said. “You are a once-in-a-generation genius.”

Mizu glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “And who told you that?”

“Ma’ar.”

“Well, she’d know.” Mizu motioned towards the kitchen. “Don’t bother making tea just yet. I found your stash of Portable Arthur and made some of the pepped version for you. It’s pretty good, I think.”

Arthur smiled and lumbered his sleepy frame over towards the kitchen. The tea Mizu had made wasn’t as good as what he could make himself. Still, it was good, and it was tea he didn’t have to make himself. In that way, it was one of the best cups he had drunk that year.

“If I’m reading this correctly, you have the hangover tea, the summertime tea, the portable you tea, and Aperteaf,” Mizu said. “And these stat teas, but those don’t matter much to you.”

Arthur didn’t argue. He didn’t know how she knew that, but she wasn’t wrong.

“And it seems like you aren’t done, either,” Mizu said.

“No, I’m not. Unless I am.” Arthur leaned on the shelf that topped the back of the desk, sipping his tea. “I’ve been pretty stuck the last couple of days. I might not get any more ideas for a while. I don’t know.”

“You seem oddly okay with that.”

“I don’t know if it’s odd. It just feels like it will happen if it happens.” Arthur shrugged. “The world isn’t ending. There’s plenty of time.”

Mizu looked at Arthur, then stood up and looked him square in the face.

“Who are you?” Mizu demanded. “And what have you done with my Arthur?”

“Have I really been that stressed out?”

“Normally something like this would kill you.” Mizu wrapped her arms around his waist. “This being-okay-with-things-Arthur is new. Nice, but new. What changed?”

“I think… hmm.” Arthur rocked back and forth a bit in Mizu’s arms. “It’s the town, mostly. The other day I was walking around, after I had decided not to be the mayor anymore. And I was worried about that. A lot. But then I realized that the town would just keep going. It feels like that now. Like it’s going to be here, no matter what happens.”

“I know what you mean,” Mizu said. “It was like the monster wave was a test.”

“Like it was the test, the big one. And now that we’ve passed it, everything feels okay. No matter what I do.”

“And that helps?”

“It frees me up to make things better. Not just to make sure we survive. That’s covered. Now I can make things good.”


FORTY-SIX



Cozy Day Delivery







There was supposed to be work that day. Buildings were supposed to be built, walls were supposed to be erected, and goods were supposed to be sold. After that, people were supposed to gather for the hyper-important civic purpose of learning what they needed to know to choose their new leader. It was supposed to, in all ways, be both a normal productive day and an especially significant historic night for the town.

The weather had other plans. It was possible for everyone to stay dry in their houses or under the cover of the plaza roofs. What wasn’t possible was for anyone to leave their houses and get anywhere without getting soaked. It was too wet and slippery to do any heavy labor, and too rainy and windy to be outside anyway. When the weather was like this, people stayed home. The world would still be there the next day, and a nature-provided holiday was as good a reason to skip work as any.

Arthur and Mizu were fine with it as well. Arthur had teas to dream of, and Mizu had both books to read and an eye for improving Arthur’s water supply. As the rain came down hard outside, Arthur fired up the wood-burning fireplace in his house for the very first time. They were cozy, they had each other, and plenty of time to rest. It was perfect.

Almost.

To hold the meats and cheeses in his coldbox, Arthur had cleared almost everything else out of it, which meant he was entirely without conventional food. And while each of them could do just fine on the charcuterie, it wasn’t really a breakfast in the conventional sense.

They had just decided to move forward with eating crackers and meat all day when Arthur’s delivery box dinged outside. He looked at Mizu quizzically, then dashed outside to see what had come. Inside the Milo-built delivery cart under his front porch was a single, solitary piece of paper.

Coldbrook Murmur Special Rainstorm Edition!

This reporter is glad to let every Coldbrook resident know that he fully plans on spending the entire day sleeping, as he has been informed is the town’s habit on stormy days. The entire day, that is, besides the time it will take him to finish this message, hand it off, and crawl back into bed.

Why is the Murmur being so heroically published today, you might ask? To deliver two pieces of news. The first was known to this reporter before today, and is something many of you have realized yourself just moments before reading this message. That’s right! Coldbrook’s small-item automated delivery system is now operational, courtesy of Milo Metalsmith’s hard work and the genius of an out-of-town clocksmith.

As a result of this, the Murmur is also now a delivered paper, one that will show up on your doorstep every day without so much as a blink of effort on your part. Congratulations!

The second piece of news is that while the majority of the town has taken the day off, a few heroic chefs have declined to. Better yet, our wonderful cooks have the same access to the delivery system you do. They have committed to cooking just long enough to get everyone a hot, delicious breakfast, delivered straight to their door.

Please see the section below this for more detailed instructions on the use of the delivery system, and enjoy your day off.

I know I will.

Within a half hour or so, Arthur and Mizu each had a heaped plate of meat, eggs, and toast, which they ripped into with gusto. Arthur put some tea on, poured them both beverages, and settled into a full, satisfying day of nothing. Or they would have. It turned out there was one more distraction before they could get down to the serious, serious business of doing nothing.

“Let me in!” Lily yelled, banging on the door with her little owl hands. “It’s crazy out here!”

Arthur popped off the couch and went to the door, throwing it open to allow in a very wet Lily, who was only spared being completely soaked by the superior winter gear Arthur had bought her so long ago. It was waterproof enough that it not only kept her dry but, judging by the sheer intensity of the rain outside, might just have kept her from drowning as well.

“Why are you out? You’re lucky you didn’t get blown away,” Arthur said.

“I got bored! I ate breakfast and then got bored. So I went to check on Skal,” Lily explained.

“On Skal?”

“Of course! He’s a thousand years old!” Lily said. “I wanted to make sure he was okay.”

“And was he?”

“He was fishing. In a boat,” Lily said. “With a harpoon.”

“Sounds like him.”

“Yup. Anyway, I decided he probably didn’t actually need me after that, so I came here.” She looked up at the water-demon behind Arthur and waved. “Hi, Mizu.”

“Hi, Lily. Here. Take some tea.”

“Oooh, thanks.” Lily shed her coat, then set down her pack, which clunked heavily on the floor, still dry. “I brought some books Spiky told me to read. I figured I’d just do that here.”

“I’m glad.” Arthur hugged Lily, then picked her up and deposited her on his couch. “As your guardian, I command you to get comfortable. I’m going to go get some blankets.”
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A few hours later, all three of them were read out. Another hour playing games left them bored of that too. They needed other ways to make the day pass, and the best way to do that would be people. Luckily, they had a way to order those too. The three of them raided Arthur’s writing supplies and made several copies of the same note, sending them all around town through Milo’s miniature rail system.

Hello, friend.

The Arthur Teamaster rainy day club is looking for new members. You and yours are invited to eat his snacks and entertain his friends. Bring games and food, and whoever you need to enjoy your day.

Within a few minutes, replies started streaming in. First, Spiky sent a message saying he was too busy with books to show up, followed by another message saying that Leena had overruled him and they’d be over soon. Talca thanked them and said he’d be over soon, and Milo and Rhodia just sent a note saying “Yup!” and showed up a minute later.

“This is a good idea.” Milo shook the water off his feathers, then mopped the rest of the water off his head with one of Arthur’s towels. “Rhodia was just about to kill me.”

“He was trying to throw axes in the house.” Rhodia poked Milo’s ribs. “By my nice vases.”

“You could make more if I broke them,” Milo protested.

“I could. I won’t. No axes in the house.”

“Fine.” Milo took the towel and half-dried, half-tousled Rhodia’s fur with it. “Who else is coming, by the way?”

“Me!” Karra walked through the door carrying a half-loaf of bread and a paper-wrapped package of meat. “This is all the food I had on hand. I hope it’s enough.”

“It’s plenty. Other people will bring things too,” Arthur said.

Spiky and Leena came a few minutes later, pulling out chairs and setting up shop near Arthur’s fire. They were almost immediately evicted when Talca showed up, not by the transporter himself, but by the gigantic Hing known as Littal.

“Sorry, Arthur,” Hune said. “I told him not to bring Littal. He wouldn’t listen. All the being-too-enamored-with-me-to-talk stuff is worn away.”

“The note said whoever I needed to be happy.” Talca smiled at the Hing, who had sent water particles all through the room as he shook off before settling down in front of the fire to dry himself further. “I need him and you to be happy. You know this.”

“It’s fine,” Arthur said. “I like Littal. We’ve spent a lot of time together. Isn’t that right, Littal?”

The Hing grunted at Arthur, edged his body a little closer to the fire, then promptly fell asleep.
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With so many people in such a small space, it was hard not to have fun. They all ate and drank and joked for hours. Talca and Hune weren’t announcing their joining yet, but Arthur got the distinct impression it wouldn’t be that long before they did. Despite the fact that they had only known each other a few weeks, they gave him the same feeling Milo and Rhodia did. It was a feeling that the world was better with them together than apart, and whether it was months or years away, he felt pretty confident they’d end up together on a more permanent basis.

When lunchtime rolled around, Arthur roasted some of the meat that Karra had brought and served it on bread with cheese, the one ingredient he had plenty of. Between then and dinner, they all snacked on the special meats and crackers he had bought for Mizu. For dinner, he managed to put together just enough ingredients from everyone’s offerings to make a respectable stew, one that was just a bit better because of Lily’s assistance.

Spiky refused to talk about the election, no matter how many times anyone asked.

“It’s a holiday,” Spiky said. “And if I’m the mayor, I’ll be the mayor. It’s no use worrying about it.”

“Yes, but it’s getting pretty close,” Lily said. “One more day of speeches, then election day. You aren’t concerned at all?”

“He’s really not,” Leena said. “He has ten books of notes on how to run the city, but he just doesn’t mind if it ends up being someone else. It’s weird to me, but it’s just how he is.”

“Well, yes,” Spiky said. “It helps that I wouldn’t be the real leader, anyway.”

“Why not?” Arthur brought back Spiky’s tea, the only stat-enhanced drink he had made all day. It was purposed to make the librarian a bit smarter. Spiky had asked for it to help him cheat at a word game they were playing. Since he was on Arthur’s team, doing so didn’t seem like a bad idea at all. “Is Leena going to puppet you from behind the scenes?”

Spiky looked at Mizu and gave a half grin. “He really doesn’t know, does he?”

“No,” Mizu said. “It never even occurred to him.”

“What?” Arthur asked. “Is this an off-worlder thing?”

“No, just an Arthur thing this time.” Spiky set down his notebook. “Arthur, I’ll make very good use of the system powers I get as mayor, and I’ll know… well, everything there is to know. In that respect, I’ll be a wonderful mayor. But a leader?”

Spiky threw up his hands in mock panic, pantomiming being helpless and hopeless.

“I’ll never be a leader type. It’s just not who I am. There are some answers that numbers in books can give, and when people come and ask me what to do, I’ll tell them. When there’s planning to be done, I’ll do that too. But leadership isn’t about having clear answers. It’s about helping people find the answers when the way forward isn’t clear, and someone just has to pick a direction and head out to keep things moving.”

“What will you do then?” Arthur asked. He was interested now.

“That’s what he’s saying, Arthur,” Lily said. “We’ll ask you, just like we always have.”


FORTY-SEVEN



Learning







The weather broke a few hours before midnight. As everyone else packed up their things, stole leftovers, and made their way home, Arthur lifted up Lily and carried her to her little place down the road. Of all the houses in town, Lily’s was the simplest that Arthur had seen. She had a small living area, a bedroom, a bathroom, and a few rooms meant to be used for storage that were still mostly empty besides a few boxes. Outside of those unused rooms, it reminded Arthur of a small apartment back on Earth.

When the town’s first houses were being built, it was an open question of where Lily would stay. Almost all children her age in the Demon World would stay with someone, living with a guardian until they got their system classes and usually a year or so beyond that. Lily didn’t fit cleanly into normal categories, though. She was a full class-holder with her own work, and a streak of independence to back it up.

Even so, Arthur had offered. Building another room on his house wouldn’t have been difficult, and she could have come and gone as she pleased. In the end, it was Lily who made the decision to live on her own. She pointed out that she’d be just down the road, with access to Arthur any time she needed him. And, as sad as it was, she reminded them that she had lived on her own more than any of them had. She’d be fine, she said, and she’d hardly spent much time doing anything but sleeping in her house anyway.

All those things were true, but Arthur had another room added to his house anyway, just in case. He kept a spare bed in there. Any time she needed to, she could have slept over. Instead, things turned out just as she had predicted they would. Lily spent plenty of time over at Arthur’s, used her time at her own house sleeping, and enjoyed having a space she could be alone in when she needed time to cool down.

It was all fine, but Arthur still felt a pang of guilt as he unlatched Lily’s door, laid her in her bed, and then left. It was what she wanted, and things were working out fine. He was still going to buy a better bed and some more furniture for his just-in-case Lily-room. She was a smart kid and would understand. She would always have a home with him if she wanted one.

Back in his own house, Arthur built up the fire in the fireplace, letting the house fill with warmth as he showered, changed into his magical pajamas, and finally climbed into his own bed. He found he couldn’t sleep, at least not right away. It was a healthy kind of insomnia, as such things went. He had slept a lot in the past week or so, and today he had hardly worked at all. If he couldn’t sleep, it was because he was finally rested up.

After a long period building the town and a shorter, harder one defending it, Arthur had finally reached the point he had dreamt about when they had first come here. He had his own town, surrounded by his own friends. He had his shop and his purpose. He had been a leader in the town, though that was seeing its own sunset to some extent.

Arthur could imagine a reality where all that bothered him. He had been important in ways he wasn’t going to be important anymore, and he had possessed a purpose that was now evaporating away. He had been a settler, a frontier-living trailblazer who worked hard to carve civilization out of the wild. Now, he was turning back into plain old Arthur, a tea shop owner who laughed with his friends, slung drinks, and did little besides that.

He didn’t mind at all, and for a couple reasons. The first was that something about being part of Coldbrook’s building had changed how he looked at who he was. He had started in this place at an even footing with all his friends. He might not be a native of the Demon World, but he was one in Coldbrook. That had helped a few of the harder-to-assimilate lessons of this place sink in.

It’s okay to just be happy. It probably always was.

Arthur had taken a long time to get used to that. Here, he didn’t have to change the whole world, or scrabble for any tiny bit of advancement he could get. It just wasn’t necessary. There was plenty to go around here, both in terms of resources and happiness. If he wanted to spend his life making better and better tea, the world would be more than glad to reward him for that.

He could try to change the world, sure. It would even come with different rewards if he succeeded. But those prizes were different, not necessarily better. The only thing that would make them worth going for was if he felt he needed them to have a fulfilling life. And I don’t. I just need my friends and my purpose. That’s more than enough.

The second lesson was that he knew, deep down, that things would get shaken up soon enough. Somewhere in his bones, he could feel the differences that everyone else could see.

Arthur is wrapped up in something weird again was a personal trope at this point, and one he wasn’t trying to cause at all. The system had given him far more than it wanted back, but something about coming here from another place had put him in a position where the universe just felt more comfortable asking him to put his weight on local problems that needed solving, to set things right where they were slightly wrong.

Arthur didn’t mind. If that was the price of his new life in the Demon World, it was very cheap. But calm times had never, ever lasted long for him. There was always something just around the corner waiting to make things interesting again. The trick to getting through those times, whatever they ended up being, was to take the rest where he could get it.

And if the old man between places was telling the truth, the rest was the point. The work had its place, but the system wanted him to be happy. If weirder times were coming, he at least had comfort in the fact that so was the next period of normal, and it’d be in a world just a little bit better tailored to fit him.
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Arthur finally fell asleep. When he woke up, it was still too early to go out. He dressed, walked to his kitchen, and made himself some tea to help himself wake up. Taking it back to his couch, he settled in to drink it with a book that Spiky had left him.

“Just flip through it,” Spiky had said. “You don’t need to know everything about elections, but you need to know a little. I’ve marked the pages that will be most useful for you. If you read those, you’ll know as much as the average person does.”

He said it like he just marked out a few paragraphs, Arthur thought, looking at the paper bookmarks sticking out of the pages. He must have highlighted a quarter of the book here.

If nothing else, Spiky had worked hard to make sure Arthur had a chance to learn the things he’d need to know to feel normal over the next day. Arthur flipped through the bookmarks, picking up little facts here and there that really did clarify things for him.

Elections didn’t have a specific timing in the Demon World, for one. This one little choice by the people of Coldbrook might be good for a year, or for the rest of Spiky’s life. They played it by ear. If a mayor wanted to quit, as Arthur had, it would trigger an election. If they weren’t doing their job well or if someone else had relevant skills that would serve the town better, someone would gently tell the mayor that the time to step aside had come.

The book seemed to take it as a given that they would step aside, too. The idea that someone would cling to power that other people didn’t want them to have was entirely alien to the author, to the point where they didn’t even consider it worth mentioning.

The real pay dirt in Arthur’s learnings came mostly in the form of familiarizing himself with procedure. Like Earth, the Demon World favored secret elections. Unlike Earth, this was for reasons entirely unrelated to the idea of being punished for a vote.

Our custom of secret ballots comes from a desire to eliminate awkwardness for the voter themselves. If they have a friend who is running for a particular position, the idea of a secret vote makes it possible for them to choose a better candidate without damaging their relationship.

Moreover, sometimes the best choice for a leadership position will be the voter themselves. The use of secret ballots allows them to cast that vote, knowing that they are the best choice for a particular job, and without creating worries that they will be viewed as arrogant about their own skills or capabilities.

Satisfied, Arthur slapped the book shut and began his day in earnest. It was the last day of campaigning before the election, and he wanted to get some work in while he still could. In the near-dark of the predawn hours, he slipped out of his house and towards his shop. It was time to make the tea.

The speeches would come at night, and Arthur’s first few customers of the day set the tone that nobody in town intended on losing another day of work. If anything, they seemed dead-set on making sure more got done, not less. His stat-enhancing drinks flew off the shelves, so to speak, loaded with as much pep as he could fit in around the other enhancements.

“Hey, Arthur. Is business good today?”

“Surprisingly so.” Arthur had seen Sett coming, and already had his drink ready. “I would have thought people would start slow after a big storm like that, especially since it’s a busy day. Doesn’t look like that’s the case, though.”

“It sure doesn’t. I just came from the wall construction projects. Have you looked at those lately?”

“Not closely.”

“Do, if you get the chance. There’s deceptively little visible above the ground, but I had Karra explain to me why.”

“And?”

“They are improving the foundations. It’s not the same walls at all, at least under the ground. She’s a gem. I almost wish she’d get elected.”

“No chance of her joining the race?” Arthur knew there probably wasn’t, but wanted Sett’s take. “None at all?”

“A newspaper man isn’t really supposed to say, but no. She doesn’t want the job. And, frankly, that librarian of yours will be pretty hard to beat.”


FORTY-EIGHT



The Look







“Spiky’s that much in the lead?” Arthur asked.

“Oh, things are pretty clear. He doesn’t talk much, but everyone has seen him with his notebooks. I’ve been walking around the town getting acquainted with the people, and everywhere I go, I can see Spiky in the distance, learning something about someone else’s work.” Sett gulped down about half of his drink, apparently impervious to the temperature of the thing. “I don’t think there’s anyone in town who hasn’t had an in-depth conversation with the guy. He knows about your tea, right?”

“Everything,” Arthur answered.

“He knows that much about my newspaper too. And I’ve been here much less long. I’ve had enough conversations to know that the average person assumes Spiky knows absolutely everything. And I don’t think they are all that far off, if I’m being honest.”

“So are you voting for him?” Arthur asked. “Wait, can you vote at all?”

“I can. Spiky told me it was all right. And as to who I’m voting for, you should know better than to ask. Especially of a newspaperman.” Sett waved off Arthur’s apology before he could get it out. “Not a worry though. There’s plenty of town to write about and only so much day.”

“Are you sticking around after this?” Arthur asked. “I know you haven’t been to Seaside or Peaktown yet.”

“At least until I can publish the election results. And take them to the other towns. Talca is making a run the day after tomorrow. That should time out nicely for me to hitch a ride.”

The day came and went normally. Arthur barely had a conversation the whole day that went beyond chit-chat. Everyone grabbed their drinks, then politely went wherever they were going to work. He wondered if the town would actually get more labor out of the reflexive desire to catch up after the rainstorm than they lost to the storm itself. The fact that Spiky would have an answer to that question further cemented his choice of who to vote for.

Eventually, it was time for the speeches. The stamper on the ballot got up and essentially reiterated Karra’s plans, but a bit worse. Another merchant gave a speech, and then there was a short break to make up for the lack of a Milo-driven comic relief speech before Spiky went up. Arthur looked around during the break, finding the librarian serenely writing in his notebook as if nothing was happening at all.

“Not to psych you out, but shouldn’t you have some feelings on this?” Arthur asked. “It’s not like you are immune to fear. I’ve seen you out in the wild. You jump when a twig snaps.”

“Oh, maybe. But I’ve done a lot of prep for this.” Spiky patted a leather tube by his side. “All the hard work is already done. The speech will pretty much give itself. That’s the thing with being afraid. It’s when there’s still more to do. I’ve done everything I can.”

Arthur watched Spiky leaf through notes with all the calm of a content cow chewing grass until Onna called him up. Spiky walked slowly up to the stage, looked out over the assembled people, and cleared his throat.

“Hi, everyone.” He waved. “I’m Spiky. Stanta, really, especially if I get elected. You can’t sign things as Spiky. Nobody knows who they’re coming from.”

The town laughed lightly at that. It wasn’t a belly-buster of a joke, but it was amusing enough that Arthur was relieved for his friend.

“I’m going to try to keep this as short as I can, but I have a lot of plans for the town. I wrote them all down to make it easier to understand, and Lily’s going to help me by hanging them up as I talk about them. Thanks, Lily. Here are the papers.” Spiky handed the tube over to the owl girl, who pulled out the first of the large sheets and hung it on the wall. “So, first, our water supply. Thanks to Mizu, we are in very good shape there. With that said, I’ve talked to her, and there are some places we could do better, like…”

Spiky took a minute or so to explain everything the town’s water needed to perform its best, then moved on to speaking about the roads, referencing all the things he had learned from the town’s stampers. Then he talked about wall construction. Then the economy, the food supply, and even the last known status of Daisy and Rumble.

He had a sheet of paper covering every aspect of the town’s development in detail. More than that, he had plans for where each aspect of the town’s development should head next, details about what resources they’d need to do so, and even an order in which they should be prioritized. Where other candidates had known a lot about their own subject matters of expertise and were general about other subjects, Spiky had detailed plans for everything, and somehow managed to explain everything anyone needed to know about each in an absurdly short amount of time.

Is that the librarian class at work? Arthur thought. Or is it just how Spiky is?

By the time Spiky’s speech was wrapping up, Arthur’s head almost ached from the sheer amount of data his friend had crammed in it. The only thing keeping him from a full-blown headache was the elegance with which Spiky had presented everything. He was sure there were more details Spiky could have included, but just didn’t. He gave them as much as any person would want, maybe a little bit more he thought they should know, then stopped.

“Well, that’s it. That’s what I’ll do if I’m elected,” Spiky concluded. It was no lie. They had all seen his plans for the town, and they were, without exception, good ones. At least where Arthur was familiar enough with jobs to know, he could tell they were even improved versions of what the experts wanted to do, optimized to work with other projects so that everything could eventually get done just a little faster.

Spiky stepped down as the entire town sat in silence for a few seconds before cheering. The election had been his to lose, and he hadn’t lost it. They’d still need to vote, of course, and anything could happen, but unless something weird happened, they knew who their mayor would be.

“So that’s it?” Spiky asked, as he finally made his way past the last row of well-wishers in the crowd and returned to the table. “I can go now?”

“Now? I mean, yeah, sure, but why?”

“Skal is doing some night time fishing. I thought it would help me understand his production capacity a little bit better if I saw that with my own eyes.”

“Yeah, I mean, nothing is keeping you here.” Arthur waved him off. “Go fishing, I guess. Have fun.”

“Thanks!” Spiky said, picking up his notebooks and the tube containing his re-rolled plans for their home. “Will do.”

The future mayor walked off towards the ocean, ready to load himself into a rickety rowboat with an old, possibly dangerous demon, just to learn a little bit more about fish so he could serve his town better.

Arthur leaned back in his chair and took another bite of his dinner. It tasted better now. Coldbrook was, as far as he was concerned, in very good hands.
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Spiky and Skal came back a couple hours later.

“When is it going to be done?” Arthur asked. “The last person to vote was hours ago. How long does it take to count these?”

“A while,” Skal said. “And that’s good. You are supposed to be careful. They’ll count and recount until two hours past sundown to make sure they did it right. Not that there will be much confusion, I think. Look at that boy. He’s working. It’s like there’s nothing special happening today at all.”

Spiky was talking to a farmer about a plant, waving his hands in an animated way that mimicked the physical size of some plant. Apparently, they got pretty big.

“Spiky was documenting the stuff before, but then he had to explain it all to me. That alone was a lot of time. Hopefully it’s easier now,” Arthur said.

“Don’t fool yourself, boy. He only shows you the parts you will understand. And for reasons I don’t understand, he hides how much work he’s doing on the side. It takes work to organize ideas, and decisions are their own special kind of work.” Skal took a drink of juice and cleared his throat a bit. “He’ll do fine, though. He has that look.”

“What look?”

Skal’s explanation had to wait as Onna suddenly took the stage and shouted for everyone’s attention, holding an envelope high in the air. The whole town quieted down until they could have heard a pin drop anywhere in the entire valley.

“Thanks, everyone.” Onna’s voice boomed out over the quiet. “And thanks for voting. Special thanks go out to Milo and Sett for printing the ballots, as well as everyone who volunteered for counting duty. Since our two normal counters-of-things had to recuse themselves, it was a big help.”

The crowd laughed and turned to Spiky and Leena, both of whom had very good reasons to refuse to verify the results of the election. They waved and turned back towards Onna. This was important.

“As with all elections, this decision will stand until there’s a good reason for it not to. It will determine in small ways and large ways both the direction we will take as a settlement, and the mayor will either represent us in communications with outside cities or determine a representative to send.”

That last little bit was something Arthur sort of knew already, having taken a trip to do some minor negotiations himself. He didn’t know it was as official as all that, or that the responsibility could be pawned off. Not that he would have, back then. Probably.

“As soon as this envelope is opened, you can begin to bring your concerns, plans, and queries to the mayor. It will be their duty to help you to the best of your ability. Try not to swarm them too soon, okay? Let them settle in.” Onna shot a warning glance at the town-at-large, just serious enough to drive the point home. “And once again, thank you to everyone who ran. Having choices for leadership makes our town stronger. Even if one of those choices is Milo.”

Milo inclined his head slightly at Onna, who nodded back. If it looked like his iron reign would have to wait for another election, he seemed content with that result.

“And lastly, we thank Arthur Teamaster for his service up to this point, and his willingness to step aside when he felt the town would be better served by someone else. You made us a town, Arthur. Literally so. We won’t forget it.”

Arthur blushed as the town gave a cheer and a round of applause for him. He hadn’t done that much. It was just what he needed to do at the time.

“And without further ado…” Onna opened the envelope, glancing at the contents she must have already known, then turning the paper to face the audience. “Greet your new mayor, Stanta Bookmaster.”

Nobody, not one person, from the smallest owl to the largest rhino hunter, was surprised by the result. They went crazy anyway. It was minutes before even Onna could get them calmed down enough for Stanta to take the stage and accept the results. He gave a short speech, and that was it. The town had a new mayor to guide it through the next steps of its story.

After finding Spiky and congratulating him, Arthur searched the crowd until he found Skal, near the edge of the bustle and moving closer to open ground and a clear pathway back to his rods and reels. Arthur shouldered through the crowd, catching up to him just a few steps away from the post-election madness.

“Skal!” Arthur trotted up as the old demon turned. “Wait!”

“What?” Skal asked, laughing. “Did I leave a fish emergency unsolved somewhere?”

“No. I just wanted to hear what you had to say. About Spiky having a look.”

“Oh, that. You already know, I think.” Skal walked over to a nearby bench and sat both of them down. “Son, everyone has things they like to do. That’s how most of us get our classes. The first time I touched a rod, it was done. I was going to be fishing for the rest of my life. Just like that.”

“I know what you mean.”

“Anyone would. But that’s your class. After that, you still have to live your life. The world still changes around you. You have to find a place to be, and you have to roll with the punches as they come. Those things aren’t as simple. Do you understand why?”

Arthur thought about that for a second. “Because they aren’t just about you?”

“Not just about you, sure. And not just about demons. It’s about balance. There’s a reason she’s one of our gods. It’s about things being right, and in the right proportions.” Skal fished a flask off his belt and took a slug of water. “About things going as they should. That’s not always something you choose, but it feels right when you find it. You have to have something like that, somewhere in your life. Everyone does.”

That was Mizu, for Arthur. And Lily and Milo and the rest. Given that the old demon probably already knew that, Arthur just nodded.

“Anyway, what your friend looks like is a person who is headed in the right direction. When you get to be as old as I am, that kind of thing shows up like a lantern in the dark.” Skal stood up, dusted off his pants, and started walking towards his boat. “You can be happy for your friend. It’s a good thing. Just keep close to him. You know yourself that doing the right thing isn’t always an easy job.”


FORTY-NINE



Visitor's Orders







Afew boring, normal days passed. Walls got taller. Houses were built. People arrived. And an ever increasing amount of food was ordered in.

“It’s more of an innovation than I thought it would be.” Spiky was pointing at various visual aids on the giant piece of paper he had brought for the presentation. “It’s not that people aren’t still cooking. They are. And it’s not that they still aren’t coming to the plaza to eat. They still are. In fact, the total amount of money spent over countertops has dropped, but not by much. This is a new, third thing. It’s growing the economy. It’s going to attract more cooks. The achievements alone would do that.”

“There are achievements?” Arthur asked. “I know that’s not much of a surprise, but they are good?”

“Oh yes. The system took a few days to figure out how to phrase them, we think, but then they started flowing in.” Spiky flipped the economics page over and landed on a page labeled Leveling Implications, which listed a dozen or so documented awards from the system for fulfilling lots of delivery orders, or fulfilling them in odd or unusual ways. It was a lot. “That means there’s an imbalance. Our cooks are growing faster than they normally would, but in what most people consider to be the right way. It’s not a shortcut. It’s an acceleration. Situations like that don’t last.”

“And that’s bad?” Mizu raised her hand, a questioning look on her face. “It seems good for them.”

“It’s not good or bad, necessarily. On net, I’d say it’s good. But imbalances get corrected. Expect to see an influx of cooks joining the town in the next few weeks, very probably too many of them. Which will make food cheaper, for a time, which will attract more physical classes, and so on.” Spiky sat down, apparently spent. “The point is, we need more houses. Karra, if you could, would you tell me the status of fully stamped lots, and…”

Arthur was more convinced than ever that Spiky had been the right choice for the town. When he was the mayor, Arthur could react to things happening quickly. Spiky, on the other hand, could predict them. He could also choose what he called “interventions” that had the minimum impact needed to fix problems, and had a dozen other intellect-driven differences that set him apart from what Arthur could do. Or what anyone could do, really.

The meeting was always supposed to be a quick one, and after Spiky had clarified the status of home-building efforts and the constant expansion of the rail delivery network, he let everyone loose to go back to their days. Everyone except one person, whom he jogged up to and grabbed before he could escape.

“Arthur, can I keep you for a minute? I need to ask you for a favor,” Spiky asked.

“Of course. Anything,” Arthur said.

“We have a visitor in town, representing the capital. They came in last night. I’ve already talked to them, but they didn’t seem to get what they needed from me. They’ve requested a conversation with you, directly. And privately.”

“Oh. Huh.” The capital wasn’t bad news exactly, but communications with the hub of the demon empire wasn’t something Arthur had a lot of experience with. “Why me?”

“Because you ran the city for so long, I think. You still know details of things I don’t.” Spiky sighed. “And because I’m afraid I didn’t provide them with the answers they wanted.”

“Is this person… scary?” Arthur got the impression that Spiky’s sigh was more winding-down-from-slight-stress than it was frustration-at-not-solving-a-problem. “Am I going to get in trouble?”

“Yes and yes.” Spiky nodded with a frightening lack of hesitation. “But it won’t be that bad. Promise. And, sadly, that’s all the prep I can give you. Visitor’s orders.”

Arthur didn’t love that, but Spiky proved immovable on the subject. After figuring out that the visitor was in the yet-unused church talking to one of the town’s new clerics, Arthur sped over there. There was no use delaying things, and the sooner he got through this, the sooner he could start working on his tea.

As he entered the shoebox-shaped church, Arthur saw the person standing near the front, facing away from him and leaning on the short, squat platform clerics in this world used as lecterns. The magical lights near the front were casting shadows in such a way that Arthur couldn’t get much information about the person, besides the fact that the person was shorter than average.

Getting closer revealed that it was a woman, and getting closer still revealed that woman to be a dove. That was enough for Arthur to put two and two together. He knew exactly who this terrifying-but-not-actually-that-bad person was.

“Itela!” Arthur yelled, rushing up to give her a hug. “The way Spiky talked about you, I thought you were going to drag me off to the wilds and torture me.”

“That’s actually not that far off.” Itela gave Arthur a big hug in return, and he felt her cleric powers flare as she began to check out his health like a worried mother. “You look healthy enough. You’ve been taking your majicka sensitivity pills?”

“Every day,” Arthur answered.

“And you haven’t been working yourself to death?”

“Not since the monster wave. Which seemed worth it.”

Itela’s face flickered with mild oh-this-kid grumbles before she threw her hands up, abandoning the argument. “I guess it was. Your town stands, Arthur Teamaster. And it’s still growing. How do you feel about all the changes?”

“I think it’s great. Adding a few clerics is going to make a huge difference all by itself, and I don’t think we are ever going to have a problem with monster waves again. That’s… what did Spiky call it? Pure economic gain,” Arthur said.

“Those are all good things. But you know what I’m more impressed with?”

“What?”

“This stupid delivery service Milo made. I ate breakfast someone else cooked in my bed this morning, Arthur. In a strange town, I had a cook-prepared breakfast before I even had my shower.” Itela sighed. “It was wonderful. I need to give that boy a blessing before I go.”

“Sure. Although I understand the system is paying him out just fine for his efforts.” Arthur motioned his head over towards a pew, and both he and the older cleric moved in that direction to sit down. “So, what can I do for you? I don’t think you came here just to brag about your breakfast.”

“No. I did not. As I mentioned before, I’ve come to kidnap you. I need an Arthur,” Itela stated.

“Just have Karbo do whatever it is,” Arthur replied.

Itela laughed in a way that would have made her spit out her drink, if she had one.

“I’m afraid not. This isn’t Karbo work.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a small pamphlet. “Have you heard of The Expo?”

“I haven’t.”

“That’s no surprise. There hasn’t really been one since you got here.” Itela tossed the pamphlet into Arthur’s lap. “Once every four years or so, the leaders of the Demon World come together and update everyone on what’s happening in their towns. It’s meant to drive progress by means of sharing ideas and innovations. You’ve seen a smaller version of it when I took trips with the city’s invalids.”

“To gather up new treatments for them? I do remember that,” Arthur said.

“Now imagine the same thing, but not just for clerics and medics. The Expo covers everything. Wall building innovations. Medicine. City design. Weller work. Hunters talk about hunting, and dungeon crawlers talk about new formations and techniques for raiding. It’s hundreds or thousands of presentations, which are watched in person and then converted into one big book by librarians, for anyone to read from.”

“That’s… wait. Does Karbo give a presentation?”

“Every Expo. He tries and fails to explain how he does what he does. With visual aids.” Itela smirked. “The building he gives his talk in almost never survives.”

“And you want me for this?” Arthur had the pamphlet now. It had drawings of academic-looking demons giving talks to enraptured audiences. “It feels like this is Spiky-work. It’s almost exactly what he does.”

“It is. But he doesn’t want to do it, and I don’t blame him. Coldbrook is growing very fast, and this is a trip that will take the better part of a month, if not longer. Any mistakes that happen while he’s gone will be hard to roll back.” Itela shifted in her seat and straightened her robes. “He told me no, flat-out. It was a remarkably brave thing for him. He’s growing up.”

“That still doesn’t mean I’m the person to do it. I don’t know much about what everyone is doing. On a technical level, I mean. I know Karra gives me the dumbed-down version of what she does. I’m not sure I can explain it any better than that.”

“Oh, she’ll fill you in. She and Spiky will write up a whole treatise on how she’s working at her job, which you will read during the ride. The kinds of people who attend talks on building walls aren’t stupid either. They can fill in the gaps and read the treatise themselves. Your job is mostly just to make sure they do. And make sure you cover the big points in the talks,” Itela said.

“Talks, as in multiple talks?” Arthur asked.

“Maybe one, maybe a dozen. You’ll be the representative for the whole town. If someone wants you to carry word of a new innovation, that’s your job.” Itela grinned mischievously. “Well, part of it.”

“Stop smiling like that. You look like Mizu when she sees a new natural spring.”

“I can’t help it. The other part is just… socializing. Part of the reason I want you for this is because it will do you an especially large amount of good. You’ve never seen how life is in the capital. Almost everyone gets there at least once during childhood, you know. You just haven’t had time. You’ll meet a lot of people, shake a lot of hands, and have a lot of conversations. It will be educational.”

“Oh, how I’ve longed for the sweet embrace of educational experiences,” Arthur said. “How have I lived without them?”

“Shush, you. It will be fun, too. There’s food in the capital, you know. Things to do. Things to see. You won’t be working most of the time. The rest of the time, you’ll be able to mill around and do Arthur things,” Itela laughed.

“I doubt the capital has much room for Arthur things, even if it wants them.”

“Whether it wants them or not is beside the point, Earthling. You’ve shaken up every single place you’ve gone. Did you know, Arthur, that you kind of glow now? I doubt anyone else can see it, but I can. You are dragging potential.”

“I’ve heard that word. I don’t think it means what I think it means.”

“I’m not sure anyone understands it. It’s something the system says sometimes, in just a few achievements we’ve documented. It’s like she’s saying that you are a spoon and the world is a pot that needs stirring. Or something like that, but smaller-sounding.” Itela shrugged. “I’m not a great philosopher. The point is, it doesn’t matter if the capital wants to be stirred or not. Or if you want to stir it.”

“I don’t, really.”

“Doesn’t matter. There’s a recipe for chaos that ends up helping everyone, and it’s just a card that says ‘Add some Arthur.’ It’s been that way since the first day you got here.”

Arthur didn’t see eye-to-eye with her on that, but he was in a whole town that had grown out of chaos and into something special. He could argue that things didn’t happen because of him, but he couldn’t argue that they didn’t happen around him at all. The entire settlement was proof of that.

“Are you going?” Arthur asked. If he was going to walk into an unfamiliar place, having support would be good. “You are making it sound that way, but you haven’t actually said.”

“Oh, yes. Ella, Karbo, Eito, Minos, and I are more or less the adult observers of this part of the world. We’ll have our own little meetings to attend.” Itela grimaced. “Lots of them. We’ll have to meet with the council, among other groups. It will be terrible.”

“Then why do it?”

“The capital, Arthur, has very good sandwiches. And goods. There’s good in the bad, if you just look for it.”

Arthur sighed. “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

“Of course you do.” Itela slapped his leg. “Just say no. You aren’t bound to the task, Arthur. But you won’t.”

“You’re sure?”

“Someone asked you for help, and it’s something you can do. Have you ever said no to that before?”
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Epilogue







Arthur walked out of the church alone. Itela still had a lot of work to do, most of it aimed at a very young, very terrified cleric who was getting one-on-one tutelage from what, to her, was a living legend of priest-work. He left them to it, watching Itela go into business-mode, and relieved that most of his interactions with her were more casual than that.

She wasn’t wrong about him accepting the work. Spiky had thought he’d do a good job at this, and so did Itela. Even if Arthur disagreed, it was almost a sure thing that they were right and he was wrong. Even if it meant he was going to spend some time away from his tea shop, it wouldn’t be that long.

The thing that bothered him the most was being alone. He would have friends there, which meant he was whining a bit by even thinking that. But he wouldn’t have as many friends as he liked, and they’d be busy most of the time. He would be wandering the streets of the capital like an outsider. It wasn’t his thing.

It’s too late, though. I said I’d do it. You have to do the things you said you’ll do.

“Arthur!” Lily ran up to him from the side. “Are you done talking to Itela?”

“Yes. How’d you know?” Arthur reached down and ruffled Lily’s head. He’d miss her the most, maybe. Or Mizu. It was hard to say. “Were you spying?”

“No, you doof. I talked to her before you did.”

“How?” Arthur said. “Spiky barely had time to tell me about it.”

“Because she found me. Showed up at my house in the middle of the night. I thought you had hurt yourself again.”

“She found me too.” Mizu’s voice rang out from behind Arthur. “In my well. I don’t even know how. I hadn’t told anyone I was doing night work.”

“When she found me, I tried to run away before she could talk,” Milo said, walking side by side with Mizu. “She’s really, really fast. I think she picked up something from Karbo. She had me by the ear before I took three steps.”

“Why?” Arthur asked. “Was she just asking about the town?”

“No, you fool.” Milo flicked him. “She said, and I quote, ‘That boy will wilt if he doesn’t have at least four of you around him at any given time. He’s a herd animal. Just don’t let him take the Pratas.’”

“She said the same thing to me, except she said you need ‘regular watering.’ She also said I’m a medical oddity, so I’ll have my own things to do,” Lily said. “I think I have to explain how to win an argument with the system.”

“The point is, you aren’t going alone,” Mizu said. “As if I’d let you, anyway. Do you know what kind of well-work they do in the capital, Arthur? It’s the best. The very best. Even Mother’s advancements are only a small part of it.”

“I’m just mad that Rhodia won’t go. She doesn’t like the bustle,” Milo said. “But it’s okay. We’ll be back soon enough.”

“Huh.” Arthur felt himself warming to the idea of the capital more. “You said four though, right? At least four. Who is the fourth? Is Corbin going to destealth now?”

Corbin did.

“Gods, Corbin, you almost gave me a heart attack.” Milo patted his chest. “You have to stop doing that.”

“That’s what Arthur always says.”

“So listen to him!” Milo tried to flick Corbin, who had far too many points in dexterity to actually get hit by his attack. “How did Itela even catch you?”

“She blessed a whole street. I guess she can see the people she has buffs on,” Corbin said. “And she really is faster than she should be. I almost got away before she tackled me. So I guess I’m going, too.”

There would be weeks of packing and preparing before they actually left, then more travel than Arthur wanted to think about to actually get to the capital. Improved shocks and Talca’s driving could only do so much to help cut down that time. There would be more reading than he wanted to do, more speeches than he wanted to give, and he was increasingly sure more chaos and weirdness than he wanted to deal with.

All those things were a given. Spiky had caught the hot potato, and then not only passed it to Arthur but actually glued it to his hand. Arthur would give him hell for that later.

But there were good things, too. As much as Arthur didn’t want to admit it, his tea production was stalled, and the only way past that kind of bottleneck was piling on life experience, dealing with problems, and helping people. The capital would provide all those things in spades. And that was before he actually got access to the best brewers and beverage-makers in the world. It was an expo, after all. He wouldn’t just be teaching. He could learn.

And his friends would be with him. Not all of them, but enough of them that he’d always have someone nearby to help him. He’d be leaving home, but he was also dragging a bit of home with him wherever he went.

Arthur went around the circle, hugging each of them in turn. He was that glad. When he got to Lily, he refused to let go, picking her up and holding her at his side like a child. Which she still was, he supposed, despite her insistence he put her down. He ignored her, kissed her cheek, and looked around his circle of friends.

“Itela says I’ll make the capital chaotic. Are you sure you are all ready for that much Arthur stuff?”

Everyone nodded. Of course they were. They were his friends.



Book 4 Author's Note





I’ve said this somewhere before, but writing is both absurdly hard and absurdly easy. I’ve had a bunch of jobs that were pretty bad in a lot of stressful, abusive, terrible ways, and writing is far and away easier than all of them. I get up, I have some ideas, I type those ideas, I slightly edit those ideas to be more pleasing to your eye, and then I take a nap.

The hard part, which anyone who has written knows, is doing it every day. For a large part of the writing of this book, that became hard enough that I could barely do it. Dotblue, my editor, has at several times during the writing of this book said something along the lines of “Are you doing okay? Your pace is off, and this particular sentence concerned me.” I was fine, I was alive, I wasn’t crumbling under the weight of an impossible life, but he also wasn’t wrong. I was having a hard time writing.

Normally, when I write one of these author’s notes, I talk a lot about characters and setting. This time, I’m not. If you are four books into this sucker, you know the majority of the characters and you have a good idea of how I approach new ones. Instead, I’m going to try and give you some pointers on the writing process, with bits and pieces of what you’d normally get out of one of my writer’s notes mixed in.

My hope is that the next time you are running dry, you can use some of these pointers yourself to get moving. Or, at least, that reading this is interesting. Either way, enjoy.

Defining Point A

Point A, the beginning, is where your story starts out.

For book one, that was with Arthur’s face on the cobblestones in a new world, terrified of everything around him. For book two, that was a shop, a girlfriend, and a found family, but not much knowledge of the world outside of that warm, safe womb. For book three, that was with an open field, a bunch of friends, but no houses, steady supply of resources, or comfort. For book four, that was with a town that had running water, enough resources to survive and enjoy life with, and an impending problem.

Defining Point A is important. “Here is our main character,” you say, and then tell readers as much as you can without being heavy-handed and weird about it. “Here’s the world he inhabits, and what kind of initial problems he has to deal with. And here are the resources, whether human or otherwise, to solve his problem with.”

Once you know what your Point A is, you have to then decide how you’re going to relate everything together, how fast, and in what order. And guess what: how well you can do this is probably the biggest differentiator between whether you get to be an author or have to go on being something else. It’s the biggest, most foundational piece (unless I’ve said this before, in which case you can read this as “this is also very important”).

Handling Point A is the most important part of your book. That’s where people are deciding whether or not they care about the characters and the setting, and whether they’re going to spend their precious energy reading the rest of the book. If you botch it, you lose them. That’s not unreasonable. At any given point of the book, the only things they know are what you’ve taken the time to show them.

A very skilled author can create a Point A that has world building, problem, and solution pieces all in one.

Let’s take an example:

If James is wielding a glowing dagger, we know he’s in a magic or techy world. If he’s wielding a glowing dagger against giant, molten-metal frogs in the lava cave, we know that world is dangerous. If he has the dagger and the frogs and has mental dialogue about how he can’t wait to get back up to the nice, cool surface tavern and have a nice, cool ale, we know a bit out about the outside world.

James pulled his dagger out of the frog, spraying himself with juice in the process.

Of course, he thought. It’s not enough that this dungeon spawned with lava and fires everywhere. Even the insides of the frogs have to be hot.

He wiped the sweat and filth from his forehead as he squared up to face the next shimmering amphibian in line. It was already sporting barbed arrows in each leg, and slowed down enough from the injuries to give him a chance to look over his shoulder at the archer.

“My balls,” David said, “are so stuck to my leg that I’m going to need a crowbar to get them off.”

“Too much information, David.” James sprang through the air, clearing the frog before rebounding off the ground, twisting in the air to face his friend again, and landing with one leg on either side of the frog’s head as he brought his dagger down again and again into the thing’s spinal cord. “Far too much.”

“It’s hot as hell down here!” David yelled. “I just want an ale. A single drop of ale. I want to look at a piece of ice, even if it’s from afar. Anything would help.”

“Are you going to bathe this time? Before getting that ale?” James dismounted from the frog before wiping off his dagger on his pants and dropping it into the scabbard at his belt. “Last time you didn’t. And I don’t think it did you any favors with that barmaid. She almost called the guard on you for stench alone.”

Look at all the stuff you have there. I mean, just look at it. There are monsters, there’s unpleasant work related to them, there’s the comic-relief friend, and there’s the implication of a safer world up top that sounds like it just might be medieval. With another page, we could give an implication of just what the MC is getting from all this, what he’s saving up for, how he met David, etc.

And we’d be fleshing the whole world out at the same time. Settings, characters, goals, all at once. Two pages in, our readers could know what our book actually was, and whether or not it was for them. Maybe quicker, if we optimized for that.

That’s what your Point A is, and getting it right defines the entire rest of the novel.

Getting to Point B

At the beginning of a book, your characters probably have problems, but they don’t necessarily have a BIG problem yet. In the world of Disney, there’s a composer named Alan Menken who sometimes talks about writing “I want” songs, which let you know what the lifelong dreams and desires of the characters are. Ariel wants a life on land. Belle wants to not be around hicks all the time. Aladdin wants people to know being poor doesn’t make him worthless.

Those are things you resolve by the end of the book, but they aren’t the big-crisis problem. For Ariel, that’s being in a bad deal with a witch. For Belle, it’s that she has a stalker who wants to murder her boyfriend and imprison her dad. For Aladdin, it’s that he’s trapped in a big lie that someone else has figured out and is using as a weapon against him.

In book four of Demon World Boba Shop, I wanted one big problem to be resolved by the end of the book. That was the monster wave. It was built up throughout the entire first quarter of the book, then resolved around the halfway point. I then went on to do a lot of lower-key stuff, which isn’t as standard but seems to have worked out.

Before you start writing, it’s worthwhile to at least have an idea of what your Point B problem is going to be. But here’s a secret: you don’t actually have to keep that problem. If you write in the general direction of one Point B, you’ll find that other big problems suggest themselves to you as you go, and one of them might be better than what you started with.

If so, switch. It’s your book.

Finishing Point C

In some books, the basic form of Point C is just “the Point B problem has been resolved.” That’s definitely one part of what you need to do. Point B has to get fully or partially defeated to end your book. But Point C isn’t just about the problem. It’s also about the characters, especially the main character, and especially what dealing with the big and little problems of the book have done to them.

In book one of DWBS, Arthur is mostly just trying to find his place in the world and gradually learning that it’s okay if good things happen to him. By the end of the book, he’s resolved both, and resolving his big Point B problem by having saved Mizu.

In the second book, he ends the novel knowing he has the freedom to leave the cradle and take risks, partially because he’s finally learning to trust that the world isn’t out to get him. He’s also resolved his Point B problem of not losing all his friends, but that’s sort of secondary to what he’s learned about himself and the world around him.

I think in an ideal world, you come up with Point C BEFORE you come up with Point B. That “who is my character before, and who is he after?” development is so important that you have to make sure the crises he’s going to deal with are consistent with it.

Again, you can give yourself the freedom to change any of this during the writing process. It’s just that Point C stuff is harder to change. “Who my character is” is so dependent on where he’s headed that changing your Point C necessarily changes Point A and Point B. It’s worth the time and thought to get a really good idea of what’s happening here before you start.

Plot Drives Story, Story Drives Plot

A lot of new writers think they need to know every single step their characters will take. To be fair, some do. I know some good writers who exhaustively plot every single aspect of their stories before they get started, follow those plans to the letter, and get very good results out of it. It’s one way to go.

I still hate it, because I’ve seen far too many stories get several chapters in before the writers notice that the direction the story is going contradicts one of their pre-registered steps. This makes them feel like they are “stuck,” and they either contort the story in ways it doesn’t want to bend to make it work, or just stop writing entirely. I have seen this so many dozens of times that I’m actively afraid to plot too much, lest I build the same prison around myself and wreck my books.

But that’s not the only problem you can run into. Not having a predetermined plot at all kills just as fast as having too much.

Consider Bob and Dave:

Bob has a notebook he’s filled with every single plot point his book will ever need. He’s worked on it for years, getting every last part perfect before he starts to write what he’s sure will be a perfect book. How could it not, with all that prep work?

Once he starts writing, he realizes what a mistake he’s made. He’s now immersing himself in his world, and finding out his characters have their own voices, and react in ways he didn’t anticipate when he sketched them out in his notebook. Little details are piling up and tilting the scales of the story, and he doesn’t feel like he can abandon all his prep work to go with the grain of the story and end up where it wants to go.

Dave, on the other hand, has no plot at all. He’s working completely freehand. When something happens, his characters react to it completely organically. When the story wants to go a certain direction, he follows it.

Six months later, he realizes the book is nine-tenths done, and while he’s written a lot of good scenes, he hasn’t really written a story. There’s been no progression towards a goal. In a panic, he loads the last tenth of the book with all the plot points, notices that this does nothing to fix his meandering, terrible pacing, and burns the whole novel in a fire.

You have to find a balance between these things. The Point A, B, and C beginning-middle-end stuff above is the bare minimum you need to not be Dave. More defined story points than that are fine, but you need at least that much, and to always be glancing up at the signposts to see how far you are from each point to get what you need to finish accomplished in time, and without crowding your pacing.

Avoiding being Bob is a bit harder. There’s a writer who wrote tons of westerns name Louis L’Amour who once said this, “Start writing no matter what, the water does not flow until the faucet is turned on.”

And it’s true. There’s some small amount of work you can get done on your book without writing. Later, once you’ve written a ton of novels and know how things generally go in your stories, you can get a little bit more done. But there’s only so much you can optimize without actually turning on the tap.

For me, this looks a lot like this: I define who my character is at the start of the book, and who I want him to be at the end, and then I write a few chapters, and let some problems that stem from who he is spring up organically. I take a look at those problems, think about what they’d look like if they were much larger, and try to create a brand-new Point B.

As I’m writing the book, I’m keeping an eye on that Point B constantly, as well as what’s happening to my main character. If the book goes in a wildly different direction, I try to notice that as soon as possible and adjust before I’m too buried in work that’s taking me in a direction the story doesn’t want to go.

For you, that might be different. It might involve more plotting or even less. It might be more rigid and work anyway. The main thing I want to do is draw your attention to the problem. Yes, plots drive stories. But the stories also drive the plots. You have to respect both to make it to the end of a worthwhile book.

Creating Characters

There are two ways to create characters. Plot characters and story characters.

Plot characters are created to fill some sort of plot need. If our character is starving in the woods, he might need someone to teach him how to hunt. Creating a hunter that he meets by the side of the road makes sense for this. When we make a plot character, everything that character ends up being is secondary to that role.

Story characters are written with a primary focus on who they are. They exist to be pleasing, entertaining, and interesting. To the extent they exist in a plot, the plot either bends around them to accommodate who they are, or squeezes them into a different shape.

Milo was a plot character. Arthur needed to meet a male peer who could introduce him to the world of people his own age, so one was provided to him. Now, four books in, Milo is still an interesting and good character, but it’s taken him a long time to really establish a full personality. I like Milo, but he’s not the best character in the book and never will be.

Ella was a story character. I specifically wanted someone specifically like Ella in the story, cooking and giving advice. I wanted a turbo-mom who was great in all respects, who was an amplified version of the best parents you’ve ever met. Because of this, Ella is one of the best characters in the book.

Is there overlap between plot characters and story characters? Sure. And you need both kinds of characters. I needed a mayor for the city at some point. I needed a trainer for Arthur. I gave these characters as much story-character flair as I could, but I think in both cases you can feel the parts where they were first and foremost cogs in a story. But since I couldn’t do without them, there they are. They are good characters, but not the best.

And then there’s Lily and Mizu, both of whom are pure story characters. And guess what? They’ve driven more plot than anyone around them because they simply are good enough that I care about them, and know you will too. It’s more interesting to have things happen to them.

My advice is to lean heavy on story characters as much as you can. You can’t avoid plot characters entirely. But to the extent you maintain a flexible enough plot that your characters can brush it aside as they make their way through the world, you can avoid them quite a bit and populate your world with people instead of plot-machines.

Conclusion

Does all this advice seem stale? It’s because you’ve read a lot of it before, in different words. I think every writer who finds even modest success eventually stumbles onto these concepts. They all have different takes on them, sure. But for almost everyone I’ve talked to about this, it feels like we are discovering them for the first time, even as we know we aren’t.

The reason I’m comfortable restating something as well-tread as “have a beginning, a middle, and an end” is because the advice is just that valuable, and because I hope that putting it in different words helps drive it just a bit deeper.

And then, hopefully, you eventually get to a point where you can safely break those rules, knowing exactly why you are doing it. I hope that one day you reread this and say “I disagree with basically all his takes on this subject” because you are so firmly established in your own style that none of it makes sense anymore.

We’ll see how that goes.

As always, I can’t write without you all reading. With every page you turn or friend you recommend my stories to, you make it possible for me to live dreams and have thoughts just like these. I’m more thankful for it than you could ever know.

Thanks for letting me have a nice world.

RC
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How does a crappy day at a crappy job get even worse? Easy, a one-way trip to the apocalypse.

When a freak OSHA violation kicks Sean Lawrence forward in time, he finds himself faced with lizards who shoot spikes, tiny swarms of Greek gods that bite, and hero rabbits that aren’t shy about dispensing justice. He’s landed square in the apocalyptic end times.

Beset on every side by monsters straight out of the Earth’s worst media, Sean has to lean on a mysterious guidebook, a leather jacket, and a home-made knife to keep him alive.

A smart person would spend their days grinding low-level mobs, gathering rat pelts, and waiting for a chance to escape. Or Sean could rise up, slay dragons, and fight against the odds. Faced with a choice between a dead-end life and a possibility of greatness, he takes the path that risks his life and more for a chance to save Earth itself.

Nobody ever claimed he was that smart, anyway.
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